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Make things as simple as possible, but not simpler.

                                                        -Albert Einstein  


Anyone who has ever tried to change someone else’s behavior—or for that matter, one’s own-- knows it can be a difficult proposition.  Perhaps this is because “people consistently overrate their own skill, honesty, generosity, and autonomy.”  Not only that, but they “overestimate their contribution to a joint effort, [and] chalk up their successes to skill and their failures to luck…” (Pinker, 2002, 265).  With the forces in play, the odds of them accepting negative feedback and agreeing to change would appear to be long indeed.  Add to that the findings of a recent survey that “90% of managers think they’re among the top 10% of performers in their workplace” (Coy, 2007, 44), and it is not surprising that the managers of those managers might be quick to embrace any alternative to confronting the weaknesses of their subordinates.  


As if an answer to the unspoken prayer, the recent emphasis on “playing people to their strengths” (Kaiser, this volume) provides just such an escape.  It is difficult to fix people, the theory goes, so it is better to focus on making more effective use of their proven strengths.  It sounds simple, and may be an effective strategy for some outstanding football quarterbacks, world-class quarter milers, and champion chess masters (actually it isn’t, but more on that later).  But this approach may not work as well for those in, or aspiring to, leadership roles.  For them that strategy is overly simple and, as we will show, even may jeopardize their careers.  


The idea that people should be played to their strengths has deep roots.  I’m told that in earlier times (much earlier) it was believed in some cultures that everyone was put on this earth for a specific reason.  Each of us, it was said, had a special gift, called a “genius,” and our purpose in life was to bring that gift into the world (a process sometimes aided by an obsessive “mentor” who recognized the gift and was therefore obligated to see to it that it was brought forth).  Obviously there was a single-minded focus on the strength inherent in the genius, and often a whole village was committed to seeing it through.

Fast forward to more modern times when leadership was viewed in a similar way—the “genius” possessed by “great men” who shaped great events.  (The word “genius” derived from the Latin meaning guardian spirit or, later, natural talent.  It’s not far from there to seeing talent as “genetic.”)  This notion feeds the belief that leaders are born that way, that they have unique strengths (“towering strengths” they were once called at PepsiCo) that, if not outright gifts, are natural talents that were nurtured early on.  From this perspective, as with genius in earlier times, it is rational to emphasize those strengths.  

The unstated but logical corollary is that skills that aren’t gifts only rarely develop into the towering strengths that come naturally, and that outright weaknesses are even less likely to do so.  The best strategy, therefore, is to build on one’s strengths rather than to mess much with the other stuff.  However, if leadership skills can be developed and if flaws can be corrected or mediated—in other words, if people can change—then perhaps focusing narrowly on existing strengths is not always the best strategy.  

Recent progress in neuroscience and in genetics sheds some light on the issue of talent and change.  From neuroscience, for example, we know that the brain itself is changed by experience (and sometimes just by observation of other people) (Gilkey & Kilts, 2007).  If experience is powerful enough to change the structure of the brain, then certainly we aren’t totally constrained by the wiring we bring into the world.  

Work in genetics, at least that body of work based largely on studies of twins, has looked specifically at the relationship between heredity and the number of leadership-related positions held.  The results suggest that approximately 30% in the variance in leadership-related positions is attributable to heredity, while the remaining 70% is attributed to experience (Arvey et al. 2006).  Some may interpret the 30% figure as evidence that leadership is largely a gift, and it is not a trivial percentage, but a larger chunk of the variance is explained by environmental factors, largely experience.  To the extent that leadership strengths are related to acquisition of leadership positions, these findings suggest that many of these strengths are learned from experience and not native gifts.

Taken together, the neuroscience and genetic research seem to warrant at least two conclusions.  First, in the leadership arena, even with such a crude criterion as “number of leadership positions held,” the natural gifts one brings to the party are not enough—70% is acquired some other way.  Second, people can and do change in profound ways, even to the point of rewiring the brain, and therefore can develop new strengths as well as correct perceived weaknesses.


Having established that leaders are not necessarily limited by their natural strengths, we can take a closer look at the other assumptions underlying the strengths-based approach to leadership development.  Four areas of research are relevant:  why talented executives and managers sometimes derail; the transitions required for career success; how executives develop through experience; and the acquisition of expertise.   All support the conclusion that while following one’s passion may be a good idea, relying on one’s strengths is a dubious strategy in the corporate leadership world.  

