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Development of Conceptual Competencies

Tate (1995) further simplifies it by differentiating “input competencies” and
“output competences”. Going along a similar path of thinking, Cockerill (1989), in
defining “managerial competencies for the future”, combines output competences,
like effective presentation skills, with input competencies such as self-confidence.
Bartlett and Ghoshal (1997) discuss the management competencies needed for the
new roles, in terms of attitudes/ traits, knowledge / experience and skills / abilities.

a) Conceptual Competency Development

There are various techniques that are used in conceptual competency develop-
ment that can be categorized into three broad areas, viz. mind power techniques,
creativity techniques and synergistic techniques.

Mind Power Techniques: Mastery of self through Neuro Linguistics Program-
ming (NLP) is a popular programme that falls under this category. Also, meditation
and yoga can be of help in harnessing untapped human potential

Creativity Techniques: Programmes designed to train how to effectively use
both sides of the brain, activities enhancing the lateral thinking capability can be
cited under this category

Synergistic Techniques: Outward bound programmes, team-building work-
shops and also sessions facilitating collective decision-making fall into this category.

Tapping the unutilized potential of the human being can be of immense impor-
tance, if it can be done in a well-balanced systematic manner. Bennis et al (1994)
summarize such powerful potential of the human being as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2: HUMAN POTENTIAL

Aspects Systems Capabilities

Eyes: can discriminate 8 million shades

Fhignical Senses Ears: can discriminate 300,000 tones

Muscles When all 600 pinpointed, can pull 25 tons

Bone One cubic inch can stand 2 tons force

Mental Brain Super-computer with immense observing, recording,
analyzing, recalling and strong capacity equivalent
to thousands of contemporary mainframes. Beyond
computing, it has almost immeasurable learning,
understanding-imaging, creative and intuitive
abilities

Emotional Range of feelings

Neurosensory Multisensory / intersensory capacity

Consciousness Spectrum of fields and levels

Source: Bennis, Paarikh and Lessem, 1994.

Harnessing the potential of an individual requires a systematic, well-disciplined
effort, which according to Bandler (1982) is adequately provided by the NLP tech-
niques.

Neuro Linguistics Programming (NLP): NLP was researched and devel-
oped in the early 1970s by John Grinder and Richard Bandler, of University of Santa
Cruz. John was a linguist, Richard a mathematician, a seemingly unlikely partner-
ship that led to the fundamental question, “What is it that makes the difference be-
tween somebody who is merely competent at any given skill and somebody who
excels at the same skill?”” The focus was on what can be done now to turn the com-
petent person’s performance into one of excellence. The beginning of NLP was as-
sociated with what is known as Meta Model. It is a set of questions, which allows
one to gather information that specifies someone’s experience, in order to get a full
representation of that experience. In short, NLP strategies were created by exploring
the question “how™.
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Meditation: The simplest definition offered by the Oxford Dictionary (1990),
on meditation is “to fix and keep the attention on one matter, having cleared the
mind of thoughts.” In other words, it is focussing of mind, making it silent, and goes
deeper into being aware of oneself. It can also be called as the exercising of mind in
contemplation.

Vajiranana(1962), observes that meditation should not be viewed as a negative
deliverance from life but a positive, dynamic force that raises man from his/her
ordinary position to that of the divine. He differentiates the Buddhist Meditation
from the rest and states, “a great deal has been written on the Yogic systems of self-
development taught in Hinduism, and the Western world has learned something of
their nature and of their value as a means of utilising powers latent in the mind for
certain specific ends. Less, however, is known about the system of meditation prac-
tised by Buddhists, despite the fact that this particular form of mental culture has
been one of the most decisive factors in moulding Asian religious life during past
two thousand years.”

As cautioned by Metha (1978), there is much confusion that prevails in the
minds of people, both in the East as well as in the West, regarding the subject of
meditation. He further states that it is not a state of unconsciousness or semi-con-
sciousness where one is completely oblivious of all sense impacts. According to
him, meditation implies right perception of things that one must be clear in one’s
mind.

Creativity: Creative thinking is a mental activity, which produces new ideas or
new insights. It does this by de-patterning or re-patterning thoughts. As Wakhlu
(1999) vividly describes, mind is the sum total of our memories, images, desires,
expectations, beliefs, feelings and other such mental processes. Thinking is there-
fore a sequence of images and events, which constitutes our mind.

