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This book is dedicated to the oddballs, misfits, disrupters, agitators, challengers, miscreants, antagonists, cajolers, stirrers, provocateurs, mavericks, jesters, trouble causers, protagonists, rabble-rousers, deviants, revolutionaries, contrarians, outsiders, dissenters, eccentrics, debaters, unsettlers, darers, and disputers without whom life would be boring and work tedious. May more of them earn the right to be elevated to leadership positions and break down the barriers erected to protect the elderly, white, male leadership monolith.









Conventional talent management schemes fail because they rarely accommodate mavericks and outsiders who are creative and innovative in their thinking but do not perform well using traditional appraisal measures.


—Marion Devine and Michel Syrett,
 Managing Talent: Recruiting, Retaining and 
Getting the Most from Talented People
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Preface


Diamonds in the Rough


Fifteen years ago, a major American multinational conglomerate was attempting a hostile takeover of a British company. With the deal rapidly approaching completion, the conglomerate’s CEO was faced with the daunting task of evaluating hundreds of leaders, in almost seventy overlapping global markets, to ensure the success of the union.


The CEO felt that she knew her own leaders but was blind to the capabilities of those joining from the acquired organization. She wisely recognized that the newly combined, culturally divided company would likely succeed only if top positions were filled by the best leaders from both sides. But how could she make these appointments with confidence? Barry Conchie was hired to help answer these questions, and his expertise in assessing candidates was deployed.


The candidates from the CEO’s company, whom she and other senior leaders deemed to be their very best, didn’t measure strongly when they were assessed. They were team players who were exceptional at driving positive sentiment in the workplace, but this did not translate into metrics that reliably predicted their success in a new environment. Elevating these candidates into more senior roles over others with significantly stronger leadership profiles would put the entire merger at risk.


Companies are not naive about the necessity of making decisions founded on data and evidence; however, they often demonstrate a lack of statistical i nsight when it comes to their most important business process: selecting new employees.


In this book, we describe in depth the Executive Leadership Assessment that we have researched, built, and refined throughout the last twenty years. You will come to understand the scientific methodology that allows us to predict successful executive leaders with 78 percent accuracy (and to predict unsuccessful leaders with 91 percent accuracy). We hope that this book will convince you of the importance of unbiased, data-driven, and statistically validated methods of candidate selection. As you think about yourself and your current and future leadership potential, the insights gained from our work could be invaluable to you.
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An assessment adds value to a company’s selection process only when it is proven to be a consistent, fair, and valid predictor of success in a role.


During our assessment process for this particular acquisition, we identified a leader hidden within the CEO’s organization in the Asia-Pacific market. She scored the highest on the Executive Leadership Assessment across every one of the markets we assessed. She was phenomenal, yet completely invisible inside her organization. Because this leader was relatively unknown, and likely because she is an Aborigine and a woman, she was underappreciated and overlooked.


She was obscured below the ranks of a weaker, lower-scoring leader whom we also assessed. It was clear that he felt threatened by her potential, as was evidenced by the poor performance appraisals he had given her in prior years. Sh e had never featured on any company succession list, yet we recommended that this woman, a “diamond in the rough,” be a key player in driving the acquisition. Despite protests from her then manager, she ascended to a top regional leadership position with him reporting to her. As you might imagine, he didn’t last long.


She became an extraordinary success, as her assessment predicted, and her promotion served as an inspiration to other marginalized employees battling to advance their careers. In her words, the leadership assessment “liberated” her from a future hamstrung by dysfunctional management. It gave her the confidence to push aside her detractors, step into her rightful role, and share her remarkable talents with the organization.


Unfortunately, this is not a rare occurrence. In nearly every organization that we work with, we find natural leaders whose brilliance goes unrecognized. There are exceptional candidates for leadership roles, many of them women and minorities, who represent one of the largest sources of untapped potential in today’s workforce. Nearly all organizations that struggle with challenges in diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) and hiring, retention, and succession planning have incredible leaders hidden in their ranks. Discovering this untapped potential has been one of the most personally fulfilling and organizationally valuable outcomes of our assessment practice.


Our key learnings from this experience helped shape our approach in future engagements and ensured that we asked the right questions in every organization:


•	Inadequate leaders dislike having talented team members reporting to them. They feel professionally threatened. They fear that they will be overshadowed and overlooked for future opportunities; thus, they are a hindrance to employee development and the organizations they serve.


•	The lack of diversity in company leadership is a direct result of poor selection ­practices—practices that can be improved by using an assessment of the kind we describe in this book. Your organization is as diverse as hiring managers allow.







•	Without a credible, objective leadership assessment, senior leaders are blind to the talent and raw potential hiding deeper in their organizations. Although they claim to be immune, they are vulnerable to the judgmental biases we describe in this book that lead to bad hiring decisions.


Who Are We?


Conchie is a company that specializes in executive assessment, selection, succession planning, teamwork, and development. The Executive Leadership Assessment described in these pages forms a basis for building assessments that measure talent and predict success for all key roles in organizations—from entry-level professionals through all intervening roles to executive leadership. We build unique assessments for unique roles and relentlessly pursue excellence and the traits and characteristics that predict it. We try to simplify the complex elements that inform decisions of this type, and our tools—the assessments we build—statistically predict who is likely to perform to a high standard, who might be average, and whom you should likely reject from consideration. The advice provided by these assessments helps our clients make more good hiring decisions and fewer bad ones. Our long-term partnerships attest to our effectiveness.


