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SOLID Executive Competencies
What It Takes to Be an Executive

Introduction

Great CEOs, senior leaders, and executives at every level continually strive to improve their 
executive competencies . They are driven to accomplish results in every aspect of their personal 
and professional world, and continually strive to attain peak performance . A bias toward self-
examination and self-improvement is a defining characteristic of most successful executives. If 
you are reading this, it’s a characteristic you likely have.

“SOLID Executive Competencies: What It Takes to Be an Executive” is for peak performers 
who want to play at the highest level. If you count yourself in this group of achievers, you are 
likely prone to seeking out feedback on your performance. To that end, it is helpful to gain an 
assessment of your strengths and weaknesses on a periodic basis. You also need to identify 
and remove any blind spots you may have . 

SOLID Leaders’ executive competency model is designed to help you better focus on achieving 
your greatest potential. This article, in conjunction with the corresponding assessment, will help 
you better understand your executive competencies, capitalize on strengths, and shore up your 
weaknesses .

Competency Models
Competency models are useful for gaining an accurate view of your executive skillset. They are 
also useful for understanding the attributes required to be an effective organizational leader. 
Further, they provide a framework from which to view your overall performance . 

In 2001, SOLID Leaders set about developing a new set of competencies, using existing models 
and adding knowledge gained from our own findings and experience. We began by conducting 
a comprehensive study of the most well-respected leadership and management competency 
models to see what they had in common . 

We found several models that attempted to define competencies needed by executives. 
Our conclusions are based on what we think are the three most useful models for executive 
development: The Center for Creative Leadership’s system, Lominger’s Leadership Architect 
Suite, and SOLID’s model, based on two decades of research. We then synthesized the best 
ideas from these and a few other thought leaders and have created our own unique set of 50 
competencies .
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Beyond Competencies
While mastering competencies is important for a peak-performing executive, we also discovered 
that it is most important to have a relatively balanced executive skillset across all categories of 
competency. To measure this degree of balance, we needed to develop a categorization system 
that would enable us to evaluate the level of balance or imbalance . 

After extensive research, we made two key discoveries . First, we learned that ALL executive 
competencies can be neatly categorized into five useful groupings. We call them “SOLID’s 
Categories of Competency.” Second, we realized that all models we studied were slanted 
in favor of one of these five categories. For example, some models looked heavily at core 
character, while others were more focused on execution . Some were heavily biased toward 
relationships, versus some that highlighted the need to have strong managerial skills. The most 
common issue we saw was an overweighting toward leadership skills as the essential ingredient 
for executive effectiveness. While we agree that an ability to lead is a key executive trait, there 
are many great leaders who fail miserably at being executives. 

So, that begs the question: “To be most effective, what are the categories of competency most 
critical for success in an executive role?” We’re glad you asked!

Before we get into executive competencies, it will be useful to get a baseline assessment of 
where you are in mastery of these areas .
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment

N HE S U AA A

1. CARING AND CONSIDERATE: Demonstrates authentic concern for the welfare and success of 
others; considers the needs of others; drives to create a culture and policies that manifest and perpetuate 
this type of environment .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

2. CREATING INNOVATION: Thinking more outside the box; discovering more possibilities; exploring 
ways to innovate; challenging pre-existing paradigms; allowing themselves and others permission to 
explore; tapping into existing creativity or drawing it out from others; creating an environment that supports 
creativity and innovation .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

3. ADAPTING BEHAVIOR: Developing competency in behavioral style management; increasing 
awareness of own behavioral style; learning methods of identifying others’ behavioral styles; deepening 
understanding of key stakeholders; improving ability to adapt one’s behavioral style to needs of situation 
and the styles of others .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

4. MANAGING HUMAN CAPITAL: Developing systems for identifying top talent; designing succession 
planning processes; creating retention strategies; improving overall recruiting, interviewing and hiring skills; 
learning best practices of onboarding; learning coaching and mentoring methodology; accessing tools to 
improve effectiveness .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

5. CASTING VISION: Developing a greater vision; better communicating a vision throughout 
organization; thinking bigger picture; communicating a more concrete vision; gaining buy-in for future state; 
setting core values of organization; developing philosophy of approach to marketplace.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

6. COURAGEOUS: Demonstrates courage in the face of adversity; takes calculated risks; enterprising. ○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

7. DRIVING ACTION: Increasing drive toward action; generating more action; making things happen 
more quickly; driving the action of others; developing written goals that are specific, measurable, 
attainable, related to mission and on a timetable .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

8. BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS: Growing interpersonal relationship skills; improving relationships with 
one’s board, boss, peers and/or direct reports; becoming smoother and less abrasive, decreasing friction; 
becoming more approachable; determining ways to be more available to others; improving ability to put 
people at ease .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

9. MANAGING CHANGE: Designing change management initiatives; structuring an effective downsizing; 
learning best practices of re-engineering business processes; designing reorganizations; improving 
systems; assessing the organization; designing post-merger/acquisition integrations.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

10. CHANGING ORGANIZATIONS: Designing effective change management initiatives; creating cultural 
change initiatives; planning downsizing, mergers, acquisitions, liquidity events, restructurings and other 
organization-wide change initiatives; designing effective succession planning programs; better managing 
level and rate of change.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

Grade yourself using the following scale: N = Never;  HE = Hardly Ever;  S = Seldom;  U = Usually;  AA = Almost Always;  A = Always

SOLID Executive Competencies
ASS E S SMENT
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment

N HE S U AA A

11. DEPENDABLE AND RELIABLE: Follows through with commitments; can be depended upon, 
especially under pressure and in adversity; constant .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

12. DRIVING RESULTS: Increasing intensity toward driving results; developing strategies to better hit 
numbers; driving own performance; increasing standards for personal achievement.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

13. BUILDING TEAMS: Gaining greater team consensus; improving team dynamics; better guiding 
stages of team growth; improving employee morale; driving better team collaboration; driving team 
cohesiveness; improving team communication; better diffusing team conflict; implementing and utilizing 
team assessments and surveys .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

14. MANAGING M&A: Learning additional methods of conducting due diligence; better understanding the 
financial side of transactions; becoming more strategic on both the buy and sell sides to drive shareholder 
value; exploring ways to better integrate cultures.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

15. DEMONSTRATING COURAGE: Increasing willingness to stand alone; improving leadership despite 
adversity; increasing confidence in leadership ability; increasing calculated risk-taking; dealing better with 
ambiguity; increasing ability to deal with paradoxes; engaging in appropriate disclosure.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

16. HIGH-INTEGRITY AND ETHICAL: Actions match words and convictions; adheres to moral and 
ethical principles; respects and follows laws and regulations.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

17. FOCUSING ATTENTION: Increasing ability to gain and maintain focus and attention; improving 
sequential thinking skills; decreasing tendency to become distracted; increasing self-discipline for 
remaining on task.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

18. COMMUNICATING INFORMATION: Improving presentation skills; gaining assessment of 
communication style; improving presentation design and effectiveness; managing and level-setting 
expectations; more persuasively promoting ideas; weighing in more often; gaining agreement and buy-in.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

19. MANAGING OPERATIONS: Improving skills in program management; better managing project 
managers; obtaining insight into best practices in sales management, customer service management, 
professional services and IT operations management.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

20. EMPLOYING DIPLOMACY: Becoming more diplomatic; increasing sensitivity to organizational 
politics; engaging in more politically correct behavior; developing more strategic relationships with key 
influencers; identifying nuances in organizational politics and social dynamics; better navigating negative 
corporate politics .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

21. LOYAL AND TRUSTWORTHY: A sense of duty and attachment to employees and the organization; 
engenders and deserving of trust; respects confidentiality.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

22. LEVERAGING INTELLIGENCE: Increasing intellectual agility, pushing oneself to think quicker on 
the fly; decreasing need for processing time; increasing expectations of self to be more flexible; avoiding 
black-and-white, either/or thinking; drawing out brilliance from others.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

