What Executives Lack
The Missing Skillset That's Hurting
American Business
Executive Summary
While skills gaps in areas such as IT and logistics
have been known for some time, there is growing
consensus of an executive skills gap. That skills gap
tends to be in “soft skills”, which includes crucial
elements of critical thinking (gathering information,
showing vision, and decision making), as well as
people skills (inspiring others, communication skills,
and coaching). Fortunately these skills can be taught
when the right kind of training program is put in
place.
For the past few years just about every senior
executive has had the words “skills gap” on his lips. In
fact, a report released last year by Adecco Staffing
US found a whopping 92% of executives felt there
was a skills gap in their worker pool.1 And so
thousands of jobs go unfilled every month because
companies can't find the right people with the right
skills to fill those positions.
The skills gaps getting the most press seem to be in
technical skills: companies with heavy investment in
IT, logistics, and manufacturing have felt the widening
skills gap for some time. But while the technical skills
gap has received much attention, organizations have

only recently realized there is an executive skills gap as
well. This gap exists despite ongoing investment in
leadership development. So if the general agreement is
that an executive skills gap exists, the natural question
to ask next is: what skills are missing from those
executives?

The So-Called “Soft Skills” and Executive
Performance
Like any other employee, senior executives have
a core set of skills needed for their jobs on a
day-to-day basis. And, just as the IT skills gap is
a lack of the very same technical skills that are critical
for IT work, the executive skills gap is a lack of the skills
needed to lead and get results on a daily basis. So,
whereas a programmer would need expertise with
programming languages, managers and senior
executives need soft skills.
Soft skills are not considered “soft” because they are
easy to acquire or of dubious use. They are called “soft”
simply because the skills are difficult to define, harder
to test for, and highly dependent on circumstances.
Indeed, “flexible and adaptable” skills might be a better
label than “soft.”
Still, some companies have gone to great lengths to
define and measure such skills. For example:

The Psychological Associates Report
A recently released report from Psychological
Associates 2, “Modern Executive Strengths and Blind

“While the technical skills gap has
received much attention, organizations
have only recently realized there is an
executive skills gap as well."

1 “State of the Economy and Employment”, Adecco Staffing. Results at
http://www.slideshare.net/AdeccoUSA/adecco-state-of-the-econo-mysurvey-media-deck-final
2 Modern Executive Strengths and Blind Spots. Retrieved December 10, 2015,
from Psychological Associates: http://www.q4solutions.com.

© 2017 ej4, LLC | 12125 Woodcrest Executive Drive, Suite 300 | St. Louis, MO 63141 | 800.566.3159 | ej4.com | sales@ej4.com

Spots”, looked at 360 degree survey data for over
1,584 executives spanning a period of roughly six
years. These executives had already been singled out
as high performers suitable for promotion.
Executives’ peers, supervisors, and direct reports
(and sometimes even vendors) were asked via the
surveys how they themselves would rate on a scale
measuring various behaviors critical to good
executive leadership. A total of 66 behavioral items
were assessed this way.
The report found four soft skills areas that executives
being groomed for promotion consistently rate low
on:
1. Coaching and providing feedback
2. Knowing the business/industry
3. Inspiring others
4. Showing vision

The DuPont Sustainable Solutions Learning &
Development Study
A 2014 internal training study commissioned by
DuPont’s Learning & Development department
reviewed current literature on the benefit of soft skills
for the workplace, as well as the ability to m
i prove
soft skills through corporate training.
This study then went on to list these soft skills
as ones up-and-coming leaders need but were often
lacking in recent promotions:
1. Communication skills
2. Conflict resolution
3. Coaching
4. Decision making
5. Meeting effectiveness

The report concludes by citing a 2014 study by
the Institute for Corporate Productivity (i4cp) that
found many Fortune 500 companies reporting a
lack of “bench strength” when it came to their
executive teams.