Creativity involves breaking patterns and thinking out of the box. Figure 3
illustrates such a concept. It reveals how a mind pattern based on traditional or stale
perceptions could give rise to a fresh new wave of creative thinking. The result is the
generation of new ideas.
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Figure 3: Creativity: Breaking Free of Patterns

Fresh, New or
Creative Thinking

Old, Stale Perception Mind Pattern
& Thinking

New Ideas

TR

Source: Wakhlu, 1999

Bennis et al (1994) describe creativity as a dimension of a “new paradigm” for
managers. He sites the following elements as parts of creativity:

O The capacity for envisioning and understanding of intuition

O Theability to have a much wider and deeper perception - the ability to see more
than “what meets the eye”

0 To see deeper significances and connections, which may not be obvious, and
the ability to break old connections, and make new ones

3 The skill to convert such connections into concrete applications relevant to the
organisation and its mission.

In other words, Bennis et al (1994) state that, creativity implies a capacity for
vision, intuition, perception, connection, and application. De Bono (1992) elabo-
rating on creativity states, “as competition intensifies, so does the need for creative
thinking. It is no longer enough to do the same thing better. It is no longer enough to
be efficient and solve problems. Far more is needed. Business needs creativity both
at the strategic level and on the front line to make the shifts that competitive business
demands - from administration to true entrepreneurship.”
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As described by Bentley (1996), in order to increase competitive advantage,
companies can decrease costs, increase quality, increase speed or master innovation,
and more emphasis is generally given to the first three and not to the fourth. He
further states that most companies are experiencing less than half the potential of the
first three if the changed workplace does not encourage creativity and reward risk
taking.

Synergy: As defined by Covey (1991: 136), synergy means that the whole is
greater than the sum of its parts. It shows that the relationship, which the parts have
to each other, is a part in and of itself. It is not only a part, but also the most catalytic,
the most empowering, the most unifying, and the most exciting part. As Covey de-
scribes, synergy is everywhere in nature. If two plants are placed close together for
growth, the roots commingle and improve the quality of the soil so that both plants
will grow better than if they were separated. In short, one plus one is greater than
two.

A study by Lawler et al. (1995) involving Fortune 1000 companies found that
68 percent were using self-managing work teams in some part of their organization.
This should not be confused with work groups, warns Wickens (1998), in describing
the “Ascendant Organization”. According to him, work groups are about structures
such as manufacturing cells, airline cabin crews, military platoons and so on, that
does not guarantee team working. He stresses the key words together and shared, as
being ingredients of achieving synergy.

Covey, discusses synergistic problem solving as a means of sharpening con-
ceptual competencies. According to him, synergy is a form of synchronizing the
energy, where a team can focus together and can achieve more. Collective brain-
storming sessions is a classic example of how more brains contribute to a unique
business solution, rather than a single brain.
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b) Strategic Decision Making

The Oxford Dictionary, (1990) defines strategy in terms of “generalship”. In a
management context, the word “strategy” denotes an activity that top managers per-
form in order to accomplish an organisation’s goals. Wheelen and Hunger (1994)
define strategic management as “a set of managerial decisions and actions that de-
termines the long-run performance of a corporation”. Hill and Jones (1998) define
strategy as a specific pattern of decisions and actions that managers take to achieve
an organisation’s goals... A strategy can be defined more precisely as the specific
pattern of decisions and actions that managers take to achieve superior organiza-
tional performance.”

As elaborated by Bratton and Jeffrey (1999), strategic management is consid-
ered a continuous activity, undértaken by the upper echelon of the organization, that
requires constant adjustment of three major interdependent poles: the values of se-
nior management, the environment, and the resources available. Strategic manage-
ment emphasizes the necessity to monitor and evaluate environmental opportunities
and threats in the light of an organization’s strengths and weaknesses. Hence, any
changes in the environment and the internal and external resources must be moni-
tored closely so that the goals pursued can, if necessary, be adjusted. The goals
should be flexible and open to amendment, subject to the demands and constraints
of the environment and what takes place in the status of the resources.

The study by Glaister and Falshaw (1998) involving 113 private sector organi-
zations in the UK, revealed that strategic planning is still ardently followed by a
majority of them. The conclusions reveal that the firms selected for the study had a
greater commitment to formulation aspects of strategy and relatively less commit-
ment to the implementation and evaluation of strategy.

At the same time, efforts are made to reinvent strategic management, where
new theory and practice for competence-based competition are to be developed.
According to Sanchez and Heene (1997), competence-based strategic management
is taking shape where the development of concepts such as competitive co-opera-
tion. Such concepts, according to them are adding dynamic, systemic, cognitive and
holistic dimensions to the theory of strategic management. A novel approach of this
nature has also led to new strategic initiatives.
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¢) Learning Organisations

A learning organization, as described by Gravin (1993), is an organization skilled
at creating, acquiring and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behaviour to
reflect new knowledge and insights. Marquardt (1994) builds on this definition by
stating that a learning organization is continually transforming itself to better man-
age and use knowledge for corporate success; it empowers people within and out-
side the organization to learn as they work, and it utilizes technology to maximize
learning and production.

As Senge (1990) says, “the top think and the local acts” must now give way to
integrating thinking and acting at all levels. His authoritative description of a learn-
ing organization is “an organization where people continually expand their capacity
to create the results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking
are nurtured, where collective aspirations are set free, and where people are continu-
ally learning how to learn together.” Senge further specifies the new competencies
needed by the leadership of a learning organization, which he says can be developed
only through lifelong commitment. These critical areas of skills (disciplines) can be
stated as follows:

- Building a shared vision
- Surfacing and challenging mental models

- Engaging in systems thinking

In relation to building a shared vision, he cites requisite skills such as encour-
aging personal vision, communicating and asking for assistance and visioning as an
ongoing process. Surfacing and testing mental models involves skills such as ques-
tioning the existing models with a proper balance.