Derailment of Talented Executives


Two of the assumptions underlying a strategy of playing people to their strengths are questionable in light of what we know about derailed executives.   First is the assumption that a strength is a strength is a strength.  The second is that weaknesses (or flaws or “developmental opportunities”) can be neglected either because people’s strengths are sufficient to offset them, or because people can avoid situations where their dark sides cause them serious trouble.  Research on derailment, dating as far back as 1983 raises serious questions about these assumptions (McCall & Lombardo, 1983).  If strengths aren’t always strengths—if indeed every strength can be weaknesses-- then playing to them can magnify rather than overshadow weaknesses.  If situations in which weaknesses are problematic can’t be avoided, then those weaknesses, rather than strengths, could become the more important factor in determining success or failure.

There is good reason to believe that both dynamics are not only possible but are relatively common.  In trying to understand why talented people sometimes derail (a derailment is said to occur when successful managers, expected to continue being successful, aren’t), we identified four dynamics that are relevant to the positivist assumptions:  Strengths become weaknesses, flaws matter, arrogance takes over, and bad luck (see McCall, 1998, for a summary).  

Strengths become weaknesses


Strengths that have led to success, the very ones that advocates claim should be played to, can become weaknesses over time or in a new situation.  Take, for example, the co-founder and former chief executive officer of Sun Microsystems, Scott McNealy.  Prior to the bursting of the technobubble, he was widely admired as the underdog maverick willing to take on Microsoft’s and IBM’s dominance.  Who could ever forget the sight of Bill Gates rocking uncomfortably before Congress as McNealy made his statement?  Yet, as reported in BusinessWeek (Kerstetter & Burrows, 2004), “His greatest strengths…turned out to be critical flaws.  [His] high-minded resolve began to look to others like simple-minded obstinacy.”  Here is a case where the very strengths that made him an heroic character eventually prevented him from making the changes that were required to keep the company successful.

Or take the case of former Boeing CEO, Phil Condit.  After a brilliant career as an engineer, eventually reaching the top position, he derailed for a variety of reasons that included alleged ethical lapses.  But the aspect that interests us most in this context was the observation that “the skills that made him a brilliant engineer—obsessive problem solving and an ability to envision elegant design solutions—were of less use in an executive position” (Holmes, 2003).   What does it mean that his strengths “were of less use”?  Perhaps it suggests that as an executive he needed different skills; that the ones that had made him successful and were in large part responsible for his promotion to the top job were no longer effective in dealing with the problems of this office.  And, perhaps, the more he used those less-than-useful skills (under stress we tend to go back to what has made us successful), the more he was distracted from doing what needed to be done.

In short, both of these executives needed different strengths to stay successful as their situations changed over time.  Strengths can be over-used, used when they are no longer the ones needed in the situation, or literally become flaws in situations requiring different strengths.  How might things have been different had they acquired new strengths along the way rather than hanging on to, and over-using, what had made them successful in the past?


As situations change the development of new strengths (and often the letting go of old ones) may be required.  People are inclined to stick with their strengths (and the more successful they are, the more likely people are to stay with doing what they know), and organizations, rational as they are, like to keep people doing what they are good at.  Unfortunately development requires doing things people don’t yet know how to do, so playing people to their strengths only looks like an effective strategy until the situation changes and the old strengths no longer serve.

Flaws Matter

Ignoring, neglecting, or overlooking their people’s flaws spares managers the painful and difficult task of trying to fix them.   It does not, however, spare flawed people from being derailed by their flaws.  There are at least two reasons that it is foolish to ignore flaws, as difficult as they may be to change.  First, every one of us has flaws.  While it is true that “towering” strengths can overshadow flaws and even lead to forgiving them, the changing situations that can negate strengths can also inflame flaws.  It’s hard to imagine, for example, that the board was unaware that controversial former CEO Carly Fiorina had a few flaws that could, in the H-P culture, be her undoing.  But her “charisma and confidence” that promised to reform Hewlett-Packard seemingly led the decision makers to miss that her existing flaws, notably her craving for the limelight, would become salient in an engineering-oriented culture (Saporito, 2005).  