23. LEVERAGING NETWORKS: Initiating and growing strategic relationships; affiliating with key 
influential leaders and building a high degree of trust; developing strategic alliances; growing and 
leveraging their network.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

24. MANAGING P&L: Gaining expertise in business management; driving business and marketing 
analysis and planning; designing and managing business planning processes; learning creative ways to 
take cost out of a business; gaining greater understanding of each functional area of an organization and 
ways to drive the P&L .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment

N HE S U AA A

25. EXERCISING SOUND JUDGEMENT: Increasing speed of decision-making; improving ability 
to rapidly assimilate information, parse data and get at root issues; improving balance between being 
decisive and prudent; increasing respect for decision-making from direct reports, peers and those in 
authority .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

26. POSITIVE, with a CAN-DO ATTITUDE: Believes in own ability to achieve results; employs optimism 
with self and others; works hard and with high energy.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

27. MANAGING MEETINGS: Improving skills in structuring staff meetings; designing off-sites; managing 
agendas; driving closure and actions; setting up accountability systems; ensuring follow-up.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

28. LISTENING TO OTHERS: Refining active listening skills; improving ability to read between the 
lines; increasing time spent listening and decreasing time spent talking; becoming more of an empathetic 
listener; improving ability to reflect what the other person is saying; increasing the “I feel heard” experience 
with others .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

29. MANAGING PERFORMANCE: More directly addressing performance issues; increasing 
accountability; instituting systems to automate performance management of people and processes; 
improving quality of one-on-ones; administering employee performance assessments; ensuring fairness of 
metrics to all employees .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

30. INFLUENCING OTHERS: Increasing level of influence; growing a larger constituency; developing 
a follower base; being a good follower; becoming more persuasive; expanding power base; better 
championing creation and institutionalization of mission, vision and values; gaining greater organizational 
influence.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

31. RIGOROUSLY HONEST: Tells the truth; does not lie . ○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

32. MANAGING TIME AND PRIORITIES: Maximizing current time management systems; designing 
streamlined processes; gaining advanced skills in task prioritization; leveraging best practices of e-mail, 
calendaring, task and contact management and personal and professional demand-balancing.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

33. MANAGING CONFLICT: Increasing tolerance for conflict; improving attitude toward conflict; 
accepting a certain degree of conflict as necessary; increasing subtlety when pushing others’ boundaries; 
becoming better at resolving conflicts; learning advanced conflict resolution methodologies.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

34. MANAGING RESPONSIBLITIES: Improving ability to delegate to others; giving clearer direction to 
others; empowering employees; increasing ability to “let go”; improving ability to know who is capable of 
what level of delegation and when; creating a more empowered environment.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

35. INSPIRING OTHERS: Creating motivational environments; creating excitement; sparking enthusiasm; 
establishing and maintaining an environment that breeds success; improving overall leadership presence; 
enhancing the leader’s communication skills; refining presentation skills.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

36. SELF-AWARE: Has insight into blind spots; demonstrates introspection; seeks to continually improve 
insight into self.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

37. ORGANIZING SELF AND OTHERS: Getting better organized; being better prepared for meetings; 
organizing the offices; designing personal organizational systems; structuring the calendars; developing 
better systems of task management.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

38. NEGOTIATING OUTCOMES: Gaining insight into negotiating style; improving boundary-setting; 
exploring “win-win” methodology; designing winning strategies; over-preparing for key negotiating 
initiatives; developing better closing skills; uncovering hidden opportunities for gaining concessions.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

39. MANAGING STAKEHOLDERS: Improving skills in public and private board management; improving 
leader communication skills; better level-setting expectations; learning investor relations best practices; 
enhancing understanding of compensation at the board and senior leader level.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment

N HE S U AA A

40. LEADING STRATEGY: Designing effective strategic planning off-sites; facilitating strategic planning; 
thinking more strategically; decreasing tactical orientation; inspiring a greater shared vision; developing a 
more strategic thought process; increasing activities around shaping vision and strategy.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

41. SERVANT LEADER: Seeks to serve others; leads by example with a certain degree of humility and 
respect for others .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

42. RUNNING THE BUSINESS: Enhancing business acumen: increasing general knowledge of business 
principles; gaining MBA or other advanced degree; developing plan for online education; designing 
strategy for overall improvement in understanding of the workings of business.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

43. PROJECTING PRESENCE: Improving leader presence; increasing comfort around upper 
management; improving posture; increasing direct eye contact; designing better wardrobe; improving 
diction; expanding vocabulary; improving meeting interface skills.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

44. MANAGING SYSTEMS: Learning best practices in systems management; gaining insight into the 
latest research in supply chain management and systems theory; developing better skills at designing 
systems .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

45. MENTORING LEADERS: Gaining advanced skills in succession planning; learning “leader-as-coach” 
methodology; advising on selecting and managing those to mentor; better developing direct reports; 
enhancing others’ leadership skills; developing followers.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

46. TENACIOUS AND PERSISTENT: Does not easily give up or be dissuaded; holds to a course of 
action even in the midst of adversity and challenge; persists in the face of obstacles and barriers unless 
position proves untenable .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

47. SOLVING PROBLEMS: Increasing creativity in solving problems; developing additional solutions 
to complex problems; brainstorming; troubleshooting possible issues; increasing analysis of problems; 
weighing pros and cons; identifying solutions in a more calculated way.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

48. READING BODY LANGUAGE: Increasing observation of others’ body language; improving ability 
to interpret unspoken messages; gaining ability to “read” the person’s face and body language; becoming 
more observant of subtle messages; increasing awareness of and sensitivity to other cultures’ forms of 
body language; increasing awareness of one’s own body language.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

49. MANAGING TEAMS: Growing team-building and team development skills; developing a more 
diversity-minded culture; more openly providing recognition; increasing use of rewards to support positive 
behaviors; raising visibility of outstanding achievements; better garnering resources for team; developing 
systems to ensure optimal availability of people, materials and any other resources .

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

50. STUDYING LEADERSHIP: Acquiring advanced leadership mentoring, training and coaching; 
developing reading lists; accessing peer groups; seeking out organizations to join; developing one’s own 
plan of leadership development; gaining accountability for improvement; learning coaching best practices; 
studying successful leaders throughout history; increasing drive for continuous self-improvement.

○
0

○
1

○
2

○
3

○
4

○
5

SOLID Categories of Executive Competency™Current State Desired State
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment Answer Sheet

SOLID Executive Competencies

C.  CORE CHARACTER
___ 1. Caring and Considerate

___ 6. Courageous

___ 11. Dependable and Reliable

___ 16. High-Integrity and Ethical

___ 21 . Loyal and Trustworthy

___ 26. Positive, with a Can-Do Attitude

___ 31. Rigorously Honest

___ 36 . Self-Aware

___ 41 . Servant Leader

___ 46 . Tenacious and Persistent

___ TOTAL

L.  LEADERSHIP
___ 5. Casting Vision

___10. Changing Organizations

___ 15. Demonstrating Courage

___ 20. Employing Diplomacy

___ 25. Exercising Sound Judgement

___ 30. Influencing Others

___ 35. Inspiring Others

___ 40. Leading Strategy

___ 45. Mentoring Leaders

___ 50. Studying Leadership

___ TOTAL

R.  RELATIONSHIP
___ 3. Adapting Behavior

___ 8. Building Relationships

___ 13. Building Teams

___ 18. Communicating Information

___ 23. Leveraging Networks

___ 28. Listening to Others

___ 33. Managing Conflict

___ 38. Negotiating Outcomes

___ 43. Projecting Presence

___ 48. Reading Body Language

___ TOTAL

M.  MANAGEMENT
___ 4. Managing Human Capital

___ 9. Managing Change

___ 14. Managing M&A

___ 19. Managing Operations

___ 24. Managing P&L

___ 29. Managing Performance

___ 34. Managing Responsibilities

___ 39. Managing Stakeholders

___ 44. Managing Systems

___ 49. Managing Teams

___ TOTAL

E.  EXECUTION
___ 2. Creating Innovation

___ 7. Driving Action

___ 12. Driving Results

___ 17. Focusing Attention

___ 22. Leveraging Intelligence

___ 27. Managing Meetings

___ 32. Managing Time and Priorities

___ 37. Organizing Self and Others

___ 42. Running the Business

___ 47. Solving Problems

___ TOTAL

Now that you have completed the SOLID Executive Competencies Assessment, transfer your answers below.