As Revans (1994) states, an organization’s rate of learning must be equal to or
greater than the rate of change in its external environment. Stata (1989) confirms
that it will be the only source of sustainable competitive advantage. Pedler et al.
(1992) adds that a learning organization not only facilitates the learning of all its
members but also continuously transforms itself.
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Conceptual Model

Based on the literature survey, the following model was formulated, as shown
in Figure 4.

Figure 4: CONCEPTUAL MODEL

Degree of
Presence of
Learning
Organisations

Source: Developed by Researcher

According to this conceptual framework, three inputs for the development of
conceptual competencies have been identified as mind power techniques, creativity
techniques and synergistic techniques. Each of these acts as an independent variable
whereas the level of the development of conceptual competencies is positioned as
the dependent variable.

In the main relationship, the level of development of conceptual competencies
acts as the independent variable, and the intensity of strategic decision is selected as
the dependent variable. The focus is on the individuals and their involvement in the
strategic decision-making or in other words, looking at the corporate scenario from
a people perspective.

There can be several intervening or moderator variables that will influence this
main relationship. Cultural elements, environmental factors and industry-specific
aspects can be cited as some of the above variables.

- 208 -
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The degree of presence of learning organizations has been added as a modera-
tor variable, as it has an impact on the training and development of any organization.
This is irrespective of the industry nature, type and size of the organization, as clearly
shown by the literature review. Therefore, even if the impact of other intervening or
moderator variables, such as degree of cultural impact and degree of influence of
external environment can be assumed to be minimal, the learning organization ele-
ments have to be included. This leads to a situation where the conceptual model
contains only one moderator variable, namely, the degree of the presence of Iearmng
organizations.

To reduce the complexity of the above model, the main components of the
strategic decision making process, viz. strategy formulation, strategy implementa-
tion, and evaluation & control have not been represented in the conceptual frame-
work,

Hypotheses

Based on the assumed causal relationship given in the conceptual model, the
following hypotheses were developed for testing.

HI: The level of Conceptual Competency Development positively influences

the intensity of Strategic Decision-Making.

H2: The higher the focus on Mind Power Techniques, higher will be the level
of Conceptual Competency Development.

H3: The higher the focus on Creativity Techniques, higher will be the level
of Conceptual Competency Development.

H4: The higher the focus on Synergistic Techniques, higher will be the level
of Conceptual Competency Development.
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Operationalisation

This research was conducted among a sample of senior managers of private
sector organizations covering all industries, sizes and types. The sample size was
confined to 40 senior managers, selecting one manager from one organization. Hence,
40 organizations were included in the study. Selection of such companies was from
the Colombo and Gampaha districts of the Western province, for practical imple-
mentation. Selection of the sample was done taking several factors into account,
such as location, accessibility and sound corporate performance. In selecting the
sample, care was taken to choose the organizations with a strategic outfit with the
possession of a vision, mission and a strategic plan. It was assumed that such a
strategic focus would encompass the environmental, cultural and industry-specific
aspects.

Data collection was done through a structured questionnaire followed by an
exploratory (un- structured) interview. The researcher’s personal involvement in
each of the 40 interfaces, prevented any mismatch in interpretation in meanings
attached to different questions, and also gave sound qualitative insights.

Selection of the sample was done taking several factors into account.

Location: Focus was on the firms in Colombo and Gampaha districts of the
western province

Accessibility: Social network of the researcher was tapped in identifying and
approaching senior managers of different organizations

Corporate Performance: Through the published financial reports (where avail-
able), and other various sources of information, a rough assumption of the practice
of strategic decision-making was made

Representation: An attempt was made to ensure both genders are represented.
In addition fair representation of the following was also ensured:

3 functional disciplines such as marketing, finance, human resources etc.

7 multinationals, joint-ventures, public-quoted companies, privately owned com-
panies

0 manufacturing and services
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Authenticity: The involvement of the researcher, in visiting all the selected
organizations and obtaining first -hand information was an attempt to ensure the
authenticity of the data collected.

Sample Profile

Considering the above sample, there were 35 males 5 females. The female
senior managers, though the number is relatively lower, represented all major disci-
plines such as Sales and Marketing, Finance and HR.

In terms of professional background of the respondents, 15 were from sales
and marketing and 10 were from finance, human resources and technical disciplines
also were adequately represented. The “other” category included quality assurance,
corporate planning, journalism etc. The total distribution of the functional back-
ground of the respondents is as given in Figure 5.

