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This study surveyed 632 business and public education mid-level managers to ascertain both the
importance of and their confidence in using six research-based management competencies. Both groups
rated the six as equally or highly valuable; however, educational managers valued conflict resolution more
than business counterparts. The education group reported less confidence using their skills in problem
solving, conflict resolution, and strategic planning. While both groups perceived most of the six
competencies as equally valuable, the two groups did not feel similarly confident using the skills.
Participants’ ratings of skill-importance did not predict their level of confidence using the skills.
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ACADEMIC AND BUSINESS LEADERS AGREE: SIX SKILLS ESSENTIAL FOR EFFECTIVE
MANAGEMENT

Every organization relies on mid-level personnel to function effectively. This requires two closely
related, but different competencies: leadership and management. The former has more to do with inspiring
peers and subordinates, engaging them with the task at hand. Management, on the other hand, is necessary
for delegating tasks, adhering to deadlines, and the nuts-and-bolts minutiae of project management. A
successful administrator must strike a delicate balance between the two areas of competency in order to
succeed. Those in middle-management roles have a unique position in which they are staged between the
top tier of the organization and those responsible for day-to-day operations (Mintzberg, 1998), and thus
find themselves in need of both managerial and leadership skills. However, discussions regarding the skills
they “should” possess, what they actually do, and what they need can be contradictory (Harding, et al.,
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2014). This study sought to find out, straight from middle managers, what skills they felt were important to
their work and how confident they were in utilizing each of those six management skills.

Literature Review

Contemporary researchers state that managers are asked to do everything. Managers are responsible for
strategic planning, implementing organizational policy, and setting goals. They are tasked with creating a
positive working climate, building strong teams, and motivating, developing, and coaching employees. And
above all, they must communicate effectively (Igbal, et al., 2015; Sukoco, et al., 2022). With mid-level
personnel expected to execute so many key tasks, it is vital to effectively prepare individuals for such
positions.

Individuals assigned to mid-level administrative positions must be prepared to either manage or lead,
depending on the situation. Being able to accommodate this type of flexible role shifting requires an equally
flexible mindset. Education and ongoing training programs for leadership positions should be designed for
this purpose; however, there is no current standard for training and developing middle managers (Corbett,
2020). In public education, as in the business world, mid-level administrators struggle to find the balance
between leading and managing (Harris, et al., 2019). The ambiguity of their role, coupled with the
challenges they face and their own skill deficits, has led many managers to default to focusing on the tasks
they feel they can do well—which are not necessarily the ones most beneficial to the team or achieving its
goals (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020; Harding, 1991).

Carreras, et al. (2018) defined management skills as abilities an individual possesses which allow them
to lead a team to effectively fulfills assigned tasks (Carreras, et al., 2018). While there is no agreed-upon
best practices for developing and training middle managers (Corbett, 2020), there has been significant
research exploring the skills needed for success in this role. In both the business and public-education fields,
key identified skills are effective communication, problem-solving, conflict resolution, strategic planning,
time management, and teambuilding (Ng & Szeto, 2016; Mestry & Grobler, 2004; Murphy, 1994; Peterson,
2001; King Rice, 2010; Salazar, 2007).

Regardless of the industry, middle managers can find it difficult to simultaneously be an effective
manager and an inspiring leader. People in these positions are often chosen because they have strong people
skills in addition to expertise and experience in the field. However, these individuals often struggle because
their new role is complex, often including managing budgets, resources, and projects — all while offering
effective inspirational leadership (Kieran, MacMahon, & MacCurtain, 2020). These expansive expectations
do not necessarily match their abilities (Gjerde & Alvesson, 2020). In addition to addressing their own
development, many of those in middle management positions are also responsible for succession planning
of their team members which often involves complex development plans, business or department
development, and more (Luthra & Dahiya, 2015). This can lead to loop where difficulties arise from poor
understanding of managerial skills needed have to led to insufficient training for middle managers; leaving
those in that position feeling unprepared, inadequate, and unsuccessful (Hao & Yazdanifard, 2015).
Weakened by these compounded hierarchical leadership deficits, organizations’ often struggle with
pivoting, changing focus and adapting to change (Sukoco, et al., 2022). Often all of these responsibilities
and resulting challenges are put upon middle managers with little to no preemptive skill development to be
successful in the role (Corbett, 2020).