A S S E S S M E N T  A N S W E R  S H E E T
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SOLID Executive Competencies
Assessment Answer Sheet

Current State: Shade in your scores to illustrate your current 
competency levels .

List actions to take to improve your levels of executive 
competency . 

Core Character:

1 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

2 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

3 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Execution:

1 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

2 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

3 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Relationship:

1 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

2 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

3 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Management:

1 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

2 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

3 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Leadership:

1 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

2 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

3 . ___________________________________________

_____________________________________________

Desired State: Shade in your realistic goals for improved levels 
of executive competency .
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SOLID Executive Competencies
What It Takes to Be an Executive

SOLID Categories

SOLID’s five categories of competency are Core Character, Execution, Relationship, 
Management and Leadership. Organizational leaders must master all five categories to achieve 
excellence in their executive roles .

The feedback we received after a decade of top leaders using our system made clear two key 
truths:

1. A balanced set of strong competencies in the categories of Execution, 
Leadership, Management and Relationship are necessary for optimal 
performance. 

2. Core Character is the single most important category of competency and, 
when strong and leveraged alongside the first key truth, can compensate 
somewhat for shortcomings in other categories.

Our findings were consistent across almost every one of our engagements. Therefore, we 
believe these two factors are key ingredients of the ideal profile for any executive.

Balanced performance in execution, relationship, management and leadership beats super-
performance in one or two categories. Case in point: Throughout our engagements over the 
years, we observed a fascinating phenomenon. Despite having a high degree of mastery 
over most of the competencies in these models, many executives still failed to achieve their 
career aspirations. They were being prematurely terminated or quitting key roles, despite their 
high degree of competency in some of the categories of competency. However, we noticed 
moderately performing executives often did better than the superstars, if they had balanced 
competencies in all categories and if they had strong Core Character.

A strong Core Character without a balanced set of competencies can be a career destroyer, 
and so can a balanced set of competencies without a strong Core Character. It is important to 
realize that both criteria are equally necessary for the executive to achieve and sustain peak 
performance .

Overused Strengths Become Weaknesses
The Positive Psychology movement would have you believe that all you have to do is play to 
your strengths to be an effective executive. Not true.
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We regularly conduct interview-based 360-degree assessments when beginning a coaching 
engagement, and these assessments often identify imbalances. We frequently see executives 
using their strengths to such a degree that they become weaknesses. One of our most 
frequently quoted sayings at SOLID is, “A strength overused becomes a weakness.”

Overusing or overplaying to strengths is a common tendency that often creates a major 
weakness. Because it is strength being used, there is often a gaping blind spot obscuring this 
strength-becoming-a-weakness. During almost all coaching engagements, we identify at least 
one top strength that is being overused and creating problems for the executive. That is why 
following the simplistic advice of “Play to your strengths” is not always a good idea.

Simple Adjustments for Transformational Results
John is the CEO of a $500M software company who is extremely good at Execution. His laser-
like focus on accomplishing tasks led him to being overly hands-on. As a result, he did not 
delegate as often as he should have. Because John overused Execution competencies, his 
people did not receive the management they needed to grow to the next level. John kept them 
from growing—all because he was overusing his strength. 

After learning this, John backed off from personal Execution and worked on improving his 
competencies in Management, particularly those relating to delegation and accountability. Only 
a few months into our engagement, John found that he had a lot more time to work on driving 
the strategic direction of the company, which was suffering from inattention due to his overly 
hands-on approach .

Here is another example. Eileen, the CEO of an NYC-based multibillion-dollar services firm, is 
also very strong in Execution, exceptional in Management, and good in Leadership. Her “flat 
spot” on the competency wheel was Relationship. 

Eileen was overusing her top strength, Management. Even though her organization ran like a 
fine-tuned machine, it was robotic, and the culture was a workaholic, kill-or-be-killed, aggressive 
environment where only the toughest survived. She was not putting enough attention into 
driving culture, improving teamwork, or fostering relationships. Others incorrectly perceived her 
as uncaring and distant. 

Once Eileen realized her imbalance, she shifted her focus to mastering Relationship 
competencies, which paid off in a huge way. Now, several years later, her employees are 
nominating the company as “Best Place to Work,” morale is high, and productivity is even 
higher.
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Beyond Balance
As a quick review, we have discussed why it is necessary to achieve and maintain balance. We 
have also defined five core categories of executive competency:

• Core Character: Inner qualities of integrity, ethics and character that define who we are.
• Execution: Personal ability to make things happen and get positive results.
• Relationship: Building and maintaining strong interpersonal relationships.
• Management: Controlling projects and effectively managing people.
• Leadership: Influencing and inspiring others to positive action.

The rest of this article will detail each category and provide ten corresponding competencies for 
each, starting with the most important: Core Character. 
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C. CORE CHARACTER
1. Caring and Considerate
2. Courageous
3. Dependable and Reliable
4. High-Integrity and Ethical
5 . Loyal and Trustworthy
6. Positive, with a Can-Do Attitude
7. Rigorously Honest
8 . Self-Aware
9 . Servant Leader
10 . Tenacious and Persistent

M. Management
1. Managing Human Capital
2. Managing Change
3. Managing M&A
4. Managing Operations
5. Managing P&L
6. Managing Performance
7. Managing Responsibilities
8. Managing Stakeholders
9. Managing Systems
10. Managing Teams

E. Execution
1. Creating Innovation
2. Driving Action
3. Driving Results
4. Focusing Attention
5. Leveraging Intelligence
6. Managing Meetings
7. Managing Time and Priorities
8. Organizing Self and Others
9. Running the Business
10. Solving Problems

L. Leadership
1. Casting Vision
2. Changing Organizations
3. Demonstrating Courage
4. Employing Diplomacy
5. Exercising Sound Judgement
6. Influencing Others
7. Inspiring Others
8. Leading Strategy
9. Mentoring Leaders
10. Studying Leadership

R. Relationship
1. Adapting Behavior
2. Building Relationships
3. Building Teams
4. Communicating Information
5. Leveraging Networks
6. Listening to Others
7. Managing Conflict
8. Negotiating Outcomes
9. Projecting Presence
10. Reading Body Language
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CATEGORY 1: Core Character

Without strong Core Character, nothing else 
matters. A good analogy is a race car wheel and 
tire and the critical conditions that must exist for 
maximum performance . 

Hub and axle are most important to the 
performance of the wheel. If the axle is bent, 
you will surely have trouble steering the vehicle 
and it will only get worse the faster you go. 
The hub of our model, Core Character, is the 
most critical success factor for a leader desiring 
forward momentum . As our next story shows, 
even a minor lapse in Core Character can spell 
disaster for a leader who is often held to a higher 
standard—and justly so.

Kevin was a CFO who was great at accomplishing things (Execution), getting along with others 
(Relationship), managing staff and projects (Management), and influencing others to go above 
and beyond the call of duty (Leadership). However, he often did not keep verbal commitments 
he made. Although Kevin was a stellar performer in every other way, the CEO fired him because 
he could not be trusted to keep his word . 