Figure 5: FUNCTIONAL BACKGROUND OF THE RESPONDENTS

Technical 8% Sales &
2 Marketing
37%

Resources
18%

Finance
24%
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The organizations, selected, were of different types. Majority was of local ori-
gin, ‘either privately owned or public quoted companies. Conglomerates, joint ven-
tures and multinationals also formed a significant proportion. The breakdown of
such organization types is as follows:

Figure 6: CLASSIFICATION OF ORGANIZATIONS BY TYPE

Joint Venture MNC
20% 18%

Conglomarate
25%

Considering the business domain of the forty organizations selected for the
study, a variety of representations can be observed. Financial services constituted
the largest number of firms in the sample, followed by diversified business, commu-
nication, consumer products and transportation. Table 3 contains the details in rela-
tion to the business domains.
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Table 3: BUSINESS DOMAINS OF THE SELECTED ORGANIZATIONS

Business Domain Percentage of Respondent

(in alphabetical order) (%)
Accessories 3
Advertising 5
Beverages 3
Communication 10
Consumer Products 8
Diversified 10
Electrical Products 3
Energy 3
Financial Services 15
Garments =
Home Appliances 5
IT Solutions 5
Leisure 3
Management Services 3
Pharmaceuticals 3
Publishing 5
Training 5
Transportation 8

Source: Survey data

The key concepts and variables used in the research proposal were
operationalised in such a way that coding of the concepts, variables and indicators
has been done in a logical manner. A concept, C, (i= 1 to 6) was linked to one or
more variables, V“(j:l to 3) and then to one or more indicators, I, (k=1to3).

If the development of conceptual competencies (C,) is considered as an ex-
ample, associated variables are, degree of envisioning capability (V,), degree of
creative problem solving (V,,) and degree of synergistic interactions (V). Against
V41, Indicators were identified as, identification of a personal vision/mission / pur-
pose statement. (I, ), and setting up of long term goals (I, ,). Related measure for
1411 was the availability of a personal vision/mission/purpose statement, which was
a primary datum captured through the question number 11-I of the structured question-
naire. Similarly, the measure for I, was the availability of a set of long-term goals.
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Table 4 depicts the relationship between the Concepts, Variables, Measures
and Indicators in the process of operationalisation.

Table 4: RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN C, V & I

Concept Variable Indicator Ri‘::’gﬂg;f;f;’:“
(e \A . 6i+6ii
T 5iv+7
G Vi L Giii
L, Siii8
G A Ly 6iv
Is sii
c v, i 11
i 10+11ii
% Iy i
i 13+14
v o Y
L
i
512
C, Vo, s 20ii+20iii
S T 20i
Ly 20iv+22v+17viii
¥ I 16
T 17vi
Ca Yo Loy l7?+l7ii
Lo 17iv+17v+17viii
L L 17iii
L 1lv
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In general, the relationship between a Variable and Indicators can be depicted
as follows:

V=1, i=1,2..6; =123 k=123
f(I”k) can be further simplified as S Iijk.

If V,, is taken as an example,
V,, = Degree of usage of mind power techniques
1,,, = Exposure to sessions on mind power

1,,, = Application of mind power techniques

12

Since either one out of I, | & I, would satisfy V, , (OR relationship)

1w

V=1, +1,

107 71

Similarly, the relationship between a Concept and Variables can be stated as
follows:

C=1f(Vy, i=12..6;j=123

f(Vu) can be further simplified as S VU.

If C, is taken as an example,

C, = Development of conceptual competencies

V,, = Degree of envisioning capability

V,, = Degree of creative problem solving

V,; = Degree of synergistic interactions

Since ALL above are required to make C, complete (AND relationship),
C, =V, x V%V,

Testing of Hypothesis H,

The concepts involved are C, and C,. In order to check whether the distribution
of C, and C, are normal, Normality Test was done. Selecting a level of significance
as 0.05, Pearson’s Correlation coefficient, as well as the value of significance was
calculated. As given in Table 5, SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 gives the result, as Correlation is
significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

=215 -
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Table 5: CORRELATION BETWEEN C, & C,

Correlations

C4 C5
C4 Pearson Correlation 1.000 .368"
Sig. (2-tailed) B .019
N 40 40
C5 Pearson Correlation 368" 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) .019 "
N 40 40

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

Hence, there exists a statistically significant relationship between C, & C..
Therefore H, is not rejected at 0.05 significance level. Thus, the level of Conceptual
Competency Development positively influences the intensity of Strategic Decision-
Making.

Testing of Hypothesis H,

The Concepts involved are C, and C,. Normality test for C, was done in the
case of H,, and for Hz, normality test for C, was done. As in the above case, SPSS
Ver. 10.0.1 gives the result, as Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

The correlation between C, & C, can be investigated in a similar manner, where
the SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 offers following output.

