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The next mile
 MUNIINDER K ANAND, CENTER FOR CREATIVE LEADERSHIP

For managers, there is no better way to be effective than to strengthen their core skills and seize new challenges.
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Another definition, based on review literature, 
explains it as an umbrella term for skills under 
three key functional categories: people skills, 
social skills, and personal career attributes.* 
In the days gone by, technical skills were the 
primary criteria for securing jobs and rightly so; 
this is also mostly the case today. However, more 
often than not the key differentiator for career 
progress turns out to be soft skills that are really 
about how you interact with the ecosystem, both 
internal and external.

So, what are the soft skills that make a good 
manager? It is difficult to generalise and identify 
just a few because the skills required may not 
be the same in all organisations and scenarios. 
However, there are some commonalities that serve 
managers well across sectors, organisations, and 
team sizes. There are five skills which, according 
to Centre for Creative Leadership (CCL), that are 
important to master for managers across all levels 
in organisations-
Self-awareness 
First and foremost, a manager ought to be self-
aware to understand his or her own areas of 
strength and weak points and be conscious of 
each when it comes into play at the workplace. 
This is easier said than done; it takes a lot of 
conscious thought and effort to be able to gain 
that perspective. Self-awareness is one of the 
most critical skills for long-term effectiveness as 
a manager. 
Communication
Perhaps the most obvious, but one of the most 
underrated, communication is an across-the-
board skill that serves everyone well, and is an 
asset to be developed and refined during the 
course of  the career. It forms the cornerstone 
of many key competencies for leaders, such as 
communicating information and ideas, leading 
teams, collaboration, and building relationships. 
It encompasses the ability to express oneself 
clearly, be it through the written medium or by 
pitching an idea effectively. Being an active listener 
too is part of the equation. As you progress in 
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Soft skills are a rather loosely 
used term, with the definitions 
available limiting it to people’s 
ability to communicate with each 
other and work well together. 
The one that comes closest to 
capturing its true essence is on 

Wikipedia, which defines it as a cluster of 
productive personality traits that characterises 
one’s relationships in a milieu. These include 
social graces, communication abilities, language 
skills, personal habits, cognitive or emotional 
empathy, time management, teamwork, and 
leadership traits.
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For leaders on the higher 
rung of the ladder, learning 
agility is also about leading 
from the front in creating 
a learning culture in the 
organisation and inspiring 
others.

your career, it expands to 
behaviours such as being an 
authentic leader, the ability 
to build trust, and manage 
conflicts constructively. 
Influence
This skill is closely tied to 
communication. Exercising 
or exerting influence enables 
one to weave one’s own path, 

get things done, and achieve the desired results. 
Influence can go a long way in setting the 
direction, communicating one’s vision, aligning 
a team’s efforts, and building commitment for 
people at all levels. For effective influence, it is 
important to understand who the stakeholders 
are or who the audience is. It could be one’s 
boss, peer, direct reports, and or clients, 
depending on the situation. Once this is done, 
the right methodology to cater to the audience 
group has to be mastered—the ability to 
present logical and compelling arguments, 
and engage in give and take. At senior levels, 

influence takes on the form of steering long-
range objectives, inspiration, and motivation.
Learning agility
Learning agility is essentially about learning 
by reflecting on mistakes, being open to 
feedback, and asking insightful questions. 
It includes adapting well to new situations, 
taking advantage of opportunities to learn, and 
learning a new skill quickly. For leaders on 
the higher rung of the ladder, it is also about 
leading from the front in creating a learning 
culture in the organisation and inspiring others. 
Developing your learning agility is also about 
enjoying a long career.
Relationship-building
This is a highly desirable trait for an effective 
leader. CCL’s research on evaluating 
unsuccessful leaders indicates that the biggest 
weakness and the biggest hindrance to a 
company is the leader’s inability to develop and 
maintain relationships.

In the absence of solid relationships, a 
manager would struggle to bring a team 
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together and accomplish anything. Relationship-
building and collaboration help executives to 
adapt to the changing global marketplace by 
altering their management style. CCL’s ‘The 
Changing Nature of Leadership’ study found 
that corporate relationships will become only 
more complex in the future. The skill set 
required is a diverse one; it is also what is often 
referred to as the ‘soft skills’ of the workplace.

The other key skills that may prove helpful 
include being able to navigate change, 
decisiveness, political savvy, leadership, and 
resourcefulness. Couple those skills with 
integrity, authenticity and dependability, and 
a complete picture of the successful executive 
will emerge.

Organisations should make an effort to move 
these skills from the ‘good to have’ to the 
‘must have’ spectrum on the requirement list. 
Research findings indicate that it is soft skills 
that lead to a manager’s actual effectiveness–
and not just the job title. These skills also 
contribute to inspiring employees and lead to 
desirable outcomes. 

Each of the five skills mentioned above could 
be a work in progress or a learn-as-you-go 
skill. To be effective, one needs to continue to 
develop, adapt, and strengthen these throughout 
the career; and as you gain skill in one space, 
you will find there is a lot to learn and must 
apply yourself to seizing new challenges and 
bigger roles. 

One must regularly introspect and identify 
gaps or weaknesses in one’s managerial style 
or leadership journey, to be able to have the 
opportunity to learn, grow, and change  
vis-à-vis the areas identified. With self-
awareness, communication, influence,  
learning agility, and relationship-building  
as the core of your development, managers  
can rest assured that they have begun their 
journey by building new opportunities and  
the next level of responsibility.
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