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Introduction

Lacking both the opportunity and the talent to play a team sport, I channeled my energy into running. Nonetheless, I am a passionate sports fan, and my fascination and interest with team sports continues to grow. What is it about those winning teams and their coaches that places them above all others? What is it about the talent on the field and on the floor that makes them so successful? How does a coach produce season after season of success? And what, as managers in business, could we learn from these coaches?

Are winning teams in sports that much different from successful companies? Could you recruit winning players to your management team? Is so, how could you do that, and where could you start?

In researching the material for this book, I interviewed friends and colleagues in industry, academia, and sports. I talked to current and former CEOs, vice presidents, managers, individual contributors, and administrative assistants as well as coaches and current and former collegiate athletes at major universities.

I found that the parallels between coaching and managing are very strong and, indeed, as managers, we do have a lot to learn from our counterpart coaches.

The first step a manager should take is to try to think of yourself as the coach of your organization and your team. Evaluate your team members one by one to really begin to understand their individual strengths. Identify the gaps—what key skills, if any, are missing? Should some team members be moved to different positions or roles on your team or perhaps another team?

These are the things that coaches do because they are instinctively strengths based. They know that they need the players with the greatest strengths in the right position, and that’s what managers need to learn to do, as well.

When you get the members of your team where they need to be—where their strengths can really shine—they will be happy, motivated, and satisfied workers. They’ll bring enthusiasm and innovation to their jobs and reach toward and beyond the goals that you and they establish as a team.

Strengths-based management, just like strengths-based coaching, places your strongest players in the spots that make the most sense for them. By doing so, you boost innovation, resulting in increased productivity and profitability.

Sound like a winning idea? Let’s get started.

	
Chapter 1

What Is Strengths-Based Management?

We probably all know a couple of people who seem to be good at everything. These are the people who, as kids, always knew the answers to the teacher’s questions, were the captains of the football or field hockey teams, starred in the class musicals, and were everyone’s friends. As adults, they seem equally competent, well rounded, and emotionally well equipped.

For the great majority of us, however, life doesn’t come this easily. Most of us are good at some things—often really good—but not so good at others. You might excel at gourmet cooking but couldn’t begin to address a mechanical problem in your home. Or perhaps you can perform a stunning rendition of a classical piano composition but couldn’t begin to hit a tennis ball over the net.

Some of us are strong and steady when an emergency occurs, while others fall apart at the thought of a crisis. Maybe you’re incredibly patient in the middle of a traffic jam, while the person sitting next to you rants and raves.

These sorts of inclinations, talents, and skills apply to both our private and professional lives. Just as most of us have strengths and weaknesses in our private lives, we also have areas of strengths and weaknesses at work.

And, over the years, smart managers have learned that when they concentrate on an employee’s strengths instead of focusing on what he doesn’t do so well, they, along with their employees, can achieve amazing results. In this book, you’ll learn about strengths-based management, why it works, and how it can benefit your employees, you, and your overall organization.


A Strong Approach to Management

When a manager focuses on the strengths of employees instead of fussing over what they don’t do well, employees are empowered and energized. This makes perfect sense when you consider that most people enjoy performing work that they’re good at.



If Barbara absolutely excels at helping customers solve problems, chances are she will thrive as a customer service representative. If Adam is the ultimate strategic thinker who loves coming up with visionary ideas, you definitely want him in a position in which he’s able to do so.

To assign people to jobs that they don’t enjoy and don’t perform particularly well is counterproductive. They won’t be happy, you won’t be happy, and the higher-ups in the company won’t be happy, either. But enabling employees to work every day at jobs that match their strengths, talents, and personalities will energize workers. And when you get them to recognize not only their own strengths but the strengths of their coworkers and to understand how all of those strengths fit together and complement one another, you’re looking at a breakthrough team that’s capable of great things.


The Evolution of Strengths-Based Management

For decades, managers have pondered how to get the most from their employees, and smart employees have worked to tap into the characteristics that serve them well on the job. There are many tools available for measuring traits and characteristics of employees employed by organizations and individuals to assess behaviors, psychological preferences, and personality.



Examples of these are the Belbin’s Self-Perception Inventory, which identifies behaviors that indicate the role an employee might play in a team setting, and the Myers Briggs Type Indicator, which measures psychological preferences and categorizes employees according to their attitudes and functions.