Table 6: CORRELATION BETWEEN C, & C,

Correlations

C1 C4
[¢]] Pearson Correlatio 1.000 408"
Sig. (2-tailed) 5 .009
N 40 40
C4 Pearson Correlatior .408* 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) * 009 ’
N 40 40

**.Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
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SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 gives the result, as Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed). Hence, there exists a statistically significant relationship between C, &
C,. Therefore H, is not rejected at 0.01 significance level. Hence, the higher the
focus on Mind Power Techniques, higher will be the level of Conceptual Compe-
tency Development.

Testing of Hypothesis H,

The Concepts involved are C, and C,. Normality test for C, was done earlier,
and for H,, normality test for C, was done.

Table 7: CORRELATION BETWEEN C, & C,

Correlations

c2 C4
Cc2 Pearson Correlation 1.000 474%
Sig. (2-tailed) . .002
N 40 40
C4 Pearson Correlation 4747 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) 002 .
N 40 40

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level

SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 gives the result, as Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed). Hence, there exists a statistically significant relationship between C, &
C,. Therefore H, is not rejected at 0.01 significance level. Thus, the higher the
focus on Creativity Techniques, higher will be the level of Conceptual Competency
Development.

Testing of Hypothesis H,

The correlation between C, & C, can be investigated in a similar manner, where
the SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 offers following output.
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Table 8: CORRELATION BETWEEN C, & C,

Correlations

C3 C4
c3 Pearson Correlation 1.000 .332"
Sig. (2-tailed) ” .036
N 40 40
c4 Pearson Correlation 332" 1.000
Sig. (2-tailed) .036 5
N 40 40

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

SPSS Ver. 10.0.1 gives the result, as Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level
(2-tailed). Hence, there exists a statistically significant relationship between C &
C,. Therefore H, is not rejected at 0.05 significance level. Hence, the higher the
focus on Synerglsllc Techniques, higher will be the level of Conceptual Competency
Development.

Moderator Effect by C; on C, & C,

The moderator effect by Presence of Learning Organisations (concept C ) on
Conceptual Competency Development (concept C,) and Intensity of Strategic Decp
sion Making (concept C;) can be empirically !ested with the data analyzed for this
research. Figure 6 shows this relationship, in a three-dimensional form.

Figure 6: IMPACT BY C,ON C, & C,
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Discussion

a) Focus on Mind Power Techniques

Through the structured questionnaire as well as the exploratory interview, an
attempt was made to capture the degree of usage of mind power techniques (Vari-
able V). The results showed a normal distribution. Having a mean value of 75.4
showed a trend towards the higher side where a sufficient focus had been given in
terms of the development of mind power. Associated Skewness and Kurtosis figures
confirmed this. As the exploratory interviews revealed, a basic form of meditation
such as breathing or visualization is the most common practice among the respon-
dents. The influence of NLP on the respondents was also high. The majority has
attended a popular session named “Mastery of Self ”. There were few respondents
who have got overseas exposure in mind power techniques. Meditation in India and
Advanced NLP in the UK are examples.

‘When investigating further, it was observed that the two indicators, exposure
to mind power techniques during past 3 years (indicator I, ) and application of mind
power techniques (indicator 1,,), show a statistically significant positive correla-
tion. The fact that the exposure and application of mind power techniques are posi-
tively correlated in a statistically significant manner shows an effective usage of
training in the field of mind power. However, since the correlation is not very high,
it points to a wide area for improvement.

In terms of application of Mind Power Techniques, most of the respondents
scored high on the pre-play and post-play in mind (i.e. Mentally planning the day in
advance, and review at the end of the day). The need to prioritise the work amidst a
busy schedule was cited as one major reason for such behaviour by the respondents.

b) Focus on Creativity Techniques

As similar to the case above, the information captured from the structured
questionnaire and exploratory interview were in relation to the degree of usage of
creativity techniques (variable V, . Here too, the results showed a normal distribu-
tion. The mean being 87.2 indicated a trend towards the higher side. As per the
exploratory interviews, most of the respondents accepted the need for creativity in
solving complex business problems, but declined to admit being highly creative.
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The exposure to any form of session on creativity during past 3 years (indicator I, )
and the application of creativity techniques (indicator I, ,) showed a statistically
significant positive correlation.

Such a relationship indicates the link between the exposure (indicator I, ) and
application (indicator I, ) pertaining to creativity. The respective means were found
to be 88.5 and 86.3. Both distributions were having a low negative skewness, indi-
cating a shift towards higher ratings by respondents.

As the application of creativity, reflects in innovation, and initiation of new
ideas, respondents have given higher ratings for questions that tested their involve-
ment in this respect during recent past. Majority has indicated that they use a bal-
anced combination of both right and left-brain, despite the functional orientation
towards one side.

