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Abstract

Introduction: This research provides information about certain soft competencies that are
useful for increasing the quality of the leadership practice to overcome the gap of incompetent
leaders. By targeting a broad range of leaders, from first-time leaders to experienced consultants
within leadership, find grounds for the shortage of competent leaders that organizations
currently face. This research focuses on assessing a selection of beneficial soft competencies

for increasing the quality of leadership practice.

Purpose: The purpose of this research is to investigate the importance of soft competencies in
leadership for increasing the quality of leaders.

Methodology: This research uses semi-structured interviews where the empirical data is
processed through grounded analysis. A qualitative approach is utilized to explore the issue to
broaden the view and understanding of a known phenomenon. By coding the empirical findings,
relations and differences can be identified with the literature to lay the foundation for the

analysis which the conclusions can be drafted from.

Findings: This research has identified certain soft competencies and how they are beneficial
for increasing the quality of leadership and its practice. In addition, it has been realized that an
increase in the quality of leadership has an impact on the economical aspect of an organization
and the physical health of employees.

Key terms: Leadership, leadership practice, management, soft competencies.
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1. Introduction

The following chapter introduces the reader to the topic of this paper that lay the grounds for
the problem which is followed by the purpose and the research questions set to answer.

1.1 Background
Throughout history, leadership has acquired alterations of its concept. In the 1950:s it was stated
as leadership was the behavior of an individual with the mission to direct the action of a group
toward a target(Hemphill & Coons 1957). While House (2004) elaborated on the subject and
stated that leadership is the ability of an individual that consists of influencing, motivating, and
enabling others to develop toward organizational effectiveness and success. Furthermore, Y ukl
(2012) iterated that the success behind reaching a shared objective is the process of leadership,
how the leader can influence others, and bring people to agree on common terms with their
efforts. Leadership is a concept that is constantly evolving. Challenging to define, it can be said

that in general, there is a social relationship between a leader, and a follower (Alberto, 2016).

An organization is driven by its leaders toward success or failure. Leadership inclines that
leaders have to act in an organization, and the subordinates follow. A leader is supposed to
bring out the best in her employees and drive change within the company (Bennis, 2009; Hogan,
2015; Kort, 2008). Multiple studies about the typical leadership today are presenting that the
quality of leadership is low and does not fulfill the needs of today and the future. On the other
hand, the challenge organizations face is finding leaders capable of filling the demands.
Looking into the future, research states that the core concept of leadership will be the same,
although soft competencies will be essential to adapt to the changes and to effectively lead
modern-day leadership. There has been a gap within the research, clarifying the future of
leadership, which relevant leadership styles, and which soft competencies are important (Gentry
et al., 2016; Hill, 2007; House, 2004; Landry, 2018; Morgan, 2020; Neal et al., 2021; Ngayo
Fotso, 2021). Furthermore, the modern concept of leadership can be summarized as:

“The process of interactive influence that occurs when, in a given context, some people
accept someone as their leader to achieve common goals.” (Alberto, 2016 p.4):

The context of leadership is an important role, both for the leader and the subordinates (Alberto,
2016). It can be said that leadership and beauty are alike, it is a challenge to define it but when
you see it, it becomes clear. Leadership consists of translating visions into reality, as Braque,

the French painter, once said:



“The only thing that matters in art can’t be explained.” (Bennis, 2009 p. xxxii)

Leadership can be viewed similarly. But leaders, like artists, demonstrate their abilities
(Bennis, 2009). It can be summarized as the art of influencing and motivating others to
purposefully succeed by creating results that otherwise would not happen. Leaders are
passionate about what they do, they act selflessly and give others opportunities. To become an
effective leader, it is important to develop the soft competencies required (Benzel, 2021,
Landry, 2018).

1.2 Problem

As mentioned earlier, defining the term leadership can be difficult, but on the most fundamental
level, leadership is a way to achieve goals and resolve tasks with others, it is a way to produce
results. Through various interactions, with companies, society, and the people, leadership has
varied over the world but there are still common challenges that they all face. As a leader, you
have multiple tasks, and you also face multiple problems that must be dealt with. The
importance of having a competent leader is highly important for the future of the employees
and the business (Andreasson & Lundgvist, 2018; Bennis, 2009; Gentry et al., 2016). As Neal
et.al., 2021, present in their research with almost 16 000 leaders, 55% of the CEO: s says that
the top challenge for them is to develop a new generation of leaders to fit with the right
competencies, and 84% sees a need to increase the leader’s skill to develop their employees and
lastly, only 47% of the roles that are deemed as critical can be filled. Furthermore, research
indicates that 80% of organizations consider leadership to be a high priority but only 41% of
those are ready to acquire and meet the demands required for developing leadership talent.
Researchers have found limited resources on effective leadership and defining competent
leadership. Research identifies that the base rate of incompetent leaders is 65% to 75% which
differentiates from the 3-5% estimated by professionals. There is a shortage of competent
leaders today to meet the demands of organizations (Hogan, 2015; Marques, 2013; Weber et
al., 2009). Leaders are faced with both internal and external challenges and the problems are
common regardless of their location, industry, or organizational structure. (Gentry et al., 2016;
Hogan, 2015; Landry, 2018; Neal et al., 2021).

It is a challenging task to be a modern-day leader. It is uncertain what leadership will look like
in the future, what needs to be done is to prepare leaders who can face the challenges and guide
us through the unknown. With the transition into a leadership position, the failures are not

surprising. The new leaders are faced with multiple diversified tasks to do and problems to



solve. It is up to the leader to lead the processes, even for him/herself. It is a major cost for the
organization if a person is promoted based on performance and not evaluated on managerial
responsibilities. There is a difference in using your skills for the tasks you are good at, compared
to advancing the leadership role successfully. They are faced with difficulties and
misconceptions. Typically, new leaders and managers oversee the operation but the part where
to initiate change and develop effectiveness is left out (Gavin, 2019; Gentry et al., 2016;
Goleman, 2004; Landry, 2018). Leadership is of high priority, with increasing and growing
demand there is no shortage of positions, but there is a shortage of effective, competent leaders

that has soft competencies to lead the employees and business forward.

1.3 Purpose and Research Questions

This research aims to investigate the awareness of soft competencies and how they can affect
the quality of leadership in the area of Jonkdping.

To fulfill the research purpose the following question has been established:

How do soft competencies interlink with a leadership role?



2. Theoretical Frame of Reference

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the theoretical background to the topic and
understanding of leadership and management and their differences. Different leadership styles
and their characteristics are described as well as soft competencies.

2.1 Literature Review
According to (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021) a systematic approach is highly important to reach
the top requirements for academic literature reviews. This literature review was conducted
through the examination of articles from previous courses attended at Jonkdping International
Business School, journals, and databases. Databases that were used in this literature review
were Primo, Google Scholar, Web of Science, and the school libraries where books were found.
The databases that were used were Web of Science and Primo. Primo, which is provided by the
University Library was primarily used access to various scientific journals. The articles found
in Primo were then also found in Web of Science where the citation and the impact score were
shown. When searching for articles in the databases, keywords in different combinations were
used to gather information and to see what gives the best possible outcome. To narrow the
results down, the keywords started from broad, single terms such as “Leadership”, and
“Competencies” to specific combined terms, “Leadership Competencies”. To finalize the
gathering of literature the articles were examined to see if they seemed fit for the purpose and
topics to be covered. The main topics were Leadership, Effective Leadership, Soft
Competencies, and Emotional Intelligence. To ensure correct referencing, Endnote Online has
been utilized where the sources have been added to the database through Primo and Web of

Science.

2.2 Leadership
As a person pursues a career, advancement toward a leadership role is considered applicable.
This progression comes with different benefits and rewards, but also problems and difficulties
to solve. Therefore, it is important that the leader is prepared and has the skills and competence
needed for handling such a role. A major change when advancing to a manager or leader is that
you are challenged with managing others, not only tasks (Cockerill et al., 1995; Hill, 2007;
Lechner et al., 2018). Enhancing your knowledge with leadership qualities, no matter the
profession will increase your competitiveness. Having a foundation within leadership provides

the opportunity to succeed in a wide area of industry. It is the usage of and adaptability of soft
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competencies that is of importance. Leaders cannot function as robots, there are emotions

present in everything we do (Cockerill et al., 1995; Gavin, 2019).

According to Bennis (2009), leaders are made, not born. Leaders are usually self-made, an
inventor of themselves. Leadership is said to consist of a combination of skills, characteristics,
competencies, and capacities, requiring traits as such as emotional intelligence, and self-
knowledge. It is a composition of skills and qualities put together that will mature over time.
Furthermore, combined with the common traits there are leadership traits within the
organization that acts as a checklist to identify the leader’s strengths and opportunities to
improve (Gavin, 2019; Landry, 2018; Lechner et al., 2018). Leaders have multiple traits in
common with the common ground being a guiding vision in line with the company or their own
beliefs. It is the driving force towards what there is to accomplish, both professionally and
personally, and what will take them through the various failures and setbacks that will occur.
You need to know where you are heading, or else there is no possibility of you reaching said
goal. A leader is passionate, purposefully pursuing the tasks, and loving what is to come.
Passion is what mediates hope toward employees, making them in turn feel that their work is
valuable (Benzel, 2021; Goleman, 2004). It does also promote motivation toward others, if they
can see the fire within the leader, it will affect them positively. The integrity of a leader includes
self-knowledge and maturity. It is of the utmost importance that the leader knows himself, his
strengths, and weaknesses, not only to identify one’s capability but also to improve on both
parts (Yukl, 2012). A leader should be upfront with oneself, have self-knowledge, and be able
to recognize things affecting them. A part connected to self-knowledge is maturity and mindset.
The maturity and mindset of the leader develop over time, something that helps develop it is
mentorship. When those qualities are identified within oneself, they can be encouraged in
others. Mentorship is also an effective way of improving leadership practice which is necessary
to improve performance (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008; Kander, 2022). Trust is also something
that relates to the integrity of leadership, it builds on it. For a leader to acquire followers and
keep them, trust is important. Trust is something that is earned by co-workers and followers. If
the leaders are incapable of earning it, the leader will face a great challenge with the
functionality. Lastly, curiosity and daring are two prominent virtues when facing challenges.
They promote the willingness to explore and learn as much as possible. To face the risks and

learn from failures, embrace the difficulties, and experiment toward success (Bennis, 2009).
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2.3 Leadership versus Management

Leadership and management are used interchangeably, they are complementary to one another.
Yet, with some similarities, although there are differences that break them apart. A manager
executes tasks or subsets from an organization, and a leader inspires and influences people with
a purpose. Nonetheless, good leaders exercise management, and good managers exercise
leadership (Amelia & Amy, 2021). There is a difference between leadership and management,
as Bennis (2009) presents the crucial differences between these two as well as pin-pointing that
leadership is not a single man’s game. The leader does not need to have the skills that the team
has, the leader's focus is on the vision and the drive of others. The leader needs to be curatorial
for the employees and possess the coaching and personal skills that make a great leader.
(Bennis, 2009; Goleman, 2004) Furthermore, there is an art and science to it, leadership and
management are complementary to one another, good leaders do management, and good
managers do leadership. For modern-day organizations, they need to have competent leaders
and managers that can handle both parts (Amelia & Amy, 2021; Cockerill et al., 1995; Nour,
2022). To differentiate leadership and management it can be said that leadership relies on trust
and management on control. The management perspective is to control, administer, maintain,
and act toward the status quo. A leader works more freely, solves problems, innovates and
develops, does the right things, and challenges the status quo. (Bennis, 2009) (Bennis, 2009;
Cockerill et al., 1995; Landry, 2018).

