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"~"f~.;fmong the many skﬂls needed by today S ﬁnanCIaI professmna]s
“is that of strong leadershlp Whﬂe there have been a number of
o “studles that have focused on tdentlfymg Wthh leadershlp skﬂls
unportant tQ career success in general none have focused (1)1 1dent1fy—
Whlch spec:ﬁc leadershlp skills are most unportant for each respectlve
stage of an md1v1dual’s career. It’ S hkely that the relatlve unportance of i
ijanous Ieadershlp skills that are most cntlcal to success early in a career
are dlfferent from the leadershlp skills that are most critical to success
:later onas an md1v1dual progresses through the ranks. If that s the case,
1 then the key question that professmnals 0 dre mterested n enhancmg
their leadership abilities should ask is, “What are the most unportant lead-
1o 'f‘;ershlp skﬂ]s that I should be focusmg on at my partlcular career level?”
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CHARACTERISTICS OF

" We set out to answer that question
for three specific stages of a financial
professional’s career: supervisory
staff, manager level, and senior lead-
ership. The traits and skills that we
examine are those that prior research
has found to be important to overall
success as a financial professional. A
total of 271 professionals representing
various career tracks and career lev-
els participated in the study. Their
responses were recorded using a
seven-point Likert scale, which cap-
tured their perceptions of the relative
importance of 21 specific leadership
characteristics for each of the three
career styles. These traits were previ-
ously identified by Jamie Early and
John B. Davenport in their article,

LEADERSHIP STYLES

SERVANT LEADERS:

B have a desire to serve

are interested in the growth and
needs of their team

® build trust and are empathetic

are concerned with team
members’ development

TRANSACTIONAL LEADERS:
.. B promote compliance

value order and structure

are directive

measure performance

tunities to hone their own
skills and take charge of their
own lives rather than waiting.”
Thus, organizations should
identify and support individu-
als who demonstrate a genuine
desire to lead.

Ron Fory argued that, in
order for people to be truly
effective leaders, they must
first be effective teachers (in
such areas as the formal train-
ing of new employees, the
“hands-on” training that
involves new procedures and
policies, and the “spur of the
moment” teaching opportuni-
ties that arise when mistakes
are made). Finally, David J.
Elrod stated that an effective

T]g;;;fr’(;c}{(cgé?&ftfrslgo gilﬁliflf;?l:‘gg{un TRANSFORMATIONAL leader must be a trusted leader.
Journal, March 2010). LEADERS: Accordingly, Elrod identifies

The results offer useful insight into
how the importance of these specific
leadership skills evolves as someone
advances through the various stages
of his or her career. We believe that
these results can be used by account-
ing and financial professionals to
hone the skills and attributes found
to be most important for success at their current career
level as well as for the career level to which they aspire.

Identifying
Leadership Skills

Many articles have been published that identify essential
leadership skills. These articles constitute an informative
and meaningful component of the leadership literature,
particularly for those who aspire to leadership roles within
the business world (see “Additional Resources” on p. 37).
They serve as a useful foundation from which to explore
the specific leadership skills that are essential to success
within the accounting profession.

Barbara Magi Tarasovich and Bridget Lyons identified six
leadership competencies that “contribute to the develop-
ment of exceptional finance leaders”:

Communicate a vision and path,

. Assess the competitive environment with an external

orientation, ,

. Foster breakthrough thinking,
. Develop outstanding talent,

. Build team commitment, and
. Propel to action.

Susan P. Edwards offered a “lead by example” philoso-
phy in which individuals make use of their unique experi-
ences and environment in developing a leadership style
that’s clearly apparent to the teams that they lead, while
Laurie Chamberlin stated that true leaders “look for oppor-

team
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H motivate and inspire their team
H create a vision to guide their

serve as a role model

what he regards as the “five
components to the trusted
leader role”: attitude, technical
excellence, experience, part-
nership (i.e., the active
engagement of business part-
ners), and leadership (i.e.,
gaining the trust of business
partners and leading with the solution).