Barry Conchie set up Conchie in 2013, having previously led Gallup’s leadership and development business. He led Gallup’s work on some of its most significant client accounts and specialized in advising CEOs and executives in professional effectiveness and team optimization. He contributed as faculty to international MBA programs and frequently presented his Gallup work at conferences around the world. His coauthorship of the hugely successful book Strengths Based Leadership positioned him as one of the world’s foremost leadership thinkers.


Sarah Dalton joined Conchie in 2016 and became a partner in 2020. Leaders and managers partner with Sarah to better understand the attitudes and behaviors that drive performance and how to select for talent in the hiring process. She is an expert at training teams in interpreting talent assessments and using those insights to facilitate a superior candidate experience, greater confidence in hiring d ecisions, and world-class performance across all levels of an organization. She is certified in conducting executive-level talent assessments and regularly advises leaders on the ways in which they can achieve success while raising critical questions to help them become more effective.


The Scientific Approach


From the outset, we want to make one thing clear—this book isn’t the product of smart people pontificating about what they think good leadership looks like. It’s a book built on a foundation of evidence and hard science. We want you to feel energized and stimulated by credible ideas that are the result of research and data analysis . . . a lot of data. We cut through all the noise surrounding what leaders do and how the very best achieve their success. We talk about what really matters.


Few people have a good understanding of science and the scientific method. A 2019 Pew Research Center study1 showed that in the United States, only 52 percent of the respondents could correctly identify a hypothesis within specific contexts. Only 60 percent of the respondents in the same study recognized the importance of a control group in experimentation. Michael Shermer, in his entertaining yet serious book Why Smart People Believe Weird Things, identified the main problem as follows: “70% of Americans still do not understand the scientific process.”2


Long before the advent of globalized business, perhaps even before the invention of business as we recognize it, ancient cultures were using data to make decisions that would improve people’s lives and well-being. In the plains of Mesopotamia, on the shores of the Yangtze River, and throughout the jungles of Mesoamerica, large groups of humans created settlements that persisted beyond the generations that initially inhabited them. These people noticed patterns within the natural world and began to relate potential causes to effects.


In the chapters to come, we explain our own application of scientific methodologies in the context of leadership selection and development in modern business. But first, we need to ensure that everyone shares an understanding of what science is and what it is not.
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  Description

A circular flowchart labelled The Scientific Method with symbolic images at each stage. It starts from Observe Phenomena (a magnifying glass) → Question and Research Context (a microscope) → Define Hypothesis (a lightbulb in a thought bubble) → Experiment (a boiling flask next to a rack of test tubes) → Analyze Data and Form Conclusions (a normal distribution bar graph with a line overlaid) → Report Results (a notebook).




     

     

Though rudimentary, early practices of observing, hypothesizing, and experimenting were the foundation of modern science and the scientific method as we know it today.










Meteorology, the study and forecasting of weather, is a good example of using the scientific method in ways that most readers will understand. In ancient times, patterns of weather and seasons were identified, enabling rudimentary predictions to be made. It is this association between observation, data, and prediction that lies at the heart of the modern scientific method and why meteorology is regarded as a science.


Meteorologists gather and analyze voluminous data over long periods of time and across multiple geographies. They capture historical data and compare it to real-time measures and indicators. They run simulations and artificially change variables to assess the impact on their weather models. At the heart of the best science lies the ability to make a prediction and compare inputs with outputs. While the weather forecast might not be 100 percent accurate for every prediction in every location, it is remarkable how accurate it is and how consistently the predictions align with reality and experience.







Contrast this with astrology—star signs. In the same ancient times when observations of the natural world were being made to forecast weather, other people were observing the night skies and attempting to reach conclusions about the relationship between the alignment of stars and planets and their potential impact on the human experience. In these early days, astrology was regarded as a science because, after all, it was based on observation and the study of data in the act of making predictions.


But we now know that astrology is not science; it does not attempt to follow the scientific method, and the reasons are very clear. There is no observable mechanism that explains how particular star and planet configurations interact with the natural world, much less with the life experiences and chances of ­specific groups of individuals sharing random birthdays.


Astrology fails the ultimate test of science—it has no efficacy. Quite simply, it doesn’t work. Its predictions lack specificity and are so general and meaningless as to provide no real insight. While meteorology is very much a science, astrology quite definitely isn’t. Keeping this comparison in mind will be important as you work through this book. We demonstrate our approach to leadership assessment through the lens of the scientific method and describe the predictions made by our assessment and how accurate these predictions are.


Calculating probabilities, testing hypotheses, and interpreting data are skills that underlie the most important business decisions. Without applying scientific rigor to selection decisions and empirically measuring the results of those decisions, most companies are practicing astrology when they hire, promote, and terminate their employees. Today, meteorologists can predict (with enviable accuracy) weather in every region of the globe. Their forecasts are supported by huge repositories of atmospheric data, and when they do get it wrong (although rarely), they can explain why using that data.


What if companies could forecast the outcomes of personnel selection decisions as reliably as meteorologists forecast the weather?


What You Will Learn


Every good detective story begins with a collection of seemingly random and imperfect evidence but eventually reaches a very powerful conclusion. When we t alk about the scientific method as a means of asking questions and gathering data to test our assumptions, we are attempting to bring you along a path of discovery that leads to conclusions every current and aspiring leader will benefit from knowing.