The second reason it is dangerous to ignore flaws is that they frequently camouflage themselves as strengths.  An autocrat who gets results may be seen as demanding or having high standards; a person incapable of making a decision might be seen as a consensus builder or excellent listener.  Because flaws may also be strengths (it’s often a matter of degree), they can be difficult to self-assess and to change, but the danger here is that they may appear to be the very strengths that we are advised to play to.  Reinforcing them in turn may make people less aware of the impact of their behavior while at the same time encouraging them to become more extreme.  
Success Leads to Arrogance

While we all strive to be successful, success is not without its negative consequences.  The confidence required to take on challenges is reinforced by meeting those challenges.  All too often, however, confidence ceases to be a strength when slides into arrogance.  Success after success can result in a loss of humility.  

Carly Fiorina’s hubris no doubt played a part in alienating her support on the H-P board and within the company, yet its soul mate, confidence, no doubt contributed to her many achievements.  While this is really just an extreme case of a strength (self-confidence) becoming a weakness (arrogance), it is a frequent dynamic among the very successful who derail.  Arrogance does its dirty work when people believe their strengths are greater than they are, that their strengths will always carry them, or that they don’t need to do anything about their dark side.   It’s not much of a stretch to see that for successful people emphasizing their strengths and not confronting their flaws would fertilize the growth of this disease.  
Bad luck

It might appear that when bad luck leads to derailment there is no message about strengths or weaknesses:  stuff happens.  But when bad luck occurs, existing strengths may not be enough to resolve the situation, or untended flaws may flare up, making matters considerably worse.   In other words, “bad luck” creates a new situation in which one’s perceived strengths and weaknesses play out differently.

In sum, people are complex tapestries of strengths and weaknesses, and understanding their success or derailment requires considering combinations of strengths and weaknesses in specific contexts.  Strengths can the overplayed or become irrelevant; strengths in combination with certain flaws may be benign in one situation but not another; arrogance resulting from towering strengths can lead to failure.  In short, there is no such thing as an unqualified strength, and any effective development strategy will have to acknowledge that what matters are combinations of strengths and weaknesses as they manifest themselves in specific situations.
Transitions

It is clear from the discussion of the dynamics of derailment that a key trigger for misfortune is change.  If everything remained the same, the person and the situation, then whatever set of strengths was effective in that situation would never need to change.  It would be a sensible strategy to focus on those strengths and reinforce them.  However, it is highly unlikely that both a person and the situation will stay the same over time.  Thresholds, transitions, passages, stages, whatever words we choose, are integral to life itself.  In traditional societies these transitions were marked by “rites of passage” or “rites of initiation” that included various rituals and ceremonies aimed at producing “a basic change in existential condition:  the novice emerges from his ordeal endowed with a totally different being from that which he possessed before his initiation” (Eliade, 1958, x).  Rituals punctuated life’s passages, those places where people need “to separate and to be reunited, to change form and condition, to die and to be reborn” (Van Gennep, 1960, 189).   


The transition to adulthood was one occasion for a rite of passage in which the child went through an intense ritual, sometimes even risking death, to emerge on the other side as a man or woman.  An occasion was created to shed those strengths that made the successful child as well as to put aside those flaws that might prevent the child from becoming a successful adult.

The point is that neither people nor situations remain the same, and even though modern societies have long since discontinued serious rituals to mark many of life’s transitions, the requirement to cross thresholds remains.  Psychologists refer to them as life stages or passages (e.g. Erikson, 1950/1963; Levinson, 1978), and similar notions emerged in the managerial world in books like Leadership Passages:  The Personal and Professional Transitions that Make or Break a Leader” (Dotlich et al., 2004) and Managerial Lives in Transition:  Advancing Age and Changing Times (Howard & Bray, 1988).  In all of these cases, the theme is giving up the old and moving into something new.  Deny it as we might, to play people to existing strengths in a world requiring transitions would prevent them from moving to the next level.

In the world of work, particularly managerial work, transitions play a major role.  David Dotlich and his colleagues, for example, identify thirteen passages that senior leaders described to them, which they call passages because” they take you from one place to another, you see the world and yourself differently after you’ve gone through the events and emotional states that define each passage” (2004, 2).  Sound familiar?  The events they describe, including such things as bad bosses, losing a job, becoming a leader, etc., share a common characteristic:  “Learning from a passage, however, isn’t possible unless you let go of you past assumptions.  In other words, you must admit that some of the very attributes, qualities, attitudes, and skills that made you successful in the past won’t necessarily make you successful in the future and that your old knowledge may no longer be applicable” (Dotlich et al., 2004, 28-29).  Unless I am misunderstanding their findings, they are saying explicitly that emphasizing existing strengths, while comfortable, will not get a person successfully through a passage.  Not only are new skills and knowledge required, but old ones must be let go of!


