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The Difference Between Good Leaders and Great Leaders

By Judy Chartrand, Ph.D. and Mark Rose, Ph.D.
The characteristics of effective leadership have been widely described in popular literature, from Bennis’ guiding vision to Bennett’s virtues. Yet the question remains: What are the most important qualities a company should consider when selecting an employee to lead a team, division, and corporation? 

Recently, personality and related concepts, such as emotional intelligence, have come to the forefront of this discussion. The requirements for success in business today, such as innovation or the ability to deal with ambiguity, appear to be driven by personality. However, personality is only part of the picture. Cognitive ability is still the most potent predictor of occupational attainment and job performance (Schmidt & Hunter, 2004). In his Harvard Business Review article, “Hiring for Smarts,” Justin Menkes pinpointed critical thinking as the foundation of executive intelligence. Good critical thinkers possess a core set of cognitive thinking skills, as well as a disposition toward critical thinking. Coveted business competencies, such as strategic thinking, innovation, or dealing with ambiguity, are built on critical thinking skills and refined by disposition. Companies that do not include critical thinking as part of their management selection or succession battery are missing information that can help differentiate good leaders from great leaders.

Critical Thinking Defined

A business leader who thinks clearly, sorts through the clutter, and anticipates well is using his or her critical thinking skills. At a more formal level, critical thinking can be defined by six key skills (see box on page 3) that work in conjunction. Dispositional characteristics are also relevant, and include being inquisitive, judicious, truth-seeking, confident in reasoning, open-minded, analytical, and systematic (Facione, 1990). In his article, Menkes differentiates the critical thinking of executive intelligence from broader cognitive skills. Business leaders can be bright and well-educated, but still not possess superior critical thinking skills. After reviewing the literature on essential components of leadership and analyzing star performers, Menkes identified the core components of critical thinking as the ability to distinguish primary goals from less relevant concerns, anticipate probable outcomes, and recognize peoples’ underlying agendas. Companies that accurately assess these components are more likely to select leaders who will excel in the real-world business arena.

Thinking

The Six Core Critical Thinking Skills

Interpretation – comprehending the meaning and significance of a wide variety of situations, data or events. It is the ability to categorize, determine significance, and clarify meaning. In practice, it is the person who recognizes a problem or accurately reads someone’s nonverbal cues to distill meaning.

Analysis – identifying the relationships from information or opinion. It is the ability to effectively examine ideas and arguments. In practice, it is the executive who differentiates ideas that define a successful strategic plan from those that don’t.

Evaluation – assessing the credibility of statements and the logical strength of the inferential relationships among statements. It is recognizing credibility or judging if an argument’s conclusions follow from its premise; it is recognizing relevance. In practice, it is the leader who effectively weighs the alternatives that lead to differential profitability.

Inference – identifying information needed to draw reasonable conclusions. It is gathering

evidence, weighing alternatives, and drawing conclusions. In practice, it is the manager who

effectively determines which of several potential conclusions is most strongly supported by the evidence at hand.

Explanation – stating one’s position or justifying a position based on evidence, criteria, or contextual considerations. It is cogent arguments and the use of insightful criteria to support a judgment. In practice, it is the employee who develops a proposal backed by solid data and logic.

Self-regulation – monitoring one’s cognitive activities by questioning, validating, or correcting one’s reasoning. It is self-examination and self-correction. In practice, it is the professional who dissects personal biases and opinions from important information prior to making a decision.

Based on a consensus definition of critical thinking by a panel of international experts (Facione, 1990).
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