Defining and developing adequate cross-sector middle-management training is not a new endeavor. In
1991, Harding conducted a research study evaluating how educational and business middle-management
personnel are trained. Remarkably, findings showed while 81% of those in business-related fields received
direct training in management skills, only 53% of school administrators did. A particularly salient finding
showed educators who did receive leadership training were not encouraged to do so by their organizations,
but rather proactively and independently sought out training for themselves. This reveals a potential
fundamental lack of understanding in the educational sector that leadership quality has a significant impact
on the workplace environment (Chandrasekar, 2011) and project success greatly depends on managerial
ability (Covey, 2004).
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In today’s schools, administrators act as school managers, instructional leaders, and reformers. There
is a widely held perception that these mid-level school administrators have infinite decision-making power,
with the freedom—and skills—to make sweeping changes at will (Buckner-Capone, 2019); however, that
is simply not the case. Those in campus-leadership roles are bound by district, state, and federal guidelines
while also limited by their own underdeveloped skillsets. Kaplan and Taylor (2000) found that principals
had limited power to set policy and often felt they were unable to influence school results. King Rice (2010)
found administrators are often engaged in a wide variety of daily tasks, spending 50% of their time on
management or administrative duties related to compliance, personnel and scheduling, or budget matters.
The growing trend of having educational leaders split their focus between academic and administrative
duties means that principals often find themselves in an unenviable position, trying to effect 21%-century
standards for student development while simultaneously attempting to meet externally imposed
productivity benchmarks akin to those traditionally used by corporate entities (Farver & Holt, 2015). A
clear conflict arises when these individuals are in charge of ensuring educational benchmarks are met,
meeting student and staff needs, and also having to meet externally determined productivity benchmarks.
These often-conflicting priorities result in administrators struggling to maintain the balance between
executive leadership (i.e., setting policy and directing personnel) and more ordinary managerial tasks such
as ensuring compliance. Regardless of setting, effective leadership is assessed through others’ performance.
In public education, externally derived performance metrics often reflect a lack of understanding regarding
the limited nature of educational administrators’ authority and autonomy.

While quite a bit of research defines the skills necessary to manage effectively (Harding, et al., 2014;
King Rice, 2010; Mestry & Grobler, 2004; Murphy, 1994; Ng & Szeto, 2016; Peterson, 2001; Salazar,
2007), research investigating the day-to-day needs of managers has not been as fully developed (Harding,
et al., 2014). Furthermore, there has been little investigation into how much management roles overlap
between the education and business sectors and what could potentially be gained by sharing resources
(Harding, 1991). This study sought to determine whether or not those in education and business sector
middle management positions have similar perceptions regarding the importance of six key management
skills and their level of confidence in using those skills on a daily basis. The following research questions
were addressed:

o What is the perceived importance of six specific management skills in the day-to-day work of
middle managers?

e What is the reported level of confidence in utilizing each of the six management skills by
middle managers?

Methodology

The research study employed descriptive exploratory analysis (Creswell, 2015) to compare business
and education middle managers’ reported perceptions of the importance of and confidence in using six
specific management skills.

Sample

The participants were managers and supervisors who were responsible for evaluating five or more direct
reports. A non-probability convenient sampling method was used to solicit responses, using online forums
such as social media (i.e., Facebook, LinkedIn, and Twitter) that targeted specific groups with members
likely to meet our inclusion criteria. Additionally, snowball sampling was employed, as we encouraged
those who had completed the survey to share it with others who qualified to participate. Further candidates
were solicited through a local university and direct contact with various business owners. The survey was
open for one month, to ensure the highest number of responses possible, after which the link was removed
from internet forums. A total of 632 individuals completed the survey, of whom 100 were business
managers and 532 were public school principals or assistant principals. The overwhelming majority of
participants (85%) were female.

Notably, there was a very different distribution of management experience between educators and those
in business. The business-group participants were relatively evenly spread between new and experienced
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managers with roughly 20% of participants in each experience group from 0-20+ years. While in the school-
district group, 47% had been in leadership roles for five or fewer years, and just 2.8% of them had more
than 20 years of experience versus 17.4% of those in the business group. Most business managers were
from small (34%) and medium-sized (35%) companies, while principals and assistant principals were
mostly from small (43%) or large (34%) districts.

