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PREFACE

Strength-based leadership is essentially about bringing out the best in yourself and others. Helping others to shine. Becoming the “best version” of yourself. Focusing on and promoting the areas where you already do well, and where your strengths lie – and learning to deal with the areas where you are weaker.

The areas where you and your staff have the most energy, and where you are most motivated to contribute, to learn and to explore – that is where you have the most to offer, and where you can really excel. So what should you all devote most of your time to? Fixing your shortcomings – overcoming your weaknesses and limitations? Or developing your areas of strength?

Most of us are taught that in order to develop we have to focus on fixing our shortcomings. And it is true that we do develop when we do that. However, we do not develop nearly as much as we do when we focus on developing within our areas of strength. Our greatest development potentials lie within the areas where we are already strong. Many of us still believe that our greatest development potentials lie in the areas where we are weak. With this book, we hope to challenge this perception. In fact, research has found that we can benefit much more from focusing on bringing our own and our staff’s strengths into play – and using these strengths to overcome our weaknesses – than we can by focusing on “improving” where we are weak. That the gains – in terms of performance, innovation, well-being, efficiency and the bottom line – are much greater if we focus our energy, time and tasks on our areas of strength. That is true of leaders and staff alike. Devoting time and energy to creating teams consisting of people with different strengths. Seeing the bigger picture – and thus also realising that no one is perfect on their own, but that together we can achieve perfection. Together we can excel. If we build on each other’s strengths and compensate for each other’s weaknesses, we can go far, perhaps farther than we ever thought possible.

However, to achieve an optimum result we have to know our strengths – and our limitations or weaknesses. In the first part of the book we explain and illustrate how you can spot strengths and weaknesses, and what it takes to bring the strengths into play even more and deal with the weaknesses.

When you have read this book, there is one thing you can be certain of: You will not go out and do the same as the other executives and leaders who have read the book. Or be like other executives and leaders who are interested in carrying out strength-based leadership. On the contrary. But you will have gained an understanding that the way in which you ultimately execute and use the suggested approaches to strength-based leadership relies completely on your unique strengths as a leader. It relies on what you are good at, and where your limitations lie.

Do not try to change. Try instead to bring the best of yourself into play, and see what effect that has. Support your staff in doing the same. And where you lack the competences that the situation requires, have the courage and the willingness to find someone to complement and aid you. It takes courage and determination to stand aside and let others step in.

Do not think that you can or should be able to handle everything yourself or that you should learn to excel in every area. That is not possible, and fortunately, you are not alone. Strength-based leadership requires you to rely on other people around you. For example, it requires different strengths to handle a situation when an employee is stressed compared to when an employee is “just” busy. The former situation calls for you to take charge and be very direct; the latter calls for you to help the employee plan the work and make the necessary priorities and choices; your role is to be curious, supportive and non-interfering. What comes most naturally to you? To be directive and maybe even issue commands? Or to be curious and to delegate authority? What will you do once you recognise that your strengths do not lie within a given area?

These are some of the issues you will need to explore in order to practice strength-based leadership. We hope that you will benefit from reading the book, and we are convinced that your employees will benefit from your reading – provided that you begin to experiment with some of the suggested techniques and methods. This will not only benefit yourself and your employees but the entire organisation.

How can we create efficient and healthy organisations? The answer is obvious: by practicing strength-based leadership. Here, we are not only focused on creating efficient organisations. Research shows that efficiency improves when everybody is allowed to bring their strengths into play. We shall return to this point in the next chapter.

Modern society calls for us to focus not only on efficiency and results, but also on the way in which we achieve efficiency and results.

Does your approach to leadership bring out the best in people? Does your style as a leader create healthy and sustainable solutions that do not place a strain on the individual and the organisation? Does your leadership style leave your employees, management and everybody around you enthusiastic and energised rather than burnt out and drained? In that case, you are well on your way to practicing strength-based leadership.

In our daily work as consultants we facilitate large-scale organisational strength-based projects and help leaders engage in strength-based work by encouraging the organisation and the leaders to continue all the things that they are already doing well. We have seen the strength-based approach generate positive spirals of growth, well-being, joy, optimism, hope, commitment, innovation and efficiency. We have seen how staff and leaders have longed to learn about their own and their colleagues’ strengths. How the process of charting the weaknesses also produces clarity and insight. How it promotes a greater sense of security and trust when weaknesses are addressed rather than being swept under the rug. How it generates more energy to work toward a structure where one can bring one’s strengths into play. And how this energy can be used to create results. This is a positive spiral, where things are interlinked – we do not see efficiency at the cost of well-being. We see well-being generating efficiency. And the achievement of results that promote well-being. In other words, we see more humane organisations.

We hope that this introduction has inspired you to read this book. This is when the real work begins. It begins with yourself as a leader and your approach to leadership. Your view and perception of the employees and your way of encountering and addressing them. The tools in this book will only work if you invest yourself in the process, in the sense that you are fully involved. With presence and authenticity. With your strengths fully unfolded – and your weaknesses dealt with or rendered insignificant by your strengths. Once you master that, you can use the strength-based methods that are described in Part Two to address the specific challenges you face every day as a leader.

We wish you success in this process – and we hope that you will enjoy working with the strengths in yourself, your staff and your organisation.

Strong aspirations. Strong hopes. Strong organisations. Strong results.