Kevin’s weakness in Character was easily fixed in his next role by using what he learned from 
us in his onboarding coaching sessions. His new CEO was familiar with the benefits of providing 
onboarding coaching to a new executive, and during that engagement, Kevin learned that he 
had a bad habit of quickly agreeing to do something to make other people happy. He learned to 
become more assertive, speak his mind, and set boundaries. Kevin, like many top-performing 
senior leaders, is a quick study. Once he saw these issues, he was quickly able to make the 
changes needed to avert potential problems. He became a much more effective CFO after 
making these seemingly minor adjustments. 

After much research and real-world beta testing with hundreds of top leaders, we now know this 
model is transformational for those who embrace these concepts: 

#1: Build, maintain, and continually improve your Core Character.
#2: Maintain a balanced set of competencies and avoid overuse of strengths.
#3: Discover blind spots and shore up your weakest category.
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Mark was a pastor of a mega-church. He was extremely successful by all measurements, but 
his 360-degree assessment revealed that he was burned out. He was not taking care of himself 
and was continually giving to others but not reserving any recharge time for himself. He was 
balanced in the four external categories of competency, but was suffering from a deflated Core 
Character. He needed a break. Unfortunately, he did not take us up on our offer for coaching, 
had an emotional breakdown a year later, and had to step down from the leadership role . 
Many senior pastors we coach struggle with overperforming for others and under-caring for 
themselves. While zeal for helping others is a strength, overused it is a critical weakness.

Ann, the CEO of a startup technology company, had just closed on her A-round of funding. 
As a first-time CEO, she did not know what she did not know about being a CEO and her “flat 
spot” was Leadership. She was excellent at personal achievement (Execution), exceptional at 
building and maintaining internal and external relationships (Relationship), and was a seasoned 
manager (Management). The problem was that she had no experience in her new role being at 
the top and was failing on every level. 

Upon discovering her imbalance, Ann threw herself into growing her leadership skills and 
developed a stronger leadership style. It paid off. She made it through two additional rounds of 
funding and sold her company for a large multiple. She is now ready to do it again, but this time, 
will be working diligently on her leadership competencies to ensure another successful outcome.

Respective Core Characters being equal, a moderately competent but balanced leader will 
generally outperform the superstar who has a major weakness in only one category. It bears 
repeating that a strength overused becomes a weakness. The overuse of one strength often 
leads to a flat spot in a leader’s competency set.

By looking for balance between Execution, Relationship, Management and Leadership, you will 
gain an effective framework from which to develop specific competencies appropriate for your 
organization. 

You must ensure that you have:

 1. Great Core Character.
 2. A balanced number of competencies from the other four categories.

Off-the-shelf leadership competency programs generally fail to deliver the results needed. 
Still, many organizations spend a lot of time and energy trying to implement these programs. 
While the impact is usually suboptimal, it at least indicates the intention to define a set of 
competencies for employees . 

We have found that an inordinate number of sizeable organizations lack a defined set of 
competencies. If your organization is one of them, the good news is that you can and should 
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develop your own. If you have already purchased a competency system, it is never too late 
to customize it. You can start by taking SOLID’s five categories of competency, and assign a 
category to each competency from your model. Then, flesh out a custom set of competencies 
within each category that meets the specific needs of your organization.

If you want to use competencies from our model, choose two to five from each of the five 
categories. Select those that you believe will produce transformation in your leaders and the 
organizations they serve. Hint: Be strategic. Look out three to five years and decide what 
competencies the organization will most need at that time. Let that influence your decision.

Remember, though, that mastering competencies will not necessarily produce transformational 
change in your leaders or their performance. What will ensure success is this: keep the focus on 
developing a strong axle (Core Character) and a balanced set of competencies in the areas of 
Execution, Relationship, Management and Leadership.

Character Competencies – Top Ten List
What is character? Webster’s Dictionary defines it as “one of the attributes or features that make 
up and distinguish an individual.” Character is what a person truly is, at the core of his or her 
being. It differs from reputation, which is more about what a person is known or supposed to be 
like. We have seen many an executive with an outstanding reputation have significant issues in 
their character, as well as the converse, where those of great Core Character have reputational 
issues . 

Competencies in the category of Core Character deal with core values, a wide variety of 
personal traits, personal philosophy, mission, vision, and goals. The coaching topics that fall into 
this category are the inner drivers unique to each leader.

SOLID’s top ten CHARACTER attributes for highly effective leaders include:

 1. Caring and Considerate
 2. Courageous
 3. Dependable and Reliable
 4. High-Integrity and Ethical
 5. Loyal and Trustworthy
 6. Positive, with a Can-Do Attitude
 7. Rigorously Honest
 8. Self-Aware
 9. Servant Leader
 10. Tenacious and Persistent
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C1. CARING AND CONSIDERATE: Demonstrates authentic concern for the welfare and 
success of others; considers the needs of others; drives to create a culture and policies that 
manifest and perpetuate this type of environment .

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “We gain and maintain team respect if we truly 
care about our team members. Arrogance and disinterest are sure ways to alienate people. 
Team members seldom have the desire to ‘give their all’ for a leader who couldn’t care less 
about them. Caring about team members goes hand in hand with actively engaging them 
and attentively listening to their ideas, concerns, etc. Getting to know the people in our teams 
provides us better insight into each team member’s perspective, which is beneficial on many 
levels. Consideration is a natural outcome of caring. If I care about someone, I will treat them 
with respect and consider their opinions and needs in planning and decision-making.” 

C2. COURAGEOUS: Demonstrates courage in the face of adversity; takes calculated risks; 
enterprising.

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “Standing up for principles, convictions and things 
that are important to or for the team earns and reinforces respect. I want my leader to stand up 
for me, for the team, the company, and for what is right. I believe that my team expects that of 
me.”

C3. DEPENDABLE AND RELIABLE: Follows through with commitments; can be depended 
upon, especially under pressure and in adversity; constant .

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “This is part of leading by example. The team will 
not respect me and will not feel obligated to be dependable and reliable if I do not model these 
behaviors. If I say I am going to do something, I must do it.”

C4. HIGH-INTEGRITY AND ETHICAL: Actions match words and convictions; adheres to 
moral and ethical principles; respects and follows laws and regulations.

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “This is another example of leadership by 
example. A team will not trust an unethical leader. If they see me treating people or situations 
unethically, they will not trust me, and may perceive it as implied permission to behave 
unethically themselves.”

C5. LOYAL AND TRUSTWORTHY: A sense of duty and attachment to employees and the 
organization; engenders and deserving of trust; respects confidentiality.

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “Loyalty and trustworthiness are modeled through 
example. I must be loyal to the company, my manager, and to my team to reinforce these 
behaviors in the team. Building and maintaining trust is a high priority. Trust makes working in 
a group significantly more efficient and effective. Trust if broken is often very difficult to regain. 
When working in an environment with low or no trust, significant efficiency is lost to the added 
layers of CYA activity.”
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C6. POSITIVE, with a CAN-DO ATTITUDE: Believes in own ability to achieve results; 
employs optimism with self and others; works hard and with high energy.

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “As leaders we set the attitude for our teams. 
Our positivity (or negativity) sets the tone for our team and our projects. It is essential that we 
believe we can succeed and work hard to get there.”

C7. RIGOROUSLY HONEST: Tells the truth; does not lie .

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “Honest feedback with and from my team is critical 
to good decisions, successful projects, and personal/professional development.” 

Also, honesty is required to achieve the above “Trustworthy” characteristic.

C8. SELF-AWARE: Has insight into blind spots; demonstrates introspection; seeks to 
continually improve insight into self.

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “Leaders should be aware of their blind spots. You 
don’t have to be a perfect executive, but you do have to know your strengths and weaknesses, 
and manage to them.”

C9. SERVANT LEADER: Seeks to serve others; leads by example with a certain degree of 
humility and respect for others .