Instrumentation

In order to measure the importance and confidence in using the six management skills, we developed a
survey using a three-phase process. Phase one involved researching and evaluating existing management
skills surveys (King Rice, 2010; Mestry & Grobler, 2004; Murphy, 1994; Ng & Szeto, 2016; Peterson,
2001; Salazar, 2007). Most surveys found included 60 — 150 questions with language that was specific to
one industry or the other but not easily translatable across both business and public education groups. In
phase two, six management skills were chosen based on the frequency with which managers from both
settings identified them as important to their work. Table 1 defines the six key management competencies
measured for this study. Phase three involved review by a panel of ten experts, five each from sector. The
expert panel helped vet potential survey questions and establish content validity. Over several months
researchers met with these individuals six times, receiving valuable feedback on elements such as the style
of questioning, phrasing, versatility, level of understanding across settings, and ease of use. The final two-
part survey included 12 Likert scale items with 6 items measuring level of importance and 6 items
measuring confidence in utilizing the six key management competencies.

TABLE 1
DEFINITION OF SIX KEY MANAGEMENT SKILLS

Effective Communication The ability to express information in a way that considers the audience
and nature of the information whereby a successfully delivered intended
message is received and understood among parties (Office, 2013).
Conflict Resolution The process of facilitating the resolution of disputes or disagreements so
that parties reach an agreeable compromise (Shonk, 2022).

Team Building Ability to identify and motivate individuals to form a sustainable team
that works effectively together and achieves their goals (Nishii & Mayer,
2009).

Time Management The organized and significance-based distribution of one’s time (Patton
and Pratt, 2002).

Strategic Planning A systematic process where a created vision is translated into goals,
objectives, and a sequence of steps designed to achieve it (Office, 2013).

Problem Solving Process of working through a challenge (utilizing available resources)

and weighing options and solutions to find a positive and workable
solution (Office, 2013).

Results

Responses to each Likert-scale survey item were averaged, then examined for each group
independently, using descriptive statistics to determine the levels of importance and confidence reported
by participants. Independent samples t-tests were also conducted determine if there was a statistically
significant mean difference between the business and education groups (Creswell, 2015).
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Importance of Management Skills

Overall, participants rated all six managerial skills as being important to executing their day-to-day
responsibilities. The survey prompt specifically asked participants to answer: In your work, how important
are the following skills? Participants were then rated each of the six management skills from 1 = not
important to 5 = very important. Figure 1 illustrates the average reported importance level of each
management skill for both groups. The highest average rating for both groups was for Effective
Communication (Mg = 4.9, SD = 0.48; Mg = 4.87, SD = 0.33, and the lowest for Strategic Planning
(Mg=4.39, SD=0.75; Mg = 4.46, SD =0.71).

FIGURE 1
IMPORTANCE OF MANAGEMENT SKILLS: MEAN SCORE DIFFERENCES
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When comparing mean differences, only Conflict Resolution showed a statistically significant
difference (df = 544, p = 0.002, Cohen’s d = 0.2) with educators reporting higher importance (Meg=4.69,
SD=0.57) than the business group (Ms= 4.54, SD=0.80). For the other five key management competencies,
there were no statistically significant group mean differences meaning both groups report similar
importance levels.

Confidence in Management Skills

Varying levels of confidence were reported across all six management skills in response to the
following survey prompt: In your work how confident area you in your abilities in the following skills?
Participants rated each of the six management skills from 1=not confident and 5 = very confident.
Descriptive analyses show managers across both settings reported high levels of confidence on all six skills.
On average, respondents felt the most confident in Problem Solving (Mg = 4.51, SD = 0.63; Mg = 4.23, SD
= 0.711) and Effective Communication (Mg = 4.35 SD=0.65; Mg = 4.25 SD =0.70), and least capable in
Time Management (Mg = 4.12, SD=1.03; ME = 3.81, SD = 0.92). Three of the six skills showed statistically
significant differences between the groups (see Fig. 2). Of those, Problem-Solving had the greatest mean
difference (Mg =4.51, SD =0.63; Me=4.25,SD =0.711; p<0.001, Cohen’s d = 0.4, df = 548). Statistically
significant differences were also found in the reported confidence levels of Conflict Resolution (Mg = 4.07,
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SD =0.78; Me = 3.89, SD=0.82; p =0.003, Cohen’s d = 0.2, df = 544) and Strategic Planning (Mg = 4.06,
SD =0.84; Mg = 3.76, SD = 0.87; p=0.003, Cohen’s d = 0.4, df = 547).