This book is an account of our endeavor to apply the scientific method to the field of candidate selection, particularly candidates for executive leadership positions. We describe how we devised our research, how we conducted experiments and studies, and the astounding results we discovered. This book is not a scientific article (as you will no doubt be glad to hear), and the topics covered are written in a way that will resonate with people at every level of an organization. There are some concepts that we necessarily define and describe, such as adverse impact or Cronbach’s alpha. There are many more that we can reference only in passing, such as conformity bias or complexity bias. We hope that you will research these on your own and gain greater mastery of the subject matter.


Beyond our methodologies and data, we share our holistic framework for comprehending the complexities of leadership. We define the talents and behaviors exhibited by the very best leaders from around the world. Our opinions are not the result of singular anecdotes or case studies; during the course of our research, we assessed and collected data on over fifty-eight thousand executive leaders representing small companies and global enterprises in a variety of industries. Our terminology has been painstakingly reviewed, debated, and refined in an attempt to simplify a profoundly intricate subject.


There is no single quality that makes a leader exceptional, nor is leadership an acquired skill. Ten thousand hours of practice will not transform an intrinsically weak leader into one who is world-class. Rather, leadership is a compendium of talents that different people express in their own unique way. Among the highest-performing leaders, no two are alike—there are no rigidly defined rules that they all adhere to. But there are definitely traits and characteristics that can help us discriminate those individuals who have the potential to perform at the highest levels of executive leadership. We have used our research to refine a model that benchmarks an individual against the most talented leaders across the globe and reliably predicts their potential to convert their unique talents into meaningful performance.
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Our assessment model highlights an individual’s dominant leadership strengths and benchmarks them against the most talented leaders across the globe.


As you apply these research findings to yourself, we hope you discover a key that helps you identify and unlock your true leadership potential. In the final chapter of this book, we invite you to take an online version of the Executive Leadership Assessment that you will come to be familiar with through these pages. Every person reading this book would benefit from an objective measure of their unique talents and an understanding of how to maximize them in a leadership role. We provide the tools and resources for you to interpret your results and offer a mechanism for receiving feedback to those who are eager to learn more.


How It All Started


This book is the culmination of my life’s work and how Conchie came to be the company it is today. Throughout the following chapters, I share the significant experiences that influenced me to apply the scientific method to selection decisions. When I do so, the text is italicized to emphasize that these are my personal experiences.


—Barry Conchie


Predicting Future Career Choices


At fifteen years old, I had no clue about what career to pursue. When my small, rural high school in the United Kingdom introduced the latest career planning technology—a paper survey of questions about individual preferences that, once submitted and processed, would return a list of potential career paths—I felt a mixture of curiosity a nd prejudice. After all, this must be mumbo jumbo. How could a simple personality test lead to insights that would affect the trajectory of my career—and my life?


As a working-class kid from Northern England, I had never been encouraged to engage in self-reflection. I didn’t think deeply; I just did things to survive and earn a bit of money to help the family. “Work hard and show respect” were the values my parents instilled in my brother and me. I never really thought beyond that with respect to my character or self-development.


When the results finally arrived, there was an atmosphere of laughter and surprise in the classroom. Some kids were destined to be lawyers or architects. Others were bound to be doctors. One of the more imaginative suggestions was “fashion designer,” which I had never even heard of as a career.


I looked at my results and immediately hoped no one would ask about them. Apparently, the best this high-tech program could suggest for me was radio officer in the Merchant Navy or funeral director. At no point in my life had those possibilities crossed my mind. My earlier prejudices were instantly validated: “Who came up with this nonsense?” I recall feeling troubled and disconcerted about it for quite a while. How could I take these recommendations seriously? Ultimately, I vowed to prove the test and its creator wrong. I decided to forge my own destiny.


Suffice it to say, I never became a radio officer (military or merchant), and I certainly never became a funeral director. Looking back on the career test, I thought, “How meaningless. What a complete waste of my time.”


It was only much later in life that I came to recognize a hidden intuition in that guidance and how much more it revealed about me than I had ever thought possible.


Twenty years into my career, I encountered an actual radio officer and was startled to recognize how characteristically similar we were to each other. Radio officers spend most of their time cooped up in a small room beneath the ship’s deck handling ship communications, which appealed to my solitary tendencies. In speaking to this experienced officer, I realized that I would likely have rebelled against the military authority this officer described and respected. I had always been puzzled by the specific category of merchant rather than military navy in my career results. But in listening, I realized that I disliked blindly obeying authority. This career program had picked that up.







As my life progressed, I met a few funeral directors under predictably sad circumstances. I knew I would not have enjoyed that career path, but I admired their detached, unemotional professionalism and their sheer sincerity—words others have used about me.


As I reflected on this experience, I realized that all those years ago in high school, I made the mistake of looking negatively at the specific job titles. I failed to consider what these recommendations were really saying about me as a person and how accurate that assessment truly was.









Part One


Misconceptions 
About Leadership 
and Selection









Chapter 1


What People and Companies Get Wrong About Leadership


What is leadership? What differentiates an exceptional leader from one who is just average?


Let’s assume we are sitting in a room together talking about leadership, and we are trying to come up with a list of leaders we most admire and respect—­people we could study. Who would be on that list? Would we even agree? Could we find even ten common names? Would our list be confidently compiled, based on a deep knowledge of the individuals and the success they achieved, or would it be more subjective, hesitant, and impressionistic?


You might put Steve Jobs on your list, but he wouldn’t be on ours. We might argue for Herb Kelleher and you for Jack Welch. Rather than Welch, we would want his colleague Jim McNerney. And so the discussion would progress.