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “Working alongside the team builds camaraderie 
and gives the leader the real picture of what the team is doing and what is required to 
accomplish a task or project. I personally have always respected managers with servant-
leader style. I felt I learned a great deal from them, and that they clearly understood the work I 
performed. When I work alongside the team to knock out large projects or take on tasks to free 
them up to focus on priority work, I am actively demonstrating that I care about what they are 
doing and the workloads they are experiencing.”

C10. TENACIOUS AND PERSISTENT: Does not easily give up or be dissuaded; holds to a 
course of action even in the midst of adversity and challenge; persists in the face of obstacles 
and barriers unless position proves untenable .

Here is what a client said about this attribute: “A leader must not give up easily. Large 
accomplishments and projects will inherently encounter obstacles that must be worked through. 
Leaders require commitment to persevere through obstacles. We must be able to swiftly 
reevaluate the situation when obstacles crop up, adjust, and keep the team moving forward. 
Persistence and tenacity should be tempered with ability to evaluate and recognize when it is 
prudent to change course. We should be mindful there is a distinction between tenacity and 
obstinacy.”
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CATEGORY 2: Execution

Consistent, high-performance execution is required 
of all leaders; it establishes and maintains their 
credibility . Excellence in this area is the minimum 
criterion for holding a key leadership role. Such 
leaders need to be experts at driving results. 
Therefore, many have joined the leadership ranks 
because of their ability to produce, not necessarily 
because they have significant competencies in 
the relationship, management and/or leadership 
quadrants. Any gap between expectations and 
performance in the execution quadrant is clearly 
noticeable. When blind spots are removed, there 
is often a decidedly positive change. This increased 
performance is usually quite visible, which can have far-
reaching, beneficial effects throughout the company and beyond. 
Once the leader concentrates on development in a previously unidentified area, dramatic 
progress is often achieved. This is because most leaders are effective at making things happen 
(Execution). This is true from the micro-level (self) to the macro-level (company).

Once identified, accepted as a challenge and prioritized, results are rarely far behind. There 
is a dynamic interplay among the categories of competency. For example, talented leaders 
who have tremendous Execution skills (most do or they would not have made it to this level of 
responsibility) have had conflicts with other members on the management team; this is normal 
and natural. Frequently, the drive to achieve or overachieve causes relationship challenges. 
While some of these issues are innocuous and easily fixed, others need intentional focus 
for successful resolution. It is normal to have tension between these two driving forces: the 
passionate drive to have maximum execution (Category Two: Execution) and the constant 
attention to growing positive, productive relationships (Category Three: Relationship). It is also 
normal to have tension among any combination of the four quadrants of executive competency.

When leaders are able to expose their blind spots in Execution, performance tends to improve 
significantly. As strengths are clearly identified and the overachieving leader accepts the 
presence of significant competencies, those strengths tend to be used more—producing greater 
results. Likewise, when challenges are clearly identified and validated, there is normally a very 
positive impact on Execution .

Following are a few quotes that further expound on the meaning of the word “execution”:

“Leaders owe it to the organization and to their fellow workers not to tolerate non-performing 
individuals in important jobs.” (Peter Drucker)
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“History has demonstrated that the most notable winners usually encountered heartbreaking 
obstacles before they triumphed. They won because they refused to become discouraged by 
their defeats.” (B.C. Forbes)

“My definition of a leader’s job is brief and to 
the point. It is simply this: Getting things done 
through other people.” (James Cash Penney)

Execution for the senior leader requires 
expertise in all five categories of competency. 
A leader must have integrity and exemplify 
qualities of a being a fair leader (Core 
Character); results must be obtained no matter 
what (Execution); employees must work 
together as a team (Relationship); people must 
be directed effectively (Management); and the 
team must be inspired to have a vision as to where they are headed (Leadership). “Consider 
this statistic: more than 64 percent of C-level leaders from 250 mid-sized to large companies in 
the United States and the European Union have said that being able to execute, to react quickly 
to changing business opportunities and technologies, is critical for their success. Yet nearly 80 
percent of them said that it is nearly impossible to achieve” (Ralph Welborn and Vince Kasten, 
2006). These are the intense challenges facing senior leaders today, so it is therefore critical 
that every leader maintains a balanced set of competencies in all five categories.

Execution Competencies – Top Ten List

SOLID’s top ten EXECUTION attributes for highly effective leaders include:

 1. Creating Innovation
 2. Driving Action
 3. Driving Results
 4. Focusing Attention
 5. Leveraging Intelligence
 6. Managing Meetings
 7. Managing Time and Priorities
 8. Organizing Self and Others
 9. Running the Business
 10. Solving Problems

“History has demonstrated 
that the most notable 
winners usually encountered 
heartbreaking obstacles 
before they triumphed.”
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E1. CREATING INNOVATION: Thinking more outside the box; discovering more possibilities; 
exploring ways to innovate; challenging pre-existing paradigms; allowing themselves and others 
permission to explore; tapping into existing creativity or drawing it out from others; creating an 
environment that supports creativity and innovation .

E2. DRIVING ACTION: Increasing drive toward action; generating more action; making things 
happen more quickly; driving the action of others; developing written goals that are specific, 
measurable, attainable, related to mission and on a timetable .

E3. DRIVING RESULTS: Increasing intensity toward driving results; developing strategies to 
better hit numbers; driving own performance; increasing standards for personal achievement.

E4. FOCUSING ATTENTION: Increasing ability to gain and maintain focus and attention; 
improving sequential thinking skills; decreasing tendency to become distracted; increasing self-
discipline for remaining on task.

E5. LEVERAGING INTELLIGENCE: Increasing intellectual agility, pushing oneself to think 
quicker on the fly; decreasing need for processing time; increasing expectations of self to be 
more flexible; avoiding black-and-white, either/or thinking; drawing out brilliance from others.

E6. MANAGING MEETINGS: Improving skills in structuring staff meetings; designing off-
sites; managing agendas; driving closure and actions; setting up accountability systems; 
ensuring follow-up.

E7. MANAGING TIME AND PRIORITIES: Maximizing current time management systems; 
designing streamlined processes; gaining advanced skills in task prioritization; leveraging best 
practices of e-mail, calendaring, task and contact management and personal and professional 
demand-balancing.

E8. ORGANIZING SELF AND OTHERS: Getting better organized; being better prepared 
for meetings; organizing the offices; designing personal organizational systems; structuring the 
calendars; developing better systems of task management.

E9. RUNNING THE BUSINESS: Enhancing business acumen; increasing general 
knowledge of business principles; gaining MBA or other advanced degree; developing plan for 
online education; designing strategy for overall improvement in understanding of the workings of 
business; gaining mentors in the industry to improve business acumen.

E10. SOLVING PROBLEMS: Increasing creativity in solving problems; developing additional 
solutions to complex problems; brainstorming; troubleshooting possible issues; increasing 
analysis of problems; weighing pros and cons; identifying solutions in a more calculated way.
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CATEGORY 3: Relationship

The Relationship category pertains to competencies 
involving the formation, growth and maintenance 
of effective relationships . Those who excel in this 
category continually strengthen relationships 
throughout the organization, possess strong 
interpersonal relationship skills, and optimize and 
leverage relationships with superiors, peers and 
subordinates . Excellence in this area is essential to 
any leader’s long-term success. It often determines 
the leader’s ability to grow to the next level of senior 
leader functionality. Why? Because the higher the 
level of leader responsibility, the lower the tolerance for 
anything less than sophisticated interpersonal dynamics.

The clues become very subtle at the more senior leadership 
levels and the consequences of even one broken relationship can often 
be career altering. People join companies, but resign from bosses. Without strong relationship 
skills, leaders have difficulty retaining top talent. One of the primary marks of a top leader is the 
ability to attract and retain high-powered performers, form high-performance teams and create 
a positive environment of success. Without strong relationship skills, it is highly improbable that 
this will occur consistently. Therefore, leaders without strong competencies in the Relationship 
category generally will fail to progress to senior leader positions and often “Peter Principle” by 
the time they are mistakenly placed in a second-line management role. Some organizations 
have title inflation and as a result, these leaders “crash into a ceiling” at the vice president level.