12



Table 1 presents the main differences between the two terms (Bennis, 2009; Cockerill et al.,
1995; Landry, 2018).
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Table 1: The key differences between leaders and managers

Leadership Management
PUIDOSE Dealing with Deallrl1g \_';”th
P change complexity
Thinking Doing
Change and Execution and
Focus innovation implementation
“Doing the right “Doing things right”
things”
Formulating visions glannl_ng prolectsl
. Aligning people rga.n|2|.ng people
Main - Monitoring progress
Motivating and
Processes o and performance
inspiring _
. Problem-solving
Influencing
Present
. i Future
Orientation Short term
Long-term
Saily Work High-level _Crsrou_ndl-level
y Strategic actica
Change (grder
Seeks to Innovative E;)frlls_lstency
Achieve Effectiveness |c_|§ncy
Stability
Movement

Another menology is emphasized by Grint, (2005). Where an explanation of the two terms
Tame and Wicked problems is presented Tame problems have a minimal degree of
complications and low levels of uncertainties connected to them, where there may be
complications present, but the problem has likely appeared before and has a pattern to work
from. The criteria connected to a Tame problem are suitable for a manager role, where one is
supposed to solve the problem by providing the appropriate processes that the organization
most likely has set. Tame problems can be related to cooking food, one has had all the
ingredients ready, and only need to put them together to have dinner. Wicked problems on the
other hand are more complex, there are no set frameworks to deal with the issues, and an

apparent solution does often result in the generation of new problems down the road. These
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problems are difficult for the organization and managers to handle, they consist of a high degree
of uncertainty which associates with leadership. Wicked problems can also be related to
cooking food, but here there is no list of ingredients or a recipe. It is dependent on oneself to

figure out what goes together to prepare the meal (Grint, 2005).

2.4 Effective Leadership

Effective leadership consists of multiple parts, not only developing and managing essential soft
competencies. Cockerill et al. describe it as “The High Performance Managerial Competencies”
which are relatable to Table 1 Effective leadership does not consist of only one leadership style,
it is constantly adapting to the situation. Effective leadership takes the cultivation of the
environment surrounding you, to bring people together and enable the people surrounding you
to be successful in their work, which is the core of leadership (Alberto, 2016; Cockerill et al.,
1995; Goleman, 2004).

The growing need for professionals with the knowledge and soft competencies is connected to
contributing to important business and strategic decisions. The increase in demand and growth
of the job market puts effective leaders in high demand (Gavin, 2019; Landry, 2018). Error!
Not a valid bookmark self-reference. illustrates important findings and areas that the leaders
are highly recommended to develop within, the grounds of an effective leader. There are four
categories identified with different behaviors. All with the common goal to increase the

performance of a team (Yukl, 2012).
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Table 2 Behaviors of effective leadership

Category Behavior
e Clarifying
e Planning
Task-oriented e Monitoring operations

e Problem-solving

e Supporting
e Developing
Relations-oriented e Recognizing
e Empowering

e Advocating change

e Envisioning Change

e Encouraging innovation

e Facilitating collective
learning

Change oriented

e Networking
e External monitoring
e Representing

External

The task-oriented category serves the purpose of accomplishing work reliably and efficiently.
The primary objective of relations-oriented behavior is to enhance the quality of human
resources and relationships. The focus of change orientation is to increase learning capability,
drive innovation, and development, and adapt to external factors. The primary objective of
external leadership is to face outward and gather the necessary resources and information
needed. Also, being the face outwards of the organization. The behaviors can be taught but
some are also present depending on what type of leader you are (Carney, 2021; Landry, 2018;
Yukl, 2012).

2.5 Leadership Styles
Depending on what characteristics a leader has, the leader can be identified with a certain
leadership style. The style acts as a base for the leader as it is present in their personality. Next,

the most frequent styles will be listed.

Charismatic leadership is a popular leadership style. It is characterized by excellent
communication, and high empathy, and consists of an optimistic view of society and the future.

A charismatic leader possesses high self-esteem and high self-confidence. The leader is usually
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experienced as caring, the leader can be perceived as being personal and flattering. A
charismatic leader will be more prominent in building teams, motivating employees, and being
positive for the quality of life (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; Riggio & Mhatre, 2014). A leader who has
this style can most often be identified by the fact that the person can enter a room and get a lot
of attention with minimum effort. This leader identifies with positive body language. A
charismatic leader finds it easy to maintain eye contact and is open to establishing new contacts
A person with high self-awareness and much confidence in this leadership style can often take
on a tough task, regardless of difficulties and problems throughout the project, the leader sees
a bright future and believes that the team will come to a great solution. Charisma is something
between the leader and the subordinates (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; Riggio & Mhatre, 2014).

Transformational leaders affect their surroundings by engaging with others to raise them to
higher levels (Burns, 1979). The leader who possesses this style is good at communication and
uses self-confidence on many occasions when communicating. Other characteristic features are
that the leader is highly creative, the leader likes new ideas, is usually found to be challenging,
and is a hard-working person. By combining empowerment with a sharp vision and clear
description of which direction the organization or company is going, he inspires the
subordinates. The leader does this by empowering, delegating tasks, and being helpful when
needed. By doing so, the leader builds trust with the subordinates. Leaders of the
transformational style also have a great passion and are usually perceived as energetic for the

company and its journey (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; Riggio & Mhatre, 2014).

The laissez-faire leader, the name means to let go & let it be. This style means that the leader
takes a step back and lets the employees solve their problems. This can mean that the leader
gives the employees a task and lets them solve the problem themselves. The leader who uses
this style trusts his subordinates very much, but the leader can also go in and guide them when
needed. Through this style, the creativity among the employees increases. It can also make the
employees feel relaxed as they do not have a manager who does not micromanage them, but at
the same time, this can mean that the employee does not receive enough support. It can also be
difficult to see who is leading the group and it can be perceived in the group that the leader is
very absent. A disadvantage of this leadership style is that for new hires it can be extra difficult

as you might need more guidance before the person can work independently (Warrick, 1981).

Servant leader put their subordinates in focus, leading more than managing. This style ensures
that the employees grow and that the leader works in favor of the employees. More

characteristics are that the leader uses a lot of empathy and tries to understand the situation of

17



the employees. The leader tries to achieve a situation where the employees do things without
being forced to do so. The leader thinks of the wider picture and focuses on society and wants
to create a vision that benefits them. This means that the leader puts his and the organization”s
work concerning society. This leadership often means that the leader receives a high level of
commitment, motivation, and joy in the workplace from the subordinates. A disadvantage of
this leadership style is that the leader can be perceived as getting too close to the employees on
a personal level and the company may lack a strong leader (Morgan, 2020; Ngayo Fotso, 2021).

Authentic leadership is a new theory that has emerged in the 21st century. Authentic leadership
is related to transformational leadership, which involves raising your employees, developing,
and getting everyone to work towards the same goal. Characteristics such as high self-
awareness, being aware of their values and having a balanced and open mind to make decisions
based on facts and perspectives. Furthermore, transparency and accountability are key as
authenticity is to be true to oneself and others, no matter the situation. (Daft & Marcic, 2017,
Ngayo Fotso, 2021).

Narcissistic leaders are self-absorbed. They have aggressive tendencies and raise their self-
worth and the expense of others. Typical features are that they are often portrayed as arrogant
and dominant. It is not uncommon that employees feel high pressure and unwanted related to
the behavior of the leader. Although its downside, a narcissistic leader possesses the ability to
turn around and change companies rapidly, due to great decision-making skills and
impulsiveness (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; O’Reilly & Chatman, 2020).

Nordic leadership promotes delegation of responsibility and lets everyone be involved, take
decisions together, and reach a high consensus. The biggest opposition to this leadership style
is that some processes can be very long and not very time efficient and at the same time, it does
not resource efficient. But at the same time, you can turn it around and instead argue that no
hasty decisions are made. The same applies to the decisions that are taken, they will be well-
founded why they are taken, and several different perspectives have been used in decision-
making. The leader listens to all employees and does not use any authority in connection with
decision-making. Despite the slightly slower decision-making ability, the Nordic countries have
been at the front regarding technology since the start of the 20th century indicating that this
style has high flexibility to changes. The leadership style conducts a more social responsibility
as in general, the Nordic companies are in a closer relationship to the society in which they are
conducted. The company sees a greater social responsibility than just focusing on financial
profit (Andreasson & Lundqvist, 2018).
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Most leaders, identify with one leadership style as a base. The more experienced the leader
becomes, the more adaptable to different styles and situations they become. Employees function
in different ways and to optimize their performance and well-being, using different styles to
lead is helpful. The impact of the leadership style is something that is becoming more relevant
year by year with new types being identified which consist of different attitudes and behaviors
(Anderson & Sun, 2017). Newstead et.al., 2021, argues that leader and leadership development
have more areas to focus on than only the influence itself. There are multiple sought-after
virtues, qualities, characteristics, and competencies in the new generation of leadership with
one highly sought-after skill that gives common grounds, that is soft competencies, more
specifically, emotional intelligence (AbuJbara et al., 2018; Goleman, 2004; Landry, 2018;
Newstead et al., 2021). Furthermore, the managers and leaders influence the people they work
with, this raises the importance of their self-awareness, non-verbal actions as well as

involvement in the work processes of the employees (Boxall et al., 2015; Carney, 2021).

2.6 Soft Competencies
There are two iterations, soft competencies, and soft skills. As these two terms interlink, there
are slight differences and to clarify, these will be addressed by the following. Soft competencies
are behavioral treats, knowledge, and the ability to execute. Functioning on a personal level.
Soft skills capture a wider range outside people skills such as organizational and analytical
aspects although still nontechnical. Both are important to perform in modern-day workplaces,
as companies are increasing their spending on finding suitable intrapersonal skills fitting to the
teams. The increase in demand for soft competencies promotes changes withing the labor
market, it reveals a gap between school and college graduates where the essential soft
competencies are less practiced than technical knowledge (Boxall et al., 2015; Marques, 2013;
Weber et al., 2009). Previous studies have linked soft competencies to effective performance in
various domains. Heckman et al. (2006) found a direct effect of non-cognitive skills on
increased productivity in the workplace. Duckworth and Seligman (2005) and Farrington et al.
(2012) affirmed a positive association between non-cognitive and social skills and the academic
performance of children and adolescents. The skills they explored in their studies included self-

discipline, cooperation, assertion, responsibility, empathy, and self-control.