What would be striking about this discussion is how hard it would be to get to ten at all, let alone ten which we would agree on. But if we got to that number and then tried to draw conclusions about what was important in leadership based on these individuals, we’d be hard pressed to come up with a consistent a nd holistic answer because the individuals would be different from each other in significant ways—some observable and some not.


Each of our chosen leaders is undoubtedly successful, but they achieved their success in unique ways. Their paths to success were the consequence not of varied strategic choices but rather of each leader’s innate characteristics. They thought and behaved differently—not only from the general populace but also from each other. Their natural tendencies influenced how they viewed their businesses and the choices they made regarding the team members who surrounded them. Each leader harnessed these various elements to achieve phenomenal outcomes. They led highly successful organizations that directly reflected their personal characteristics and values. They didn’t just lead an organization—they led their organization.


It’s hard to look at Southwest Airlines today and not see Kelleher’s fingerprints. Apple and Jobs. Boeing and McNerney. General Electric and Welch. The answer to what made these titans such successful leaders is difficult to ascertain from such a small group. Fortunately, truly inspiring leaders exist all around us—although they may not be household names. They are legends hiding inside their organizations and communities. They are the individuals to whom others look for advice, guidance, purpose, and growth.


Over the course of our work, we have identified thousands of exceptional leaders, many of whom would likely measure more strongly than the household names previously highlighted. Identifying these individuals has allowed us to create a holistic framework for leadership and to answer the question “What makes the very best leaders unique?” Before we can answer, it’s important that we help you unlearn ideas that aren’t helpful in developing an understanding of how the very best leaders achieve their success.


Leadership: Three Traps and the Truth


The path to high-performing leadership is obstructed by too many books and thinkers who fall into one of three traps, making their writings and opinions confusing and contradictory. Many of these authors are extremely smart, but books that lack credible research to inform their findings often miss the target, as  is true of many leadership books. The three traps are evidenced by a swift glance at the leadership section of most business bookshelves.
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Students of leadership should be skeptical of writers and thinkers whose work falls into one of these three common traps.


The First Trap: Successful Leaders Do This One Thing


Leadership is a highly complex endeavor, but you wouldn’t think so from browsing the business or self-help sections of the local bookshop. There are dozens of authors who claim that the secret to great leadership is one specific trait or simple characteristic. These arguments are appealing to a general audience because nearly everyone would like to believe that they can become one of the very best leaders. As fantastic as that would be, the evidence all around us shows that this is simply not true. However, books that make such claims have been wildly successful bestsellers.


Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap and Others Don’t by Jim Collins identified humility as a driving force for success in attaining his “level 5 leadership.”1 His argument was founded on limited investigation and interpretation of a handful of companies. The small sample of leaders he studied were mostly white, older men, which raises concerns about the validity of his claims and their applicability to a wider population. Critics such as Steven D. Levitt were quick to apply measures to these claims.2 Levitt tracked the stock pe rformance of the companies that Collins had identified in the eight years since the book’s release and found that “overall, a [stock] portfolio of the ‘good to great’ companies looks like it would have underperformed the S&P 500.” If these companies were operating under the very best leaders, humble or not, we should expect to see this reflected in their stock performance.


A year after Collins’s book, Robert Greenleaf released Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power and Greatness to mainstream success.3 Like Collins, Greenleaf proposed an understanding of leadership that contradicted the procession of late-twentieth-century books extolling the importance of “leading from the front.” The compelling leadership narrative was based on his reading of Herman Hesse’s The Journey to the East, which described a humble servant whose value to his colleagues was appreciated only when he left the group and they realized he was really their leader.4 It’s an excellent concept of nonhierarchical, distributed leadership that led to the development of ideas about CEOs existing in service of their organizations rather than the other way around. Much research has been undertaken to apply empirical measures to Greenleaf’s claim, but “problems have arisen from poor construct clarity, poor measurement, and poor design.”5


Collins’s and Greenleaf’s books are important. They gave a voice to characteristically less assertive, but equally effective, leaders who achieved success with more subtle forms of leadership. These books defined leadership in terms that were more naturally encouraging for female and minority leaders, who had historically been discriminated against for not exhibiting the aggression once considered necessary for strong leadership. For this reason alone, these books have been necessary in shifting leadership into a more inclusive space for everyone—although it would have been nice if Collins and Greenleaf had highlighted this fact themselves.


These books fall into the same trap that has plagued leadership studies for decades. They attach disproportionate emphasis to one leadership characteristic over others. For Collins, it was humility, and for Greenleaf, it was service. Philip Rosenzweig, in his thoughtful book, The Halo Effect . . . and the Eight Other Business Delusions That Deceive Managers, highlighted this exact problem: stories of business success and failure constantly exaggerate the impact of leadership style and management practices on a firm’s outcomes.6







Effective leadership is the product of more traits and characteristics than those highlighted by Collins and Greenleaf, and although neither author was attempting to codify everything that goes into great leadership, their emphasis on these two characteristics wasn’t strongly supported by research evidence. Other students of leadership have realized this too, and approaches are gradually changing. Various other publications have unfortunately veered in the opposite direction entirely—rather than focusing on one all-important leadership characteristic, authors have attempted complex descriptions of everything leaders could do. This leads us to the next trap.