Linda Hill’s (1992) classic study of the transition from individual contributor to manager, for example, found that “becoming a manager” required both a psychological shift and giving up strengths that had served the individual contributors well.  “The new managers,” Hill says, “described the transformation vividly, weaving tales of coping with the stresses of transformation, reluctantly letting go of deeply held attitudes and habits, and timidly experimenting with new ways of thinking and being” (1992, 6).  There is no clearer statement of the importance of giving up what has made one successful and, at the same time acquiring new strengths.  To stay with what worked prior to taking a managerial role, even if those qualities were the reasons for the promotion, would almost certainly guarantee failure because the first managerial assignment “involves a transformation—a fundamental change in identity and point of view” (Hill, 1992, 276). 


At higher managerial levels, relevant prior experience matters for success in making the transition to general manager.  Jack Gabarro (1987), in one of the few empirical studies of its kind, showed that for new general managers “taking charge” existing strengths focused their initial actions but were not adequate and even could be detrimental as time went on.  In his conclusion he points out that “development results from being stretched and acquiring added skills (emphasis added), perspective, and judgment” (Gabarro, 1987, 141).   Clearly existing strengths are not enough to make this transition successfully, thus the emphasis on adding to them.  What is unsaid, yet unassailable, is that those with less than relevant prior experience must let go of what that experience has taught them or fail to recognize how the transition has presented them with different challenges that require a change in perspective and different skills.

McCall and Hollenbeck, in a study of global executives living and working in foreign cultures, found that what was a strength in one culture could become a decided disadvantage in transitioning to a different one.  Giving corporate meaning to the Greek areté hamartia (your unique excellence becomes your fatal flaw), they described global derailments in seemingly paradoxical terms (2002, 163):
This one derailed because of “insufferable arrogance,” but that one derailed for being too humble.  “Too Swedish,” one executive said of a derailed colleague.  This one was so mired in detail as to miss the possibilities, while that one was too visionary to get anything done.  One was an imperious autocrat; the other delegated too much.  One was overly analytical, but the next one was unfocused and not analytical enough.  Didn’t keep promises; didn’t let go of promises that didn’t work out.  Couldn’t achieve consensus, or achieved consensus by surrounding himself with yes-men.


Their conclusion was that context was everything in understanding failures in international work.  What worked splendidly in one culture could bring disaster in the next.  Global transitions required reassessing, sometimes letting go, sometimes adding to, sometimes both, but rarely staying the course.

When Ram Charan and his associates postulated that there are “six career passages or pipeline turns” in the organizational hierarchy that each involve “a major change in job requirements, demanding new skills, time applications, and work values” (Charan et al., 2001, 6-7), they found the sweet spot in organizational efforts to develop managerial talent.  The popularity of their book, The Leadership Pipeline, reflects the common experience of corporations that there are successive transitions in a leadership career, beginning with the change from individual contributor to manager (see Linda Hill’s work described earlier), and progressing through managing managers, managing functions, managing a business, group manager, and finally enterprise manager.  What they argue is that each of these passages “requires that people acquire a new way of managing and leading and leave the old ways behind…” (8).  Note the repetitious theme of letting go of the old and acquiring the new.  Failure to do so, they suggest, results in a clogged leadership pipeline:

Imagine a company where more than half the managers at each turn are operating with skills, time applications, and values inappropriate to their level; either they’ve skipped a level and never learned what they need to know or they’re clinging to an old mode of managing that was successful for them in the past.


They go on to say that “jammed pipelines are often filled with managers who can’t let go of behaviors that made them successful at lower leadership levels” (220).  Successful negotiation of a passage, they point out, requires people to reinvent themselves.