We find the 21 traits and skills identified by Early and
Davenport to be most reliable and relevant given that they
are based on the well-cited transformational and transac-
tional leadership research introduced by Bernard M. Bass in
the 1980s and servant leadership introduced by Robert K.
Greenleaf in the 1970s. In addition, these elements have
been used in prior studies in the specialized context of
leadership in accounting by David McThomas.

Leadership Styles

Using the study by Early and Davenport, we grouped the
leadership attributes into three leadership styles: servant
leadership, transactional leadership, and transformational
leadership (see “Characteristics of Leadership Styles”).

A servant leader will tend to focus on (or “serve”) the
needs of team members, giving them the necessary support
to achieve their goals, involving them in decisions, and
building a sense of community (bit.ly/2Ydpopl). This lead-
ership style is associated with higher engagement, trust
building, and the development of stronger relationships.
The specific leadership attributes that were grouped with
this leadership style are building trust, being an excellent
listener, having a keen sense of situational awareness, being
empathetic, having an attitude of service to others, building
a sense of community, and being concerned with the
growth of followers.

Leaders with a transactional leadership style will reward
or discipline their team according to its performance. This
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TABLE 1: MEAN LIKERT VALUES FOR LEADERSHIP SKILLS

BY CAREER LEVEL
SUPERVISORY MANAGER SENIOR demonstrating faith in subordinates’
LEADERSHIP SKILLS/CAREER LEVEL STAFF LEVEL LEADERSHIP abilities, providing intellectual stimula-
Servant leadership skills mean : 5.86 6.11 6.16 tiqn’ being an agent of change, and cre-
ating a vision for others.
Builds trust 6.39 6.55 6.60
Excellent listener 6.26 642 640 Survey Re Sults
Keen sense of situational awareness 6.03 6.30 6.36 Table 1 provides the mean Likert scores
Empathetic 5.70 5.89 5.76 showing the importance of the 21 lead-
: ership skills at each of the three caree
Attitude of service to others ’ 5.69 5.86 5.88 Ievelf as well as the means for the Va;—
Builds community : 5.61 5.93 6.10 ious types of leadership skills for each
Concerned with growth of fdllowers 5.32 5.83 6.01 Careo?;rli::éhs reveal that the overall
importance of excellent leadership
Transactional leadership skills mean 5.63 5.74 5.65 skills MICIEAsES B people. DPIOgIess
_ through their careers. This increased
Task-oriented 6.39 5.84 5.25 importance is evidenced by the
Directive 6.96 6.6 6.08 increase in the .overellll means and num-
ber of leadership skills that receive a
Work effectively within existing system 6.23 6.14 5.89 score of 6 or greater. The overall mean
Action-oriented 6.06 - 6921 616 for all leadership skills increases from
5.7 for supervisors to 5.99 for managers
Contingent reward system 555 587 582 to 6.07 for senior leadership. Similarly;
Hands-off ' 473 5.34 5.64 the number of leadership skills that
o 20 received a score of 6 or more increases.
ominpong 418 4.54 4 There were eight such skills for super-
visors, 10 for managers, and 13 for sen-
Transformational leadership skills mean 5.61 6.10 6.36 1o leadershlp: Thes.e TS u.nderscore
the need for financial professionals to
Infectious enthusiasm 6.01 6.04 5.99 focus on the development of all leader-
\ailig-driven 5.90 604 651 sh11_) skills as they progress through .
their careers.
Able to anticipate consequences of decisions 5.89 6.42 6.68 Certain skills are important
Demonstrates faith in subordinates' abilities 5.69 6.24 6.50 thr.oughout everyon(?’s career. The three
skills that stand out in this manner are
Provides intellectual stimulation 5.50 5.97 6.15 all servant leadership skills: building
Agent of change 5.19 5.84 617 trust, being an excellent listener, and
having a keen situational awareness. All
Creates vision for others 512 592 6.54 three of these skills achieve a mean
‘ score of 6 or greater for all career levels
and therefore are attributes that should
Grand mean for all leadership skills 5.70 5.99 6.07 be honed throughout a career

type of leader will frequently use a contingent reward sys-
tem and manage by exception when corrective action is
taken in response to failures or errors. Early and Davenport
note that the tasks and end goals of the organization are
more important to these leaders than the development or
loyalty of their team.