¢) Focus on Synergistic Techniques

As in the above two cases, the degree of usage of synergistic techniques (vari-
able V) was examined, and the results showed a normal distribution. Considering
the associated indicators, exposure to sessions on synergistic techniques (indicator
1,,,) and application of synergistic techniques (indicator I, ,) showed a statistically
significant positive correlation.

d) Development of Conceptual Competencies

Under the development of conceptual competencies (concept C,), the three
variables considered were, degree of envisioning capability (variable V, ), degree of
creative problem solving (variable V,,) and degree of synergistic interactions (vari-
able V,,). The respective indicators for each of these variables (Identification of a
personal vision / mission / purpose statement as indicator I, and setting up of long
term goals as indicator 1, , for example), showed statistically significant positive
correlation. The mean values of V,, V,, and V,; were 74.1, 84.7 and 87.9 respec-
tively. The distribution of V, and V,, show a low negative skewness whereas a low
positive skewness in the case of V,,. The difference could be explained in consider-
ing the respondents’ mix choice for the areas such as involvement in cross-func-
tional activities (indicator I;) and arriving at win-win situations (indicator I,).
Despite the higher usage of mind power and creativity, situations compel managers
to take decisions alone, rather than through collective consensus. This was evident
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in some of the ratings, where very high values for the above two and lower values for
synergistic interactions were assigned.

e) Intensity of Strategic Decision Making Process

In this research, intensity of strategic decision-making (concept C,) was con-
sidered as comprised of three variables, degree of strategy formulation (variable
V), degree of strategy implementation (variable V) and the degree of evaluation
& control (variable V). In the case of V53, two indicators associated were familiar-
ity with the Organization’s Mission Statement (indicator I, ,) and the involvement in
developing long-term goals (indicator I, ,). As in the above cases, the respective
indicators of the same variable showed a statistically significant positive correlation.

Bach of the variables showed a normal distribution and all three variables were
having a low negative skewness. Respective mean values once again indicate a shift
towards higher ratings, indicating the high involvement of the respondents in strate-
gic decision making.

) Presence of Learning Organizations

Presence of learning organizations (concept C,) was treated as one comprising
three variables. They are degree of emphasis on innovation (variable V), degree of
focus on training & development (variable V) and the degree of usage of informa-
tion systems (variable V ;). The distributions of each of the above showed a normal
distribution. As the distributions reflect, respondents have given a mixed set of rat-
ings, but a marginal shift towards the higher side is evident, indicating positive trends
towards learning organizations.




image28.jpeg
Sri Lankan Journal of Management, Vol. 5, No. 3&4

Positive Trends

Three main trends in relation to the conceptual competency development could
be identified.

a) Awareness of the Need of Each Technique

Almost all the respondents agreed with the need to focus on mind power, cre-
ativity and synergy in order to achieve higher results. As it was revealed in the statis-
tical analysis, the intensity of strategy making is enhanced by the presence of a
higher degree of conceptual competency development.

b) Value as a Competitive Advantage

As shown by the literature review, competence of any organisation will gain
competitive advantage in the complex business environment. Individual competen-
cies together will strengthen such competence of the organization, as stated by
(Winterton & Winterton (1999). There lies the importance of focusing on the devel-
opment of conceptual competencies. Most of the respondents confirmed this by ac-
cepting it is a “mind game” they have to play in tackling complex solutions, and
having a team of managers with a high degree of conceptual competencies.

¢) Novel Solutions for Pressing Issues

As revealed by the respondents” sharing of experience, novel solutions, pio-
neering moves and innovative approaches have become an absolute necessity in the
game of survival and growth. Irrespective of the functional area, this is true, and as
the respondents shared they had been using mind power, creativity and synergy in
devising novel solutions for pressing issues. For such an endeavour, as De Bono
(1977) advocates, lateral thinking leading to thinking beyond the traditional bound-
aries is a must. Many of the respondents have experienced this and at least once
during the past one-year, they have put forward a novel solution.
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Barriers Identified

From the exploratory interviews, several barriers that prevent a higher focus on
the development of conceptual competencies were identified. They can be summa-
rized as follows:

a) Lack of Commitment

This is an individual attribute where, the desire, dedication and dynamic ac-
tions are found wanting in the individual, in relation to the mind power, creativity
and synergistic techniques. It is synonymous with a blunt weapon where the re-
quired effectiveness is not met owing to not sharpening itself regularly. Covey (1991)
has identified this as one of his seven habits of highly effective people.

b) Less Encouragement from the Organization

This was identified by a majority of respondents as a priority problem for their
organizations in allocating funds. As the discussions revealed, the focus had always
been more on the development of technical competencies and to some extent the
inter-personal competencies. The assumption that many a senior manager is inher-
ently equipped with a high degree of conceptual competency does not hold any wa-
ter, as the literature review adequately justified.

¢) Lack of Opportunities

This was cited by some of the respondents as a reason why some potential
candidates are deprived from a requisite training. A person holding a senior position,
not having the expected level of conceptual competencies for strategic decision-
making might create problems for the whole organization. Programmes on creativ-
ity techniques are not very common in Sri Lanka, unlike selling skills and customer
care. NLP sessions are gaining popularity but still confined to a workshop (“playshop”
as the organizers call it) conducted by one party. However, scheduling programmes
in advance, and searching out for required trainers locally or overseas will remove
the barrier to a large extent. The financial commitment for such a long-term invest-
ment is a crucial factor for such an endeavour.
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The barriers discussed above in contrast to the driving forces in developing the
conceptual competencies can be diagrammatically shown as given in Figure 7. Over-
coming the restraining forces and pushing ahead with the driving forces is only
possible through both individual as well as organizational commitment.