Chemistry and fit are two of the most sought-after qualities when boards move to hire CEOs 
and senior leaders. It is often assumed that a candidate for a high-level role has the necessary 
pedigree, background, training and experience to do the job. All things being equal, the greatest 
concern is whether this person will be able to get along with other leaders and work well as 
part of a team. The artificial manufacturing of chemistry can derail a company’s best attempts 
at screening for the right fit. There is a science to the creation of chemistry and behavioral 
scientists and career coaches provide many tools to help those interviewing for roles to excel at 
building “instant rapport.” Those who have this skill are said to be “good interviewers” and it is 
well known that sometimes the best candidate is overlooked in favor of someone who has great 
interview skills. Tremendous weight is put on chemistry, and those who are both qualified and 
capable of creating positive chemistry with others are far more likely to succeed than those who 
aren’t.
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Despite mastery in areas of Execution, Management and Leadership, even the most talented 
leaders end up failing as a result of weakness in the Relationship category. From the very first 
day in a new role, a leader must begin building relationships with key constituents. Throughout 
one’s tenure in that role, relationship “bridge-building” is a key activity that cannot be ignored. 
Others’ impressions must be considered, and a decent working relationship must be established 
with all key constituents . 

A high degree of competence in Relationship is no guarantee of success in a senior leadership 
role. Why? Because a strength overused becomes a weakness. Some leaders are adept at 
managing relationships, but are so relationship-oriented that they overemphasize the gaining 
and maintaining of positive relationships. The typical results are difficulty in making tough 
personnel decisions, performance management initiatives and unnecessary terminations. 
Balance in this area is needed .

Thomas Watson, Sr. writes, “Really big people are, above 
everything else, courteous, considerate and generous—
not just to some people in some circumstances—but to 
everyone all the time.” The majority of successful and 
respected senior leaders have a diplomatic way with 
people, showing genuine interest and demonstrating 
respect for the other person, no matter where the person 
works in the organization. Making a good first impression 
is a learned skill that can start a relationship on the 

right footing. Many successful leaders have this ability, giving them a distinct advantage 
over the competition. Here, again, balance is required. Those who are overly focused on 
impression management have as many issues as those who, for whatever reason, refrain 
from managing the perceptions of others. Likewise, there needs to be appropriate sensitivity 
and expertise in diplomacy, political positioning and other related areas that deal with the 
importance of maintaining a positive public image. As Robert Rockwell writes, “The relationship 
is strengthened and leveraged for the purpose of realizing mutual and measurable value. The 
leader builds a complex web of relationships to help advance the vision and mission of the 
organization.”

“Really big people are, 
above everything else, 
courteous, considerate 
and generous.”
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Relationship Competencies – Top Ten List

SOLID’s top ten RELATIONSHIP attributes for highly effective leaders include:

 1. Adapting Behavior
 2. Building Relationships
 3. Building Teams
 4. Communicating Information
 5. Leveraging Networks
 6. Listening to Others
 7. Managing Conflict
 8. Negotiating Outcomes
 9. Projecting Presence
 10. Reading Body Language

R1. ADAPTING BEHAVIOR: Developing competency in behavioral style management; 
increasing awareness of own behavioral style; learning methods of identifying others’ behavioral 
styles; deepening understanding of key stakeholders; improving ability to adapt one’s behavioral 
style to needs of situation and the styles of others; becoming versed in the behavioral sciences; 
increasing awareness of key behavioral motivators and drivers; developing competency in 
interpreting DiSC and MBTI behavioral assessment results.

R2. BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS: Growing interpersonal relationship skills; improving 
relationships with one’s board, boss, peers and/or direct reports; becoming smoother and less 
abrasive, decreasing friction; becoming more approachable; determining ways to be more 
available to others; improving ability to put people at ease; gaining insight into why others 
find one difficult to approach; sending positive messages that encourage others to engage; 
better understanding one’s own body language and unconscious signals being sent that cause 
distance between oneself and others .

R3. BUILDING TEAMS: Gaining greater team consensus; improving team dynamics; better 
guiding stages of team growth; improving employee morale; driving better team collaboration; 
driving team cohesiveness; improving team communication; better diffusing team conflict; 
implementing and utilizing team assessments and surveys.

R4. COMMUNICATING INFORMATION: Improving presentation skills; gaining assessment 
of communication style; improving presentation design and effectiveness; managing and level-
setting expectations; more persuasively promoting ideas; weighing in more often; gaining 
agreement and buy-in.
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R5. LEVERAGING NETWORKS: Initiating and growing strategic relationships; affiliating 
with key influential leaders and building a high degree of trust; developing strategic alliances; 
growing and leveraging their network.

R6. LISTENING TO OTHERS: Refining active listening skills; improving ability to read 
between the lines; increasing time spent listening and decreasing time spent talking; becoming 
more of an empathetic listener; improving ability to reflect what the other person is saying; 
increasing the “I feel heard” experience with others; decreasing tendency to interrupt.

R7. MANAGING CONFLICT: Increasing tolerance for conflict; improving attitude toward 
conflict; accepting a certain degree of conflict as necessary; increasing subtlety when pushing 
others’ boundaries; becoming better at resolving conflicts; learning advanced conflict resolution 
methodologies; developing skills for managing interventions and three-way conflict resolution 
sessions; containing difficult-to-manage leaders; improving composure during heated 
debate; preparing for difficult conversations; decreasing need to be “right”; better maintaining 
composure; developing techniques to avoid reactive behavior in general.

R8. NEGOTIATING OUTCOMES: Gaining insight into negotiating style; improving boundary-
setting; exploring “win-win” methodology; designing winning strategies; over-preparing for 
key negotiating initiatives; developing better closing skills; uncovering hidden opportunities 
for gaining successions; monitoring tension in progress and developing ways of relieving it; 
asserting oneself more; negotiating tradeoffs; making more rational arguments; simplifying 
arguments to make key points.

R9. PROJECTING PRESENCE: Improving leader presence; increasing comfort around 
upper management; improving posture; increasing direct eye contact; designing better 
wardrobe; improving diction; expanding vocabulary; improving meeting interface skills; 
developing appropriate handshake; becoming more aware of facial expressions; improving 
personal grooming; increasing patience; improving demeanor; becoming more opaque with 
body language; decreasing emotional reactivity; increasing emotional IQ; increasing awareness 
of different behavioral styles .

R10. READING BODY LANGUAGE: Increasing observation of others’ body language; 
improving ability to interpret unspoken messages; gaining ability to “read” the person’s face and 
body language; becoming more observant of subtle messages; increasing awareness of and 
sensitivity to other cultures’ forms of body language; increasing awareness of one’s own body 
language and the unconscious messages one habitually sends.
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CATEGORY 4: Management

The Management category pertains to any aspect 
of managing people, places or things. Those who 
excel in this quadrant are adept at increasing the 
performance of their direct reports and continually 
improving the performance of organizational 
systems, programs, and procedures, and 
possess an ever-deepening set of operational and 
general management skills and abilities. People 
management competencies include performance 
management, compensation, human resources, 
employee relations, coaching and mentoring, 
delegation, and succession planning. Competencies 
involving places or things include site, program and 
project management. Business management encompasses 
such areas as operations, profit and loss, resources, and systems. 
Advanced competencies in this quadrant include mergers and acquisitions, reorganizations, and 
reductions in force .

