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AMBITIOUS MANAGERS SHOULD WORK HARDER
TO FIX THEIR SERIOUS WEAKNESS(ES) THAN TO
BUILD ON THEIR STRENGTHS

Having assessed and coached 6,500 senior
managers, my experience tells me you should
ignore the common "wisdom" that people should
just work to keep their strengths rather than to try to
fix their weaknesses. An article in the November,
2007 issue of Training and Development ("The
Positive Payoff") conveys that common viewpoint. It
sounds sensible for the world-class miler to run
miles and not to try to convert to an event he'd hate
and fail at - pole vaulting.

Trouble is, management is like the decathlon, with
a lot of "events," and if someone is strong in 8
events but weak in 2, that person will not succeed if
competitors are strong in all 10. Management
requires a lot of skills, many of which are
necessary, not just desirable.

I've sat in on a thousand meetings in which
managers were considered for promotion, and the
people who get promotions of course have many
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strengths. However, the most important
consideration almost always is that they have no
“fatal flaws," "derailers," or serious weak points. My
role as a coach is much more to help managers fix
one or two serious weaknesses than to help them
maximize their strengths.

In my book Topgrading: How Leading
Companies Win by Hiring, Coaching, and
Keeping the Best People (Portfolio, 2005) | have
a large section entitled Fix Your Weaknesses, and
present case studies in which good results became
even better when managers minimized a serious
weakness. Over the years I've also worked with
some super talented people who simply could not
control their negative treatment of people. One was
given 2 years to improve, but he got worse -
publicly humiliating his people and peers, using
biting sarcasm, etc. He ran the most profitable
division, almost single handedly, but was fired. The
CEO said, "Pete, you're brilliant at running one
division, but 16 out of 18 peers told me they'd quit if
you are promoted to President. So, you're fired!"

For management jobs, my experience is that high
performers who want to earn promotions quite
naturally maximize their strengths every day. They
know they are great at product launch projects,
public speaking, analysis of financial reports (or
whatever); they love exercising their strengths,
read articles and go to seminars to strengthen
them, and too often ignore working on one or two
competencies they must have in order to get
promoted.

In my book | break out 50 competencies into
groups including competencies that can be
significantly improved on in one year (personal
organization, writing, and even treating people with
respect), and those competencies that generally
can't be improved on a lot (honesty, drive/energy).



Actually, for individual contributors, which are most
people in companies, | totally agree that they ought
to stick with their strengths and what they love to
do, and not waste time trying to fix weaknesses
that have no bearing on their success or job
satisfaction. The creative ad person is probably
better off staying in marketing than maybe trying to
make more money by transitioning into an
accounting job that would be boring.

But as soon as people move into the world of
management, and particularly when they want to
be promoted two or three levels - aha, that's where
all those meetings I've been in make it clear that
weaknesses knock people out of promotions all the
time! That's where the decathlon analogy is quite
real!

SUMMARY

| am frequently asked about the value of working
on fixing weaknesses and make the point: for
individual contributors, don't bother trying to fix your
weaknesses and instead go with your strengths,
but for ambitious managers, fix your serious
weakness(es) or your career will plateau!
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