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Skills: An Introduction


Today’s business graduates have an abundance of technical knowledge. They can do linear programming problems, calculate a discounted rate of return, develop a sophisticated marketing plan, and crunch numbers on a computer spreadsheet. They’re technically solid, but most lack the interpersonal and social skills necessary to manage people. If there is an area where business schools need to improve, it’s in developing the “people skills” of their graduates.


—A CORPORATE RECRUITER


This is not an isolated criticism of business programs. In recent years, industry recruiters,1 the business media,2 management faculty,3 and the accrediting agencies of business programs4 have noted the weakness in interpersonal skills among recent business graduates. Unfortunately, the same can be said about our society in general. With all of the advances in technology, we have learned how to generate more information and products better, faster, and cheaper but at the cost of more stress, shallow relationships, and less satisfying lives. “We have learned how to make a living but not a life.”5


Actually, the interpersonal skills necessary to produce happy, productive, and satisfying relationships have pretty much remained the same today as they have been over time. They are just overlooked in our frenzy to try to keep up with and cope with accelerating technological change. The irony is that these interpersonal skills are now needed more than ever to cope with the stress of information overload in both our professional and personal lives. Although quantitative and technological skills may be more emphasized in many business curriculums, the importance of interpersonal skills has not been overlooked by all business educators, as evidenced by work on emotional intelligence by Daniel Goleman and others,6 and a variety of course offerings in leading universities on interpersonal dynamics, coaching and mentoring, and team building.


The purpose of this course is to provide you with the interpersonal skills to help you not only develop successful careers as leaders and team members, but also productively manage your personal relationships to produce a meaningful and satisfying life. The interpersonal skills presented in this class have been found to be vital ingredients for managerial success. As you debrief the chapter exercises and complete the application questions and reinforcement exercises, however, you will quickly discover how you can apply these same skills to productively manage relationships in all areas of your life. So what are these crucial interpersonal skills and what are the best ways to learn them?


INTERPERSONAL SKILLS AND EFFECTIVE MANAGEMENT BEHAVIOR


Studies seeking to identify what differentiates effective managers from ineffective ones have determined that successful managers engage in 51 behaviors. Managers must be motivated to engage in these behaviors, and they must have the requisite skills to effectively implement them.


Behaviors


Through aggregation, researchers condensed the 51 behaviors of effective managers into six role sets7 that can be summarized as follows:


1. Controlling the organization’s environment and its resources.   This set of behaviors includes the ability to be proactive and stay ahead of environmental changes in long-range planning and on-the-spot decision making. It also involves basing resource decisions on clear, up-to-date, accurate knowledge of the organization’s objectives.


2. Organizing and coordinating.   In this role, the manager organizes subordinates’ behaviors around tasks and then coordinates interdependent relationships to accomplish common goals.


3. Information handling.   This set of behaviors comprises using information and communication channels for identifying problems, understanding a changing environment, and making effective decisions.


4. Providing for growth and development.   Managers must provide for their own personal growth and development—as well as for the personal growth and development of subordinates—through continual learning on the job.


5. Motivating employees and handling conflict.   In this role, the manager enhances the positive aspects of motivation—so that employees feel compelled to perform their work— while concurrently eliminating those conflicts that might inhibit employee motivation.


6. Strategic problem solving.   Managers must take responsibility for their own decisions and ensure that subordinates effectively use decision-making skills.


The researchers found that these six sets of behaviors account for more than 50 percent of a manager’s effectiveness. Even if managers understand the necessity of these specific behaviors, they will not engage in them unless they are motivated to do so.