According to the current research, new sets of leadership competencies are needed to meet the
demands of the 21st century. Leadership and management set the standard for a company and
organization, it is their mission to develop the business and employees. The leader must work

on improving their own set of soft skills and learn about new additions to continuously develop
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themselves to improve their leadership capability. It is not only beneficial for the business but
also for the leaders themselves in the form of personal growth as well as the employees getting
a better workplace (Goleman, 2004; Landry, 2018; Neal et al., 2021). For the future of the
organization, the leadership must achieve high efficiency and the leaders who have succeeded
during the crisis are those who could learn new skills and change quickly, such as emotional
intelligence (Landry, 2018; Neal et al., 2021). Emotional intelligence is part of soft
competencies. In order to keep a manageable workload, the soft competencies have been limited

to the underlying parts of Emotional intelligence.

2.6.1 Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence is the ability to accurately perceive oneself and others’ emotions;
understand the signals that the emotions send about relationships, and manage oneself and
others’ emotions (Mayer et al., 2008). The emotional intelligence of a leader in the critical
ability to handle yourself and others is closely connected to the dark side and bright side of
leadership (Hogan, 2015). Being able to understand, control, and manage oneself emotions as
well as the people in the surrounding environment. Emotional intelligence (EQ) consists of
various important competencies to make use of the EQ within effective leadership it is
important to develop and practice the EQ, and the benefits are many. It allows for more effective
communication, improved stress management, handling conflicts, advocating change, and an
increase in performance (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008). Furthermore, it is important for personal
growth and has a positive impact on the employees by being aware of their emotional footprint.
The important terms of emotional intelligence will be covered in the following section
(Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017; Landry, 2018).

2.6.2 Five terms of Emotional Intelligence

Emotional intelligence is divided into five terms. These five terms are self-awareness, managing
emotions, self-motivation, empathy, and handling relationship. Together, these concepts

constitute emotional intelligence (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017).

Self-awareness allows leaders and teams to reach higher efficiency. Self-awareness is key to
developing an understanding of what and how the leader has deficiencies to improve on. It will
prompt the leader to move outwards, seek outstanding mentors, and will also broaden the
network (Amelia & Amy, 2021; Gavin, 2019; Kander, 2022; Nour, 2022). Self-regulation also
called self-management, is the ability to control and manage oneself, self-control. The impulses,

behaviors, and emotions present. High self-awareness increases the leader’s chance of
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responding appropriately to situations and conflicts. In working life as well as in everyday life,
it occurs that different conflicts arise. They can be small, less significant, and much larger and
more complicated conflicts. What they all have in common is that these need to be solved or
sorted out in one way or another (Jordan, 2014). Two underlying capabilities are empathy and
motivation. DDI states that leaders have a higher performance in decision-making, coaching,
and planning which is beneficial both for the business and most importantly, the employees
(John et al., 2004; Neal et al., 2021). By showing appreciation to the team and listening to them,
the engagement will most likely increase, equally so the trust that eventually will lead to
stronger company culture and morale (Landry, 2018). Motivation relates to the core of
leadership where you drive the followers toward a goal. Leaders with higher self-motivation
are important since they work more towards the organizational goals and the rewards present.
It is the leaders who are using small goals, stepping up to challenges, and keeping the spirit

high during insecure times that drive the business forward (Landry, 2018; Morgan, 2020).

Self-awareness is the art of understanding oneself and how we perceive others to see us. In this
context, self-awareness means knowing oneself, feeling your feelings, and being able to read
your feeling and how other people around you feel. Being able to deal with one’s emotions is
important and even more important to know what the consequences will be based on one’s
actions, temper, and response. Goleman describes that a person with good humor often
possesses a high self-awareness. He also describes that a person with high self-awareness
simultaneously has very much confidence and the person can feel and know how other people

view him or her.

The second part of managing emotions is often referred to as self-regulation in several sources.
Managing emotions is related to, how the leader can use his instincts and mood in a controlled
manner. This area involves a lot of thinking before acting and knowing what the consequences
would be after your act (Goleman, 2006).

“To be angry with the right person, to the right degree, at the right time, for the right
purpose, and in the right way” — Aristotle (Goleman, 2006, p. 14)

Avristotle’s quote describes well how important it is to manage emotions. This self-regulation
part does not mean that the person should avoid and hide the emotion instead it means that the
leader should use the emotional feeling in the right way and at the right time.

Self-motivation is associated with the term CQ (curiosity quotient). Curiosity quotient is how

well someone wants to learn, this means having an internal drive to move forward and complete
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their task. There are both internal and external drives, a leader with high EQ does not need
external drives such as money or recognition. They are instead driven by pursuing their passions
and goals. A leader who has high self-motivation always tries to do things better every day and
these people do not hesitate to take the initiative (Goleman, 2006; Guittard, 2014).

Like self-awareness, empathy can be found in two different variants. The two variants are called
affective — and cognitive empathy. The first mentioned affective empathy is how you reflect on
other people’s emotions. This one is more connected with the response that the leader gives.
The other variant is cognitive empathy which is often referred to as perspective-taking. This
cognitive empathy involves how a leader can identify and understand another person’s feelings.
Being empathic means that the leader must be able to regulate his emotions and show that he
cares about the employees. If it’s subordinate who feels bad for an unknown reason, the
manager needs to adapt and support this individual extra (Goleman, 2004, 2006; Showry &
Manasa, 2014).

Building relationships is a foundational social skill. This includes the leader to be actively
listening, thinking through, and processing further. At the same time, the leader has effective
communication with the employees and is good at convincing and negotiating. Effective
communication means talking and discussing without raising the voice unnecessarily and not
using swear words. Building a relationship with employees is very important, creating both
trust & togetherness and getting the group to work towards the same goal and the same vision
will positively affect the company’s results. Both in professional and in personal life it occurs
that different conflicts arise. They can be small, less significant, and much larger and more
complicated conflicts. What they all have in common is that these need to be solved or sorted
out in one way or another (Goleman, 2004; Jordan, 2014; Yukl, 2012).

This paper will investigate the knowledge and utilization soft competencies and emotional
intelligence with a selection of leaders. As emotional intelligence and soft competencies are
beneficial for driving the business and subordinates forward, it is of interest to understand
personal qualities, attitudes, and characteristics that shape an individual's ability to interact
effectively and harmoniously with others. Examples include communication skills, emotional

intelligence, teamwork, adaptability, time management, critical thinking, and problem solving.
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3. Methodology

This section aims to explain the logic and philosophy this research follows. There will also be
explanations regarding the research approach and design, as well as data collection and
analysis. In all, comprised information to form an understanding of the made choices.

3.1 Research Philosophy

Research philosophy refers to the approach to which we obtained, analyzed, and used data about
our phenomenon. It is important to identify and clarify the research philosophy and design since
depending on what philosophical view we have, it affects the outcome. The philosophy consists
of two spectrums, ontology, and epistemology. Ontology refers to the nature of being. Within
ontology, realism is the external world's knowledge connected to the processes used in the
generation of knowledge. The study considers the existing knowledge through literature and
interviews which are coherent with the study’s goal. The findings of the study add to the existing
knowledge which indicates that there is realism applied (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Lopez-
Vega et al., 2016). The research has an ontological realism standpoint because the facts are
dependent on us, and the theories are created by the people who are embedded in the context.
Through epistemology, we aim to add knowledge to an existing gap, to increase a general
understanding of a situation. We gather our data through interviews which are samples chosen
for our specific needs. Our epistemology and research style can be placed in quadrant C as is
engaged constructionism as shown in (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021). It indicates that it is
essential that key points are drawn from individuals’ actual experiences, in this case, from the
interviewees. From an epistemological standpoint, social constructionist epistemology is
suitable knowledge is constructed from human perception and social experiences (Easterby-
Smith et al., 2021).

3.2 Research Approach
We aimed to understand the knowledge and find relationships between the existing theory and
observations by looking at patterns within the data. Finding patterns from the data and following
an inductive approach which makes it possible to look at multiple instances. We utilized our
philosophical standpoint with social experiences in form of our interviews that were compared
to our literature. We are objective and neutral with an interest in the subject. The data was

analyzed by using grounded analysis where codes, patterns, themes, and categories will become
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visible and comparable to the literature review. With this, we can confirm that the research

follows an inductive approach (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).

3.3 Research Design
As we conduct qualitative research, we collect data through interpretation with individuals and
draw findings from these. Qualitative research provides a deeper understanding of the subject
and can form a broader understanding. An interview is a process where two or more entities
interact to collect data. Multiple interviews allow for a broader sample from multiple areas to
increase the reach of the data. The interviews will consist of two groups, mentors, and leaders.
To interpret the data, codes, categories, and themes were formed through grounded analysis to
form a deep understanding of answering the research questions (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).
Finally, a compilation of the key findings from the empirical data has been put together with
the purpose of the study and its research questions in mind. Implications, ethicalities, and

further research have also been discussed.

4. Empirical

findings

Interviews
1. Identify the 2, Literature 3.
problem review Methodology

Figure 1 Research design

5. Analysis of .
data Conclusion

T

3.4 Data Collection
The primary data was collected through semi-structured interviews, which have been
implemented through two different sections, mentors, and leaders. Mentors, being the first
group, are people who are leaders and also work with development and consulting within
leadership. The second group are leaders with varying levels of experience. These groups have
been established to increase the quality by having different perspectives, from beginner to
multiple years of experience. To be able to conduct these interviews with the study’s different
groups, two different invitation templates have been made. One specific for mentors and
leaders. Both invitations described who we are, what background we have, and why we want

to interview this particular person. The invitations were sent through email.



There have been two selections of interviewees, one with experienced mentors and coaches
within leadership, and one with newer leaders. The same interview guideline has been used as
a base with alterations (Appendix 1). The semi-structured interview allowed us to dig deeper
with the mentors and coaches, a more open structure while keeping it more structured with the
inexperienced leaders. During the interview, we, the authors, have taken separate roles. One of
us had more responsibility for driving the interviews forward while the other one focused on
notetaking and securing those important parts that were not left out and keeping the interview

on track.

To sample participants, we used our networks as well as contacted interesting and suitable
participants for the research. As some of the participants come from our contact networks, those
interviews were conducted by the other person, the reason for this was to achieve a professional
interview that does not include any personal connections. In total, seven interviews were
conducted. Three participants are classified as mentors and four as leaders. The participants
come from different companies and vary in age and experience. The interviews were conducted
between 50 and 80 minutes, and it was a mix of interviews on-site or online via teams or zoom.
Table 3 presents information about the interviewees. Interviewees 1-3 are classified as mentors,

and 4-7 are classified as leaders.

