
How to Identify
Promotable
Executives

Based on a new study which is broad enough
to he reliahle, deep enoitgh to he useful.

By C. Wilson Randle

The most critical limitation on future business
growth is the shortage of capable executives.
In discussions among business leaders this shows
up constantly as an abiding and central con-
cern. It is reflected in the unceasing search
for management talent — which today assumes
major proportions, at the same time that the
hunting ground is narrowed. Management is
now aware that its top executive requirements
must be largely met from within the company
rather than from the market place. And, in
turn, this puts a distinct premium on identifying
promotable executives — those who, in the long
run, must carry the responsibility for directing
the business.

Scarce Resource
The exact dimensions of the executive short-

age are not precisely known. However, "indus-

' The Growing Problem of Executive Turnover (Chi-
cago, Booz, Allen & Hamilton, 1953), p. 3.
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try has been adding executives at a 46% faster
rate and losing them at a 29% faster rate post-
war than prewar." ^ These data emphasize the
intensive activity of the search for executives.
But they cover only the less critical segment of
the total management team. Locating 'promot-
able executives is doubly difficult:— for here in-
deed is a scarce resource.

The analysis of 3,000 executives which forms
the basis for this study — a research project to
identify the characteristics of promotable execu-
tives — shows only slightly more than one-third
qualified for advancement.

On its face, this would appear a favorable cir-
cumstance. Yet 42% of all top management
personnel are in the age bracket from 55 to
65 — making retirement necessary within 10
years.- Death, disability, and turnover continue
apace. Add the needs for executive manpower
arising from the 5% annual growth pattern of
American business. The sum total of these de-
mands makes the available supply of promotable

" An unpublished survey of the Management Research
Department of Booz, Allen & Hamilton.



executives marginal at best and probably highly
critical.

These facts lend urgency to the quest for
a means of identifying promotable men more
quickly and more surely.

Quest for Qualities
Every executive is composed of a mix of qual-

ities or characteristics — complex and never
quite duplicated in any other executive. Some
are associated with work performance, some are
mental, and some are personal.

In individuals, certain of these characteristics
are outstanding, the majority are average, and a
number are weak. The promotability of an ex-
ecutive is determined by what qualities are out-
standing and what qualities are weak. More-
over, the presence or lack of promotability seems
to rest more on outstanding and weak qualities
than on those of average strength. The former
make a man rise above the ranks or let him be
pulled down, whereas the latter are not distin-
guishing though they may be necessary to the
total makeup of the executive.

In the research study at hand, it has been
found that there are certain characteristics —
eight in number — which generally identify the
promotable executive wherever he may be found.
These may be called "universals."

In addition, certain other characteristics —
variable in number — tend to discriminate be-
tween promotable and nonpromotable executives
at given management levels or in specific func-
tional areas of the business. Thus, top manage-
ment promotability is distinguished by certain
unique qualities, in contrast with lower manage-
ment levels; and the financial executive has
standards of promotability not common to sales
or engineering.

In short, the distinguishing characteristics
of promotable executives consist not only of
"universals" but also of discriminating qualities
attached to particular management levels or par-
ticular functional areas. Therefore, to identify
a man for promotability, two kinds of yardsticks
are employed: (i) He must meet the criteria for
promotability found in all executives. (2) He
should also meet the criteria which discriminate
at the management level and in the functional
area in question.

The research results presented in this article
set forth these various yardsticks. But some de-
scription of the method of their determination
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must necessarily precede the presentation of the
specific criteria if their value and usage are to be
accurately judged.

Difficulties to Overcome
During the period of investigation prepara-

tory to launching its management school, the
General Electric Company conducted a study of
the literature dealing with the "traits, abilities,
characteristics, and attributes of leaders and
managers" and purporting to answer the ques-
tion of what makes a successful executive. The
company amassed some 13 closely typed pages of
characteristics with little or no pattern present.
Our own search of the literature met with a sim-
ilar fate.

Part of this is due to the extreme difficulty of
researching human attributes. But other failings
can be ascribed to a theoretical approach involv-
ing rationalization of qualities which an execu-
tive should have instead of those actually pos-
sessed. Other analysts have confined their re-
search to a single company or a small group of
executives. In these instances, the sample has
been too small for representativeness.

Finally, most previous research has been in-
volved with "the executive" — an explicit as-
sumption that an executive type exists which is
every\vhere the same. Such research has ignored
the divergence of characteristics which become
apparent when executives are examined in their
"local environment." For example, some are at
the top of the management echelon, others in the
middle, and still others near the bottom. Are
standards of promotability the same for each
level? Some executives are in sales, others in
production, in engineering and research, and
in accounting and finance. Do executives in
each of these functional areas display similar
characteristics?

Answers to these and other questions can only
be provided by analysis of a sample large enough
to be broken down and separately examined ac-
cording to different "local environments."

Research in Depth
For the present study of 3,000 executives,

complete detailed appraisals of each person were
available.^ Approximately half of the apprais-
als were based on identical evaluation methods,
and so could be subjected to detailed statistical
analysis.

All management levels above foremen and
' From the files of Booz, Allen & Hamilton.
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all functional areas of the business are cov-
ered in the sample. There are 25 companies
— all of them successful — varying in size from
$10 million to over $1 billion in annual sales.
While most are manufacturing firms, there are
also two each in finance, utilities, service, and
mining and extraction.