Motivation


The desire to be a manager is another factor that influences managerial effectiveness. Researchers have found the following seven subcategories that make up the motivation to manage:8


1. Authority acceptance.   A desire to accept the authority of superiors.


2. Competitive games.   A desire to engage in competition with peers involving games or sports.


3. Competitive situations.   A desire to engage in competition with peers involving occupational or work activities.


4. Assertiveness.   A desire to behave in an active and assertive manner.


5. Imposing wishes.   A desire to tell others what to do and to utilize sanctions in influencing others.


6. Distinctiveness.   A desire to stand out from the group in a unique and highly visible way.


7. Routine functions.   A desire to carry out routine day-to-day activities often associated with managerial work.


Research has demonstrated that successful managers tend to achieve higher motivation-to-manage scores on inventories measuring these desires. If these seven factors are things that you enjoy and are willing to do, they are a fairly good predictor of your willingness to engage in effective managerial behaviors.


Skills


Even if you know the behaviors that effective managers engage in and have the motivation to apply them, you still need the appropriate skills to implement them effectively. The most popular approach to managerial effectiveness has been to break the manager’s job down into critical roles or skills.9 Such efforts generally conclude that the effective manager must be competent in four different skill areas:10


1. Conceptual skills.   The mental ability to coordinate all of the organization’s interests and activities.


2. Human skills.   The ability to work with, understand, and motivate other people, both individually and in groups.


3. Technical skills.   The ability to use the tools, procedures, and techniques of a specialized field.


4. Political skills.   The ability to enhance one’s position, build a power base, and establish the right connections.


Do managers need competence in all of these skills to be successful? The answer is a qualified yes. All four sets of skills were found to be important for managerial success.11 Research has indicated, however, that conceptual skills are required to a greater extent at the chief executive level than at lower levels. It has also been found that human skills—such as the ability to listen, communicate verbally, show patience, and understand subordinates’ needs—are most important for success at any managerial level.


These conclusions have been supported by a survey of 100 business leaders about which management skills are required for success in the 21st century. Responses revealed that the effective 21st-century manager is likely to be a transformational leader, that is, a masterful change agent who, through the use of outstanding interpersonal skills and analytical application, is able to motivate others by sharing a strategic vision, while at the same time adhering to a rigorous ethical code.12 The most important skills or attributes for 21st-century managers to possess were thought to be:


• Communication and interpersonal skills


• An ethical or spiritual orientation


• The ability to manage change


• The ability to motivate


• Analytic and problem solving skills


The Need for Skills Training


Of the three components of managerial effectiveness—appropriate behaviors, motivations, and skills—this course concentrates on developing the interpersonal skills component of managerial success. In terms of effective managerial behaviors, communicating, developing employees, motivating others, and handling conflicts all involve interpersonal skills. Individuals who have a high motivation to manage manifest this desire through the application of their interpersonal skills in competitive activities with peers, by taking charge in groups, and by exercising power over others. Finally, the human and political skills needed at all levels of management are clearly interpersonal in nature.


Given that competent interpersonal skills are an important, if not the most important, attribute for managerial effectiveness, it is clear why constituencies such as human resource personnel, business media, management professors, and business accrediting bodies are disturbed by the number of business graduates who are deficient in these skills. College graduates who aspire to a career in management might have the motivation to manage as well as a conceptual understanding of the behaviors required to be effective, but if they have poorly developed interpersonal skills, they are ill-equipped for the future. Sending motivated business school graduates into the workplace with only a cognitive grasp of the behaviors necessary for managerial success allows them to talk a good game but does not prepare them to be proficient players.13


DEFINING THE KEY INTERPERSONAL SKILLS


Given the general agreement that interpersonal skills are necessary for managerial success, what specific skills are required? A number of studies have sought to identify these necessary interpersonal skills,14 and despite the widely varying terminology, certain skills tend to surface on most lists. For instance, leadership skills such as the ability to handle conflicts, run meetings, coach, practice team building, and promote change are regarded as key interpersonal skills by most studies. The elements of effective communication that appear in most studies are sending messages, listening, and providing feedback. More recently, communicating across cultures has emerged as being crucial for many people in today’s international organizations. Motivating employees is included in most lists, although it’s rarely stated as simply “motivation”; rather, it’s broken down into parts, such as goal setting, clarifying expectations, persuading and empowering people, and providing feedback.