While employers and managers found these tools useful, and some still use them, most find that they are not completely satisfactory because while they reveal employee perceptions or how someone might work with others on a team, they don’t really indicate individual strengths and talents that can be directly applied to organizational function.

That all changed in the late 1990s. Gallup, a Washington, D.C.-based polling firm that has studied human nature and behavior for more than seventy-five years and also provides consulting services for companies looking to increase employee productivity, released the results of a comprehensive thirty-year research project, attracting attention from around the world and changing the way many managers lead.

Gallup began publishing books about the strengths-based approach to leadership, and the movement grew. In 2001, Gallup created an online test called StrengthsFinder, which determines a person’s five greatest strengths, whittled down from a list of thirty-four aptitude areas. Strengths range in alphabetical order from Achiever to Woo (winning others over), and include other aptitudes including Communication, Deliberative, Empathy, Harmony, Individualization, Learner, Positivity, Responsibility, and Strategic.

The StrengthsFinder test became particularly popular after the publication of Strengths Based Leadership, published by Gallup Press in 2009. The book quickly became a bestseller, and called attention to the test, which could be accessed online with a code found in each volume.

To take the test, participants quickly select phrases that describe themselves. It takes about thirty minutes to complete the test, after which the results are compiled and the participant’s greatest strengths determined. Managers can use the test to determine and capitalize on her own strengths or to determine the greatest strengths of employees and assign jobs that correspond to those strengths. Take a look at http://scholar.google.com/scholar?hl=en&q=evolution+of+strength+based+management to learn more about the evolution of strengths-based management.


Gallup Research Results Controversial and Far Reaching

Much of the results of Gallup’s research were controversial. Especially surprising was the conclusion that, collectively, there is not one particular strength shared by effective leaders. Also, the research concluded that the best leaders do not tend to be well rounded in their strengths; they simply recognize the strengths they possess and use them to their fullest advantage.




What the Polls and Experts Say

During the course of the thirty-year study, Gallup researchers and pollsters observed more than 1 million work teams and interviewed more than 20,000 managers. They also traveled around the world to ask employees about the most influential and best leaders they knew, and what it was about those leaders that attracted them. From manager and employee responses, researchers began to recognize the power of strengths-based management. Some conclusive information that emerged from the study includes the following:




	In work situations where managers do not focus on employees’ strengths, only about 9 percent of employees reported feeling that they were engaged in their work.

	When managers do focus on the strengths of employees and match them to certain jobs and positions, almost 75 percent of workers reported feeling that they were engaged in their work.

	Only one in three workers worldwide reported that they have the opportunity to use their greatest strengths every day. India reported the highest percentage of workers with 36 percent, France was the lowest at 13 percent, and the United States reported 32 percent.

	Traditional managers spend only about 20 percent of their time reviewing an employee’s successes during a review. The rest of the time focuses on weaknesses.

	While the best leaders were not well rounded in their work strengths, the combined strengths of their team members were. These leaders built teams that complemented one another’s strengths and compensated for strengths that the leaders, themselves, were lacking.

	The best leaders understood what their workers needed and were intentional about meeting those needs.

	Employees who were asked why they followed particular leaders cited the following qualities that attracted them to the leader: trust, compassion, stability, and hope.



Many different management styles have come and gone over the past decades. Strengths-based management, however, is more than a management style; it is an innate and practical means of enabling employees to do their best work in a meaningful matter, boosting morale and keeping them invested and productive.

And, although the StrengthsFinder test is popular and useful, managers and employees can work together to determine strengths without the benefit of the test. You’ll learn more about how to do that in Chapter 3.


The Benefits of Strengths-Based Management

As researchers continue to observe and study strengths-based management, there is ongoing and definitive evidence of its benefits. Research indicates that employees who are able to employ their strengths in the workplace are more likely than those who are not to have higher job satisfaction, make more money, and even enjoy better health in the long term. 



Let’s take a look at how strengths-based management works, and, more importantly, why it works.


How It Works

Strengths-based management is the process of assessing the strengths of each employee, then assigning jobs and positions that match those strengths. It’s different from traditional management, which tends to focus on the areas in which an employee is not particularly strong in hopes of improving those areas, or fixing the employee.



In addition to focusing on the attributes of employees, strengths-based training encourages employees to pool their strengths, using them for the advancement of the team and the organization.