The study is based on actual qualities of actual
executives. The sample is large enough to pro-
vide statistically significant numbers of execu-
tives in various management levels and func-
tional areas. This is a study in depth, then,
based on a sample which can be validly analyzed
by respective parts. It is believed that most of
the difficulties of former studies have thus been
overcome.

Essential Steps

The accumulation, evaluation, and analysis
of the data to determine the distinguishing char-
acteristics of promotable executives involved a
series of six major steps:

1. Classification of executives — On the basis
of the appraisals, all executives were divided into
three groups: (a) promotable — those who could
now or within a reasonable time be advanced to a
higher management job; (b) satisfactory — now
successfully carrying out the duties of tbe position
but not promotable; (c) inadequate — now "over
tbeir beads," not successfully measuring up to re-
quirements.

2. Identification of executive characteristics —
Appraisals were analyzed to determine tbe cbarac-
teristics possessed by tbe executives in tbe sample.

3. Analysis of total exectttive group — Promot-
able, satisfactor}', and inadequate executives were
studied to determine tbe presence and degree of
eacb cbaracteristic among tbe executives so rated,
i.e., tbe percentage of cases wbere it appeared as
an (a) outstanding, (b) average, or (c) weak quality.

4. Analysis of management level groups — Ex-
ecutives were next divided into tbree organizational
levels — top, middle, and lower. For eacb level,
promotable, satisfactory, and inadequate executives
were again studied to see wbat cbaracteristics tbey
possessed in wbat degree.

5. Analysis of ftotctional area groups — Exec-
utives were next divided into four functional area
groups — sales, manufacturing, engineering and
researcb, finance and accounting. Again an analy-
sis was made to see wbat cbaracteristics promotable,
satisfactory, and inadequate executives possessed in
wbat degree.

6. Tabtdation of promotable characteristics —
Based upon tbe foregoing analysis and correlations.

tables were constructed sbowing wbat cbaracteris-
tics appeared to determine promotability (a) for ex-
ecutives in general, (b) for executives classified by
organizational level, and (c) for executives classified
by functional area.

Men & Measures
The first two steps listed above — the classi-

fication of promotable executives and the iden-
tification of their distinguishing qualities — rest
squarely on the results of a series of individual
appraisals.

Appraising Executives

Appraisal results were achieved through a
four-part program so organized and integrated
as to provide an accumulation of evidence be-
hind the findings:

(1) Eacb executive's background and experience
were analyzed in detail. Tbis covered age; educa-
tion; professional, social, and civic activities; work
experience; bealtb; and family relationsbips. Sucb
an analysis indicated wbat areas of competency tbe
executive possessed (botb actual and potential), bis
past progress and recognition record, bis leadersbip
record, and bis adjustments.

(2) A tborougb appraisal of eacb executive was
made by five of bis business associates wbo were
best qualified for tbe task. Tbis was done on an
independent, noncollaborative basis, and covered
job performance, buman relations skills, mental
attributes, and personal cbaracteristics.

(3) A battery of written tests was given eacb ex-
ecutive, covering mental ability, interests, and per-
sonality cbaracteristics. Tests were kept to a sup-
porting ratber tban a primary role. Tbey were em-
ployed as a diagnostic tool to indicate wbat areas
needed furtber exploration, as an aid in explaining
otber findings, and as furtber confirming evidence
of executive cbaracteristics.

(4) Eacb executive was given a tborougb inter-
view lasting from one and one-balf to tbree bours.
Tbis interview was conducted only after a complete
review of all otber appraisal results. It was em-
ployed to clear up areas of question, to verif\' otber
appraisal findings, and to gain firstband impressions
of tbe executive sucb as were not available from
tbe otber tecbniques.

Each of these four parts yielded certain ap-
praisal findings. Tbose having a persuasive ac-
cumulation of evidence were considered con-
firmed. Others were discarded. The confirmed
evaluation results became the basis for the ap-
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praisal summaries. Each such summary includ-
ed a statement of the outstanding, average, and
weak characteristics of the executive; the posi-
tions he seemed best qualified to fill; his poten-
tial for future advancement; and his develop-
ment needs.

Thus the appraisal summary both identified
executive characteristics and indicated whether,
on the basis of all appraisal findings, the execu-
tive was promotable, satisfactory, or inadequate.
To arrive at this latter determination, the execu-
tive was measured both against the requirements
of his current position and against positions for
which he appeared eligible.

Appraisal judgments derived in this manner
have stood up well over a period of time. In
many instances, we have gone back to the same
companies to evaluate the same group of execu-
tives — from two to eight years after the initial
appraisal. This subsequent experience has shown
that "promotable" and "inadequate" ratings are
quite accurate — thus confirming the crucial
distinction between these two groups. Tbis
proven distinction supports the predictiveness
of the findings reported here. The "satisfactory"
executive group has been less stable, but this is
not inconsistent. Rather, it would be expected
that men not clearly marked for promotion or
failure might turn out either way.

Promotion Proportions
The appraisal results based on identical eval-

uation methods — specifically 1,427 cases —
were used exclusively for preparing the statis-
tical tables in order to assure the greatest pos-
sible validity. The balance of the total sample
of 3,000, which involved some variance in the
appraisal approach to meet conditions present in
the various companies, served to provide back-
ground, confirmation, and interpretative infor-
mation.