Figure 7: TOWARDS A HIGH DEGREE OF CONCEPTUAL COMPETENCY DEVELOP-
MENT

- Aim :
Restraining Forces High focus on the
Development of
Conceptual
Competencies
Less encouragement | a0y of
§ from the opportunities
Lack of commitment organisation
Current State :
* Low focus on
the Development
of Conceptual
l Competencies
Awareness of the need Valub g Novel ,Sd‘fm’"s for
compelitive pressing issues
advantage

Driving Forces

Source: Researcher’s conceptualisation

Conclusion

The research conducted on the development of conceptual competencies of Sri
Lankan managers for strategic decision-making, showed a statistically non-rejected
relationship between the development of conceptual competencies and the intensity
of strategic decision making. Further, the causal relationship between the focus on
mind power techniques and the development of conceptual competencies was also
statistically established. Similar relationships were also established for focus on cre-
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ativity techniques and focus on synergistic techniques. The impact of the presence
of the elements of learning organizations on the main causal relationship was also
discussed.

The qualitative insights were collated in order to identify the barriers to over-
come in developing the conceptual competencies. It is expected that Sri Lankan
private sector organizations would gain from the findings of the research study in
increasing the focus on the development of conceptual competencies for strategic
decision-making.

Areas for Further Research

From the present study, it is possible to identify several areas for further re-
search. They can be categorized into 2 broad areas, viz. study of individuals and
study of organizations.

a) Study of Individuals

Since the development of conceptual competencies primarily involves the
behavioural actions of the individuals, it will be interesting to study the focus given
to such development in totality with the other competencies, namely, technical and
human. Instead of focusing on a wide range of senior managers representing differ-
ent functional disciplines, a more detailed study can be done focusing only on senior
managers of one discipline. Development of conceptual competencies of Human
Resource managers for high involvement in strategic human resource management
could be one such unexplored area.

b) Study of Organizations

Since this study primarily focused on individuals, it would be useful to inves-
tigate the contribution made by the investment on the development of conceptual
competencies, on the strategic decision making process. This could be an ideal op-
portunity to investigate the linkage between the strategic orientation of the organiza-
tion, and its focus on conceptual competency development of its senior managers.
Further, different types of organizations, such as multi nationals can be studied sepa-
rately to understand the type-specific patterns emerging.
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DEVELOPMENT OF CONCEPTUAL
COMPETENCIES OF SRI LANKAN

MANAGERS FOR STRATEGIC DECISION

MAKING

Ajantha S Dharmasiri

ABSTRACT

The emphasis given to conceptual competency development of
senior managers in the Sri Lankan private sector was the focus
of this research study. Four hypotheses were developed, and the
research carried out on a sample of 40 senior managers from
private firms with strategic orientation. The first hypothesis was
that “the level of conceptual competency development positively
influences the intensity of strategic decision-making”. The sec-
ond was that: “higher the focus on mind power techniques, higher
would be the level of conceptual competency development”. The
third hypothesis was that: “higher the focus on creativity tech-
niques, higher would be the level of conceptual competency de-
velopment”. The final hypothesis was that: “higher the focus on
synergistic techniques, higher would be the level of conceptual
competency development”. The tests resulted in the non-rejec-
tion of all four hypotheses. The presence of learning organiza-
tions moderating the causal relationship between the concep-
tual competency development and strategic decision-making was
also empirically verified. Impediments to the conceptual com-
petency development were also identified in this study.
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Synergy, Learning organisation.
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Introduction

In the face of globalization, Sri Lankan organizations are exposed to an in-
creasingly competitive environment where ad hoc decision-making on short-term
orientation will no longer be adequate. As Nanayakkara (1998) describes, “In the
contemporary “borderless society,” internationalism has come to our doorstep. Sri
Lanka’s modern economy has always been an externally driven system.... After
being an exporter of agricultural produce, Sri Lanka is now faced with a situation of
exporting whatever it could to “new markets”. They demand high product quality,
continuous quality improvement, meeting tight schedules, and other advanced mana-
gerial work practices.” He adds, “Being a passive, inward-looking culture, Sri Lanka’s
society has not been able to take-off from its rather backward economy. It is now
called upon to develop an aggressive outlook and adopt a progressive and competi-
tive approach everywhere.”

Mankidy (2000), emphasizes the need to identify the development of concep-
tual competencies with a clear focus. As organizations work towards strategic orien-
tations, they necessarily will have to adopt and adapt mechanisms to sharpen the
capabilities of the intellectual capital within. He further states that “traditional skill
building processes have, therefore, to be replaced with effective mechanisms to iden-
tify the competencies and bridge the gaps effectively”.

