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Using The Birkman Method® to Develop 
Emotionally Intelligent Leaders 
in MBA Candidates 



SUMMARY
The Goizueta Business School incorporates The Birkman Method® 

into its MBA programs to assist students in enhancing their leadership 
effectiveness. Based upon the  Emotional Intelligence framework, the 
Birkman augments the development of key traits of effective leaders that 
cannot be solely taught in the classroom.

Since first using Birkman in its executive education and MBA programs, 
the assessment has expanded into departments across the entire 
university, for students, faculty, and staff.



DEVELOPING LEADERS 
An Overarching Challenge to Academic Institutions

The challenge to any academic institution is how do you focus on 
developing your students’ leadership qualities in the limited environment 
of an academic program?  This question and challenge, posed by Peter 
Topping of the Goizueta Business School, is relevant for all colleges and 
universities: How can we effectively prepare students to be successful 
leaders in the workplace solely through a classroom setting?

Emory University’s Goizueta Business School is a private institution 
located in Atlanta, Georgia, and is known for being consistently ranked 
as one of the Top 25 MBA programs in the nation. Its motto, Principled 
Leaders for Global Enterprise, is a key driving force behind the important 
teachings and research of the school and its faculty.

Peter Topping, an associate professor in the Practice of Organization & 
Management, is an active management consultant and executive coach 
who has been using The Birkman Method for more than 20 years. When 
he joined the Emory University faculty In 1999, he introduced The Birkman 
Method to the Goizueta Business School in order to help overcome the 
barrier to developing effective leaders for the workplace.

Peter explains, “You can’t really do this through lectures alone. This is why 
we use Birkman with individuals as well as with our groups and teams; 
you need a tool that will stand up to a combination of applications.”

“How can we effectively prepare 
students to be successful leaders 
in the workplace solely through a 
classroom setting?” 

-Peter Topping, Associate Professor in the Practice of Organization & Management



At Goizueta, Birkman is primarily used for Leadership 
Development. It is also used in Team Building 
applications, as Topping believes that learning how 
to be a valuable team member has a direct impact on 
becoming a better leader. In Goizueta’s MBA programs, 
their students are put into semester-long study 
teams. These teams must work effectively together 
to accomplish the extraordinary workload involving 
a broad range of courses in a highly demanding top 
business school curriculum.

Students are introduced to Birkman from the 
beginning of their MBA experience through the 
onboarding process. They will continue learning 
from the Birkman through their required leadership 
classes, with Birkman being integrated into courses 
that are designed around Emotional Intelligence. 
“The Emotional Intelligence framework aligns well 
with the Birkman data. The four principal elements 
of Emotional Intelligence – self-awareness, self-
regulation, empathy, and social skills – are all 
addressed by The Birkman Method”, stated Peter 
Topping. “The combination of cognitive learning 
with the insights provided through the Birkman data 
enhances the students’ efforts to become highly 
effective leaders”.

Birkman provides intensive insight for understanding 
personality and behaviors of oneself and others. Peter 
further commented that due to Birkman’s alignment 
with Emotional Intelligence, “We are able to assist 
our students in enhancing their understanding of self, 
managing their stress behaviors, having insight into 
understanding others, and working with a diverse 
team.”

More specifically, students use Birkman to:   

• Become more self-aware and understand how they 
are viewed by others

• Understand others behaviors and needs to provide 
greater levels of empathy

• Learn what styles are productive and unproductive, 
and become aware of their stress behaviors

• Build upon their social skills and learn how to better 
communicate and connect with individuals

Birkman enables students to realize that The Golden 
Rule, treat others how you want to be treated, is not 
that useful a concept for leaders. The challenge is to 
learn how to treat others how they need to be treated 
in order to tap into their full potential. In order to do 
this, you must understand their Needs. Understanding 
an individual’s underlying needs is one of Birkman’s 
key differentiators.

Many of the students regard Birkman as a very 
useful instrument with valid insights to assist them 
with their individual and team activities. A student 
in the Executive MBA program commented that, 
“The Birkman analysis and application to teamwork 
was one of the most valuable experiences from the 
beginning of the EMBA program.” 

Goizueta uses a variety of Birkman reports depending 
upon the type of program and students involved. Areas 
of Interest and Strengths & Needs being two most 
often used reports. Goizueta also customizes the 
individual profiles they appreciate that this is an option 
through Birkman. 

The Top 5 Birkman Reports used at Goizueta are:  

• Areas of Interest  
• Strengths and Needs Graph  
• The Coaching Page 
• Preferred Workstyles Report 
• Career Management Report

IMPLEMENTING BIRKMAN
into Executive Education Programs

“The four principal elements 
of Emotional Intelligence – 
self-awareness,  
self-regulation, empathy,  
and social skills –  
are all addressed by  
The Birkman Method.”
     - Peter Topping, Associate Professor in the  Practice of Organization & Management



COMPARING 
BIRKMAN 
to Other Assessment Tools

In addition to Birkman, Goizueta also uses several 
other assessments to compliment the insights from 
the Birkman Method, including the Firo-B®, Learning 
Style Inventory, and Strong Interests Inventory®. 

While there are many other assessments available, 
Birkman has remained the preference for Goizueta 
over the years. “With the opportunity to incorporate 
an instrument across many different programs and 
settings at the School, we felt it was best to commit 
to one instrument”.  Peter feels that Birkman is “the 
most comprehensive and applicable across borders, 
industries, cultures, and different levels of manage-
ment. It is a solid social science instrument with valid 
and reliable data”.

EXPANDING USE
OF BIRKMAN
 Throughout Goizueta

At Goizueta, there are about a dozen Birkman certified 
faculty and staff, and while not required, many use 
Birkman within their own departments for team 
building.

Birkman has truly grown across the entire University, 
starting from students and expanding to faculty and 
staff in various departments.  

Now, every MBA student and undergraduate business 
student takes The Birkman Method questionnaire at 
Emory.   

“There is no doubt that it is beneficial” explained 
Peter. “Anecdotal evidence is strikingly positive from 
the reactions from students at all levels. We are now 
looking to explore the benefits in a more systematic 
way through longitudinal research studies. We believe 
that Birkman provides insights that you can’t create 
in the classroom and we will test that theory through 
research projects with our students and alumni. 
Developing Principal Leaders for Global Enterprise is 
our school motto. Birkman is the primary instrument 
for doing just this. Even better, some students - the 
leaders we are developing - bring Birkman to their 
companies.”
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“Birkman provides inside insights that 
you can’t create in the classroom. 
‘Developing Principal Leaders for  
Global Enterprise’ is our school motto.  
Birkman is the primary instrument for 
doing just this.” 

-Peter Topping, Associate Professor in the  Practice of Organization & Management