The 1,427 executives were rated as follows
in the appraisal summaries:

Promotable
Satisfactory
Inadequate

Total

Number
498
7 7 0

Per cent
35%
54
1 1

1,427 100%

At the beginning of the article, the question
was raised as to whether the 35% figure for
promotable executives might not be high enough
to indicate sufficient material for business
growth. The converse of that is to question

Promotable Executives 125

whether a figure as low as 11 % for inadequate
executives might not represent a comparatively
healthy situation.

However, as will be remembered, the persons
in the sample are all above the foreman level,
most of them u ith a considerable background of
experience with their companies. Thus, many
inadequate executives had already been weeded
out of the sample.

In the light of this fact, the 11% figure
appears logically in balance with what should
be expected under conditions of a scarcity of
promotable executives. In other words, it is ac-
tually too high for comfort, just as the 35% fig-
ure is too low when it is examined realistically
against the need.

Common Denominators
Analysis of the appraisal information dis-

closed more than 100 identifiable characteris-
tics possessed by the 1,427 executives in the
sample. But only 30 were of sufficient occur-
rence to be regarded as prevailing or "common
denominator" characteristics. EXHIBIT I lists
and briefiy defines these qualities.

It will be seen at once that some of these
characteristics are broader in scope than others.
This is particularly true for the first four — posi-
tion performance, intellectual ability, human re-
lations skill, and personal characteristics. These
are composite or general qualities basically made
up of a number of characteristics, many of which
also appear individually on the list. Other quali-
ties differ in degree or scope. Few are mutually
exclusive; many overlap.

All of this is by way of saying that the 30
common-denominator characteristics follow the
expected pattern of human qualities. They can-
not be neatly packaged and compartmentalized
because they do not occur in individuals in this
fashion. At the same time, through usage many
of the terms employed here have acquired a def-
inite meaning in people s minds. They tend to
be better understood, and hence to be more
practicable, tban terms which migbt be con-
structed for the purposes of this study.

Tbus characteristics bave been identified and
defined as they were found to exist. As long as
certain of tbem add up to a promotable execu-
tive, it is immaterial tbat individually they are
not clear-cut. It is the whole man who is being
appraised for advancement; it is the whole man
who must carry out the responsibilities of the
new position.
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EXHIBIT I . EXECUTIVE CHARACTERISTICS

1. Position performance — How well the execu-
tive carries out the duties of his present joh.

2. Intellectual ability — Ability to solve prob-
lems, to adapt to new situations, to analyze
and make judgments.

3. Human relations skill — Ability to motivate
people and get them to work together.

4. Personal characteristics — The total of tem-
perament or personality characteristics bear-

» ing on executive functioning.

5. Technical knowledge — The knowledge of
functional skills needed to carry out position
requirements.

6. Breadth of knowledge — Range of interests.
Use of information and concepts from other
related fields of knowledge.

7. Planning — Looking ahead. Developing pro-
grams and work schedules.

8. Administration — Organizing own work and
that of others. Delegation, follow-up, control
of position activities.

9. Accomplishment — Effective use of time.
Amount of work produced.

10. Quality — Accuracy and thoroughness. High
standards.

11. Dependability — Meets schedules and dead-
lines. Adheres to instructions and policy.

12. Acuteness — Mentally alert. Understands in-
structions, explanations, unusual situations
and circumstances quickly.

13. Capacity — Mental depth and breadth; res-
ervoir of mental ability.

14. Flexibility — Adaptable. Adjusts rapidly to
changing conditions. Copes with the unex-
pected.

15. Analysis and judgment — Critical observer.
Breaks problem into components, weighs and
relates; arrives at sound conclusions.

16. Creativeness — Original ideas. An inquiring
. mind. Fresh approaches to problems.

17. Verbal facility — Articulate. Communicative
— generally understood by persons at all
levels.

18. Socialness — Makes friends easily. Works
"comfortably" with others. Has sincere inter-
est in people.

19. Acceptance — Gains confidence of others;
earns respect.

20. Sensitivity — Has a "feel" for people; recog-
nizes their problems. Quick to pick up "the
way the wind is blowing." Is considerate of
others.

21. Leadership — Receives loyalty and coopera-
tion from others. Manages and motivates
others to full effectiveness.

22. Developing others — Develops competent suc-
cessors and replacements.

23. Motivation — Has well-planned goals. Will-
ingly assumes greater responsibilities. Realis-
tically ambitious.

24. Attitude — Enthusiastic, constructive, opti-
mistic, loyal. Good orientation to company,
position, and associates.

25. Vision — Has foresight; sees new opportuni-
ties. Appreciates, but not bound by, tradition
or custom.

26. Self-control — Calm and poised under pres-
sure.

27. Initiative — Self-starting. Prompt to take
hold of a problem. Sees and acts on new op-
portunities.

28. Drive — Works with energy. Not easily dis-
couraged. Basic urge to get things done.

29. Self-confidence — Assured bearing. Inner se-
curity. Self-reliant. Takes new developments
in stride.

30. Objectivity — Has an open mind. Keeps emo-
tional or personal interests from influencing
decisions.

Distinguishing Qualities

The next step was to determine just which of
these 30 qualities seemed best to indicate pro-
motability. To be accepted as such, a quality
had to be significantly present in executives who

had been judged promotable and significantly
absent in those who had been judged inadequate.
To be on the safe side, the threshold of accept-
ability was raised to more than double that re-
quired for statistical significance.