Transformational leaders generate an awareness of the
mission of the organization, motivate followers to look
beyond their own interests to focus on behavior that-bene-
fits the group and the organization, create a shared vision,
and encourage new ways of looking at problems. The
attributes that Early and Davenport grouped with this lead-
ership style are infectious enthusiasm, being value-driven,
being able to anticipate the consequences of decisions,

In addition to those skills needed at
all career levels, there’s an evolution in
the types of leadership skills that are

needed most as someone progresses through career levels.
For supervisory staff, only one transformational skill—
infectious enthusiasm—received a mean score of 6 or
greater. At the manager level, transformational leadership
skills increase in importance. There’s an increase in both
the overall mean for such skills as well as the number of
transformational skills that achieve a score of 6 or more.
The overall mean for all transformational skills increases
from 5.61 for supervisors to 6.1 for managers. The total
number of transformational skills exceeding a mean score
of 6 increases from only one for supervisors to four for
managers.

This increased importance of transformational skills
continues into senior leadership. The number of transfor-
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FIGURE 1: THE MOST IMPORTANT LEADERSHIP SKILLS FOR EACH CAREER LEVEL
(WITH TYPE OF SKILL SHOWN PARENTHETICALLY)

SUPERVISORY STAFF

M Being task-oriented
(transactional)

AT ALL CAREER LEVELS
M Building trust (servant)

H| Being an excellent listener
(servant)

B Having a keen sense of
situational awareness
(servant)

H Being directive
(transactional)

W Working effectively within
existing system
(transactional)

M Being action-oriented
(transactional)

H Having infectious
enthusiasm
(transformational)

"H Being directive

MANAGER LEVEL SENIOR LEADERSHIP

M Being able to anticipate
consequences of decisions
(transformational)

M| Creating a vision for others
(transformational)

(transactional)

~ H Being action-oriented

(transactional)

H Being able to anticipate
consequences of decisions
(transformational)

B Being value-driven
(transformational)

B Demonstrating faith in
subordinates’ abilities
(transformational)

H Being value-driven
(transformational)

B Demonstrating faith in
subordinates’ abilities
(transformational)

B Being an agent of change
(transformational)

mational skills deemed critical increases from four at the
manager level to six at the senior leadership level. This
increase in the importance of transformational skills can
also be evidenced by the overall means for transformational
skills, which increases from 5.61 for supervisors to 6.1 for
managers and to 6.36 for senior leadership.

A Leadership Skills
Roadmap

Knowing the requisite leadership skill sets needed at each

‘stage of a career provides financial professionals with a

means of not only assessing their current leadership ade-
quacy but identifying the specific skills they need to foster
as they set their sights on career advancement.

Figure 1 provides a summary of the most important
leadership skills necessary at each career level and under-
scores the progression from transactional to transforma-
tional skills that occurs as people advance through their
career. Listening, building trust, and situational awareness
are needed at every stage of a career, so all financial profes-
sionals, even those in the earliest phase of their career,
should strive for the attainment and continuous improve-
ment of these three skills. All three are classified as servant
leadership skills that “focus primarily on the growth and
well-being of people and the communities to which they
belong” (see greenleaf.org). Interestingly, no other servant
leadership skills are ranked within the top 10 needed skills
for any of the three ranks.