This is true of transitions in general; they typically require an individual to negotiate three stages:  separation (letting go of the old), ambiguity (being neither what you were nor what you will be), and integration (becoming something different).  That these stages are difficult is why in other times rituals forced people at transition points to let go of the past so that new strengths could emerge.  
Development through Experience

As if research on derailment and transitions weren’t convincing enough, relying on existing strengths also is contrary to findings about how managers and executives develop through experience (McCall, et al., 1988; McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002).  Different kinds of experiences (for example start ups v. turnarounds; domestic v. global jobs) teach different lessons, implying that different strengths are necessary to successfully meet the different kinds of challenges embedded in the experiences.  Consistent with both the derailment dynamics and the demands of transitions, different kinds of experiences are new situations that change how and in what ways strengths and weaknesses play out.  Only as long as people stay in situations where what they know how to do is sufficient is there little need to develop different strengths or to worry about flaws.  

As an example, sometimes entrepreneurial types go from start up to start up and never have to develop the skills to run anything once it has successfully started.  The same is true for turnaround specialists who move from one broken business to another (or “break” functioning businesses so they can use their fix it skills), never needing to develop the skills required to start something new or to grow something that is doing well.  These are clear cases of playing to strengths, and the strategy might be successful as long as the start ups and the turnarounds remain essentially the same.  But as soon as a person is called upon to deal with a fundamentally different situation, and as leadership roles become more complex, the ability to draw on many different strengths becomes increasingly important.  To make matters worse, using some of the skills effective in one type of leadership challenge (e.g. a start up) may prove disastrous in another type (e.g. a turnaround).  So once again we end up seeing the importance of adding new strengths and letting go of some of the old ones, rather than sticking with what one already knows.
But the research on experience-as-teacher takes us one step further.  Powerful experiences teach negative as well as positive lessons.  People who undertake repeated turnarounds, for example, tend to lose their compassion because closing facilities and laying off people is psychologically painful.  Getting through it, repeatedly, can require a person to find psychological distance.  Repeated start-ups, like heroin, are addictive:  people who enjoy the high can grow intolerant and bored of things once they are up and running.  People with a series of bad bosses can learn to be like them rather than learning the more desirable lessons in “what not to do.”  In short, playing people to their strengths requires keeping people doing what they already know how to do.  Repeating similar experiences, because they teach negative lessons as well as positives, can enhance and even generate flaws that can, over time, lead to derailment.  

If managers stay in the same kinds of assignments with the same kinds of bosses with the same kinds of expectations, then their proven strengths may indeed be sufficient.  But in a rapidly changing world such stasis is increasingly difficult to find.  A far better strategy than continually seeking out experiences that allow one’s strengths to carry them is to seek out the experiences that allow one to develop new strengths.   

The need to reconsider strengths is most starkly highlighted in global assignments.  When going into foreign (for them) cultures, executive faces multiple challenges and may have to deal with a business situation requiring different strengths as well as with cultural differences that may not welcome behaviors that have worked elsewhere.  Repeatedly, in our study of global executives (McCall & Hollenbeck, 2002), we heard stories of the need for change as people faced new environments.  In case after case after case “old ways won’t work” and the need to adapt, to change, and to do things differently was the central theme.  We concluded that “the crossing of cultural lines…is an assault on the identity of the person.  When the task becomes managing differences of country, culture, language, and values, the assumptions we make about ourselves and other people are brought into question.  Effective executive performance when crossing country and cultural borders often demands a kind of transformation of who we are and how we see ourselves” (22).  

It is obvious that what worked before (dare we say “strengths”) is not sufficient in such contexts.  In a separate study of global work, Joyce Osland (1995, 141 &154) concluded that crossing cultural boundaries required letting go of  “cultural certainty, unquestioned acceptance of basic assumptions, personal frames of reference, the unexamined life, accustomed role and status, knowledge of social reinforcement, accustomed habits and activities, and known routines.”  If that weren’t enough to make one question the efficacy of sticking with strengths, her list of required changes should complete the argument:  “positive changes in self, changed attitudes, improved work skills, increased knowledge, and closer family relationships.”
Even more recently, Jeff Immelt (2007), CEO of General Electric, addressing an audience consisting primarily of MBAs aspiring to executive careers, said unequivocally that “what counts is your willingness to learn and change.”   
It seems obvious that learning, growth, and change are crucial in the context of career and life.  People are born with certain gifts and develop strengths as they mature that help make them successful at early stages of their lives.  Some of these strengths are even a foundation for success later in life.  But the idea that those early strengths are sufficient over time, or that some of them won’t become irrelevant or even obstacles to success, seems far fetched.  Nor is it wise to ignore flaws developed in early in life because what may not matter much in one setting or life stage can be center stage in another.  
Acquisition of Expertise

Research on experts and the acquisition of expertise (e.g. world class musicians, chess grand masters) supports a case for sticking with one’s passion but not for staying with all of one’s strengths.   Unlike non-experts with similar years of experience, experts seek the next challenge rather than staying with their current level of mastery-- they “play on the edge” (Ericcson, et al., 1993; Ericcson, et al., 1994).  In other words, those who become world-class experts are never satisfied with their current level of performance, but, once mastered, seek new approaches that will move them to the next higher level.  Tiger Woods, for example, even though he was successful with it, changed his swing several times so that he could get even better (Colvin, 2006).  