As previously indicated, these distinguishing



Rating of
executive

Promotable
Satisfactory
Inadequate

As an outstanding '
quality
4 1 %
17
6

As an average
quality

44%
54
38

qualities were determined for the over-all execu-
tive group (or the composite executive), for ex-
ecutives by management levels, and for execu-
tives in each of the various functional areas of
the business. There were eight such groups —
one composite, three management levels, and
four functional areas. A multirelational table or
matrix was prepared for each of the 30 charac-
teristics for each executive group. Thus a total
of 240 tables were prepared. To illustrate the na-
ture of this data collection, the percentage pres-
ence of the leadership quality among the 1,427
executives as a whole was recorded as follows:

As a weak
quality

15%
29
56

Reading from this table, it will be observed
that leadership was an outstanding quality in
41% of the promotable executives, in 17% of
the satisfactory, and in only 6% of the inade-
quate. Conversely, it can be noted that 56% of
the inadequate executives were weak in leader-
ship, as were 29% of the satisfactory, and only
15% of the promotable. The degree to which
this factor is present in promotable executives
and absent in inadequate executives meets the
standards of statistical significance imposed in
this study. Hence leadership would be a qual-
ity which distinguishes the promotable execu-
tive. A similar process was followed in regard to
the rest of the 30 characteristics.

The 30 qualities subjected to this analysis
varied widely in their significance as indicators
of promotability. Broadly, they may be divided
into two groups — discriminating and nondis-
criminating:

Discriminating. Of the 30 common-denomi-
nator qualities, 8 appeared to have generalized dis-
criminating power. These "universals" tended to
distinguish promotable men from nonpromotable
men throughout — not only in the total sample but
in virtually every one of the executive subgroupings.

Another 16 qualities appeared to have special-
ized usefulness as discriminators in one or more of
the different executive subgroupings. That is, they
identified promotabilit}' in particular categories but
not in others. (This means that some of them could
also appear as nondiscriminating in the others.)

Nondiscriminating. The remaining 6 qualities
all appeared to lack discriminatory significance
throughout. That is, they served to identify promo-
tability in virtually none of the categories — though
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it does not foUow, as we shall see, that they are not
valuable qualities for an executive to have.

The usefulness of the discriminating items
seems obvious. Not only do these qualities serve
to identify the promotable man, but the extent
and direction of a man s advancement can be
decided more intelligently if assessed in their
light. He is a "good risk" if he has a fair meas-
ure of the qualities indicated as being discrim-
inating for the prospective position or positions.
Or, if there are several men being compared with
each other, the one with the greatest number
and weight of the discriminating qualities will
be the best bet. Note that both the generalized
and the specialized qualities for the particular
level or functional area involved should be taken
into account.

The use of the nondiscriminating items may
not be so obvious. These are not liabilities or
disqualifying factors; rather they are character-
istics which every executive should possess. Al-
though they are therefore a necessary part of
the picture, they must be recognized as not being
discriminating in order to "avoid putting one's
trust in false gods."

Qualities may be nondiscriminating for three
primary reasons:

(1) Some of these qualities tend to appear in all
executives more or less as a matter of course. The
inadequate executive is as well or almost as well
endowed with them as the promotable man. That
is, they are "standard equipment" for every execu-
tive — promotable or otherwise. They are neces-
sar}' for even minimum performance. But it is the
very fact that they are spread so uniformly among
executives that makes them ineffective for purposes
of discriminating between promotable and nonpro-
motable executives. Such items as dependability',
self-control, or self-confidence fall in this class.

(2) Other items do seem to have some distin-
guishing power, but not enough to count on with
any sureness. Take verbal facility, for example.
This shows up as an outstanding quality in 21 %
of the promotable executives but also in 9 % of the
inadequate. It fails to be discriminating because
the percentage presence (21 %) is not high enough
and because the spread betvveen the promotable and
inadequate executives (21% — 9% = 12%) is
not enough to be significant.

(3) Still other items appear to be nondiscrimi-
nating simply because it is impossible to rate them
with any nicety. It is very difficult to determine
whether an executive has vision or possesses sensi-
tivity or even objectivity. Therefore these qualities
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tend to be rated as satisfactory in everyone, and
tbus for mecbanical reasons tbey fail to draw any
line between tbe promotable and tbe inadequate
executive.

The point is simply that the data drawn from
the wide range of experience represented by our
sample indicate tbat these qualities are not use-
ful for the specific purpose of identifying the
executives who are promotable. They are surely
an indispensable part of the "mix" that makes a
man an executive, but not the critical part to
look for as an indication of his relative suitability
for promotion.

Composite Executive
The most logical place to start tbe presenta-

tion and interpretation of tbe specific findings of
this study is witb tbe composite executive.

As previously noted, promotability in all ex-
ecutive categories is distinguished by tbe 8 qual-
ities of position performance, drive, intellectual
ability, leadersbip, administrative ability, initia-
tive, motivation, and creativeness. In addition,
promotability is distinguished for the composite
executive by 6 specially applicable qualities
(which do not always discriminate in the vari-
ous subgroups): acceptance, socialness, analysis
and judgment, planning, flexibility, and accom-
plishment.