Most leaders have significant gaps in their management skillsets for three primary reasons. 
First, there are more than 100 management competencies; no one can excel at them all. 
Second, even the most talented, seasoned leaders have blind spots: unknown areas of 
weakness that are the most common causes of failure. Third, deficiencies in management 
competencies carry much less weight when determining promotions into the leader level. Strong 
execution, relationship and leadership competencies erroneously are seen as compensating 
for management skills and abilities. Hence, glaring deficiencies can remain unaddressed for 
years, even decades. Gaps in management competencies are easy to identify in others, but 
most difficult to see in oneself. Objective insight, by definition, needs to come from an external 
source. Leaders who rely on self-assessment experience a high degree of self-deception. 
Leaders who systematically solicit constructive feedback have a huge advantage in attaining 
peak performance . 

To improve Execution, strong Management competencies are necessary. Peter Drucker writes, 
“The productivity of work is not the responsibility of the worker, but of the manager.” If we truly 
adopted Drucker’s standard, we would have far fewer terminations of individual contributors and 
many more at the leader and junior leader levels. Conversely, excellent management skills do 
not qualify one for a leadership role. Many great managers never make it to the broad level of 
authority and responsibility given to a senior leader. Another Drucker quote serves to make the 
point: “Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the right things.”
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Management Competencies – Top Ten List

SOLID’s top ten MANAGEMENT attributes for highly effective leaders include:

 1. Managing Human Capital
 2. Managing Change
 3. Managing M&A
 4. Managing Operations
 5. Managing P&L
 6. Managing Performance
 7. Managing Responsibilities
 8. Managing Stakeholders
 9. Managing Systems
 10. Managing Teams

Areas included in the Management category are:

M1. MANAGING HUMAN CAPITAL: Developing systems for identifying top talent; designing 
succession planning processes; creating retention strategies; improving overall recruiting, 
interviewing and hiring skills; learning best practices of onboarding; learning coaching and 
mentoring methodology; accessing tools to improve effectiveness; designing mentoring 
programs.

M2. MANAGING CHANGE: Designing change management initiatives; structuring an 
effective downsizing; learning best practices of re-engineering business processes; designing 
reorganizations; improving systems; assessing the organization; designing post-merger/
acquisition integrations; learning best practices of organizational development (OD).

M3. MANAGING M&A: Learning additional methods of conducting due diligence; better 
understanding the financial side of transactions; becoming more strategic on both the buy and 
sell sides to drive shareholder value; exploring ways to better integrate cultures.

M4. MANAGING OPERATIONS: Improving skills in program management; better managing 
project managers; obtaining insight into best practices in sales management, customer service 
management, professional services and IT operations management.

M5. MANAGING P&L: Gaining expertise in business management; driving business and 
marketing analysis and planning; designing and managing business planning processes; 
learning creative ways to take cost out of a business; gaining greater understanding of each 
functional area of an organization and ways to drive the P&L through optimizing performance in 
each of those areas .
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M6. MANAGING PERFORMANCE: More directly addressing performance issues; 
increasing accountability; instituting systems to automate performance management of people 
and processes; improving quality of one-on-ones; administering employee performance 
assessments; ensuring fairness of metrics to all employees; designing performance 
management systems; better driving employee training; designing more effective development 
plans; better leveraging human resources department.

M7. MANAGING RESPONSIBLITIES: Improving ability to 
delegate to others; giving clearer direction to others; empowering 
employees; increasing ability to “let go”; improving ability to know 
who is capable of what level of delegation and when; creating a 
more empowered environment .

M8. MANAGING STAKEHOLDERS: Improving skills in public 
and private board management; improving leader communication 
skills; better level-setting expectations; learning investor relations 
best practices; enhancing understanding of compensation at the 
board and senior leader level .

M9. MANAGING SYSTEMS: Learning best practices in systems management; gaining 
insight into the latest research in supply chain management and systems theory; developing 
better skills at designing systems; learning ways to assess systems from an organizational 
design and development perspective.

M10. MANAGING TEAMS: Growing team-building and team development skills; developing 
a more diversity-minded culture; more openly providing recognition; increasing use of rewards 
to support positive behaviors; raising visibility of outstanding achievements; better garnering 
resources for team; developing systems to ensure optimal availability of people, materials and 
any other resources required for peak performance.

“The productivity 
of work is not the 
responsibility of 
the worker, but of 
the manager.”
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CATEGORY 5: Leadership

The Leadership category comprises some of the 
most complex and subtle competencies . Those who 
excel in this quadrant are always expanding their 
significant influence throughout the organization, 
sourcing opportunities to stretch their leadership 
skills to the next level, and refining the leadership 
skills and capabilities of their direct reports . 

Leadership and management are two separate 
sets of competencies. Management is controlling 
employees’ day-to-day adherence to company 
mandates to ensure that objectives are attained. 
Leadership involves the use of personal influence to 
further propel the organization to achieve success. Even the 
best manager may not make an effective leader unless he or she 
makes a conscious effort to identify and remove blind spots .

A leader, by definition, is a change agent. Leaders have the ability to look beyond the status 
quo, determine the change needed and introduce it in such a way that the organization 
successfully grows to the next level of effectiveness. “Leadership . . . is the ability to step 
outside the culture to start evolutionary change processes that are more adaptive” (Schein, 
1992). Effective leaders are competent in gaining and maintaining followers. They communicate 
at an expert level, inspiring others to go in a certain direction while setting clear expectations 
of high-level roles and responsibilities. Leaders ensure that all employees understand the 
mission, vision, values, strategy and overall direction of the company, along with their own 
area of responsibility. They over-communicate, gain buy-in to key initiatives and obtain strong 
commitment to achieving the organization’s mission. Developing and communicating the 
organization’s vision, philosophy and values is an essential competency of effective leaders, 
who also model the right values by example, thereby gaining credibility and respect from others. 
“Leadership is about articulating visions, embodying values and creating the environment within 
which things can be accomplished” (Richards & Engle, 1986). 

Both nature and nurture play a role in developing excellent leadership competencies. Though 
helpful, it is not essential to be born with the genetic predisposition toward leadership. 
Leadership competencies can be cultivated and developed .

Factors positively associated with the development of leaders include having at least one parent 
who is a leader, being the eldest child, taking opportunities to lead peers or siblings, having 
influential childhood role models (e.g., family members, coaches, mentors), holding leadership 
roles in high school, college, graduate school or early in a career, taking leadership training 
programs, and undergoing leadership coaching.
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“Leadership . . . is the 
ability to step outside 
the culture to start 
evolutionary change 
processes that are 
more adaptive.”

It is useful for leaders to take regular behavioral assessments and to review their self-
assessment report with others who know them well. A spouse or significant other is a good 
place to start . This review may serve to further validate the report, as well as to remove blind 
spots that the leader may have. People tend to prefer their own styles, with a strong propensity 
to view the world through the filter of their behavioral styles, thus projecting those preferences 
onto others . This tendency limits the ability to understand co-workers and others to the fullest 
extent possible. It is easy to see how this can lead to frustration with others’ behavior, which 
leads in turn to difficulty in developing high-performance teams. Through the process of 
understanding their own leadership styles and being able to identify and understand those of 
others, effective leaders become more accepting of others’ styles, and others become more 
accepting of theirs. 

Each leadership style is valuable in the workplace . People 
with the same narrow behavioral style will approach a 
problem in the same way, usually with suboptimal results . 
A leadership team that encompasses a diversity of styles 
provides a diversity of thought, which leads to peak team 
performance . Leaders who understand their own behavioral 
styles are much better able to identify others’ styles.

As leaders grow in their understanding of and ability to 
control their own styles, they may become more willing and 
able to adapt their styles to meet the needs of others and 
of the organization. Demonstrated adaptability is a powerful 
quality, resulting in increased influence over others. In order 

to reach full effectiveness, leaders need maximum adaptability. An inaccurate understanding of 
their own behavioral tendencies will weaken the ability of leaders to effectively adapt their styles 
to the needs of others . Effective leaders are able to develop or improve positive relationships 
in much less time than would normally be needed . Most effective leaders are unconsciously or 
consciously adept at identifying and adapting their leadership styles to the behavioral styles of 
the people with whom they work . 