Table 3 Participants of the research

Interviewee Title Industry Date Time:
1 Leadership consultant Self-employed 6/4-22 | 00:50:00
Site manager,
2 leadership consultant, Automotive parts/Author | 30/03-22 | 01:07:42
and author
Board

Beverages and vending

3 member/Consulting i . 4/4-22 | 01:18:17
. machines/Consulting
service
4 Process manager Foodservice wholesaler | 25/03-22 | 01:13:00
5 Project manager Lithium-battery packaging | 4/4-22 | 01:09:45
Chief Executive Officer
6 / Business Area Tools manufacturing 5/4-22 | 01:21:59
Manager
7 Production manager Lightning-fixture 30/03-22 | 00:46:40

manufacturing

Total 7h 47
time min
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3.5 Data Analysis
The grounded analysis provides an open approach to qualitative data analysis. This method is
beneficial for deepening the knowledge when analyzing the data since it derives from building
theory from the data (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021).

The grounded analysis consists of several steps, the first step being familiarization to get an
estimate of all data, browse through it, and check that no parts are missing. This step is broad
but means that we should not only use notes, but it may also be that the research has included
other data from the interviews such as articles and models. Furthermore, it is also important that
the researchers remind themselves of the purpose of the study so that the analysis relates to this,
is that the study does not change direction.

The second step is reflection means that we examine all the data that has been collected. One
important factor is to examine and compare the collected data with previous research in this
area. The reason for comparing with previous data is to know what is the most interesting and

what can lead to new findings.

Following is an open coding process. The research is connected through codes from the
empirical data. Codes emerged from analyzing the content and doing comparisons. Examples
of frequent topics in the empirical data, identified as codes are lack of coaching and unclear
leadership, as multiple interviewees were struggling with that. Furthermore, as the majority are
team-oriented, working closely and guiding was identified as codes. When the interviews had
been summarized and the key codes had been lifted out, the process of identifying similarities
and linking them together was started. The higher frequency a code had, the more important it
seemed to be. This code will probably be important as all participants have emphasized this.

These codes were either words or short sentences that related to the purpose.

In the conceptualization step, we had to place the codes into patterns that needed to be
discovered and analyzed. This pattern comes from the fact that all codes have been grouped
concerning each other and new concepts can be created. According to (Saldafia, 2009) the codes
should be grouped according to six different principles, similarity, difference, frequency,

sequence, correspondence, and causation.

Focused re-coding was beneficial for us to identify and match the codes with the original data.
We used this step to get a more in-depth analysis, ensuring that important parts were not left
out. The re-coding enabled us to focus on which codes are the most significant. Re-coding was

also used to ensure that the analysis is in line with the purpose and research questions.
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With linking, the first dispatch from this grounded analysis can be seen. The codes emerged
through the analysis and were grouped into categories and themes. There were seven categories
generated from the data each focusing on fulfilling the purpose of our research. This grouping
resulted in 7 categories, for example, lack of coaching and insufficient preparation were placed
in early promotion, collaborating, and leading by heart were placed in teambuilding. These

seven categories were linked to three themes, visible in

Table 4. The categories were also compared and grouped to form the final themes. As an

example, early promotion and poor supervision were combined into becoming a leader.

The last step in the grounded analysis according to (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021) relates to
feedback. We may need to adjust different parts of the analysis section after receiving feedback
from our supervisor and opponents. The step allows us to keep in line with what we are sought
out to do, add and change where needed.

3.6 Quality and Trustworthiness
There are certain criteria to fulfill to conduct qualitative research of high quality and
trustworthiness. These criteria are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.
The quality of research is important to ensure its relevancy and usefulness. A research of quality
is systematic and thorough (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

For the research to achieve a high level of creditability, all the collected data has been compared.
The interviews have been conducted in the presence of both of us and both have been involved
in follow-up questions. The interviews have been recorded and notes have been taken to ensure
reliable data. Throughout, we have used reliable databases (Primo, Web of Science, and the
school's library) as well as articles of high quality. We have used one analysis method as
according to Easterby-Smith et. al., (2021), it can be unreliable to use more than one method
since it does not necessarily increase creditability. Furthermore, Bryman et al., (2005) point out

that “multi-strategy" is not a safe alternative for qualitative studies.

Transferability means that someone else should be able to do similar research and come to the
same result and conclusions. To make this possible, we aim for having a clear description of
how we collected the data through the literature review as well as conducting the interviews.
This description implies which keywords have been used and through which domains. Primary
data comes through our interviews. This transferability will be possible as the interview

questions are described in the report (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
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Dependability is in general important in essays, the readers must be able to feel dependability
in that the research has a logic that is easy to follow and that it is well documented that enables
traceability. The authors can ensure this by following their schedule and documenting all the
things completed and discovered through the research. To ensure dependability, we have
participated in seminars and discussions with other students and our supervisor. From this, there
was feedback on the processes and content of the research. We have also had our process
reviewed by other students and by our supervisor several times before reaching the final stage.
The interviews are also recorded and transcribed which provides the opportunity for a reader to
validate the data themselves if they feel joy by doing that (Easterby-Smith et al., 2021; Lincoln
& Guba, 1985).

The last term in quality and trustworthiness is referred to as confirmability. This term is linked
and can only be achieved when the three previous terms credibility, transferability, and
dependability are achieved. This term implies that our result of the study is closely derived from
all work in the field. In the case of this study from the literature review, data collection by the
two different pathways. We must report how it has been achieved which can be read in the
methodology chapter. Confirmability is also where triangulation can be used once again as it
allows us to investigate the data sources to provide solid arguments and conclusions (Easterby-
Smith et al., 2021; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

3.7 Ethical Consideration

Ethics accounts for a set of principles and values which affects an individual in their choices.
There are 10 principles (Appendix 2) that we have followed (Bell & Bryman, 2007; Easterby-
Smith et al., 2021). Regarding the participants of the research, we needed to make sure that the
participants were protected, their privacy, and the confidentiality of the data. For each
interview, consent was given in verbal and written form to collect and use the data. As the
questioning is personal regarding the participant's leadership capabilities the interviewees had
the freedom of choice to answer the questions. The interviews were conducted in safe places
and the data is stored safely. A decision was made to only include the title of the interviewee
and the industry they are working in to provide anonymity for the participants. Regarding
research ethics, it is important to be transparent as well as honest when conducting research.
That ensures to avoidance of any misleading or false reporting of findings. Having these ethical
principles in mind will also help to increase the quality of work.
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4. Empirical Findings

This chapter presents the description of the interviews from which the relevant qualitative data
has been drafted. The section describes the background of the interviewee, their leadership
practice, experiences, and deficiencies they have encountered.

4.1 Descriptions of Interviews
4.1.1 Interview 1: Leadership Consultant

Background of the interviewee

Interviewee 1 runs his own company where he is a leadership consultant. In his consultant role,
he works with educating the work environment, team building, and leadership. He has worked
in the automobile industry for almost 20 years and later worked at a competence center to

further develop others. After this, he started his own business in leadership consulting.

Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience

He works hard to increase the awareness and importance of soft competencies for managers.
Usually, during his leadership training sessions, he asks the participants how they see soft and
hard competenciest. Which is most important? Which of the parts do they need to develop? He
continues to describe that many leaders start by saying that the hard competencies are important,
but later they understand more and more the importance of the soft ones. He describes these

different concepts as two gears that are connected.

“One gear is hard, and the other gear is soft. For these to spin and generate development,
both wheels need to spin. If one of the wheels stands still, the whole process stops.

The leadership consultant described that he wants the managers to give responsibility.

“People in a company should feel that they have a responsibility and that they feel involved.”

Participation is the second word he describes. It is important to have the employees feel
committed, and that they are engaged.

“If a leader has committed employees, who feel involved and that they have some
responsibility, these people will be on your side.

! Hard competencies are, for example, knowledge about certain programs and tools.
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Getting employees on their side is the fourth point that interviewee 1 describes. An interesting
concept that interviewee 1 takes up is to plant mindful seeds in the head of the employees. Let
the employees try to solve their problems and give them tips but do not micromanage and point

with the whole arm. Also, handling great talent respectfully.

“You should not be afraid of letting great employee continue their journey elsewhere if the
position or company can 't provide sufficiently for that person. What kind of leader would you
be if you kept someone for your own sake, and not for them to reach their full potential?”

He ends by saying that the new star will come. It is your job to make sure that they keep shining.

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership
When asked about the gaps he has identified, the biggest relates to soft competencies.

“Leaders do not recognize the importance of soft competencies instead they work much more
with hard competencies. A lot of companies have values visible but rarely work towards
them.”

He also describes a big problem that many leaders think they should know everything about.
How much of the business should a manager know? Another problem is that many leaders
suffer from poor self-confidence, and this is combined with poor communication. It can include
unclear communication, even though they don’t communicate the vision and the goal. With
goals, he thinks the most important thing is not to put up as many goals as possible, needs to
keep it strict and concise to be able to fulfill the goals. When he describes the importance of
soft competencies, he believes that there should be some criterium when they employ people

according to soft competencies and emotional intelligence. Onwards he says that:

“Leadership is predictable, treat a person one way and you get the result according to that.
You must be friendly, communicative, and able to see the person.”

He ends by saying that a leader has to like the thought of developing and providing opportunities

for others.
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4.1.2 Interview 2: Site manager, consultant, and author

Background of interviewee

Interviewee 2 has a degree in electrical engineering which also was his first job. He acquired

responsibilities over a team shortly after his start.

“I' was convinced that | wanted to be an engineer and work with technology. Not long after |
started to work with teams, | realized that I like to work with people. And that was my start of
my career in leadership.”

He was a project leader, worked within sourcing, and was in contact with a lot of people. He
was offered his first managerial role by proposing that they needed a test and development
section in the company during a re-organization. Now he works as a site manager within the
automotive, motorcycle, mountain bike, and motorsport industries. He is responsible for 16
people. Aside from his work he has also written a book on leadership and pursues a business
with education and lectures about leadership and personal development.

Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience

Interviewee 2 believes that there are two sides to leadership, your own and leading others.

“There are two sides to leadership, growing yourself and providing the possibility for other
people to grow. | have the will to develop other people, and the ability to listen to in this case,
listen to my employees. ”

A normal procedure for him is to interview or have a meeting with his new employees and

colleagues, to get to know them.

“Get closer to them and listen to their perspectives. You have one mouth and two ears for a
reason.”

It was also an effective way of getting people on board as well as putting words into action.

“In my opinion, this is what differentiates a manager and a leader. A manager is here simply
executing what is needed, following decisions, and making orders. As | view leadership

)

though, that’s where you continuously learn 10 adapt to a position.’
With learning and adapting,

“...communication and strategic direction come into play with huge importance, there has to
be clarity in it. Without it, my employees will operate blindly, and you can’t have that if you
have the responsibility of leading others.”

He points out that he needs to reflect downward to an individual level so that the person knows
that what he is doing today, this week, and this month, will be valuable and in line with the

strategy, goals, and vision.
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He presents a technique used when leading a team.