Table 1 represents a synthesis of what these studies have found to be the interpersonal skills required for effective managerial performance. Although the table might omit some important skills, it represents our best selection of the skills that research and practice suggest are important for success in managing people. Given our current state of knowledge, these are the interpersonal skills that most experts believe effective managers have and prospective managers need to develop.


TABLE 1 Interpersonal Skills of Effective Managers








	Key Interpersonal Skills


	 











	Self-awareness


	Sending messages







	Listening


	Persuading







	Setting goals


	Politicking







	Providing feedback


	Running meetings







	Empowering


	Resolving conflicts







	Leading


	Negotiating







	Managing change


	Working with diverse groups of people







	Coaching


	Working with teams







	Ethical decision making


	Creative problem solving







	Cross-cultural communicating


	Applying emotional intelligence











LEARNING THE SKILLS



Can interpersonal skills be taught? If so, what teaching methods should be used? Any objective discussion of skills must eventually—either explicitly or implicitly—deal with these complex issues.15 This section summarizes our current knowledge regarding these questions.


Can Interpersonal Skills Be Taught?


Some social scientists view interpersonal skills as personality traits that are deeply entrenched and not amenable to change.16 Just as some people are naturally quiet and others are outgoing, the anti-training side argues that some people can work well with others, but many people simply cannot; that is, it’s a talent you either have or don’t have. Most of their evidence is of an anecdotal variety but can be intuitively appealing when they single out individuals with highly abrasive interpersonal styles and propose that no amount of training is likely to convert them into people-oriented types.


On the other hand, skills advocates have an increasing body of empirical research to support their case. Evidence suggests that training programs that focus on the human-relations problems of leadership, supervision, attitudes toward employees, communication, and self-awareness produce improvements in managerial performance.17 This research has convinced business and public-sector organizations to spend tens of millions—maybe hundreds of millions—of dollars each year on development programs to improve their managers’ interpersonal skills.


Nothing in the research suggests that skills training can magically transform every interpersonally incompetent manager into a highly effective leader, but that should not be the test of whether interpersonal skills can be taught. The evidence strongly demonstrates that these skills can be learned. Although people differ in their baseline abilities, the research shows that training can result in better skills for most people who want to improve.


The Importance of Teaching Skills


In universities, instruction in human behavior runs the gamut from highly theoretical, research-based reviews of the behavioral literature to entirely experientially based courses in which students learn about workgroup behavior by experiencing it. Textbooks reflect this diversity.18 Skill building—through case studies, role-plays, structured exercises, work simulations, and the like—has become an accepted added dimension of many college and university courses in human behavior.


Why is this important? You wouldn’t want to submit yourself to an appendectomy if your surgeon had read everything available on the appendix and its removal but had never actually removed one before. You’d also be apprehensive if your surgeon had years of experience operating but had never studied the sciences of physiology and anatomy. Just as competent surgeons need a sound understanding of how the body works as well as surgical skills that have been finely honed through practice and experience, college and university instructors have come to believe that competent managers need a sound understanding of human behavior and the opportunity to hone their people skills through practice and experience.


If these skills are not taught in college and university programs that are designed to prepare people for managerial careers, where will they be taught? They are too important to be left to on-the-job learning. As a recent report from the American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business concluded:


business curricula should begin to address [interpersonal skills and personal characteristics] in a manner more nearly approximating the same explicit and systematic approach that characterizes the cognitive category if students are to be comprehensively prepared at the point of graduation for the managerial challenges ahead.19


How Do You Teach Skills?


“I hear and I forget. I see and I remember. I do and I understand.” This famous quote, attributed to Confucius, is frequently used to support the value of learning through experience. The saying has some truth to it, but contemporary research on learning suggests that a more accurate rephrasing would be “I understand best when I hear, see, and do!”