Simple logic suggests that even those with obvious gifts, such as early demonstration of extraordinary talent in a specific area, cannot progress if they stay with current strengths.  In the world of music, for example, the strengths that make a child prodigy pianist at five are not the same as the skills required to be world class at 21.  In fact, what leads to success early on can become a habit that must be shed at a later time if one is to reach the next level of expertise.  And flaws that might develop at five and not matter much then can become serious obstacles to growth later on—making yet another case that weaknesses cannot always be ignored.  
And, as if to make the point that has been made over and over, the same research cited above shows that experts, again compared to people with similar years of experience, learn more from their experiences.  Rather than relying on what they know, they seek to learn whatever will make them even better—which is another way of saying they are more open to change.
Point Counter Point

With neither data nor logic supporting the simplistic notion of playing people to their strengths, it’s hard to imagine a how a case could be made for that approach unless it is argued that:  1) this is not applicable to managerial careers; 2) what it really means is that people should build on their strengths (not stick with them), and through that process acquire new ones; 3) what it really means is keeping only some strengths, but not all of them.  All three options are positive, and avoid trying to fix those pesky flaws.  Let’s look at them one at a time.


Not everyone aspires to a managerial career, many of those who do are not seeking promotion, and many of those seeking promotions do not deserve them.  So we might argue that for the vast majority of people, if not for high potentials, playing to strengths is the best strategy.  Unfortunately there is no reason to believe that either non-managers or plateaued managers are immune from changing situations or the ways those changes affect their tapestries of strengths and weaknesses.  Nor is living with flaws, even when offset by certain strengths, always the best strategy.  Aren’t we all familiar with the eventual impact on the morale of a group when jerks are tolerated because they gets results or have particular skills that the boss is afraid to lose.  Failing to confront the problems erodes confidence in the boss and breeds cynicism in the group.

Another parry is to say that a focus on strengths does not necessarily mean stasis.  People can hone the edge on their strengths, continually sharpening them, and can use their strengths to build new strengths, so sticking with strengths does not necessarily mean no change.  The problems with this argument are that it can’t account for the need to give up certain strengths as required by some transitions, it does not consider that strengths over-used can become weaknesses, nor does it acknowledge that different strengths may be required that are not extensions of the existing ones.  In the context of the research on expertise, this rationale would produce “performers”—people who reach one level of mastery and stop, satisfied with playing the same tune over and over.

Finally, maybe the initial case was overstated—perhaps the recommendation is not to hang on to all strengths, just certain ones.  After all, don’t some strengths form a foundation that needs to stay in place as one progresses?  Even the leadership pipeline perspective (Charan et al., 2001) includes building a base that supports later progress through the various turns.  There is clearly a compelling logic to this argument, but, in addition to not considering the potential harm that flaws can cause, it requires sifting among strengths to identify those to keep and those that don’t matter.  As the refrain goes in Kenny Rogers hit, The Gambler, “you’ve got to know when to hold ‘em, know when to fold ‘em.”  


Even if we knew which strengths are crucial to leadership effectiveness across situations, which we don’t, and even if there were only one way to be effective, which there isn’t, an overemphasis on selected strengths comes up short.  Developing as a leader  requires consideration of combinations of strengths and weaknesses, giving up some strengths that have served in the past while simultaneously acquiring new strengths, managing even important and versatile strengths so they aren’t turned into weaknesses through over-use, and attending to flaws (sometimes camouflaged as strengths) that, as situations change, can cause derailment.