Examples of these traits would include the need for an
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audit supervisor to exhibit effective listening skills when an
inexperienced staff auditor has specific questions about
which audit procedures should be performed for a new
client and how such procedures should be documented.
This will enable the audit supervisor to provide appropriate
technical advice and developmental training to the staff
auditor in view of his or her current level of understanding.
Additionally, a CFO should ensure financial guidance and
targets provided to both internal (e.g., the CEO and func-.
tional vice presidents) and external (e.g., lenders and ana-
lysts) stakeholders are reasonable and based on reliable
assumptions. Such transparency builds trust among key
stakeholders. Finally, a controller needs to display situational
awareness when creating a balanced scorecard to measure
and manage key performance indicators. In this situation,
the controller needs to clearly understand the strategy of
the organization to ensure all key elements receive appro-
priate focus and resources.

Financial professionals also must maintain an awareness
of the additional leadership skills that will be necessary
going forward. Our study identified five additional leader-
ship skills that are critical at each of the three respective
career levels. It’s important to maintain an ongoing aware-
ness of those individual skill sets as a component of the
career development tool kit. Being task-oriented, being
directive, working effectively within an existing system,
being action-oriented, and having infectious enthusiasm
are critical skills needed by supervisory staff. For example,
a supervisory staff individual who aspires to the manager
level, such as a supervisory accountant, should lead by
example in demonstrating value-driven principles, such as in




carefully following company travel policy and in being con-
servative in the use of company travel funds. In addition, a
senior accountant should be willing to work harder at times
when the company’s financial reporting needs demand it.
Such action-oriented behavior places the senior accountant
in a better position to expect such efforts from subordinates.

For those at the manager level, the skills needed are
being directive, being action-oriented, being able to antici-
pate consequences of decisions, being value-driven, and
demonstrating faith in subordinates’ abilities. The manager
who seeks a senior leadership position, such as a financial
manager, should take time to anticipate the consequences of
decisions and be prepared to present both a quantitative and
qualitative assessment of each viable alternative to senior
leadership. For example, in the case of a make vs. buy deci-
sion, both alternatives should be presented with such an
assessment. Such decisions will likely require time and the
consultation of others.

The critical skills needed at the senior leadership level
are being able to anticipate consequences of decisions, cre-
ating a vision for others, being value-driven, demonstrating
faith in subordinates’ abilities, and being an agent of
change. A CFO may demonstrate faith in subordinates’ abilities
in considering whether it may be appropriate to delegate
increased financial reporting responsibilities to a high-
potential subordinate after considering the employee’s
qualifications and experience.

Developing a Plan

While technical skills will always serve as the foundation
for early and mid-career success in accounting and finance,
those who reach the C-suite also need to master leadership
skills. In the profession, there are abundant opportunities to
advance technical skills, but it’s important for those who
want to advance to the highest levels of an organization to
take the initiative to ensure they equally develop leadership
skills. We encourage using the findings from this article to
engage in self-assessment to form a leadership develop-
ment plan.

When forming such a plan, it’s best to engage in activi-
ties that provide the opportunity to work concurrently on
several of the key leadership skills in “low-risk” environ-
ments. For example, identifying and seeking the advice
from trusted and experienced mentors provides such an
opportunity. Mentors aren’t typically going to find you;
rather, you need to be action-oriented and respectfully work
effectively within an existing system to seek out such individu-
als. It’s up to you to do the research and network with these
individuals to create an initial rapport. In order to establish
and grow such relationships, you will need to develop the
leadership skills of listening, trust building, and empathy.

Additionally, you may ask these mentors to share their
insights and experiences related to any of the identified
leadership skills. Other opportunities to develop these skills
include: (1) closely observing admired leaders within your
organization and the broader profession and emulating how
they build community, create vision for others, and demonstrate
faith in subordinates’ abilities; (2) volunteering to take on new
assignments that appropriately challenge your current lead-
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ership experiences to demonstrate that you are value-driven;
and (3) demonstrating infectious enthusiasm through lifelong
learning by reading and engaging in conferences, forums,
and podcasts to ensure you understand the latest develop-
ments in the profession that enable you to be intellectually
stimulating and an agent of change. SF
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