The lecture format continues to be the most popular method of teaching. It’s a proven, effective means for increasing student awareness and understanding of concepts. As such, it probably should be part of any comprehensive system for learning skills. However, it should be only a part. A skill, by definition, is “the ability to demonstrate a system and sequence of behavior that is functionally related to attaining a performance goal.”20 No single action constitutes a skill. For example, the ability to write clear communications is a skill. People who have this skill know the particular sequence of actions to be taken to propose a project or summarize a report. They can separate primary from secondary ideas. They can organize their thoughts in a logical manner. They can simplify convoluted ideas. But none of these acts is by itself a skill. A skill is a system of behavior that can be applied in a wide range of situations.


To become competent at any skill, people need to understand the skill conceptually and behaviorally, have opportunities to practice the skill, get feedback on how well they are performing the skill, and use the skill often enough to integrate it into their behavioral repertories.21 Kolb22 has developed a model that encompasses most of these learning dimensions, as shown in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1 The Experiential Learning Model


Source: Osland, Joyce S., David A. Kolb, Irwin M. Rubin, and Marlene E. Turner, Organizational Behavior: An Experiential Approach, 8th ed. (Upper Saddle River, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 2007), p. 58.
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FIGURE 2 TIPS Learning Model





This figure illustrates Kolb’s experiential learning model. Consistent with social learning theory,23 it emphasizes that the development of behavioral skills comes from observation and practice.


According to the Kolb model, comprehensive learning encompasses four elements: (1) active participation in a new experience (concrete experience); (2) examination of that experience (reflective observation); (3) integration of conclusions into workable theories based on the new experience (abstract conceptualization); and (4) application of the theories to new situations (active experimentation). If this model is taken as a guide, the learning of skills is maximized when students get the opportunity to combine watching, thinking, and doing.24


Using Kolb’s model and well-known learning principles, we propose the 10-step TIPS learning model for acquiring interpersonal skills, as illustrated in Figure 2. First, individuals need to assess their baseline skills. Carl Rogers25 would call this step self-discovery. Second, individuals need to learn the basic concepts underlying the skill. This is achieved by reviewing the published materials available on the skill. The third step is providing feedback to ensure that the basic concepts are understood. In our model, this is accomplished with a short quiz. The fourth step is the identification of specific skill behaviors that the individual wants to learn. This behavioral checklist, derived from the skill concepts, clarifies the specific behaviors the individual needs to acquire and it is also used by others for evaluating how well the individual has learned the behaviors in question. Because research on decision making tells us that people have difficulty working with more than about seven pieces of information at one time,26 the number of these specific behaviors needs to be limited. The importance of this behavioral checklist can’t be overstated. It contains the sole criteria by which actual behavioral performance will be judged. By keeping evaluation focused only on the behaviors identified in the checklist, we reduce the likelihood that appraisals will veer off to include personality variables, personal styles, or similar extraneous factors.


The fifth step is a modeling exercise that allows the learner to observe others who are exhibiting the desired skill behaviors. In the sixth step, students form small groups and practice their newly acquired skills. Individuals not actively involved in a group exercise learn and contribute through observation and evaluation. The seventh step—completing a summary checklist—requires learners to identify which, if any, behaviors they are deficient in. This appraisal comes both from self-assessment and from evaluations made by others. Deficiency feedback should be used to focus on where further practice is needed. Application questions provide opportunities to check understanding of how skill behaviors relate, and reinforcement exercises facilitate the transfer of classroom learning to real-life situations. Finally, the action plan provides specific changes to implement.