In EXHIBIT II, the percentage presence of the
various distinguishing characteristics is shown
for promotable and inadequate executives in this
all-inclusive or composite group. The double
rule in the middle of the table simply separates
the discriminating from the nondiscriminating
items, vvbile witbin each of these two divisions
the single rule separates the generalized items
(applicable to all executives) from tbe special-
ized items (applicable to this category only).
The same practice is followed in the subsequent
tables for the subgroupings.

Interpretation of Figures
The meaning of the table is easily interpreted.

For example, the table shows that while position
performance is present as an outstanding qual-
ity in 50% of all executives rated as promotable,
it is present as an outstanding quality in only
5% of executives rated as inadequate. Con-
versely, only 1 % of promotable men were weak
in tbis respect, while 33% of inadequate execu-
tives were rated weak on position performance.
In other words, a man displaying a high degree

of position performance is much more likely to
be promotable.

This, of course, is an obvious fact. However,
as Justice Holmes once remarked, "Emphasis on
tbe obvious is often more important than eluci-
dation of the obscure." The fact that position
performance is a strong indication of promotabil-
ity certainly commends the current practice of
promoting the good performer. At the same
time, it does not support the position often taken
that this is the sole criterion. Seven other char-
acteristics are likewise important.

As for the nondiscriminating qualities, it can
be seen, for example, that attitude is present as
an outstanding quality in 48% of promotable ex-
ecutives. This standing alone would seem to
commend it as a distinguishing attribute. But
tbe inadequate executive is found to possess
an outstanding attitude in 30% of tbe cases
studied. The difference between the two (48%
- 30% = 18%) does not meet the statistical
significance threshold. Hence attitude is re-
garded as a nondiscriminating quality. Or take
a look at self-control — it is weak in 12% of
promotable executives and in 21% of inade-
quate executives. The difference of only 9% is
not significant.

It should be again emphasized that both a
good attitude and self-control are very neces-
sary executive qualities. But all executives tend
to possess them — so they are not helpful in
trying to determine promotability.

It should also be noted that in the case of the
composite executive, and even more so in re-
gard to the special categories to follow, candi-
dates for promotion should be looked at in terms
of all the items listed, above and below the
double rule. They need a minimum of every
quality that shows up as outstanding for pro-
motable executives in tbe particular category.
In every instance there is a certain complex of
qualities which people who succeed as execu-
tives must have. But it is only the discriminat-
ing items which, when present in a candidate
to a significant extent, denote tbe fact that be is
more likely to succeed in the new position than
other candidates who have significantly less of
the same qualities.

Management Levels
Generally, the discriminators tend to become

more valid and useful as we approach the "local
environment" of the executive. Thus, looking
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EXHIBIT II. DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS OF THE COMPOSITE EXECUTIVE

Percentage presence

Characteristic

As an outstanding quality As a weak quality

Promotable
executives

DISCRIMINATING

5 0 %

47
44
4 1
4 0

38
34
3 0

5 4 %
53
52
34
3 0

2 7

Inadequate
executives

5 %
1 4

8
6
6
7
8
6

2 0 %

2 3

1 4
1 0

7
7

Promotable
executives

Inadequate
executives

For all categories
Position performance
Drive
Intellectual ability
Leadership
Administration
Initiative
Motivation * |
Creativeness t

1%

9
3

15
9
5
3
5

33%
32
30
56
48
35
23
36

For this category only
Acceptance
Socialness
Analysis and judgment
Planning
Flexibility
Accomplishment

8%
7
6
8
5
3

30%
35
36
37
29
29

NONDISCRIMINATING

For all categories
Dependability t
Self-control
Verbal facility
Self-confidence
Sensitivity
Objectivity

2 7 %

2 5
2 1

1 4

1 3
6

4 8 %
28
1 0

1 6 %
1 0

9
5
4
3

3 0 %
8
3

1 %
1 2

I

4
8
3

3 %
4
2

7 %
2 1

I I

13
I I

1 2

2 0 %

9
18

For this category only
Attitude
Quality
Vision

* Discriminating except for sales executives; see EXHIBIT IV.
t Discriminating except for finance and accounting executives; see EXHIBIT IV.
t Nondiscriminating except for executives in top-level group; see EXHIBIT HI.

at the executive by management levels proves
more valuable than regarding him as a compos-
ite individual.

For the 1,427 cases studied, the division ac-
cording to levels is as follows:

Executive level Number Per cent

Top — presidents, vice presidents,
treasurers, secretaries, control-
lers, etc.

Middle — division heads, plant su-
perintendents, chief accountants,
chief engineers, etc.

Lower — department heads, staff
assistants, technical assistants,
etc.

Total

355 25%

680 48

392 27
1,427 100%

The distinguishing characteristics of execu-
tives in various levels are shown in EXHIBIT HI.

It will be observed that some of these dis-
tinguishing qualities run with even strength
through all management levels. Drive, initiative,
and creativeness are examples. Other qualities
tend to vary directly with the management level
involved, being especially discriminating at the
top. This pattern can be observed in position
performance, intellectual ability, leadership, ad-
ministration, motivation, and planning.