“A technique I use when leading a team is to envision them as a soccer team where you have
the team captain on the field and the leader, the coach on the side providing the strategic and
tactical decisions. ”

He also brings up an example of clear goals. There was a press conference for a hockey team
that was last in their series. The theme of the conference was that they had won it all, which

became reality.

“The purpose behind it, having a focus on a goal, and working together as a team makes it
possible. It comes down to motivation and engagement. Plant seeds related to the target that
will subconsciously grow. With this, freedom is something of importance. Providing direction
and letting the people work according to how they like.”

How he develops as a leader is together with an outstanding network where there are leaders

from different industries.

“We face the same problems although our areas and industries are different. It is both
personal and strategic issues.”

Onwards, he mentions that leadership is a big part of the work environment and not specifically
the salary. An example if you are employed with a high salary but the environment and
leadership are terrible, versus a nice welcoming place with a few thousand less, where will you

be happier? The leader is the most important thing for your well-being and success.

“Something that has helped me in situations, is to remind myself that | have two ears and one
mouth. The importance of listening more than you talk as a leader is to hear the people and
view their perspectives.”

With this, learning to ask open-ended questions is a great tool for getting people engaged.
Lastly, he comes back to what he deems important for a leader, to motivate, engage and

communicate.

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership

Lack of competent leaders and people who offer to coach/mentor easily accessible. When he
acquired his first manager role, he was completely green within the area and had to step on a
lot of landmines along the way.

“I missed someone to discuss and talk with at work for feedback and coaching in my
leadership practice.”

With that, he lifts a gap where there is a gap between competent leaders and people who offer

to coach/mentor easily accessible. Another gap is that people who do not want to be a leader

32



in the first place get the position. These instances often come with someone likely to

micromanage as well as having short-term visions.

4.1.3 Interview 3: Board member and Coaching service

Background of interviewee

Interviewee 3 has a high school education within youth/services and attended IHM Business
School for an MBA in marketing, communication, and business law later in his career.
Interviewee 4’s first job was as a personal assistant, he started two companies, worked within
sales in different industries, and became a leader early in his career. He has been in various
positions as sales manager, chief operating officer, chief executive officer, owner, and board
member. Today, interviewee 3 is a co-owner and board member in one of his companies, he

also has a leadership consultancy. He states,

“Throughout my career, | have lived, and | am continuing to live by three words, happiness,
competence, and profit. These words have been the pillars throughout my life. With these
three words, | have been able to succeed. If you are happy with what you do, you have the

competence and are profitable, you have a winning concept.”

This shows in what he has been able to achieve, by living true to what he believes.
Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience
His journey within leadership started when he noticed how hard it was to engage people who

do not have the will to perform. He says that it is up to the leader to have the drive to get the

people on the boat and to move to boat forward.

“I believe that everyone can be a leader but there are only a few who wants to. Most
importantly, to be a leader who does it by heart.”

He asks an open question, to define the will of a human, what makes a person go out of bed in
the morning?

“In my opinion, it is to be focused on what a person should do. I am driving by fulfilling my
vision and goals, pursuing my way.”
Furthermore, he believes that it is important to celebrate achievements. He normally rewarded
his employees with trips and events when they reached their goals, with this, motivation and

engagement become a big factor. Focus is an underlying factor in how he has been working.

“When you are going after a goal, you need to be determined, have focus, and most
importantly made initial planning. You cannot go on a long road trip with a half-full tank
expecting to reach the target. There must be plans, goals, and a clear vision behind them.”
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He works a lot with involvement and gives responsibility to the employees. He said that when
he was working within the IT sector, he did not know anything directly about IT, but he knew

the way forward and what people to engage.

“By providing what is needed and building a supporting leadership | was able to conquer the
challenges.”

He mixes playfulness and professionalism in his leadership style. Furthermore, when he talks
about coaching others, he does it because he feels the joy of helping others. He says that it is
important to focus and care about the person and understand them not necessarily only the issue
within the company. He says that much lies within us that affect other actions. An interesting
way of solving problems he mentions is that when they have a meeting, they sit on their hands,
and he encourages the participants to come up with all kinds of ideas. Follows rules, vision,
and standards but with liveliness, when you enter there should be a smile on your, and when

you leave there should be a smile on everyone’s face. He says,

“A leader is someone present from when he enters the room until he leaves. Before every
meeting, he decides how he wants to act and how to be.”

Coming back to the three pillars in his life, happiness, competence, and profitability. What you
do needs to provide you with happiness, it needs to be a challenge for you to develop, to be
competitive in the market and there needs to be profitability so you do not go bankrupt. A tool
he works with is to work 75-25-5%, work 75% with what you are good at, 20% with what you
want to develop and get good at, and 5% to work with what you want to be good at but that you

are terrible at solving the challenge.
Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership

What he has noticed, is:

“That leaders do not lead with their hearts. One cannot disconnect the heart, if a person

)

becomes a product, then you are not a leader.’

Interviewee 3 has been a manager and fired lots of people. He became a leader and sent home

people who did not live by his vision.

“The difference is but you must still be able to send people home at the same time, if
necessary. The personnel must be chosen carefully and be taken care of with respect.”

By taking care of your employees, you also need to talk with them. Hear what they have to say
and listen. It is not only about work, but also about life. Onwards, he says,

“The most important thing for oneself is to love life and the people who are with you.”
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He says that it is important to not be afraid of taking a hit, you should rather be tricked and hurt
instead of believing someone or something faulty. With that, he says to take care of what is in
the past but use it as a rear-view mirror in a car. Look into it and analyze it from time to time

but let the windshield, be the focus forward. He ends by saying,

232 99

“Be curious, do not care about being “lagom

4.1.4 Interview 4: Process Manager

Background of interviewee

Interviewee 4 has a degree in mechanical engineering. With experience in the military and
starting his career as a production manager, he shortly after transferred into a position as a
process manager. He now handles the inbound process and is responsible for 9 managers

directly under him, a total of 200-250 people.
Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience
Interviewee 4 starts by saying:

“I have a passion for developing people. Leadership for me is to lead people forward and

>

provide opportunities for others.’

He wants to reflect what is done on the managerial level downwards, so everyone has the same

connections and knowledge.

“By forming a team that can work together and connects no matter the hierarchy, my goal is
to form togetherness throughout the company... a workplace never becomes stronger than the

’

actions and behavior of its employees. ”.

Interviewee 4 visualizes the employees as a soccer team, as he visualizes the positions within

the company as the following:

“A goalkeeper is just as important as a striker, we need to support the backline and also push
on the frontline to expand. By acting as a coach to my team | can be present with them, listen
to what they have to say and their ideas no matter the position in the company. ”

By acting as the coach, he can “provide clear communication and get feedback the same way”.
It does also emphasize giving responsibility to the people who want it and providing ownership

over activities. He develops leadership-wise through weekly feedback meetings and coaching

2 A Swedish word for when something is just enough, moderate.
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within his company. Onwards in his leadership career and the things he wants to send forward

IS to act on opportunities.

“By acting on opportunities, it provides me with the option to grow and learn. With that, you
also need to be a bit daring he follows, the setbacks and challenges you will face are
important for you”.

The last thing mentioned is to be clear with your communication. It is a necessity that people

have the same understanding to do things correctly.

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership

A shortcoming interviewee 4 has identified is management by fear. He was given lots of
responsibilities but no coaching, and with a lack of mentorship, he had to face all the challenges
himself as a new manager.

“The first time I became a manager [ was put in a position to figure things out on my own. [

had demands put on me and full responsibility to take care of it with no prior experience, with
the board members expecting results.”

From his experiences, there is a lack of coaching and introduction as a new manager. They
cannot expect that someone will produce without having someone to help them create a plan

without any prior experience.

4.1.5 Interview 5: Project manager

Background of interviewee

Interviewee 5 has a degree in economics. His career began in sales, which later transferred into
leadership. He had a rapid progression as a salesman and acquired more responsibilities in the
form of team-lead and coaching, until he became a sales manager, later an export manager, and
so on. He has worked in a few different places such as in the car, food, and road industry. Today,

he is a project manager in the field of packaging solutions for lithium batteries.
Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience
The current company has helped him sculpt his leadership style, with having clear grounds and

values to stand on.

The company has three keywords, simplicity, respect, and empowerment. These words related
to me, and I like likes these words, most importantly, that the whole company works towards
and with them.”

Simplicity means it should be easy to ask for help. The second word respect means respecting

each other. The last keyword is empowering which means that you support and help each other.
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“In addition to this, | believe that it should be okay to make mistakes, people make mistakes.
But you must not create a culture where it is not okay to make mistakes then people will be
afraid, and nothing will happen instead ”.

He has encountered different types of leaders, and what he felt was optimal for him is a leader
who provides trust. Trust that he would solve the job or assignment. He was also convinced that
this leader knew what suited the team best, having trust in them and being able to analyze.
Provide clearer guidelines when and to who that needed them. The leader made him do a lot
and reconciled from time to time and asked if interviewee 5 needed any help. He continues to
talk about his experience with conflicts and says that it has almost always gotten better after

they have been raised and discussed.

“I prefer to take the conflicts in good time and preferably as quickly as possible ”.

Onwards, he highlights how important it is as a leader to listen, be sensitive, and be open toward
others. This openness like much else according to him needs to take place in both directions.
He describes how important it can be with different mentoring programs and he means that

leadership takes time.

“Leadership accelerates slowly, and that education creates many opportunities. Many people
strive to become managers, but the really good ones are those who are chosen as leaders.
These people are the ones who want to help others, they must love to see others succeed. As a
good leader, you must not take credit when things are going well, that is the team”s success.
You step forward when things are tough.”

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership

When interviewee 5 started his first managerial role, he described it as difficult and not as

enjoyable as he expected.

“I'was not ready for it even though he had all the qualifications necessary.”

Furthermore, he said that he needed more help and support at the start. It was also problematic
as many of those under him were twice as old. The interviewee says that for him it would have
been better if this leadership role came a few years later when he had more experience and a
better foundation to stand on. It was too early to become a sales manager after 2 years of work

experience.

Regarding soft competencies, interviewee 5 sees building a relationship as something important
that always needs to be worked on. This relationship is important in both directions. Both
against one’s bosses and those below in the hierarchy. Building a sustainable, healthy

relationship and direct, clear communication with the employees is vital. Interviewee 5
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describes the importance of listening, you have one mouth and two ears for a reason. The
interviewee has a degree in economics, although he says that it is not sufficient to be a leader
since he did not have the knowledge to lead people from the start. He knew the formalities of

leadership but not soft competencies in practice.

“An issue | have lived through is that new, young, leaders who have entered working life,
have not stepped up and acted. Instead, they have been nervous, tense, and acted more
managerial-wise.”

This becomes problematic and thus they can’t succeed with the task of being a leader as it

becomes a mental strain for them.