Guidelines for Participating in Chapter Exercises


The modeling and group exercises in the skill chapters include case discussions, experiential exercises, and role-plays. Modeling exercises are performed by a few students in front of the class. They provide an opportunity to observe participants performing specific skill behaviors and to learn from these observations. Two class members volunteer or are selected to be the actors in the following role-play. The rest of the class serves as observers and provides feedback when the exercise is completed. Group exercises are performed in trios or small groups. They allow everyone to participate in trying out the behavioral skills being studied. Specific instructions are provided for each of the different cases and experiential exercises. The majority of both the modeling and the group exercises are role-plays, however, so some overall guidelines will help clarify your participation in them as actors and observers.


ACTOR GUIDELINES   Actors in a role-play should read the background information on the exercise and their own role. They should not read the other actors’ roles—doing so will lessen the effectiveness of the exercise. The role description establishes your character. Follow the guidelines it establishes. Don’t change or omit the facts you’re given, but feel free to behave in ways that you feel would be relevant. Remember that role-playing is acting, so you need to project yourself into the character you are portraying and act out your thoughts and feelings as if you were in the real situation.


OBSERVER GUIDELINES   During the 5 minutes when the role-players plan and organize, class observers should review the behavioral criteria and think about how they would perform the exercise if they were in the actor’s role that is demonstrating the skills. During the role-play, observers evaluate the actor’s skills using the Observer’s Rating Sheet. Observers should make notes of examples of particularly good behaviors—as well as those that need improvement—to share during the debriefing. After a modeling exercise has been completed, the actor first evaluates his or her performance of the relevant skills on the Observer’s Rating Sheet. Then the class observers compare their ratings and discuss the participants’ performance, starting with the strong points and followed by areas that could be improved.


DEBRIEFING INSTRUCTIONS   After the role-play exercise is completed, the debriefing starts by having the role-players evaluate their own behavior on the Observer’s Rating Sheet that follows the exercise. The observers respond with their ratings of each role-player’s skill behaviors. This will confirm or provide feedback about discrepancies regarding self-perceptions. After the first role-player has shared and received feedback, the process is repeated for other role-players if they are also applying relevant behavioral skills.


STUDENT-CREATED SCRIPTS   As an option to any of the group exercises in the skill chapters, students can create their own scenario and scripts for a 5-minute role-play demonstrating application of relevant chapter skills. Another alternative is to have half of the class create and demonstrate role-plays in which actors demonstrate the right way to apply skills and the other half of the class demonstrate the wrong way. While actors in one group are demonstrating either the right or wrong way, the other groups can act as observers and identify which of the behaviors in that skill are correctly or incorrectly applied for debriefing.


Summary and Coming Attractions


This text has been developed to help college and university programs teach their students the interpersonal skills necessary for successful careers in organizations and management. Today, general agreement exists about what the most important interpersonal skills are. Furthermore, our knowledge about how people learn provides us with a solid basis for designing interpersonal skill-learning modules. We have used this knowledge to create an interpersonal skills book— TIPS—that can be used alone or as a supplement to more research- and theory-based textbooks on organizational behavior, human relations, applied psychology, principles of supervision, or similar courses that aim at improving students’ people skills.
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Self-Awareness: A Point of Departure


SELF-ASSESSMENT EXERCISE: ASSESSING YOUR SELF-AWARENESS1


For each of the following questions, enter the number that best describes you. Choose a number from the following scale:








	Strongly Agree


	Agree


	Neutral


	Disagree


	Strongly Disagree







	1


	2


	3


	4


	5











	

_____ 1. I am aware of my strengths and weaknesses.


_____ 2. I have a plan for developing new skills and improving in other areas.


_____ 3. I regularly engage in self-assessment exercises.


_____ 4. I understand what motivates my behavior and choices in life.


_____ 5. I know what my core values are and how they affect the choices I make.


_____ 6. I am satisfied with the quality of my interactions with others.


_____ 7. I control my emotions in difficult situations.


_____ 8. I have realistically appraised my core abilities as well as my limitations.


_____ 9. I am satisfied with the way in which I communicate with others.


_____10. I understand how I best process information.


_____11. I weigh alternatives before selecting a course of action.


_____12. I work well in team situations.


_____13. I am comfortable in large groups.


_____14. I understand the strong points and the disadvantages of my personality.


_____15. I understand whether I am extroverted or introverted and know how this impacts my ability to work with others.


_____16. I am an agreeable person at work or in school.


_____17. Others would describe me as conscientious.


_____18. I am open to and seek new experiences.


_____19. I am skilled at monitoring my own behavior, reading others’ views of me accurately, and taking in but not relying exclusively on the opinions others have about me.