In short, the fallacy is not that strengths are useful, that being positive is more effective than dwelling on the negative, or even that flaws are difficult to change.  Rather, the fundamental problem lies in the assumptions underlying those assertions.  These include that there are such things as unqualified strengths; that there are flaws that aren’t also in some way strengths; that strengths and flaws (if there were clarity about which is which) can be considered independently rather than in combination in context; that flaws are relatively harmless, either because they can be offset by strengths or have no serious ramifications in the current context; and finally that flaws are always very difficult to correct and so time and effort are better spent on bolstering strengths rather than on trying to fix flaws.

We would argue that each of these assumptions is incorrect or misleading.  Every strength is potentially a weakness, either because it is carried to an extreme or because it distracts from what is really needed.  Most “flaws” can be a source of strength as well as a problem, or they were at one time even if in the current context they are not.  

Most importantly, strengths and flaws are not only relative and situationally determined, they act in concert, creating complex interactions (tapestries) that offset, enhance, cancel, amplify and otherwise play out in a given context.  The autocrat who listens well, takes input seriously, and creates an environment of success for a team is a different animal than the autocrat who manages people who know more than he/she does but doesn’t listen and stifles input.  Either of those is different from the autocrat who is truly the expert and doesn’t need input to get results.

Some flaws, whether strengths gone awry or simply behaviors that are detrimental in an important situation or across situations, cannot be ignored indefinitely.  The derailment research shows clearly that changing situations create malignancies.  Nor are all so-called flaws hard to change (although some undeniably are, for a variety of reasons).  Sometimes modest improvement is enough, sometimes compensating strategies can be found or new strengths developed that neutralize the problem.


There can be no doubt that for many years too much emphasis has been placed on fixing people, especially in the organizational context.   Coaching, 360 feedback, forced distributions, performance management, and other programs are often applied to deal with performance problems, although less so in today than when they were originally introduced.  Because of that, an emphasis on strengths is a healthy counteracting trend.  But rather than attempting to counteract an over-emphasis on the negative by over-emphasizing the positive, we suggest using the moment to change the game entirely.  Dropping the artificial distinction between strengths and weaknesses that has been ingrained by the love affair with competency models, we might more realistically approach developing talent by embracing complexity rather than avoiding it.  Following the lead of genetics research (Pinker, 2002), we what might happen if we started using language that eschews absolutes.  Consider the implications of the following words and phrases used to describe the various complex interactions that lead to genetic effects:
-Emergenic

-Predisposition

-Proximate and ultimate causation

-Threshold

-Multiplier

-Single (genes) with large consequences

-Many (genes) with small effects

-Strengths of connections, modulating effects
-Triggers, turns on or off, speeds up or slows down
-Probabilistic

-Boundaries

-Transient effects

At the very least such a change in language would allow conversation to explore how things combine to create effects, the circumstances that trigger events and the boundaries and thresholds within which things happen, the situations in which it makes any difference, and how much difference it makes.
The Practitioner’s Dilemma

The danger in pushing back against an extreme version of “play people to their strengths” is creating an equally extreme sense that only change is good.  Clearly people are not infinitely malleable, nor is it flattering to be seen as inconsistent, wishy-washy, or a dilettante (or, in the never ending political debates, a “flip flopper).   There is value in building a strong foundation, using one’s gifts to the fullest, and focusing on what one does well, as well as in adapting to changing situations.

The fact that development is not black and white leaves managers and practitioners in a dilemma.  One the one hand, shareholders increasingly emphasize short term gains, putting increasing pressures on managers to provide them.  This leaves managers in a tough situation.  The long term interest of the organization and of the high potential individual lies in a long term strategy for developing talent that values diverse experience and increasing competence over time.  But short term results are most likely achieved by making sure that people are doing what they do well, by avoiding the performance losses that accrue as people master new skills in new situations, and by keeping good people rather than letting them go elsewhere for developmental reasons.  Confronting weaknesses in flawed star players also entails risk to short term results, as they may not respond well to criticism.

Unfortunately arguments over the relative merits of strengths do little to ease the burden on the person in the trenches.  Most savvy practitioners are intuitively aware of the trade-offs involved in developing their people, and of the limited time available to commit to development.  But that doesn’t change the reality.  Developing talent is a leadership issue in both a process and outcome sense, and there are costs associated with it, just as there are with other business decisions.  It may be easier, and in the short term more effective, to play high potential people to their demonstrated strengths, but the piper eventually will want his pay.  Developing leaders with the breadth and experience to handle the complexity of organizations in today’s global world simply requires an investment in helping those with talent shed what no longer serves them and continually acquire the new skills that they need.
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