The Second Trap: Successful Leaders Do All These Things


The trend of trying to define every aspect of leadership has been around for a while. Dozens of business authors and journalists have published lists of skills, habits, or practices that, once learned, will give an organization what it needs to succeed. Stephen Covey claimed that to be effective, you need to acquire his seven habits;7 Glenn Llopis said there are fifteen things every successful leader does;8 and Michael Page said there are actually just eight qualities that define an effective leader.9 Which is it? Seven . . . eight . . . fifteen . . . thirty?


The abundance of these lists is likely overwhelming for the motivated student of leadership, and adhering to one or more might leave the reader confused. A discerning review should help them to realize that most of these claims are simply the opinions of the authors, substantiated by little more than cherry-picked examples of already successful companies or leaders. Without data and rigorous study backing these qualities or habits, they should be considered little more than musings. Few authors have attempted to empirically study these topics, and those who have done so have made claims that we should be equally skeptical about.


“We believe every CEO, manager, and entrepreneur in the world should read this book . . . you can build a visionary company.” This was a claim from Collins (again) along with his coauthor Jerry Porras in their 1994 book Built to Last: Successful Habits of Visionary Companies.10 Since its introduction, this book has become one of the “most influential business books of our era.”11 The authors surveyed one thousand CEOs, of whom roughly one-fifth responded, to provide a list of companies that were considered visionary. From there, they worked bac kward to see which patterns could be influencing this sentiment. They identified nine “habits” demonstrated by these companies.


The central claim of the book was that if you inculcated these habits in your own organization, success would follow. The late Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman, in his seminal book Thinking, Fast and Slow, dissected this conclusion: “The basic message of ‘Built to Last’ and other similar books is that good managerial practices can be identified and that good practices will be rewarded by good results. Both messages are overstated. The comparison of firms that have been more or less successful is to a significant extent a comparison between firms that have been more or less lucky.”12 Kahneman continued, “On average, the gap in corporate profitability and stock returns between the outstanding firms and the less successful firms studied in ‘Built to Last’ shrank to almost nothing in the period following the study.”


A better title for the book might have been Built to Regress to the Mean. This lens of critique should be consistently applied to any claims about business success and leadership. First, determine whether the claims are supported by any data or research whatsoever; this threshold should knock out the majority. Second, determine whether the quality of data and research has any validity. The claims should be true across long stretches of time to remove the influence of market events. They should be testable in other companies and provide predictable, measurable results. Very few books can pass these two checks.


The Third Trap: Follow Jack Welch’s Path to Successful Leadership


Books describing similar leaders proliferate on the business bookshelves. The premise seems to be that these leaders were successful, and so, if you emulate what they did and how they operated, you too will be successful. Some leader biographies and autobiographies stray into this trap.


While useful information can be gleaned from reading a leader’s life story, what they write and how they describe themselves is unique, just as the challenges and opportunities facing you will be unique. We were once contacted by an individual who thought he would benefit from our executive coaching work. We asked him whom he admired just to get a sense of his leadership thinking. He was very clear in his answer—he idolized Jack Welch. “I want to be a leader just like Jack Welch and feel that I can get there. I just need your help.” It was a short conversation—“How ab out we help you become the very best version of yourself ? Jack does Jack better than anyone. How about we get you to do the very best version of you?”


The best leaders are the very best versions of themselves, but not everyone knows what this looks like or can describe it in rich and vibrant tones. The language they use to describe themselves tends to be general and lack specificity. They paint themselves with extremely broad brushstrokes when finer details would provide a richer and more compelling narrative. Leaders who don’t think they can describe the best version of themselves should at least try to provide a better narrative of the characteristics they can describe. This is where a credible assessment can provide the best start. It will likely describe you in terms that you might not even consider strengths. The assessment that we describe here does exactly that—it shines a bright light on a person’s talents and potential to perform at the highest levels of executive leadership.


For a definition of leadership to be trusted, it must be measurable and ­predictable—it should be scientific. This is a difficult problem to solve because, as we mentioned earlier, successful leaders are vastly different from one another, each achieving success through unique means. But what if there were underlying similarities that all successful leaders possessed . . . a collection of traits or characteristics that reliably predict the best performers? This is the foundational question that our research sought to answer.


The Truth: Great Leaders Possess a Constellation of Talents


The conclusion of our scientific research is that exceptional leadership is the result of high capability across a range of specific leadership Talents. We capitalize the “T” in Talent for a reason. In the modern business world, “talent” is used in multiple contexts to mean entirely different things. Someone describing the “talent” on their team might just mean “employees.” Someone who is proficient with a certain tool or procedure might be described as “incredibly talented.” Neither of these usages meets our definition of Talent. For us,


Talent is a measurable, innate characteristic that a person demonstrates consistently in order to achieve high performance. Talents are strictly defined. A person who has a strong measure in a specific Talent will perform predictably better in tasks related to that Talent.







Talents cannot be learned or taught; they are not habits. They are the natural characteristics that we are all born with. Contrast this with skills and knowledge, both of which can be attained through effort and practice. A person’s unique constellation of Talents is enduring and pervasive. The influence of an individual’s strongest Talents is visible in nearly everything they do. They leave their idiosyncratic signature on all their accomplishments. It is extremely rare for two individuals to have the same measures of Talent, which helps explain how dramatically disparate leadership styles can achieve the same exceptional results. Through the Talent lens, the past achievements of the consistently best leaders can be understood and their future success predicted.
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Talents are part of who we are and how we think (innate), consistent over time and resistant to change (enduring), and present in our daily work and personal lives (pervasive).