_____20. I consciously work at developing and displaying a positive attitude.


_____21. I check my perceptions with others.


_____22. I move beyond stereotypes when getting to know others.


_____23. I am open to things that don’t immediately interest me.


_____24. I limit the degree to which I project my beliefs and values onto others.


_____25. I come to new situations and people without preconceived expectations.


_____26. I have a realistic view of how I am perceived by others.


_____27. I am comfortable sharing my thoughts and feelings with others.


_____28. I am open to being with and learning from people who are different from me.


_____29. I use my emotions appropriately in business settings as well as in personal life.


_____30. I relate to others’ problems and am a source of help and support to others.


_____      Total












Scoring and Interpretation


Add up your numbers for the 30 questions you just answered. Each of the questions represents factors that enhance self-awareness. The numerical ratings are in reverse correlation to degree of agreement, however. The lower your total, the better your self-awareness skills. The higher your total score, the more improvement you need in acting to enhance your self-awareness. In general, if you scored more than 90, the medium score possible, you should create a plan for improving your self-awareness.


SKILL CONCEPTS


This chapter is about knowing yourself. Centuries ago, Socrates pronounced the edict, “Know thyself.” More recently, management gurus such as Peter Drucker have advised that “Success in the knowledge economy comes to those who know themselves—their strengths, their values, and how they best perform.”2 In this chapter you learn why it is important to increase your self-awareness, as well as techniques for getting to know yourself better. You will actually begin the process by completing self-assessment questionnaires and discussing the ramifications with your colleagues.


Why Increase Your Self-Awareness?


Many of us avoid self-awareness. We want to protect, maintain, and enhance our self-concepts and the images others have of us. We have fears, inadequacies, self-doubt, and insecurities that we don’t want to reveal to others, or even admit to ourselves. If we open ourselves up to honest self-appraisal, we might see things we don’t want to see. We are also afraid to tell people who we really are because we fear they’re going to reject us. The feeling is, “If you knew I was a klutz as an athlete or that I came from a poor family or that I was gay—if you knew this, if you knew that—you wouldn’t care about me anymore; you might reject me. So I’m going to try to pretend to be something else, even to myself.” We build protection around our inner core to hide our vulnerabilities because we’re so afraid that we’ll be taken advantage of.


But maintaining that facade is exhausting and unsustainable. As reasoning and complex human beings, we balance the “need to know” with the “fear of knowing.” No one is perfect, and knowledge of our strengths and weaknesses can help us gain insights into areas we want to change and improve.


To improve your interpersonal skills, you need to know yourself. Self-awareness is absolutely fundamental. According to Bill George, author of Authentic Leadership and True North, you can’t have the qualities of emotional intelligence unless you have self-awareness. You can’t be in touch with your motivations and you’ll lack empathy. You can’t be authentic without it.3


The more you know about yourself, the better you’ll be able to understand how you’re perceived by others and why they respond to you the way they do. The more you know about your unique personal characteristics, the more insight you’ll have into your basic behavioral tendencies and inclinations for dealing with others.