At the Top
Several of the findings concerning the top

level call for comment. Of particular signifi-
cance is motivation, which shows up as an out-
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EXHIBIT III. DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS BY MANAGEMENT LEVELS

Characteristic

For all categories
Position performance
Drive
Intellectual ability
Leadership
Administration
Irvtiative
Motivation
Creativeness

For this category only
Dependability
Planning
Accomplishment
Quality
Flexibility
Analysis and judgment
Acceptance
Capacity

For all categories
Dependability
Self-control
Verbal facility
Self-confidence
Sensitivity
Objectivity

For this category only
Vision
Breadth of knowledge
Quality
Accomplishment

Top

Promotable
executives

64%
55
58
46
55
46
88
34

63
46
39
4 0

—
—
—

3 2 %

31
2 6
3 2
1 6

2 1

39
—
—

Percentage

level

presence as an outstanding

Middle

Inadequate Promotable
executives 1executives

DISCRIMINATING

1 1 %
2 2

27
5

I I

14
14
8

2 4

1 9
I

I I
—
—
—

—

47%
4 2
4 2
4 0

39
33
3 2
25

—
2 9

3 1
51
54

NONDISCRIMINATING

1 1 %

27
I I
I I

5

8
1 9
—^
—

2 5 %

2 3
17
I I
I I

3

9
33
2 2

2 7

level

Inadequate
executives

6%
17
6
8
6
4

1 0

8

—
6

__

6
1 2

15

6%
4
8
8
2

4

4
1 7
6
6

quality

Lower

Promotable
executives

39%
5 0
34
36
31
4 2
3 0
34

—

31

3 2
4 2

53

2 3 %

2 3
1 4

9
2
2

4
3 0
3 0
1 6

level

Inadequate
executives

2%

5
0

5
3
7
3
3

—
9

7
3

5

2 0 %

17
I
I
0

0

0

15
1 0

2

Standing quality in 88% of promotable execu-
tives while appearing in only 14% of inade-
quate executives. Of the various qualities found
at the top, this seems to carry the strongest power
of delineation. Perhaps the reason is that the
chief executive must have well-planned goals
toward which he strives. He must set the course
and serve as an example for all others in the
management structure.

The absence of flexibility and analysis and
judgment from the list of characteristics which
discriminate at the top is particularly striking.
This does not mean these qualities were not
conspicuous at this level, but ratber, again,
that tbey occur too uniformly at tbe top to set

promotable executives apart from tbose wbo are
not promotable.

Tbe top level, finally, is distinguisbed by
tbree special qualities that fail to discriminate
for otber levels. Tbese are quality, accomplisb-
ment, and dependability. Tbe last of tbese is
distinguisbing for no other group into wbicb ex-
ecutives are classified in tbis study. Tbis is a
single exception, and presumably it illustrates
tbe unique need for an outstanding degree of
dependability at tbe top.

Middle & Lower
For botb tbe middle and lower levels, flexi-

bility and analysis and judgment are discriminat-



r
ing. The middle level has one distinguishing
quality unique to itself — acceptance. T̂ he low-
er level in a similar manner is distinguished by
capacity — a quality apparently so unusual at
this level that it becomes discriminating.

Functional Areas
Still more useful for purposes of selection and

promotion, because they can be pinpointed in
application, are the findings concerning difFer-

Promotahle Executives 131

ent functional areas. The sample in this study
was large enough to break down into four areas.
Any more detailed classification would have had
little statistical validity. The breakdown was as
follows:

Area
Sales & Advertising
Manufacturing
Research & Engineering
Finance & Accounting

Total

tiumber
357
542
3 0 0
2 2 8

1.427

Per cent
25%
38
2 1
1 6

100%

EXHIBIT IV. DISTINGUISHING CHARACTERISTICS BY FUNCTIONAL AREAS

Percentage presence as an outstanding quality

Characteristic

For all categories
Position performance
Drive
Intellectual ability
Leadership
Administration
Initiative
Motivation
Creativeness

For this category only
Acceptance
Planning
Flexibility
.\nalysis and judgment
Technical knowledge
Accomplishment
Socialness
Quality

For all categories
Dependability
Self-control
Verbal facility
Self-confidence
Sensitivity
Objectivity

For this category only
Accomplishment
Quality
Breadth of knowledge
Vision
Attitude
Planning
Acuteness
Capacity
Motivation
Creativeness

Sales

Promotable
executives

5 0 %

47
4 4
4 3
34
36
—
34

52

—
—
—
—

—

2 2 %

2 1

18

13
9
5

26
18
34
I I

54
28
3 1

4 1

Inadequate
executives

]

18%
2 7
2 3
14

3
2 3
—

18

2 7
—
—
—
—
—

—

Manufacturing

Promotable
executives

Inadequate
executives

DISCRIMINATING

4 8 %
52
4 1
47
49
49
3 1
3 1

5 2

45
37
5 0
—
—

—

3 %
1 0

3
4
3
6
I

3

2 O

7
7
7

—
—

—

NONDISCRIMINATING

1 4 %

9
1 4

1 4

9
18

5
I

2 3
18
5 0
18
36

3 2

28%
28
16
13
11

6

2 3
—
—

7

—
2 0
—
—

—

2 0 %

1 3
3
I

I

0

3
—
—

0
—

—

3

—
—

Engineering and Research

Promotable
executives

47%
36
47
38
34
3 0

34
39

48
2 9
—
—

73
2 8

43

2 5 %
2 0

2 0

I I

9
7

—
—
—
1 4
3 2
—
—
—
—

—

Inadequate
executives

3 %
4
4
2

4
I

8
4

1 2

8
—
—
46

4
1 9

8%
1 2

8
4
I

I

—

—

—

I

31
—
—
—
—

—

Finance and

Promotable
executives

4 9 %
48
4 6
34
4 4
37
33

—
—
—
72
—

3 0

2 5 %

1 9
33
1 5
1 7

5

—
—
—
I I
—

2 0

39
47
—
1 3

Accounting

Inadequate
executives

7%
2 0

1 3
7
7

1 3

7
—

—
—
—
33

0

2 7 %

7
2 0

1 3

13
0

—

—

—

7
—
2 0

33
33
—

7
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EXHIBIT IV lists the distinguishing qualities
of executives in the four functional areas.