FIGURE 2
DIFFERENCES IN IMPORTANCE AND CONFIDENCE BETWEEN GROUPS
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Discussion

Effective management can sustain and transform the culture of an organization by establishing or
reinforcing beliefs, shared values, practices, and norms within organizations. The role of a manager, which
blends managerial and leadership skills, is often misunderstood and misrepresented, both in education and
in the business world (Anicich & Hirsh. 2017). As a result, efforts to develop managerial skills are often
splintered, unfocused, and lack direction (Gillard, 2009). The current literature lacks specificity regarding
which skills leaders are confidently using on a regular basis. Business and educational managers operate
within similar roles and utilize similar management skills, even though their settings and environments are
vastly different (Harding, 1991). This research was designed to explore and compare how business and
educational managers value specific management skills in their day-to-day roles along with their relative
confidence in using those skills. Identifying important skills and measuring reported competence can help
evaluate the appropriateness of current training methods with an eye to recognizing which changes would
most help develop more effective and competent managers.

Our results piece together an interesting picture regarding importance of managerial skills. Both groups
of managers agreed that all six skills are important to the work that they do and attributed the highest value
to effective communication, problem-solving, and conflict resolution. On average, both groups indicated
effective communication was the most important skill. And while both groups agreed that problem-solving
was important, educators gave significantly more weight to conflict resolution than the business leaders
did. This difference could be due to a variety of factors. In a school, principals and assistant principals
spend a large portion of their time resolving conflicts between students, parents, and staff members
(Lavigne, et al., 2016; Mestry & Grobler, 2002; 2004), while leaders in the business setting report fewer
opportunities to exercise that skill and may have other departments, such as human resources, to support
them when conflict arises (Wang & Wu, 2020). Therefore, it is not surprising that public-educational
leaders rate conflict resolution as highly important to their work.
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In addition to importance, we also captured levels of confidence. Research has shown that the more
confident a leader is in their skills, the more likely their organization or group will be successful (Hao &
Yazdanifard, 2015); when leaders are less sure of their ability to manage successfully, they often adopt
negative leadership styles that can be harmful to an organization (Harris & Jones, 2018). We found that
leaders in both settings felt most confident in effective communication and problem solving, while they felt
least confident in their ability to manage their time effectively. For problem solving, there was a difference
between the groups with the educators feeling markedly less sure than the business group. This could be,
in part, due to the types of problems respondents were called upon to solve. Those in business settings are
called upon to solve problems of a different nature and have a different immediacy of need than those in
education (Harding, 1991). Principals and assistant principals are often called to deal with crisis situations
on their campuses (i.e., student with a gun, fights between students, staff members out on leave and no one
to cover classes, etc.), and as a result, tend to have a more reactive and immediate style of problem-solving
(Lavigne, et al., 2016). The business and education groups also reported different levels of confidence in
using strategic planning skills This difference could be due to differences in training and also the objectives
of the organization. Educators’ lower levels of confidence in strategic planning could be due to lack of
formal training. In addition, Sargsyan, et al. (2020) show that in the absence of clear financial goals,
managers of not-for-profit organizations and in public education engage in less strategic planning and often
see the future of their organizations as better than the data would suggest.

Limitations and Future Research

The convenience sampling method means data used in this study may not be generalizable across all
business and education organizations and demographics. Future research could modify the sampling
method to ensure a more representative sample across groups.

For problem-solving and strategic planning, we found statistically significant differences in reported
confidence between groups. Future research could evaluate the different problems faced by business and
educational leaders with the purpose of identifying strategies that could be shared between the groups. As
educational leaders continue to be compared to business leaders, the impact profit motive (or the lack
thereof) has must be considered and researched further. In particular, it would be wise to research how this
skill is actually used in the education and non-profit sectors, and how it could be further developed within
those environments.

Conclusion

Effective leadership requires both confidence and competence; when these elements are present,
improvement, innovation, and collaboration follow (Sinek, 2009). This study was important to begin
exploration into understanding the similarities and differences of middle managers in both sectors. Middle
managers in both public education and business agree that all six skills are integral to their work; however,
they report differing levels of confidence when using them in their day-to-day work. It is vital that policy
makers in both business and public education settings consider the needs of their managers and provide
targeted training that will meet those needs while looking to provide ongoing skill set development. Without
continued targeted management development and focused skill building, managers can become less
effective, and as a result, the organization will fail to thrive.
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