These self-insights have been found to be determinates of career and personal success. It is often said that individuals cannot effectively lead others unless they are able to effectively lead themselves first. It is difficult, if not impossible, to lead yourself if you do not really know and understand yourself. Self-awareness—knowing your motivations, emotions, and personality, what you enjoy and dislike, what comes easy and what poses challenges, and so on—is therefore a key precursor in developing effective leadership ability.4


For example, leaders with more accurate self-awareness of their own performance are also more likely to adopt more suitable leadership styles for a given organizational context. Empathy, or external self-awareness, allows leaders to be sensitive to the effectiveness of their current leadership style with others. Their internal or emotional self-awareness allows them to challenge their own underlying assumptions and emotions to change their current style to a more appropriate one.


The intention of the self-assessments in this chapter is not to psychoanalyze you but to help you become more aware of your behaviors and their impact on others. Given this information, you can choose to drop ineffective behaviors and try out new ones, if you wish. Nothing in this chapter is meant to suggest that you need to change. Its contents are designed only to help you gain expanded insight into yourself. However, it is important to be self-aware so that you can make appropriate decisions.


How to Increase Your Self-Awareness


The first step in increasing your self-awareness is to emphasize your need to know more than your fear of knowing. The good news is that most of us are less defensive about deficits in skills, which can be improved through practice than about deficits in personality which are usually thought of as relatively permanent. If we can reduce our fear of knowing our skills deficits enough to satisfy our need to grow and improve these skills, what are some of the ways that we can gain insight into our behaviors? Some ways to increase our self-awareness are described in this section.


Many self-evaluation techniques can facilitate self-analysis. The techniques described here are based on learning from experiences and completing self-assessment inventories. Exhibit 1 summarizes additional techniques that can be used to gain greater self-awareness from experiences.


SOLICIT FEEDBACK   Getting honest feedback is perhaps the best way to gain self-awareness.5 It helps to have at least one person in your life who will give you honest, gut-level feedback, particularly when you’re being inauthentic. This should be someone you trust enough to go to when you have real problems and ask, “Am I off base here? Am I crazy?” It could be your spouse or your significant other, it might be a mentor or a best friend, or you could hire a therapist or personal coach. But you need to select someone you can be really honest with.


While formal and informal feedback processes have always provided a useful opportunity for individuals to self-reflect, many organizations are providing their managers with 360-degree feedback, allowing them to receive insights about their strengths and weaknesses from their superiors, peers, and subordinates. These 360-degree feedback programs are increasing in popularity because, by collating impressions from multiple individuals both up and down the hierarchy chain, they can provide a significantly richer source of reflection data than that received from just one or two individuals.6
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EXHIBIT 1 Individual Self-Assessment Techniques


Source: Adapted from Mealiea, L.W., and G. P. Latham, Skills for Managerial Success (Chicago: Irwin, 1996), p. 34.





Another source of authentic feedback is support groups. Men’s, women’s, or couple’s therapy or task or student groups are examples. Support groups made up of other people you’ve never met before can also be sources of authentic feedback about yourself. This is especially true if they are very diverse geographically and racially. Diverse stranger support groups that only meet together to enhance each other’s self-awareness often share deep secrets and provide riskier feedback than they would with their best friends or coworkers.


With all of these sources of feedback, other people can tell how you come across, how others see you, and the effect you’re having that you may not know about. Once you own those characteristics—once you see them and accept them—you can really be empowered and use your strengths.


REFLECTION   Reflection is the act of reviewing data—experiences, situations, and actions—in order to better understand and learn from them. The importance and value of reflection has been gaining sizable acceptance in business literature and organizations, but it is difficult for many managers to fit regular reflective activities into their hectic schedules. Eastern-based contemplative practices such as meditation and yoga are growing in popularity as activities to facilitate personal reflection.7


Self-awareness reflections can take many forms, some private and some involving other individuals or groups. A private way to learn from experience is to seek out solitude to reflect on your experiences and learn from them. It helps to set aside reflection time at regularly scheduled intervals at the beginning or end of a workday, when the stress of daily action has either not begun or has subsided.


Solitude means being out of human contact and being alone—and remaining this way for a significant period of time. Silence is an essential part of solitude. Silence means escaping from sounds and noises, other than those of nature. Solitude is especially important for people with heavy interaction demands who don’t usually have much time alone.