Significant Differences
Several interesting findings stand out. Drive,

for example, seems to have less "pay-out" in terms
of characterizing success in engineering and re-
search than in other areas. There is a bigger
premium on leadership in sales and manufac-
turing than in engineering and research and in
finance and accounting. This is probably due to
the "thing"-oriented quality of the latter two
areas in contrast to the "people" orientation of
the ifirst two areas. More of a premium exists
for administration in manufacturing and in fi-
nance and accounting than in the other two
areas. Initiative is quite significant as a deline-
ating characteristic in manufacturing, but is far
less so in other areas.

Two exceptions to our list of generalized fac-
tors appear in this exhibit. Motivation does not
appear as a distinguishing characteristic in the
sales area, probably because of its uniform
presence in all sales executives. Creativeness
is not a critical quality in finance and account-
ing; the type of work in the finance and ac-
counting area probably puts a premium on quali-
ties other than creativeness.

Note the considerable variance among the
eight specialized discriminators. These latter
qualities are divided among the various func-
tional areas, ranging from one additional char-
acteristic in sales to five in engineering and re-
search. Acceptance seems quite critical in all
areas except finance and accounting, where it
is nondiscriminating. Planning apparently has
little significance to sales and to finance and
accounting, but is important to the other func-
tions. Were it not for its lack of strength in the
two areas mentioned, planning would become
another generalized discriminator.

Technical knowledge becomes a discriminat-
ing factor for the first and only time in engi-
neering and research and in finance and ac-
counting. The emphasis on professional skills in
each of these areas probably accounts for this
situation. Socialness and acceptance are two
human relations qualities indicating promotabil-
ity in engineering and research. The unusual-
ness of these qualities in a "thing"-oriented,
technical area may account for their delineating
quality here. Finally, the emphasis on accuracy
and thoroughness, which must characterize
work in finance and accounting, makes quality

a distinguishing characteristic for executives in
this particular area.

In the functional areas the number of vari-
ances from the pattern is noteworthy. These
"extra" discriminating qualities would not ap-
pear except under a functional area analysis of
the kind described here.

Age & Education
It is apparent that both age and education

play an important role in determining promot-
ability or affecting promotional potential. More-
over, these two influences do possess discrete
characteristics making for easier analysis. The
findings from this study as related to age and
education follow.

Premium on College

Statistical findings on promotability and edu-
cation are shown in EXHIBITS V and vi.

EXHIBIT V. PROMOTABILITY AND EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT

Group

College graduates
Nongraduates

NuTnher of
executives

770
657

Percentage

Promotable Inadequate

44% 6%
27 12

EXHIBIT V shows the percentage of each
group appraised as promotable and as inade-
quate. It will be noted that being a college
graduate multiplies the likelihood of being pro-
motable and halves the possibility of failure.
Actually, this is a conservative conclusion, as
more than 100 of the nongraduate group had
significant amounts of college work. If these
persons are eliminated, the gap between promot-
able and inadequate executives is widened.

EXHIBIT VI. EDUCATION AND MANAGEMENT LEVEL

Management
level

Top
Middle
Lower

Number of
executives

355
680
392

Percentage

College
graduates Nongraduates

61%
55
45

39%
45
55

Somewhat different evidence leading to the
same conclusion is provided by EXHIBIT VI,
which shows that a higher percentage of college
graduates tend to move to top level jobs.



The evidence in these tables suggests that a
college education operates as a screening device.
This tends to make the college graduate a better
bet for promotion in business than a man with-
out a college degree.

Accent on Youth

In terms of age, the younger executive shows
up as more promotable. This should be expected,
for typically a young man enters the executive
ranks near the bottom, at which point his abili-
ties may well exceed current position require-
ments; it is easier for him to be promotable.
However, as he advances, the demands placed
upon him are more rigorous, and his advance-
ment cannot be disassociated from increasing
age. Thus, the combination of age and more
rigorous requirements does affect his relative
promotability. EXHIBIT VII portrays this rela-
tionship.

EXHIBIT VII.

Age
group

31-40
41-50
51-60

Number of
executives

412
456
194

PROMOTABILITY AND AGE

Percentage

Promofable

46.6%
28.0
19.5

Inadequate

5.87c
13.0
22.6

As this exhibit shows, almost one-half of the
executives in the 31-40 age group were rated as
promotable, whereas only one-fifth of those in
the 51-60 age group were so classified. Con-
versely, there were four times as many inade-
quate executives in the older group as there were
in the younger group.

Conclusion
In many present-day businesses, "the presi-

dent is like a man confronted by an enormous
tool bench who only hopes that he can pick the
right screwdriver for a particular job." * Tbis
becomes a crucial and pivotal function in busi-
ness — whether large or small. Upon the ade-
quacy of this choice rests the future of the busi-
ness. Tbe president is conscious of tbe gravity
and importance of bis task. Yet most decisions
of tbis type are based on impressions, sometimes
firstband, sometimes secondband. Since sucb
impressions are fallible and subjectively deter-
mined, a ratber large margin of error exists.