Though there have been several attempts in analyzing the effectiveness of train-
ing in Sri Lankan organizations, less focus has been made on conceptual compe-
tency development. Also, the emphasis on the need for the development of manage-
rial competencies in the Sri Lankan context, particularly at the decision making
level has been low. Hence a knowledge gap can be identified in the case of concep-
tual competency development of Sri Lankan managers. Accordingly, this research
aimed to study the development of conceptual competencies of Sri Lankan manag-
ers in enhancing the strategic decision making process.
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Objectives of the Study

1. Toempirically verify the causal relationship between the level of concep-
tual competency development and the intensity of strategic decision mak-
ing, in relation to the senior managers of Sri Lankan private sector organi-
zations.

2. To identify the factors that contribute to the development of conceptual
competencies, and empirically verify the causal relationships of each such
factor with the level of development of conceptual competencies.

3. To investigate the level of presence of learning organizations in relation to
the Sri Lankan private sector and assess its impact on the conceptual com-
petency development.

4. Toidentify the impediments to the development of conceptual competen-
cies in Sri Lankan private sector organizations and the ways to overcome
these.

Literature Review

Managers need skills in order to play their roles effectively. According to Katz
(1974), a skill is the ability to accomplish some phase of management work. Skills
are learned and developed with experience, training, and practice. Katz (1974) clas-
sifies management skills as technical, human relations and conceptual. This classifi-
cation is depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: CLASSIFICATION OF MANAGEMENT SKILLS
Key Management Skills

Technical Skills

Human Skills

Conceptual Skills

First-Line ~ Middle Top
Managers Managers Managers

Source: Katz , Skills of an Effective Administrator, HBR, Sep. - Oct. 1974

Technical Skills, These pertain to what is done and to working with things
(Katz, 1974). They comprise a person’s ability to use technology to perform an orga-
nizational task. Human Skills, pertain to how something is done and to working
with people. They comprise a person’s ability to work with people in the achieve-
ment of goals. Conceptual Skills, pertain to why something is done and to a person’s
view of the organization as a whole. They comprise the ability to understand the
complexities of the organization as it affects and is affected by its environment.
These can be defined as the ability to coordinate and integrate the organization’s
diverse activities and are most important at the top of the organizational hierarchy
where strategic or long-term decisions are made.

Mintzberg (1980) elaborated on management skills, as an out come of a study
done by him on Chief Executive Officers. His skill profile roughly parallels Katz’s
approach. A comparison of management skills is shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: COMPARISON OF MANAGEMENT SKILLS

Katz 1 Mintzberg

Technical Skills Tactical skills required at lower management levels
Peer skills

Human Relations Skills Leadership skills

Conflict resolution skills

Information processing skills

Decision making skills in uncertain situations
Conceptual Skills Resource allocation skills

Entrepreneurial skills

Introspection skills

Source: Holt, 1987

A survey done by Wheelen & Hunger (1996), involving 300 Presidents of
Fortune’s list of the top 50 banking, insurance, public utility & retailing and 100 top
industrial firms is supportive of Katz’s agreement. Such an optimum mix is shown in
Figure 2.

As Figure 1 depicts, the need for technical skills decreases and the need for
conceptual skills increases as a person moves from first line supervision to top man-
agement. As pointed out by Wheelen & Hunger (1996), this transition from prima-
rily technical skills to an emphasis on conceptual skills is important as the concep-
tual work carried out by an organization’s executives is the heart of strategy making.

In a nutshell, conceptual skill is the ability to solve long-term problems and
view the total organization as an interactive system, envisioning the long term needs
of the organisation and make decisions that serve the organisation as a whole (Holt,
1987).

Managerial development focuses on skills, competences and competencies.
Though these terms are often used interchangeably, it is appropriate to explore the
distinction between them. Knowledge and understanding are two other terms that
closely associate and are worth discussing.
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Figure 2: OPTIMUM MANAGERIAL MIX BY HIERARCHICAL LEVEL
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Source: Wheelen and Hunger, 1996

According to Renold (1928), “skill is any combination, useful to industry, of
mental and physical qualities which require considerable training to acquire.” Proc-
tor and Dutta (1995) who provide an authoritative text on skill and performance note
“a defining property of skill is that it develops over time, with practice.”” As Winterton
& Winterton (1999) describe, skill encompasses both manual facilities, including
dexterity and conceptual ones, including relevant knowledge and understanding.

As observed by Winterton & Winterton (1999), competence and competency
are frequently confused. Pedler et al (1997) refer to “competencies that are needed
in certain jobs” and the “skills, competences and capabilities that will be required in
ihe company”, without articulating the distinction between the two terms. Accord-
ing to Winterton & Winterton (1999), the clearest statement to overcome the confu-
sion is offered by Woodruffe (1991} that goes as follows:

Competence: aspects of the job which an individual can perform

Competency: refers to a person’s behaviour, underpinning competent perfor-
mance.