Strengths-based management forces leaders to change the way they view their employees and to act as facilitators, coaches, motivators, and guides. With this management process, leaders do not point out and dwell on the faults and weaknesses of their employees, but coach and guide employees toward developing their strengths in order to take their performances to new levels.

They encourage employees to think outside of the box, which often means outside of the framework of the company, to discover strengths that others are using. What makes an athlete or a rap musician successful not only at athletics or music but also a good businessperson? What are the strengths being utilized for that kind of success?

When managers and employees take ownership of their work and are encouraged to run with their strengths, everyone benefits. Employees are happy and more likely to come up with new and innovative ideas and ways of doing things. This results in profitability for the company and prestige for the manager, who may, along with some of her employees, get a promotion or pay raise. Employing strengths-based management has the potential to create a win-win-win situation, and to result in innovation, productivity, and profitability. Check out the following link to learn more about strengths-based teams and how they work: www.lce.com/Building_StrengthBased_Organizations_54-item.html.


Why It Works

Strengths-based management works because it allows employees to do what they do well and enjoy, and enables you, as a manager, to capitalize on their strengths. It also enables you to create a well-rounded team that can share its strengths and in which members can help one another compensate for weaknesses.



Because strengths-based workers are placed in jobs they like and excel at, and work in environments that are conducive to productivity and achievement, they’re empowered to have confidence in their abilities and to assume ownership of their roles within the organization. All of this leads to innovation, which is of the upmost importance for the success of a company and the economy, in general.

Let’s face it, it doesn’t matter where or from whom ideas originate. What matters is that innovation occurs and leaders are willing take risks that are sometimes required to implement it.


Aren’t You Glad You Use Dial?

Dial soap was introduced in 1948 as the world’s first antibacterial soap. It was a sensation, and people couldn’t get enough of it, partly due to its antibacterial properties and unique smell, and partly because of the company’s innovative advertising campaigns. In 1953, as advertising representatives were struggling to come up with a new slogan for Dial soap, a secretary jotted these words on her notepad, “Aren’t you glad you use Dial? Don’t you wish everybody did?” 

One of the ad reps happened to see the slogan on the notepad, and recognized that it was exactly what the company had been looking for. That slogan became practically synonymous with the soap and kept sales high for years. The point, of course, is that it doesn’t matter where a good idea or innovation comes from, as long as it’s a good idea.



Many economists and business analysts will argue that, throughout history and around the world, it has been innovation of some sort that has sparked economic growth, resulting in new companies and jobs, increased profits, increased standard of living, and overall economic gains.

Whether the innovation was railroads in the 1840s, commercial air travel or mass production in the early decades of the 1900s, television in the 1940s and ’50s, or the Internet in the 1990s, it is these types of innovations and technologies that drive economic growth.

Economists and analysts today are speculating on what will be the next great innovation with the potential to respark the economy and create jobs and economic growth. Many believe it will be related to climate change and green energy initiatives, but no one is certain. What we are certain of, however, is that innovation will continue to be the driving force in business and industry, and that managers and employees who are invested in their work and their organizations because they’re able to work to their strengths are far more likely to be the innovators than those who are not.

A well run, productive, strengths-based workplace is a win for everyone. Employees benefit from having jobs they look forward to doing, managers look good because their teams are strong and perform well, and the organization benefits because happy and innovative workers are good for productivity and profitability.



    	Strengths-Based Techniques Versus Traditional Management Techniques



    	Winning Strengths-Based Techniques
    	Traditional Management Techniques



    	Leadership
    	Top-down driven



    	Strengths-based descriptions
    	Functional job descriptions



    	Aligning and organizing according to each individuals strength(s)
    	Organizing based on functional responsibilities



    	Open, honest conversations that emphasize strengths
    	Corrective action plans that address weaknesses



    	Alignment of strengths to responsibilities and expectations
    	Alignment of goals and objectives based solely on what needs to be done 



    	Letting the team figure it out
    	Telling people what to do and how to do it



    	Empowering and letting go
    	Making sure you are always in control



    	Profits and people
    	Profits, profits, profits



    	Creating a work environment and jobs everyone loves
    	The job is defined by business needs without considering individual strengths 



    	Shared commitment
    	Individual accountability



    	Open-door policy at all levels to all levels
    	Meet only with your boss 
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