Critical Thinking Skills
People Skills

Low-rated Skillsets

Psychological
Associates Report

DuPont Study

Coaching and providing feedback
Knowing the business/industry
Inspiring others
Showing vision
Communication skills
Conflict resolution
Decision making
Meeting effectiveness
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The Pattern
With just these two reports, certain similarities
emerge. For example, both studies mention
coaching/feedback as necessary but lacking. Both
signal crucial elements of critical thinking: gathering
information (knowing the business), showing vision,
and decision making. And both list people skills:
inspiring others, communication skills and, again,
coaching.
Why are these skills lacking in executives? As
TalentSmart co-founder Travis Bradberry says in a
recent Forbes piece, “Companies…[tend to] promote
leaders for their knowledge and tenure, rather than
their skill in inspiring others to excel.” At the same
time, executives are neither getting the training nor
experience to rectify the situation. Bradberry
continues, “Once leaders get promoted, they enter an
environment that tends to erode their emotional
intelligence. They spend less time in meaningful
interactions with their staff and lose sight of how
their emotional states impact those around them.”

Reversing the Trend: Getting Executives Help for
Skills They Lack
That a skills gap exists at all is a sad state of affairs.
That the corporate environment itself, including its
promotion practices, might be widening and
perpetuating the gap is almost unforgivable.

Fortunately, this is an issue where organizations can
do something to reverse the trend. As Bradberry hints
above, programs are needed to get executives the
training and experience necessary to rectify this
situation.
Contrary to popular wisdom, which holds that people
skills are a matter of innate talent, research has shown
— and our experience has borne out— that soft skills,
like any other sorts of skills, can be learned. For
example:
• One study of 40 college students found that
training, along with reflection in a journal, lead to
a significant improvement in their ability to
identify their feelings and the feelings of others,
as well as to manage and control their emotions.
These improvements lasted up to six months
after the training.2
• Another study from the Journal of Management
Development looked at survey feedback from
over 48 companies and found training had a
significant impact on many soft skills.3
• There are even arguments that soft skills can be
learned online.
Though it sometimes seems soft skills training does
not help, this appearance is due more to poorly
designed programs and bad coaching than an
inability to train these skills at all.

“That a skills gap exists at all is a sad state of
affairs. That the corporate environment itself,
including its promotion practices, might be
widening and perpetuating the gap is almost
unforgivable."
2 Delphine Nelis, Jordi Quoidbach, Moïra Mikolajczak, Michel Hansenne
(2009). “Increasing emotional intelligence: (How) is it possible?”, Personality
and Individual Differences, 47(10): Pages 36-41,http://dx.-doi.org/10.1016/
j.paid.2009.01.046.
3 John W. Hunt, Yehuda Baruch (2003). “Developing top managers: the
impact of interpersonal skills training.” Journal of Management Development 2003 22:8 , 729-752.
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So What Do You Need to Do to Achieve a Good Soft Skills Training Program?

11) Determine the specific skills you want. It is not enough to
simply say “I want a program that will teach soft skills.”
Think: do you want your leaders to lead teams, coach
direct reports, or be clearer in their company-wide
communications? Do they need instruction in dealing with
diversity? Emotional regulation? Try to narrow down
exactly what you want. (The skills listed in the above
section are a great place to start).

13) Make sure the training is relevant to the job. Many

training programs experience poor skills retention simply
because it is not obvious how the abstract knowledge
gained in, for example, a workshop can be applied to one’s
day-to-day job. Executives should learn skills with clear
practical applications, and they should be taught in a way
they can be immediately applied on the job.

2) Define your outcomes. Be realistic. Soft skills cannot
be learned overnight and, even if they could, it might
take some time before you see the bottom-line
results. Define what learning outcomes you expect
and what results you hope to achieve.

14) Provide easily accessible content. Just as the
content itself needs to be applicable to the job, the
ways in which it can be accessed and re-accessed
should also fit the job. While one-shot lectures or
training workshops might be a good way to convey
and explain ideas, employees can only rely on their
memories to recall those ideas. Therefore, any
training materials or events used should be
supplemented with easily accessible bits of content
(for example, a library of PDF worksheets or, better
yet, short-form videos).

About ej4
ej4 is a leading provider of online video training solutions.
We close the gap between potential and results by
providing an adaptable on-demand learning experience.
ej4's eLearning solutions help to positively change
behaviors with highly targeted communications and
learning content that is both cost-effective and delivered
in an engaging way so participants not only learn, but
also achieve measurable results.

People grow business. We grow people.
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