4.1.6 Interview 6: Chief Executive Officer/ Business Area Member

Background of the interviewee

The sixth person interviewed has extensive experience in leadership. He is currently CEO and
Business Area Manager (BAM). The company he is CEO of has a turnover of around 600
million SEK. Today the company has American owners. At an early age, he tried to run his
own business for several years before studying at a university. He has previously studied
economics at JIBS. After his studies, he started working in sales. Which is something he is still
passionate about today. He stated that leadership has always been present for him throughout
his life.

“At a young age, | was involved and was student council chairman and a commander in the
military. Leadership has grown more and more over time. | quickly got a managerial role
after graduation and then it continued from there.”

He describes a lot that he is a generalist. He expresses that he knows a small part of everything
as opposed to an expert that knows a lot of a small thing. He describes that leadership is
something you learn through practice. You can go to education and earn different theories and

in an intellectual way contribute better by being inspired and taking in different new things.

Interviewee’s leadership practice and experience

Interviewee 6, which has a high position within a large company tells us that he works with
delegating responsibility, many should have responsibility. He describes that the person at the
far end must have a financial responsibility regarding costs. In a case like this with a price
increase, the interviewee preaches that you should never say no to a customer. You always give

suggestions upon suggestions until the customer pulls out. It"s noticeable that this leader is very
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interested in sports, and he tells a lot about sports parables. Interviewee 6 describes his team as

a soccer team.

“I need good forwards who score goals, as he relates to the salesmen. But they would not be
capable of scoring without a good midfield and a stable backline. These people are those who
work in production and other areas. “

He continues to describe that a striker (salesman) may be a bit divisive, but he will get criticism
if he does not score (sell). He points out the importance that a good striker/ salesman should
make good money because apart from him they will not win matches otherwise they will only

play 0-0 at best and then they will not win any titles.

He also describes the importance of having slightly different personalities under him. He takes

up a good example with one innovative employee and one analytical.

“The innovative employee throws out thousands of ideas while the analytical employee
analyses the ideas more carefully. He believes that a combination is good to have.”

Feedback is something he describes as important, and he has two rules that he uses in his

leadership role. Always try to give positive feedback and praise people in front of an audience.

“If you are the seller of the month, everyone should know that!

He says that the person is growing more and more from this. In the case of negative feedback
and criticism, he says that this should only happen between four eyes. It’s not okay to push a

person down in front of others.

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership.

Interviewee 6 described that as a leader you will sometimes make the wrong decision, but it is
important to know that you have to make mistakes and learn over time. He continued with that

the important thing is that your ratio of good decisions is higher than the bad decisions.

“During the pandemic, I made some quick decisions reacting to how the supply chain was
affected.”

He would have liked to have more ice in his stomach and not make so many quick decisions. A
common mistake that leaders make is to think they know the best. Instead, a leader needs to
dare to take a step back and not micromanage and coach too much. If we continue with
coaching, interviewee 6 describes that he works very much to coach his managers who are

under him.
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“When | became a manager for the first time, | did not get as much coaching as | might have
needed, but that is something | have noticed afterward, looking at the new people | have
hired.”

One shortcoming that the interviewee usually plays with his managers below him is how they
have planned their strategic time (a time when you let go of everything and focus on how we
should move the company or section forward). It will take a lot of energy to be a leader, “two

sides of the coin” but at the same time, there are many benefits to being a manager.

A problem that he told is that many young people try to prove that they are the best, it isn’t
necessary, it’s visible in the results. As a leader, you should try to lift your employees, but you
must set demands as well. He also describes the importance of listening.

“You have two ears and one mouth use it like that”.

He describes that it is extremely important for a leader to be humble, and praise people in front

of the audience to take conflicts face to face.

4.1.7 Interview 7: Production Manager

Background of interviewee

Interviewee 7 has a degree in Mechanical Engineering with, a specialization in Industrial and
Production Management. He started as a production technician but was quickly promoted to
production manager. He is responsible for assembly and the warehouse. He works to ensure
that everything works in the assembly and the warehouse. He also works on improvements. He

works for manufacturing company in the lamp industry and below him, there are nine people.

Interviewee’s work process and leadership experience

“I strive be close to my subordinates in the assembly and production. By spending time with
them, the talk doesn’t need to be work-related but more to create a personal connection”.

In order to challenge his leadership capabilities, he has taken in a person from the municipality
who has a disability.

“This was not an experiment to see if I could do it or not, it was fun and interesting to see
how much this person grew, and how I gained knowledge and developed through it as well.”

The same phenomenon that he grows as a leader occurs when he has brought in some students
from the technical school who are working on some improvements. It is beneficial to him as he

states.
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“This helps me as a leader to guide these people, an important part of my work is to provide
some kind of motivation for the employees. They are different and have different needs of

1

motivation. This is where being close to them matters.’

With this, there is some testing to see what works as well. A practical test he is working on is

finding a solution with job rotation. Lastly, he points out.

“This way of working has made my conflict management better as we can have a
conversation about the issue, it might be related to something else than the job that affects the
situation, then we are comfortable in having those conversations.”

In managing conflicts, interviewee 7 believes that it’s best to address this directly and solve it
immediately.

Deficiencies the interviewee has endured within the practice of leadership

Shortly after interviewee 7 started working, he got promoted to have responsibilities over

personnel. The transition took place naturally and the former leader remains in the company.

“After getting a new role quickly, I felt like there was a lack of coaching for me as new even
though the previous person is still in the company.”

His experience was a lack of coaching, feedback, and clear goals. He mentions that his
education has been of use and helped him get through the stages. In his case, he has grown
accustomed to and continuously improve in the role and must learn and deal with challenges

on his own.

“In my case, there is no direct feedback and clear goal of where I should be working towards.
I know that | am a leader, but they need to help me with what | am asking for. | believe that it
is highly important with being clear about your expectations and what others expect from

i3]

you:

He knows where he always can get help when he needs it, but that is only when he realizes that

he needs it. Interviewee 7 has a lot of freedom in his role but that also has its challenges.
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5. Analysis

The analysis chapter presents the identified themes and categories where the empirical data is
summarized. The summarized data is also discussed and compared to the literature of the
research.

5.1 Key Findings
Following the grounded analysis process, a theoretical table is formed based on the empirical
data. From the empirical data, key findings have been extracted with the help of coding to form

categories and themes as seen in

Table 4 on the next page. A total of 3 themes were created as they provide considerable

information to answer the research questions.

Table 4 Results after focused re-coding

Code Category Theme
Lack of coaching
Uncomfortable position Early promotion

Insufficient preparation
Unclear leadership

Micromanaging Lack of proper guiding
LSelf-managing

Becoming a leader

Collaborating

Influencing colleagues Teambuilding

=eading by hean Facilitating the work process
Guiding o

Envisioning Maintaining

Motivating

Insufficient self-learning _
Lack of education Educating
Hindering development

Listenin_g c . Developing soft
Conveying ommunicating competencies

Expressing parables
Negotiating

Mediating Managing conflict
Facilitating
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5.1.1 Becoming a leader

A general issue at the start of the interviewee’s leadership career was that early on, they had
encountered challenges within leadership. There had been a lack of coaching and poor
mentorship, provided with unclear goals to follow. There were also instances where some of
the interviewees had been promoted rapidly because them being great at their jobs but not
necessarily capable of leading. On the other hand, some mentioned that people starting their
leadership careers need to dare to step up and act on the opportunity. Some were not comfortable
in their positions; they were placed in a leadership position that they thought they wanted but it

was too early as well as had terrible leaders.

The interviewees state that they have had incompetent leaders who have not been clear about
the vision and goals, as well as being uncommitted in their development and coaching. The
interviewee who works with developing leaders described how common it is for leaders to think
that they need to know everything instead of focusing on driving the department forward while
delegating the responsibility. A leader needs to be present, both with their persona and heart
when handling people, if not the employees are at risk of being treated as products instead. If

you do not care for your employees, then you are no longer a leader.

5.1.2 Facilitating the work process

A theme drafted from the interviews is how the interviewees facilitate their work process as
leaders, and what processes they undergo. In general, all the interviewees emphasize working
closely with the employees and promoting an open environment. They differentiate leadership
from management, as leaders, they want to influence the people and provide them with a
purpose. To build trust, not control. It is mentioned that if you do not lead with heart, you will
see the employees like robots. The interviewees continuously work on being present with the
employees, undergo interviews, and talk with their employees to understand their situation. It
is not only about work, but also the relations and factors surrounding work. While hiring people,
it was common that the person in question was put in focus before the specific competence,
because on multiple occasions, team management was compared to leading a soccer team. The
players are representing the employees and the coach, them as the leader. One interviewee was
challenged with the task of leading an actual soccer team with no prior knowledge about soccer.
The interviewee ran the team as a project, with great success. Following strategies and plans to

win the series. It is the work process that frames the actions of their leadership.
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Having a clear vision, setting goals, and how to get there are described by the interviewees as
something important for them as leaders. As stated in the literature, Leaders have multiple traits
in common with the common ground being a guiding vision in line with the company or their
own beliefs. It is the driving force towards what there is to accomplish, both professionally and
personally, and what will take them through the various failures and setbacks that will occur. A
leader is a person who tells the importance of setting goals and milestones on the way forward.
One of the interviewees said that their goal in 2020 was for all their coffee machines should be
connected to the internet. If the company has this goal, it will not be possible in 2019 to sell a
coffee machine that can’t be connected. Then this seller does not follow the company’s goal in
this case. Everyone needs to be on the same journey and work towards the same goal. A leader’s
goal with this is to motivate and engage his employees. Delegate responsibility and let the

specific person take responsibility for their process and develop it.

5.1.3 Developing soft competencies

The initial thought was that soft competencies are a missing concept. During the interviews,
questions were raised about soft competencies, with an emphasis on emotional intelligence.
Even though a selection of these leaders can be deemed as highly competent, the concept of
soft competencies is not as established as one could have thought. On the other hand, when the
concepts are described, the leaders are on the same page and ideas can be drafted from their
processes and actions. But again, there is a missing piece among leaders as it was only the ones
who works actively with developing leaders who knew about soft competencies. He described
how important it is for a leader to be able to use his soft competencies and he clearly described

that this is something he always addresses in his education.

Communicating is a category within the soft competencies that the leaders and mentors have
talked about and how important it is. As previously described with vision and goals, this also
included being skilled at communicating which direction the company should take.
Communicating means two parts being able to talk and bring the employees in the same
direction and listening to the leader's subordinates. Being able to listen is mentioned frequently.
Several of the interviewees have mentioned that you have two ears and a mouth and that it
should be used like that. Many of the interviewees have said that they use different parables to
get their message across. “We are a football team, the salesmen are the strikers, and so on...”.
“We all have to row in the same direction to get ahead”, “If we are a team of ten that sits in ten

different boats and have a clear direction where we are going, sometimes you lead the boats
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and they follow you, sometimes you follow a boat that knows where we are going at the

moment.”