The measure of natural Talent—and the predictions we make from these measures—underpins the core work of our business practice. Our clients trust us with this work. Not only do they base their selection decisions on assessment results—using them to guide their decisions about whom to hire and in what roles—but they also use this data to build comprehensive succession plans, assessing internal leaders to help guide their professional development.


The assessment and measurement of Talents have allowed us to help reduce the uncertainty associated with historically risky business decisions:







•	In selection decisions, we measure the Talents of candidates to provide insight into who is most likely to perform best in a role.


•	We determine the Talent composition of different teams and advise our clients on the ways a promotion or termination will affect the team’s capabilities.


•	We identify the Talents of executive leadership teams to guide high-risk successions and leadership of significant projects.


In Part Three of this book, we organize our framework for assessing leadership Talent into five chapters that describe what high-performing leaders do:


•	Chapter 5: Setting Direction—The very best leaders we’ve studied are driven by a vision of a positive future state when plotting a long-term course for their organization. They apply focus to goals, rather than activities, and look ahead to anticipate problems, issues, and opportunities rather than waiting to be overwhelmed by them. Talented leaders, when setting direction, help their organizations navigate through complex situations and articulate the value that many employees find motivational and engaging.


•	Chapter 6: Harnessing Energy—While the short-term focus of Talented leaders is inward on how to drive organizational improvement, their long-term focus is outward and considers competitive positioning, market trends, and external influences. Driven by a burning work ethic, Talented leaders set an exacting example. They measure their progress and effectiveness and recognize that the most Talented employees beneath them demand their greatest attention and support.


•	Chapter 7: Exerting Pressure—Talented leaders are comfortable speaking to, inspiring, and motivating large audiences, groups, and teams. They relentlessly focus on driving progress and improvement, and they agitate for change, provoke thinking, and never settle for average outcomes. They make employees in the organization feel uncomfortable in a positive sense that drives commitment and engagement. They assert a clear point of view and are persuasive in their approach.







•	Chapter 8: Increasing Connectivity—Talented leaders establish effective and powerful followership through purposeful and ethical behavior and through care and concern for those they lead. They build relationships that differ from those of average leaders, contradicting the belief that better management involves maintaining distance from direct reports. Instead, our research clearly establishes that it is desirable to “get close” to direct reports, but in a way that doesn’t compromise the leader’s objectivity when evaluating performance.


•	Chapter 9: Controlling Traffic—High-performing leaders understand how organizations work, what makes them tick, and how they drive superior performance. They manage pace and complexity with seamless assurance and use data and evidence to inform their progress and stay on track. Talented leaders tend to be exceptional planners, which is based on two juxtapositional characteristics—first, the need to establish protocols and guardrails to guide work and second, the need for agility and flexibility when circumstances change. This juxtaposition isn’t always easy to achieve and is one of the reasons why exceptional leaders achieve exceptional results.


We developed our framework through multiple years of discussion, study, and validation. For every individual we assess, we ensure that we can appropriately describe their Talents within this framework. In our leadership database, no two leaders are alike, and our research has identified the varying paths these leaders have taken to achieve their success. For each of the Five Talents, we describe how leaders who think very differently from each other can meet these demands and achieve phenomenal results. You will likely recognize your own natural strengths in some of these chapters, but other qualities will be less familiar.


Indicators of Natural Talent


Why are some people just so good at something? Why do you gravitate toward some tasks over others? Talent tends to be the arbiter of these situations. Lurking in our subconscious, our predispositions guide us to make decisions that a llow our Talents to shine. Hardly anyone wakes up on a particular morning and decides that they are going to be a genius in an area that is challenging for them. People tend to be averse to activities in which they struggle, and no amount of effort or training seems to make a difference. Public speaking is an excellent example. The mere thought of standing in front of a large group causes panic in many people. It is often stated that the three greatest stresses in life are the death of a loved one, divorce or separation, and giving presentations. By way of contrast, outstanding public speakers can’t wait to get on stage.


[image: A magnifying glass and 4 labels. The labels are: Ease of Learning, Flow, Excellent in Doing, Choice. The first 5 letters “excel” in “excellent” are magnified through the magnifying glass.]


If you look closely, there are clues that will indicate the natural Talents that make each person unique. These talents represent their greatest development opportunities.


Flow


Anxiety and other negative emotions concerning an activity are a great indicator that someone likely does not have Talent in that area. Conversely, strong positive emotions when thinking about or performing an activity are a rudimentary measure of underlying Talent. In Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, Mike Csikszentmihalyi posited that people are happiest when they are in a state of Flow, a state of concentration or complete absorption in the activity at hand. This state is felt by the individual and observed by others as “being in the zone.”


Csikszentmihalyi described Flow as “being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time flies. Every action, moment, and thought follows inevitably from the previous one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is involved, and you are using your skills to the utmost.”13 One of his key observations is that there must be an effective balance between a person’s Talents and the specific demands of the situation. If these are out of balance, Flow cannot occur. Talent and expectation must match at a high level. If the task expectation matches, but at too low a level, the result is apathy, and otherwise Ta lented people end up going through the motions even if the activity suits their predispositions.


Tasks that seem to be beyond the capabilities of others are achieved by some with minimal effort. These individuals exhibit phenomenal levels of concentration and application. Our conversations and interviews with high-performing leaders reveal that all have experienced this state of Flow, some more regularly than others. On occasion, these leaders can predict when a state of Flow is likely to happen by reviewing the nature of the tasks ahead of them. They describe such a sense of connection to an activity that they might fail to hear a phone ring or notice that someone is at their office door. When such signs are observable in others, it could well be an indicator of underlying Talent. Try to find out exactly what the person was doing when they experienced this feeling of Flow—this might be where one of their natural talents and capabilities lie.


