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A Case For Select Competencies With Broad Application

Few articles are written today that do not lay a foundation describing the change in the world since the decade of the 1990’s.  This paper is no different in that it is essential to understand the factors that contribute to change, especially if that change involves such a diverse and complex organization as the US Army.  We are no longer in the Cold War era of the Jomini linear battlefield with an accompanying force structure characterized by redundancy.  We are in uncertain times with uncertain resources attempting to accommodate uncertain politicians attempting to define uncertain national policy for uncertain global involvement.  This Contemporary Operating Environment (COE) is characterized by vague and ambiguous situations across a broad spectrum of activities and translates into numerous non-standard operational requirements.  The US Army has responded with a transformation process that allows the finite number of soldiers to answer the call of our nation’s leaders but also to maintain relevance in a dynamic and rapidly changing military posture.  A key component to any transformation as widely undertaken as this is the implication for leader development and the pursuit of the right competencies that empower leaders with the ability to successfully apply themselves to a wide range of unanticipated challenges. The leader at all levels requires specific competencies to succeed.  Attainment of competency in the right domains will endow the leader with the ability to:

Predict 2d and 3rd order effects

Negotiate

Understand Globalization

Build consensus

Analyze complex, ambiguous situations

Think innovatively and critically

Communicate effectively

These particular abilities lend themselves to skill transfer, applicable to almost any circumstance but, more importantly, appropriate for situations for which leaders have not been specifically trained or developed.  These abilities are not intended to be the skills de jour.  They are intended to capture the qualities essential for leaders to transcend any temporal focus as a result of a developmental process that endows leaders with self awareness to “…gather self-related feedback, to form accurate self-perceptions, and to change one’s self concept as appropriate.”
 This ability provides the foundational skill to adapt which is the ability “…to identify for himself or herself those qualities that are critical for future performance and is also able to make personal changes necessary to meet these needs.”
 Both of these competencies together allow leaders to achieve success beyond their developmental levels for specific event-driven actions such as Force XXI, and the Objective Force.  They are far more powerful in that they provide the basis for accommodation and subsequent adaptation to any particular short-lived initiative the army leadership may deem essential for a “new army.”  The requirement for skill transfer across a broad spectrum of known and unanticipated requirements demonstrates that a broad based set of leadership competencies is essential to the focused development of leaders across all ranks and all levels of leadership.

We have, as a corporate body, lacked these abilities because we have lacked self-awareness to realize the shortfall.  They have always been required of organizational leaders particularly at the organizational and strategic levels of leadership.  Research in the field of Army leadership finds that leaders rely on past skills for future leadership role requirements resulting in the application of the wrong or misapplied action necessary to meet the particular contextual demand.  “Many who attend senior service college never emerge from the tactical realm.  Some never develop leadership skills other than direct ones.”
 Morgan McCall has cited a failure to change according to the dictates of positional requirements by numerous CEOs led to their failure and ultimate dismissal.  What worked at one level of the organization did not work at another.  It was a lack of self-awareness that caused their destruction.
 

The developmental process begins first and foremost with the individual.  The most advanced we can ever be is the application of the best available methods in the present.  Those methods become the basis for the development of future leaders in that they serve as the foundation for the next level of generational growth in understanding human development.  The abilities mentioned above are universal and enduring in that they transcend fixed focal points of activity along a time continuum.  The right set of competencies that focus developmental resources and energy toward these abilities will break the current event-driven paradigm and provide greater clarity for a developmental state.
  

Current leadership doctrine does not specifically articulate a distinct set of competencies. It does include values, skill sets and attributes that comprise the make-up of the leader of excellence.  The Army Training and Leader Development Panel, Officer study
, concluded that the value-based list of 43 dimensions and sub-dimensions of a leader in current leadership doctrine is comprehensive and meets the needs of the field for developing leaders.  A framework designed to graphically depict the essential elements that provide order for the pursuit of excellence represents the dimensions and sub-dimensions.  The doctrine has since been addressed in other recommendations stemming from the ATLDP studies and is under review for generational growth.  The Officer study Executive Panel recommended the addition of Self-awareness and Adaptability as meta-competencies that allow for the assessment of individual achievement in any particular dimension and the acquisition of needed competencies that, although required by the unique situations and uncertainties of the COE, may not be included in present doctrine.  These higher order competencies create the ability to learn how to learn.