The Leadership category comprises anything related to influencing people.
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Leadership Competencies – Top Ten List

SOLID’s top ten LEADERSHIP attributes for highly effective leaders include:

 1. Casting Vision
 2. Changing Organizations
 3. Demonstrating Courage
 4. Employing Diplomacy
 5. Exercising Sound Judgement
 6. Influencing Others
 7. Inspiring Others
 8. Leading Strategy
 9. Mentoring Leaders
 10. Studying Leadership

L1. CASTING VISION: Developing a greater vision; better communicating a vision throughout 
organization; thinking bigger picture; communicating a more concrete vision; gaining buy-
in for future state; setting core values of organization; developing philosophy of approach to 
marketplace .

L2. CHANGING ORGANIZATIONS: Designing effective change management initiatives; 
creating cultural change initiatives; planning downsizing, mergers, acquisitions, liquidity events, 
restructurings and other organization-wide change initiatives; designing effective succession 
planning programs; better managing level and rate of change; learning best practices of 
organizational design and development.

L3. DEMONSTRATING COURAGE: Increasing willingness to stand alone; improving 
leadership despite adversity; increasing confidence in leadership ability; increasing calculated 
risk-taking; dealing better with ambiguity; increasing ability to deal with paradoxes; engaging 
in appropriate disclosure; demonstrating comfort with CEO / board of directors interface; 
challenging status quo.

L4. EMPLOYING DIPLOMACY: Becoming more diplomatic; increasing sensitivity to 
organizational politics; engaging in more politically correct behavior; developing more strategic 
relationships with key influencers; identifying nuances in organizational politics and social 
dynamics; better navigating negative corporate politics; increasing sensitivity to delicate 
situations; better managing expectations.

L5. EXERCISING SOUND JUDGEMENT: Increasing speed of decision-making; improving 
ability to rapidly assimilate information, parse data and get at root issues; improving balance 
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between being decisive and prudent; increasing respect for decision-making from direct reports, 
peers and those in authority; increasing accuracy in most decisions.

L6. INFLUENCING OTHERS: Increasing level of influence; growing a larger 
constituency; developing a follower base; being a good follower; becoming more persuasive; 
expanding power base; better championing creation and 
institutionalization of mission, vision and values; gaining 
greater organizational influence; building better consensus; 
recruiting top talent; retaining key employees.

L7. INSPIRING OTHERS: Creating motivational 
environments; creating excitement; sparking enthusiasm; 
establishing and maintaining an environment that breeds 
success; improving overall leadership presence; enhancing 
the leader’s communication skills; refining presentation skills.

L8. LEADING STRATEGY: Designing effective strategic 
planning off-sites; facilitating strategic planning; thinking more 
strategically; decreasing tactical orientation; inspiring a greater 
shared vision; developing a more strategic thought process; 
increasing activities around shaping vision and strategy; 
leading more strategic planning initiatives; increasing focus on long-term strategic business 
objectives; better anticipating future obstacles and opportunities and preparing the organization 
for change.

L9. MENTORING LEADERS: Gaining advanced skills in succession planning; learning 
“leader-as-coach” methodology; advising on selecting and managing those to mentor; better 
developing direct reports; enhancing others’ leadership skills; developing followers.

L10. STUDYING LEADERSHIP: Acquiring advanced leadership mentoring, training and 
coaching; developing reading lists; accessing peer groups; seeking out organizations to join; 
developing one’s own plan of leadership development; gaining accountability for improvement; 
learning coaching best practices; studying successful leaders throughout history; increasing 
drive for continuous self-improvement .

“Leadership is about 
articulating visions, 
embodying values 
and creating the 
environment within 
which things can be 
accomplished.”
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Conclusion

Strong Axles & Round Wheels
The quest for the perfect senior leader is in vain. Not only is it elusive and futile, it is 
unnecessary. The best organizational leaders often look different than we imagined when we 
wrote the job description. What is that special something that the best seem to have, that people 
are drawn to and inspired by? We think it is this winning combination of strong Core Character 
and a balanced set of competencies, equally strong in all four areas: Execution, Relationship, 
Management and Leadership.

When recruiting, probe for weaknesses in the candidate’s character. Only hire well-rounded 
performers who exhibit strong Core Character. With your existing folks, encourage the entire 
leadership team to take a critical look at themselves and their blind spots and work on their 
weakest category of competency. The culture that will form from this type of approach is 
one that will outperform expectations, both individually and collectively. It is a team that will 
consistently “score big” and hit the leadership mark of excellence.

Aim well .
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Daniel Mueller provides coaching for leaders at every level. A pioneer of the executive 
leadership coaching industry, he is passionately dedicated to helping executives become 
more effective in every aspect of their personal and professional lives . 

Since 1996, Daniel has coached more than 1,200 CEOs, senior executives, and 
emerging leaders, most of whom have had transformational results. Thanks to hundreds 
of participating clients in the mid-80s and early 90s, Daniel developed a proprietary 
coaching methodology that has been validated over the past two decades and used 
worldwide by numbers of other professional leadership coaches .

During the late 80s, Daniel had a meteoric rise to the top of the newly emerging 
executive leadership coaching profession. The more outwardly successful he became, 
the greater the internal pain of feeling like an imposter, and the need to numb this pain 
with alcohol. On February 16, 1996, Daniel had a huge moral and spiritual failure that 
led him into recovery from alcoholism on March 4, 1996. Humbled and broken, he began 
working to achieve personal transformation from the inside out. This story of success, 
failure, and redemption has led to his favorite saying: “I coach from a place of weakness, 
not strength.” Vulnerability and transparency have become the hallmarks of SOLID’s 
coaching methodology. Feel free to ask for more information on this inspiring story.

From 1990 to 1996, Daniel served as President and CEO of Solid Foundation 
International Inc., an organizational design and development consultancy. There, he 
conducted numerous organizational, departmental, and team assessments. He also led 
many team-building and organizational improvement initiatives. Daniel designed and 
administered hundreds of qualitative, interview-based 360° assessments for one-on-
one coaching clients and created individualized leadership development plans. During 
this time, he authored curriculum for corporate universities, including “Training Skills for 
Leaders” (on how leaders learn) and “Service BUILDS Sales” (on how leaders sell), and 
more than one dozen rapid-read white papers on critical success factors for leaders .

From 1986 to 1990, Daniel was President and CEO of MAI, a regional management 
consultancy. This role gave him advanced education and experience in organizational 
design and development. MAI was acquired in 1990 by Organizational Leadership and 
Development, Inc. After this sale, Daniel left to create the SOLID suite of companies. 
Prior to this, from 1982 to 1986, Daniel was President and CEO of Wellness Consulting, 
Inc., a management training and development firm specializing in the healthcare 
industry. During this time, he gained expertise in the behavioral sciences, learned 
curriculum design, and developed the first part of his executive coaching methodology. 
Daniel began his career in 1975 as a personal trainer and fitness coach. 

Daniel is gratefully married to Patty, the woman of his dreams, and has three awesome 
daughters.

Daniel J. Mueller
President & CEO
SOLID Leaders, LLC
www.SOLIDleaders.com
Cell: 832 .732 .9395
Daniel@SOLIDleaders.com
www.LinkedIn.com/in/solidleaders

Executive Coaching
Career Advancement/Planning
Performance Improvement
High Potential Programs
Leadership Development
Relationship Improvement
Team Coaching

CEO / Board Advising
Board Management
Executive Team Performance
Organization Design
Organization Development
Recruitment
Succession Planning
Strategic Planning

Industry Expertise
Christian Non-Profits
Financial Services
Healthcare/Wellness
Information Services
Manufacturing
Oil & Gas
Private Equity
Professional Services
Technology
Venture Capital

Areas of Focus
1:1 Executive Coaching
Non-Profit Leader Coaching
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