What you do during your time alone—walking, meditating, or just relaxing—really does not matter as long as you are achieving solitude. The amount of solitude you need for rejuvenation and reflection will vary with the demands of your environment. The benefits of solitude are many, including a chance to contemplate who you are, the nature of your relationships with other people, and what your goals will be. Solitude also fosters creativity because it gives you a chance to speculate without the censorship and evaluation that come with putting forth new ideas in public.8


WRITE IN A JOURNAL   Another way to learn from experiences by reflecting is to keep a journal. Journals are similar to diaries, but they are more than just accounts of a day’s events. A journal should include entries that address critical aspects of your interpersonal experiences. Journal entries might include comments about insightful or interesting quotations, anecdotes, newspaper articles, or even humorous cartoons. They might also include reflections on personal events, such as interactions with bosses, coaches, teachers, students, employees, teammates, roommates, and so on. Such entries can describe a good (or bad) way somebody handled a situation; a problem in the making; the different ways people react to situations; or people in the news, a book, or a film. You can also use your journal to “think on paper” about readings from textbooks or examples from your own experience of concepts presented in readings.9 If you want to solicit feedback from others, post your journal as an online blog and see what other people think.


At least three good reasons support keeping a journal. First, the very process of writing increases the likelihood that you will be able to look at an event from a different perspective or learn something from it. Putting an experience into words can be a step toward taking a more objective look at it. Second, you can (and should) reread earlier entries. Earlier entries provide an interesting and valuable autobiography of your evolving thinking about interpersonal relations and particular events in your life. Third, good journal entries can provide a repository of ideas that you may later want to use more formally for papers, pep talks, or speeches.


KEEP A BLOG   With the invention of e-technologies, journals can become blogs. A blog is a website where you post entries in chronological order and commonly display them in reverse chronological order. The modern blog evolved from the online diary where people keep a running account of their personal lives.10 If you are seeking to learn about yourself from the feedback and opinions of others, blogs have the option of allowing others to read your entries and leave comments in an interactive format. “Open Diary,” launched in October 1998, innovated the reader comment and was the first blog community (which has thousands of online diaries) where readers could add comments to other writers’ blog entries.11
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Self-written interviews, life story, autobiographical story—This technique requires an individual
to write an autobiography that describes his or her life. It is a written narrative of personal history.
Specific content statements would describe life events, education, hobbies, major changes that
have occurred in the past; consequences of the described events; and the individual's feelings
about these events. Also included is a description of turning points in one’s life and the pros and
cons of past career decisions.

Daily or weekly logs—As individuals pass through a particular time period, they write down events
and decisions made, and the time devoted to these activities. When constructing such a diary, it is
desirable to include both workdays and non-workdays.

Written daydreams—The individual first stimulates a fantasy or vision about the future or a cur-
rently preferred surrounding. For future analysis, individuals then record what they have visualized.
Written future obituaries or retirement speeches—Individuals write personal obituaries or re-
tirement speeches that might be given at the time of their death or retirement. The individual de-
scribes what he or she would be remembered for and the comments made by coworkers and
acquaintances.

Ranking of significant work values—The individual lists what he or she believes are important or
relevant values and then ranks them in terms of appropriateness or desirability. Listed values may
relate to the following general categories: money, financial security, material gain; helping people,
social power over self, self security, stability, predictability; mental
challenge, and mental stimulation.

Assets and liabilities balance sheet—The individual makes two lists. The first list articulates as-
sets or strengths; the second articulates liabilities or weaknesses. When using this technique, it is
desirable to have individuals describe specific situations and behaviors to help ensure accurate and
complete assessments of personal assets and liabilties.

Lifestyle representation—Individuals describe their current lifestyle in either written or pictorial
form. When using this technique, individuals are encouraged to be as behaviorally specific as
possible.
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