Using existing doctrinal dimensions and the two additional meta-competencies recommended by the Officer study Executive Panel, nine broad-based competencies emerge that the Army leader should work to develop.  The competencies
 are:

Mental competency.  The intellectual ability to effectively perceive, understand, and reason derived from the attributes of will, self-discipline, initiative, judgment, self-confidence, and intelligence.

Physical competency. The state of strength, endurance, agility, and fitness appropriate to the task, mission, or endeavor at hand.

Emotional competency. The self-control, balance, and stability required to maintain even temperament, level disposition, and normal reasonable reactions.

Interpersonal competency. The interactive ability a person uses to effectively deal with others.

Conceptual competency. The ability to exercise adaptive, critical, and creative thinking to develop sound ideas and comprehend dissimilar, unfamiliar, and abstract concepts.

Technical competency.  The skill required to understand and employ one or more systems.

Tactical competency.  The art of employing information, personnel, and equipment to accomplish any mission.

Self-awareness.  A  person's understanding of their unique abilities, strengths and weaknesses.

Adaptability.  The skill to be flexible and able to adjust to new or changed circumstances.

 
The characteristics of the leader and the doctrinal dimensions listed above are subsumed in these nine competencies.  The framework lists interpersonal, conceptual, technical and tactical as skills and mental, physical and emotional as attributes of leaders but the advent of the meta-competencies working in conjunction with the existing dimensions of the doctrine further clarifies a competency set that is derived from the doctrinal context.  The all-encompassing yet fewer competency categories facilitates the attainment of proficiency by providing focus to training and developmental systems.

The competencies transcend leadership levels and in so doing allow for development of leaders at specified levels while facilitating the army’s progressive and sequential development model.  The differences inherent in the leadership levels are accounted for by the subordinate skills and subsequent tasks associated with the particular competency level required by a particular position.  Technical competence for an armor platoon leader requires a different subset of skills and tasks than technical competence for a maneuver brigade commander.  The commonality of technical competence however is what provides the continuity from grade to grade, leadership level to leadership level in the developmental process.  This allows the OF leader to focus on overall development along the entire spectrum of a career path rather than on a short-term, bounded perspective of job to job, experience to experience.  

The implications for training and education are first and foremost the development of leaders for the current level occupied and the determined organizational needs associated with that position.  Secondly, an overt and intentional link to the wider view of the developmental process that specifically demonstrates how mastery of a given set of skills and tasks for a given competency at one level serves as the foundational developmental experience for mastery of the same competency at a different level that requires different skills and tasks.  Third, MTPs, STPs and associated training doctrine must be developed and available to identify those skills and tasks required by the OF leader in all functional aspects.  This will in turn help identify the means by which the three developmental domains of institutional, operational and self-development are used for competency attainment. 

 
From an institutional perspective, experiential learning in a facilitated, group setting provides the greatest chance of success for behavior modification through immediate feedback.  This approach appeals directly to the cognitive domain and enhances the learning of new concepts for the acquisition of new skills.  In the operational setting, training vignettes designed to develop specific competencies place experiential learning in a field or hands-on environment appealing to both the cognitive and affective domains.  The need for continued learning in order to keep pace with the accelerated pace of introduced technologies and learning will place a greater emphasis on self-development.  The implication for all three developmental domains is the identification of the appropriate training and educational event for the appropriate domain.

The concept of life-long learning is supported by the broad-based competency approach to leader development.  The initial socialization process, which begins with pre-commissioning for officers, IET for soldiers and Internships for DA Civilians is subsequently reinforced throughout OES, NCOES, WOES, and Civilian leadership training.  Each level of PME requires a systematic linkage horizontally across leadership levels and vertically through rank structure.
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