Choice


Similarly, observing what a person chooses to do when they are not constrained by other requirements can indicate Talent. Given free choice, people tend not to do things they dislike or to perform activities in areas where they consistently struggle. Something surprising, as many people take too long to discover, is that some people love doing the things that you dislike. They can’t get enough of them. We’ve met leaders who hated completing expense reports, only to discover an admin support person who loved this and who derived a significant sense of achievement from submitting these reports accurately and on time. The very best outcomes are achieved in situations where an assigned activity is completely aligned with a person’s unconstrained choices. This leads to the very best application of a person’s Talents in practice.


Ease of Learning


Some people seem to be able to learn difficult things with extraordinary ease. We tend to notice this more in areas where we personally struggle. Their achievements seem to stand out in contrast. Areas of rapid learning can be quite diverse. We’ve worked alongside leaders who pick up foreign languages for fun and who can credibly hold significant business discussions in those new languages. The speed and ease with which they learn is beyond the reach of many. Regardless of t he activity, being able to quickly adapt to new knowledge and skills can indicate an underlying Talent in that area.


Excellence in Doing


Think of occasions when you have felt frustrated because someone told you how to do something that you had already figured out. Maybe you could already perform this task to a higher degree than the person interjecting. This may be a clue to discovering your natural Talents. Talk to female leaders who feel this frustration at having to listen to explanations from their male colleagues, and you’ll begin to understand where the term “mansplaining” originated.


A person with natural Talent in a specific area will tend to perform in the top echelon compared to the general population. Excellence, by definition, is attainable by only a few. If an individual consistently measures as a top performer in an activity, they are likely demonstrating their natural Talent. Consistency is important because top performance can be influenced by limitless external factors. Over multiple iterations, the likelihood of results being driven by chance decreases, and Talent emerges as the key contributor to success.


Excellence shouldn’t be reserved only for those with extensive track records. Additionally, excellence is not always measurable. Sometimes the sign of excellence is a glimpse of a very specific thing that is special, extraordinary, but usually fleeting. It can manifest as the potential a person might be indicating, something that captures our attention and makes us wonder “Is something there?” A younger emerging leader who shows promise could give us one of these glimpses. They might be showing Talent in its nascent stages of development. Being alert to different means through which excellence manifests enables us to be clear about the type of Talent we are identifying.


If such a glimpse is a true indicator of Talent, that reality will emerge. A person will seek out and repeat the activities that provide the satisfaction they receive from achieving something through their innate Talents. Individuals who consistently engage in and enjoy a specific activity are likely continuing to do so because their Talents allow them to succeed with ease.


What kind of work do you gravitate toward? What are you the quickest at learning? What are you consistently the best at? What can you do such that hours pass in minutes? Using these basic tests, you can start understanding what y our Talents might be. The next question you might ask is “What do I do with my Talents?”


Focusing on Talent Elevates Our Broader Achievements


Another mistake that leadership “gurus” make is that they assume that a leader must be ­well-rounded to be successful. We see examples in books claiming that X number of habits or qualities drive top performance and that if an individual does not have them, they need to learn them. This is as far as possible from the truth. The very best leaders don’t continuously assess their deficiencies and try to correct them. They dive headfirst into the activities that allow their Talents to shine. Rather than focusing most of their attention on their deficiencies, they seek to build complementary partnerships with Talented people in contrasting areas. In other words, they manage their deficiencies rather than focusing on them.


Consider again the lack of innate Talent and the anxiety and nervousness this produces for some people in public speaking. This negativity obstructs effectiveness, and not just during the activity. Barbara Fredrickson, in her 2004 paper “The Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions,” found that negative feelings measurably limit performance in a range of unrelated areas where an individual was previously strong.14 In contrast, positive reinforcement leads to elevated achievement across a broad area of functioning. Spending our time in areas that provoke negative sentiment limits our capabilities and hinders overall performance. Spending time in areas where we feel good, that are aligned with our Talents, elevates performance beyond the scope of those areas.


There’s No Such Thing as Being “Too Talented”


Are there any downsides to being Talented? A common myth we need to dispel is that “your best strengths can become your worst weaknesses.”15 The pervasiveness of this belief is staggering, and any applicability is only superficial. The idea originated in a published article that reads more like a philosophical analysis than empirical research. It was repeated unconvincingly by Adam Grant and Ba rry Schwartz in their 2011 paper, “Too Much of a Good Thing: The Challenge and Opportunity of the Inverted U.”16 The claim fails a basic tenet of good research because it assumes its own conclusion, i.e., “We see people behaving in less-than-optimal ways and this must be due to a tipping point where a strength becomes a weakness.” This supposition is a poor derivation of the 1908 Yerkes-Dobson law, which states that optimal performance arises in situations where just the right level of pressure is applied.17 Too much pressure, and performance deteriorates; too little pressure, and performance fails to improve at all.