Managing conflict was described by the interviewees as something important for a leader. It
can range from insignificant things to much more extensive problems that arise. As a leader,
it’s especially important to address this directly. Problems do not solve themselves by waiting.
A common method that has been described by the interviewees is that those involved in the
conflict sit down and talk about it. Communicating is particularly important, listen and take in
and try to find a solution that benefits both parties. One of the interviewed leaders also described
that it can be important to put one’s foot down for certain conflicts that are ridiculous and

unnecessary.

5.2 Discussion

By analyzing their leadership experiences and practices, it is possible to from a n understanding
of how do soft competencies interlink in a leadership role. There is a clear distinction and
separation in-between leadership and management which is affected by soft competencies.
There are examples where interviewees have been acting like managers until they realized the
meaning of leadership, involving soft competencies. Furthermore, interviewees acted out of the
framework and did not take the employees into account, the moment they realized things
changed within them. As established in Table 1, they adopted multiple factors, most
importantly, started to care about the employees, creating the optimal situations for them
(Bennis, 2009; Landry, 2018; Weber et al., 2009). Furthermore, one cannot only focus on
leadership, there needs to be a managerial base. Good leaders exercise management, and good
managers exercise leadership (Amelia & Amy, 2021).

An interesting finding is that at the beginning of their careers, most interviewees have been in
contact with managers who have not been able to mentor them successfully and the interviewees
have suffered accordingly. Leaving them to face struggles and solve the issues themselves. As
one interviewee mentioned, he had to step on a lot of landmines along the way to get things
right. This is where someone learns from experience, but it also raises the importance of having
amentor or coach present. A common theme between the more experienced leaders and coaches
is that they gladly share, help, and coach others to grow, which is a major part of leadership.
But they have also been through the process of being left alone. To improve and develop, to get
answers to questions and guidance, mentorship is an important part of improving the process.

Ensuring that the leader has help and guidance available from the start is beneficial not only for
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the company but for the employees as well (Cockerill et al., 1995; Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008;
Kander, 2022). This has impacted their view of leadership, as a general theme is to work greatly
with engagement, motivation, and communicating. As it is the leader’s responsibility to lead
the organization forward, a leader should achieve goals and resolve tasks with others, it is a
way to produce results (Benzel, 2021; Goleman, 2004; Weber et al., 2009). With the experience
of leaders who have been unsuccessful in leading the interviewees forward, they have
developed processes to mitigate these issues, to promptly focus on making sure that there is a

continuous coherent work process towards a set, clear goal.

Their processes relate to the actions of effective leadership. It is identifiable that they focus on
clarifying tasks, efficient problem solvers as well as building strong relations while encouraging
change (Carney, 2021; Landry, 2018; Yukl, 2012). The main processes of leadership mentioned
in Table 1 are to formulate visions, align people, motivate, and influence (Bennis, 2009; Landry,
2018). These processes are identifiable within the interviewees although with variety. The core
of leadership is to bring the employees together and enable them to be successful in their work
(Alberto, 2016; Goleman, 2004). An example of providing employees with a vision, motivating,
and inspiring them is interviewee 4 who works with rewards for the employees. As a leader, he
is strict with following his vision and making sure the employees work in line with that. When
they succeed to meet their goals, they are greatly rewarded with trips and other activities,

keeping their spirits high.

Regarding leadership styles, there have been examples of charismatic, transformational,
servant, and authentic leaders. Although there are different styles these are only a base of who
the persons are. When analyzing the work processes, it becomes clear that the majority of
interviewees adapt themselves to what the situation requires which is greatly important
regarding emotional intelligence (Burns 2014; Daft & Marcic, 2017; Goleman & Boyatzis,
2017; Morgan, 2020; Ngayo Fotso, 2021 Riggio & Mhatre, 2014). The leaders have different
personalities and characteristics and act from these as a base which lifts the importance of self-
awareness. Self-awareness is a key element in EQ which enables the leader to understand the
situation and analyze what actions need to be done for improvement. It is the art of
understanding yourself and for a leader, it is important to confident and humble with yourself
(Gavin, 2019; Goleman, 2006; Kander, 2022; Nour, 2022).
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The DISC model® was mentioned by one interviewee, showing signs of self-awareness. He
related to the red color, which is prone to act outwards, and higher capabilities if taking risks.
As he explains, by being self-aware he can surround himself with people who match his
deficiencies and can also improve in these areas by being aware. The results indicate that having
self-awareness is greatly beneficial for knowing how to adapt as well as self-management.
Furthermore, the interviewees show signs of high empathy and motivation capabilities in the
way they work regarding leadership. Care greatly about their employees, being present,
motivating and engaging them, and providing them with clear communication, vision, and goals
(John et al., 2004; Neal et al., 2021). It is by being able to identify emotions within yourself and
your employees that make it possible for the leader to enable their potential. It is what enables
the leaders to handle relationships, work with a long-term focus, and keep them separated from
acting like narcists (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; O’Reilly & Chatman, 2020).

Leaders who consist of narcissistic attires are less desirable by the employees as they often
neglect the development of their subordinates, as can be compared to the interviewees facing
struggles at the beginning of their careers with a lack of coaching and clear goals (Hogan, 2015).
It is not only to focus on driving forward, facing problems and having issues to deal with is not
uncommon in these roles, as a leader you sometimes work in the blind with the future depending
on your decisions. It is a common phenomenon that leaders face situations and problems that
are foreign to them, also called wicked problems. Typical for a leader, they have to handle
complex problems where there are no specific frameworks available, they must find the solution
compared to a managerial issue where a framework is available. It relates both to managing
people but also within work processes which increases the importance of having the necessary
soft competencies available to deal with the situations (Bennis, 2009; Grint, 2005; Landry,
2018; Ngayo Fotso, 2021). It is said that conflicts are of high importance Conflicts are mostly
seen as something positive by the interviewees. Conflicts are something that advocates change
although they can be challenging to deal with. Either way, conflicts are learning events of
situations (Jordan, 2014; Yukl, 2012). Conflicts are not necessarily a situation between two
employees, but also to express one self’s opinion during interactions and meetings. Although

keep in mind, that as a leader you listen more than you talk, listen to understand not to answer.

The interviewed leaders show signs of knowing soft competencies and emotional intelligence

although the concept and terms are not as established theoretically, more so action-wise. The

3 DISC-model classifies people’s behavior in different categories although it is missing academic acceptance.
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concept is present within the literature although, in the majority of the interviews, there was
insufficient knowledge to discuss the concept (Goleman, 2004; Landry, 2018; Neal et al., 2021,
Yukl, 2012). The two consultants had far greater knowledge within the area of soft
competencies and emotional intelligence. Nonetheless, even if the interviewees lacked
knowledge about the concept theoretically, it was still present and identifiable in their work
processes when they elaborated on how they worked. The knowledge has for some grown
during their careers and for some been acquired through various levels of education,
mentorships, and experiences. Since the majority faced struggles at the begging of their careers,
it highlights the importance of knowing these components. Enhancing the knowledge through
education of the soft competencies and knowing what one should look for and be cautious
about, prepares the person to have the capabilities needed to be an effective leader. A leader is
self-made, an inventor of themselves, and knowing the skills, competencies, and characteristics
required eliminates a majority of the struggles you will face (Alberto, 2016; Bennis, 2009;
Gavin 2009). Education is important because, with experience, the leader will learn to put the
knowledge about the concept into action. With the right education, the leader will be equipped
with the skills and competencies to fit for driving the business and employees forward. The
goal is to be a leader that consists of efficiency and competencies that can conquer future
challenges (Gavin, 2019).

As mentioned, their knowledge of soft competencies varies. As there was no direct clarity about
the concept except from the two coaches, it seemed minimal at first. In deeper discussions and
with some explanations, the terms could be identified and discussed although there were some
difficulties to get direct answers without leading onto the subject. It was identifiable how they
were able to perceive themselves and others, understand the signals about emotions that affect
relationships, to manage their own and others’ emotions (Mayer et al., 2008; Weber et al.,
2009).

To differentiate from a manager, it is critical for a leader to handle the EQ, being able to
understand, control, and manage your emotions as well as the people in the surrounding
environment (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017; Marques, 2013). It can be said that education
provides knowledge, while experience provides the significance of soft competencies in action.
As the data states, in multiple instances, the interviewees have been faced with hardship, left in
a new role without coaching and mentorship, and having to learn the hard way because the
knowledge had not reached them at that point in their career. As managers and leaders influence
the people they work with, it raises the importance of their self-awareness, non-verbal actions
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as well as involvement in the work processes of the employees. (Boxall et al., 2015; Carney,
2021).

As one of the consultants says, the knowledge about these concepts is not established. From his
experience, managers have valued hard competencies higher than soft competencies when
asked about the importance of the two. Typically valuing them 75-25% in favor of the hard
skills, after his time with the managers when he has presented the importance of soft

competencies, the valuing is in favor of the soft competencies.

As for the leader, it is not about mastering what the employees’ tasks are. The leader is there to
drive them forward (AbuJbara et al., 2018; Alberto, 2016; Cockerill et al., 1995). From this, the
interviewees have learned and adapted soft competencies that help them to pursue effective
leadership and to increase the quality of their leadership work process. The most frequent and
identified soft competencies from their work process are seen in Table 5.

Table 5 Soft competencies for increasing the quality of leadership.

Self-awareness
Empathy
Empowerment
Building relationship

Emotional intelligence

e Clarity
. Listen
C t *
ommunicating e Feedback
o Act
Managing conflict e Direct

e Structure
e Planning

Organizational skills ..
g e Vision and goals

Mentorship and coaching e Helping and developing others

The research suggests that implementing these soft competencies is beneficial for facilitating
the work process. By applying these soft competencies in the work process, efficiency,
employee management, and organizational structure can increase. By having emotional
intelligence in place, you will be able to control yourself, adapt, and feel for others, as well as
be able to give people responsibility and build healthy relations (Goleman & Boyatzis, 2017).

There is a lot of communication, there needs to be clarity in what is said to ensure that the
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information is understood correctly. You need to listen to understand, not only listen to answer
the question. Feedback is a great tool for development as well as for keeping on the right track
(Goleman & Boyatzis, 2008). Another area that drives situations forward is managing conflicts.
Having the courage to act and deal with the issues immediately has been helpful and it is seen
as something positive to either get your opinion out there or solve an issue. Important is that
you are direct and do not hesitate, to use your self-awareness to control the situation (Jordan,
2014; Showry & Manasa, 2014). Organizational skills are what sets the base of actions, and
how the leader structures, delegates, and plans the tasks. It is a challenging task and there are
multiple ways of doing it, as leader faces wicked problems, they need to assess their capabilities
(Grint, 2005; Landry, 2018; Morgan, 2020). The results indicate that the leader needs to lead
by heart, the will to be a leader needs to be there to develop the soft competencies, to be positive
about life as it affects the quality of leadership (Ngayo Fotso, 2021; Riggio & Mhatre, 2014).
Having a true purpose with their vision and goals that the employees follow closely. It can be
seen as a mind game to lead by having trips and events as rewards, although it brings the team
together to work towards a common goal (Goleman, 2004; Landry, 2018; Neal et al., 2021).
Lastly, what was missing for many at the start of their careers, was access to mentors and
coaches. Experienced leaders help new leaders to develop and increase efficiency greatly in the
process of learning and work. A great way develops and works with the soft competencies is to
use the 75-25-5% method mentioned. Focus 75% on what you are skilled in and capable of
doing, 20% on something you want to develop and be skilled in, and 5% to work on something

that you are terrible at but want to learn.
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6. Conclusion

This chapter concludes the research by summarizing the key findings concerning the research
aims and purpose. Furthermore, implications for managerial practice are discussed, as
limitations of the research, and suggestions for future research.