•John L. McCaffrey, "What Corporation Presidents
Think About At Night," Fortune, September 1953. P- 129.
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The forward tbinking executive is constantly
on tbe lookout for assistance in making bis
manpower decisions more accurate. He is alert
to standards tbat can improve tbe bandling of
bis most important asset — bis executive re-
sources. Tbe standards presented in tbis article
do not approacb perfection, for tbis goal is im-
possible wben dealing witb a subject as complex
and intangible as executive cbaracteristics. Yet
tbey do provide additional knowledge in an area
Avbere tbere is great need for more reliable infor-
mation. Tbey provide central tendencies. Used
judiciously, tbey can be of real benefit to tbe
executive seeking belp in a most difficult yet
critical task.

In tbis article, tbe tbesis bas been advanced
tbat certain qualities indicate promotability in
all executives. Otber qualities are useful for
distinguisbing promotable executives at given
management levels or in specified functional
areas. Still otbers, in terms of identifying pro-
motabilit)', are sterile. From tbese various quali-
ties or standards come several aids to improve
executive appraisal and selection. Tbere are at
least five principal ways in wbicb tbese findings
may be belpful:

(1) Althougb competent appraisers usually can
identify' and assess tbe strengtb of qualities pos-
sessed by an executive, they have previously had no
objective data to go on in deciding wbicb qualities
indicate promotability or future potential. Tbe
present study attempts to remedy tbis lack.

(2) Evaluations bave long been made by pick-
ing certain attributes or factors in terms of wbicb
to measure tbe individual. In the past, these at-
tributes bave been chosen on a more or less bit-or-
miss basis and cboice has been defended by purely
theoretical arguments. The distinguisbing qualities
identified in tbis, study provide a list of factors
wbicb can be more confidently employed in making
executive appraisals.

(3) Furthermore, tbe identification of some gen-
eralized discriminators or "universals" makes it pos-
sible to measure all executives witb a common yard-
stick. At tbe same time, tbe identification of addi-
tional factors applying to different levels and to dif-
ferent functional areas makes it possible to pin-
point evaluations of men for particular managerial
positions.

(4) Many factors bave been used beavily in past
appraisals — e.g., verbal facility — mainly because
their lack of discriminating power was not recog-
nized. Information here provided should be useful
for eliminating some of this ineffective effort.
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(5) Finally, the percentage figures given here
may be analyzed to determine in what degree cer-
tain qualities distinguish promotability. Such an
analysis makes possible a rough weighting of the
various qualities in line with their percentage pres-
ence as an outstanding quality in promotable exec-
utives and as a weak quality in inadequate execu-
tives. In other words, the data indicate not only
what qualities are useful, but also how useful they
are for their purpose.

It is realized that the research reported in this
article merely represents another milestone on a
long road to discover and measure the "mix" of
human qualities making for successful execu-

tives. Our knowledge in this area is much im-
proved over that existing even a few years ago —
but much more information is needed. To that
end, this and other research is directed.

Eventually the accrual of knowledge will per-
mit the attainment of the same relative degree
of accuracy here as now prevails in other busi-
ness areas. When this happens, the frontiers of
business effectiveness will be greatly enlarged.
For no area requires a greater measure of wis-
dom than the selection and proper usage of
executives. The relative effectiveness of decision
making here will, for some time to come, be the
moving force for business success or failure.

"VrOWADAYS managers are . . . denied the incentive — or the consolation —
-L^ of fame. They have little opportunity to practice personal largesse in public,
little occasion to make friendships with kings, captains, and movie stars, unless
they happen to have such persons under contract to their companies. Except within
their own organizations and industries, they are largely unknown and unsung.

Note how managers fare in the latest (1950) edition of The Columbia Encyclo-
pedia, perhaps the largest and most inclusive of general ready-reference volumes.
It contains data about places, dynasties, universities, colleges, and other assorted
institutions, as well as biographies of men of practically all kinds, living and dead.
There are sketches of painters, scholars, writers, clergymen, politicians, musicians,
diplomats, jurists, scientists, movie stars, baseball players, ice-skaters, and singers
of songs. There are sketches neither of General Motors nor of the chairman of
G. M.'s board. The encyclopedia does not list the American Telephone and Tele-
graph Gompany, its then-president, or its former president. It records briefly the
existence of both the Pennsylvania Railroad and the New York Gentral but men-
tions no then-current executive. It overlooks both G. E. Wilsons. (Neither had
yet gone to a top job in Washington.) The encyclopedia overlooks G.E., Westing-
house, Swift, Jersey Standard, R.G.A., and other comparable corporations and
makes no mention of their chief executives. . . .

Reasons for such inattention have been intimated by Grawford H. Greenewalt,
president of du Pont, who notes that ". . . achievement in the executive field is
much less spectacular than comparable success in many of the professions — the
scientist, for example, who wins the Nobel Prize, the headline name who is elected
governor, the skillful politician, the articulate college president. In fact, the more
effective an executive, the more his own identity and personality blend into the
background of his organization. Here is a queer paradox. The more able the man,
the less he stands out, the greater his relative anonymity outside his immediate
circle."

Herrymon Maurer, Great Enterprise
New York, The Macmillan Gompany, 1955, pp. 79-81.