The belief that strengths are in fact weaknesses is widespread, including in Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic’s recent book The Talent Delusion: Why Data, Not Intuition, Is the Key to Unlocking Human Potential.18 We have yet to find an example where it holds up under even mild scrutiny. To illustrate this, let’s examine the story of Dan Rockwell, author of the Leadership Freak blog, in his own words:


I’m a talker who married a quiet person. . . . Over the years I’ve learned that my strength is my weakness. I talk too much. I’ve learned that I don’t have to fill silence with the melodic sound of my own voice. I’ve also learned that a few moments of silence is an invitation for my wife to begin talking, and when she starts talking I listen. She’s quiet, not dumb. When she starts talking, she says so much smart stuff my head spins.19


Dan claims that “talking” is both his strength and his weakness. His interpretation is that because he talks a lot, he is a Talented speaker. Is a high quantity of speech a strength? We would say no. A better measure is whether he is an effective communicator. Under this lens, Dan is mediocre. We deduce that he has the capability of speaking but that he is prone to dominate conversations. His Talent for communication is not exceptional if he runs into the issues he described.


Let’s return to the original proposition, that too much of a strength turns it into a weakness. Can we ever be too effective at communicating? So Talented a communicator that no one can stand listening to us? What about someone who plays the violin too well? The clear issues in the “strength is weakness” argument are semantics and poor definitions of what constitutes a strength. Dan did not e ffectively define his strength; he combined multiple distinct characteristics—speech quantity and communication quality—and treated them as if they were the same.


In our framework, a Talent is a measure that counts only upward, from bad to good. Strong and weak are measures that are both on the same continuum. There are no U-turns. There is no danger in using your strongest Talents to achieve your best performance. We encourage it.


What Role Does Experience Play in Leadership?


Another common belief that we encounter is that leaders are forged through challenging experiences that cause them to rise to the occasion and lead. If this were the case, we could take any individual and ensure that they become an effective leader by designing the appropriate series of challenges. This is false even though the training and development industry would love you to believe it is true. Instead, what we see is that individuals with Talents that predict strong leadership are able to meet the challenges they face, whereas individuals without those Talents are not. Experience is additive to a Talented leader and is largely irrelevant to a weaker or average leader.


Nearly every top-performing leader has persevered under difficult circumstances in their career, but attributing the source of their leadership effectiveness to those experiences would be to fall victim to Survivorship Bias.20 Plenty of other individuals faced similar challenges and failed and therefore are not top-performing leaders. For experience to be a reliable means of creating top-­performing leaders, it would have to be reliable and reproducible for a measurable proportion of the leadership population. It isn’t.


This isn’t to say that experiences aren’t important; it’s just that they aren’t a means of producing top-performing leaders. Experiences can help already Talented leaders to develop beyond their current capabilities, but they will not help mediocre or less Talented leaders become exceptional. Our conversations with the very best leaders during in-depth reviews across a wide range of companies have helped us to identify experiences that show up consistently in many of their careers. We provide details of these experiences in Chapter 10, where we outline the career experiences that are most essential to a leader’s development.







When you think and reflect on the role of high-level experience in the business world, it is usually beneficial, but not always. The key question is whether a leader is sufficiently aware of areas of potential downfall. Too few are, in our experience. These leaders tend to think they know best, and they are happy to communicate this belief freely to others. Too many people credulously listen. The following account shows that experience isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be.


Experience Provides a Veneer of Competence


On Monday, January 18, 1977, I emerged from a college lecture to find that Dougal Haston, a Scottish mountaineer, had just died in an avalanche while solo skiing in the Swiss Alps. He was a prodigious talent in rock climbing, mountaineering, and alpinism. One of the very best. He had scaled some of the most ferocious mountains around the world. For a young climber like me, he was a cult ­figure—an idol. I had seen him in Scotland the previous winter while on a skiing trip to the Cairngorms near Aviemore. He was an imposing figure, a commanding presence, and was possibly the most experienced British mountaineer of his day. He had survived some of the wildest and most extreme environments on Earth. Yet he died in an avalanche.


He had been skiing solo near his home in Leysin, Switzerland. Avalanche warnings had been posted there that very morning. Indeed, Haston, who was head of the International School of Mountaineering in Leysin at the time, had posted the exact same notice at his school so that people would be informed of the potential danger and hopefully heed the warning by staying away from the mountain that day. A warning he ignored.


Why did one of the most experienced mountaineers on the planet end up dying in a predicted and prewarned avalanche?


Haston was no stranger to avalanches and their destructive, often deadly force. He had spent the best part of his life navigating harsh and extreme mountain conditions. When he climbed the North Face of the Eiger by a direct route with the American climber John Harlin (who sadly died after falling several thousand feet when a rope—which Haston told him not to use—snapped), it was regarded as possibly the greatest feat in mountaineering history. I made thirteen attempts on that mountain and failed every time.


Haston needed to be able to exercise good judgment in order to minimize objective dangers such as ice and rock falls as well as avalanches. Why did someone of such  supreme experience make decisions that made little sense and ended in his death? I have three observations that typically apply to the most experienced practitioners across many areas of human endeavor.


Experience Breeds Overconfidence


What does a little solo skiing mean to a mountain expert who has spent his life facing challenges of the kind that others view as impossible? The posted warnings of avalanche risk in precisely the area where he chose to go skiing suggest either a complete disregard for his own safety or the belief that the notice didn’t apply to him because he was special. He had more experience in exactly these conditions than almost anyone else. He was the head of a mountain school, for goodness’ sake, teaching programs on topics such as avalanche safety. Haston wasn’t some irrational risk junkie—he was calm and calculating. Yet his incredible experience might have contributed to his death. Hundreds of people were on vacation that day in Leysin, everyday skiers with barely a fraction of his experience—and none of them died. Haston did.
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