6.1 How do soft competencies interlink in a leadership role?
As mentioned, some of the interviewees were left alone at the beginning of their careers,
encountering managers who did not support them in their new roles. This was a learning
experience and affected them to care fondly about leadership. The conceptualization of soft
competencies impacts leadership in interesting ways. Even if the knowledge is not clear about
the concept itself, it is partly being carried out in their practices. The common grounds of the
challenges and lack of competencies lie within the educational level. This does not imply that
if you graduate with a degree in management, you will be a great leader. You will know about
management and leadership but most importantly, anyone can improve their skills if they have

the know-how.

To raise their competencies and leadership capabilities even further, it is beneficial to improve
in these areas. This highlights the fact of there is a gap within the organizations not being able
to find a competent leader, nor educate existing leaders to fill the positions. Not having the
sufficient competence level and mentoring of leaders is a major cost factor as they typically
control a larger group of people, and it is the leader’s task to make and keep them performing.
Interlinking soft competencies will impact the leader's work process to raise effectiveness, it
will help to eliminate certain struggles due to lack of clarity, and increase performance due to
implementing motivation, empowerment, clear goals, and rewards to work towards. The
characteristics and styles were apparent although they do not have major implications on the
leadership capabilities if you can adapt to situations. The will to lead and develop others is
something that is a necessity within leadership. It comes through as a certainty while
interviewing although it has not always been like that from the beginning. It has developed
through their careers as they have had a will and desire to develop others, they had to develop
themselves first. It comes down to management being a role while leadership is a service. The

leader must care for the employees, be there for them and focus on succeeding together.
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As the knowledge has been various, it raises the importance for leaders to be aware and
knowledgeable of soft competencies, and how they interlink with their role to increase the
quality in their work. Key soft competencies that have been identified to increase the quality of
leadership are emotional intelligence, communicating, managing conflict, organizational skills,
and mentorship and coaching. It includes raising overall efficiency, strategic thinking, and
decision management. Development of others, including yourself. To move forward, it is of the
utmost importance that the employees are empowered to advance in their tasks, the same applies
to the leader. If the leader cannot develop and manage him/herself, the employees and business
will suffer accordingly. As stated in the introduction, leaders shall motivate and inspire others.
These competencies will also help with people management, developing, building a new team,
and keeping it together. These competencies will help to do it effectively. Related to the
constant development of business, the leader must be able to guide change. Taking all into
consideration, it is necessary to have the competencies in order, otherwise, it can be difficult to

lead in the future.

6.2 Implications for the Managerial Practice
This research highlights the importance of leaders utilizing soft competencies in their practices.
There are several benefits, both for the company and most importantly, for the individuals
affected by the leader. Theoretically, it will be an economical winning for the company if the
leader improves the quality of the practice. He will be able to lead with higher efficiency and
improve task-orientated behaviors. Towards the individuals, they will be led by a vision and
goals-driven leader who cares for them, build relations, provides empowerment, and celebrates
when the individuals are successful. A broader view and knowledge of soft competencies will
allow for an improvement in the work environment. Furthermore, having mentors and coaches
available could be an economically winning factor for organizations as several of the
interviewees had rough starts. Several interviewed leaders have told how difficult it was at the
beginning of their leadership careers and that it took several months before they got into the
role. Had the company that raised this skilled engineer, or their best salesman given this
individual better coaching and put in the time and resources? This person would probably have
started delivering faster and with better results. There is simply a great financial potential to

invest in the new leader directly.

There is an art and science to leadership, one needs to have the managerial concept as a base,
when you develop and control the soft competencies, that is when you excel as a leader.

Leadership is the ability to drive people towards a common purpose. It is through building and
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maintaining a high-performing team you succeed as a leader, utilizing the soft competencies to
the fullest to enable your employees to reach their full potential. Even if the leaders in this
research have high competence and capabilities, the majority have been faced with incapable
leaders as the problem states. By facing these issues, they have been able to develop strategies
and processes to become aware of the importance it is to have clarity in the leadership role.
Although they have been able to develop within certain areas it can be done more efficiently.
Had they been welcomed by a mentor when they first started, who provides feedback, tips, and
ideas on how to manage the new role, they could have eliminated the agony of having to deal
with it on their own. Organizations need to make sure that they continuously develop and
educate their personnel as well as a leader make sure to educate themselves. An important
characteristic of a leader to succeed is that he willingly wants to improve and develop himself.
These soft competencies will allow the leader to act curatorial for the employees, possessing
the coaching and personal abilities to be a leader of quality. A higher level of leadership could
also raise the attractiveness of the company as it is becoming a bigger factor when people
choose places to work at. Nowadays, the workplace and environment are of higher focus than

just the role.

6.3 Limitations
This study fulfills its purpose by identifying important soft competencies for increasing the
quality of leadership. Throughout the interviews and research, we have been able to identify
the significance of competent leaders. We have identified limitations to this research that leaves

room for future research.

6.3.1 Sample

The sample is a limitation, as the participants are from the local region, and consists of a small
sample size. This may have affected the outcome since a larger sample size would have led to
more data, although not necessarily an increase in quality. It was chosen to interview mentors
and leaders, with intention to create broader understanding of the subject. Thus, a limitation in
our analysis is that the data from the leaders and mentors was combined. Analyzing the leaders
and mentors separately and comparing the findings with each other could have provided a
different perspective and perception to soft competencies. Furthermore, as we have only had
male participants. It would be interesting to bring a female perspective into our study, and less

successful and struggling leaders, as we only get one side of the coin.
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6.3.2 Interviews

In the interviews, it is a clear difference between the more experienced leaders and the new
leaders. We did not have to ask as many questions to the experienced leaders as they led the
conversation forward with their experiences. The new leaders focused more on the specific
question and tried to answer them as best they could. Different qualities of data were collected
since some spoke from experience and some from what they believed to be good. Furthermore,
as we conducted interviews, they varied from being in person and online making the analysis
of body language and expression differ. They are great at presenting thoughts and self-reflection

whereas a case study would provide data from actual actions.

Furthermore, the interview guideline contains limited questions. The questions were open-
ended and formulated directly making it challenging to open up for further discussion around

the subject.

6.3.3 Research design and analysis

The research differentiated mentors and leaders with the intention that the results would vary.
Since they had similarities throughout their results, they were combined. The mentors
contributed with more experience and knowledge, although at the beginning of their careers,
thoughts on how to facilitate the work process and awareness of the concept were much alike
the leaders On the other hand, this is also a limitation as it could have provided a different view
on the influence of soft competencies in the leadership role if there would have been two
separate parts in the analysis to compare. It would have been of value to have the leader’s
experiences compared to the knowledge of the mentors to provide a different understanding of
the importance of soft competencies. This could have provided different views on the influence
of soft competencies in the leadership role as the experienced mentors have a different

perspective. Nonetheless, a highly interesting point of view to base an analysis upon.

6.4 Ethical Implications
Most people will be in contact with leadership in one way or another during their work career.
The ethical implications of our findings are of importance as they relate to the leadership
process. As leadership handles humans in its interaction the quality of leadership is something
that effects on a personal level making it a sensitive subject. An ethical issue regarding not only
our study but leadership and management, in general, is that it could be seen as manipulation.

By mastering these soft competencies, the leader needs to have integrity and honesty. A
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narcissist leader, for example, would most likely alter and adapt the competencies to fuel their
selfishness to succeed at the cost of others. We are promoting tools and concepts through
research that interacts with social relations. As effective leadership is about reaching the
organizational goals, not the ones that the individuals decide on. The purpose of leadership is
to develop and nourish others, but it is still possible that the leader to push his employees to the
maximum to benefit from this. Qualified and competent leaders will most likely provide a better
situation and work environment for the employees if they work according to ethics. As we can
tell from the interviews, a leader that misbehaves and does not follow the purpose of leadership
provides struggles and agony for the affected person., misbehaving and being unethical as a
leader does not only harm the people in the surroundings but could also impact the future of the
leadership career.

6.5 Suggestions for Future Research
This topic was mentioned briefly in the previous section. Leadership is something that people
will encounter no matter what you work with, whether you are your own or have someone
above you. The same applies in sports where you have a coach and in school, we consider the
teacher as a leader. No matter where you end up, leadership and soft competencies are
important. Our study only applies to a few industries in the local area, it would be interesting
to broaden this and see if findings from our study apply to the broader spectrum of industries

and sectors.

This study consists of interviews. An interesting study would be is if we had followed a leader
in a case study for a duration of time to see how they use their soft competencies. This would
help confirm the findings as our conclusions are from carefully investigating results from our
interviews. Observations are something we have not used, it would be interesting if a case study
was conducted of this study to get a perspective of the leadership work process in context.

Actual actions could vary from what is said.

Interesting future research is if we turn the table around to look from the subordinate's and
employee’s perspectives towards leadership. Their physical health and work satisfaction status.
This study focuses on leaders and how to lead people with soft competencies. Although their
knowledge about the subject might be limited, they are the ones in the targeted position. How
are they affected by the leader’s action? It can be said that the leader is evaluated on team

performance, looking from the team's point of view could bring up different aspects.
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Appendix
Appendix 1 Interview Guide
Personal background

¢ What education you have attended?
e What is your work experience?
e What is your current position?

Leadership experience

e How did you get in contact with leadership?

e What is leadership to you?

e How do you define leadership?

e How do you define your leadership style?

e What is your experience related to soft competencies?
e What problems have you experienced with leadership?

Leadership work process

e How do you work as a leader?
e Do you mentor and coach others?
e Do you work with developing your leadership and yourself?
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Appendix 2 Ethical Key Principles

Table 6: Ethical key principles

Py
c
o)

The key principle in research ethics

Ensuring no harm comes to participants.

Respecting the dignity of research participants.

Ensuring a fully informed consent of research participants.

Protecting the privacy of research participants.

Ensuring the confidentiality of research data.

Protecting the anonymity of individuals or organizations

Avoiding deception about the nature of the aims of the research.
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Honesty and transparency in communication about the research.

[HEN
o

Avoidance of any misleading or false reporting of research findings.
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