Pernille Hippe Brun & Mikkel Ejsing


INTRODUCTION

CONTENT

Part One of the book is an introduction to strength-based leadership including definitions, the underlying perceptions of strength-based leadership, a bit of history and some research. There is also a section on “knowing yourself as a leader”, which discusses how crucially important it is that you are authentic and credible as a leader and that you appear as YOURSELF. In this section we also discuss the importance of timing in relation to bringing your strengths into play and in relation to handling the management challenges that we present a strength-based approach to in Part Two of the book. We conclude Part One with two chapters describing how you can identify and bring your own strengths into play, and how you can identify and deal with your weaknesses.

In Part Two, you will be introduced to fundamental strength-based ways of asking questions and managing processes. In addition, there are eight chapters with specific ideas for handling typical management challenges with a strength-based approach. In this section, we present ideas for specific strength-based approaches to handling conversations, giving feedback, managing or preventing stress and conflicts, building strong teams, conducting meetings, following up on surveys and developing strength-based strategy processes.

LITERATURE

At the end of each chapter there is a list of literature that you can turn to for inspiration if you want to explore the topic of a chapter in greater depth. This literature has also served as background literature for the content of the chapter.

MODELS, EXERCISES AND FIGURES

Throughout the book, we have attempted to make things specific and accessible. Here is an overview of the types of text, models, figures, statements, quotations and drawings you will encounter:

There is the standard text, like this sample, which presents a theoretical point.

Key points are emphasised with bold print and centred in a one-liner, like here.

CASE


Text boxes contain a case description from a research project.



MODEL


Text boxes contain models that offer a systematic summary of a strength-based approach in relation to a given topic.



Figures serve to illustrate a theoretical point.

Figure

REFLECTION


Reflection boxes raise questions that you as a leader are asked to consider.


EXERCISE


Text boxes contain exercises that you, as a leader, are encouraged to do in order to gain experience with thinking or working in a strength-based manner.



GUIDE


Guides can be used by yourself or your staff in relation to a topic that you are addressing with a strength-based approach, such as following up on surveys.



QUOTES AND CASES FROM THE REAL WORLD

As we wrote this book, we interviewed six leaders who have considerable experience with strength-based approaches. Throughout the book, the text is supplemented with excerpts from these interviews in order to link the book’s thoughts and ideas as closely as possible to actual management practices. Hopefully, the leaders’ statements will serve as additional inspiration for you in your work with strength-based leadership. You may need to translate and adapt their experiences to match conditions in your organisation. In some cases, however, the examples and thoughts may be directly transferable.


	Carsten Filtenborg, corporate vice president, CVP for Quality Assurance in Device & Supply Chain Management, Novo Nordisk A/S

	Karoline Prien Kjeldsen, permanent Secretary of State, Danish Ministry of Culture

	Jane Johansen Pade, head of division (Group HR and Staff), Danish Ministry of Culture

	Henning Juhl Jessen, group executive vice president, Copenhagen Region, Sydbank

	Jannie Funch, department manager, D&S Regulatory Affairs, Novo Nordisk A/S

	Thorsten Dyngby, headmaster, St. Joseph School in Roskilde.


The appendix contains additional information about the leaders and about the strength-based initiatives they helped initiate and maintain in their organisations.


PART ONE

STRENGTH - BASED LEADERSHIP IN A NUTSHELL

CHAPTER 1
STRENGTH - BASED LEADERSHIP – ORIGINS AND DEFINITION
In this chapter we take a closer look at the origins of strength-based leadership as a management discipline and at the definition of strength-based leadership. We also discuss the basic research that underpins this discipline.
THE ORIGINS OF THE STRENGTH-BASED LEADERSHIP APPROACH
How can we tell when a particular approach, a particular “movement” is born? Rarely at the moment when it is born. When did we see the first book, the first statement, the first management training course within the strength-based approach? Who initiated the approach? Who were the front-runners? Who were the first to foster the ideas and the thoughts? We will try to address these questions now, with the knowledge that some of the people we refer to would not necessarily have characterised themselves as front-runners of a strength-oriented approach. Nevertheless, in a contemporary perspective, we see them as having played an important role in shaping our thinking about strength-based leadership and having helped initiate research into the effects of focusing on strengths in leadership.
The first management book to pay real attention to strengths is Peter Drucker’s book from 1966, The Effective Executive (Drucker, 1966).
Peter Drucker (1909-2005) is characterised as the leading founder of modern management. Before his death in 2005 he authored close to fifty books on management and leadership, and he has left his imprint in the hearts and minds of many business executives. His thoughts, ideas and perceptions about management and leadership are still considered ground-breaking, and Drucker is a widely quoted source of “to the point” one-liners about good management. Drucker was a front-runner and advocate of decentralisation, empowerment and delegation, among other issues, and he saw the leader’s prime task as that of creating the right conditions for the staff to perform and excel and bring their strengths into play. In his book The Effective Executive (1966) Drucker makes the first explicit mention of studies which show that efficient leaders build on their own strengths and the strengths of the staff, colleagues, superiors, customers, the organisation and the larger environment. Focusing on strengths, building on them and profiting from them.
In a later interview, Peter Drucker made the following statement about the prime task of leadership:
“The task of leadership is to create an alignment of strengths making our weaknesses insignificant.”
In all simplicity, this statement reflects the essence of strength-based leadership. Your task is to align your own and your staff’s strengths in such a way that your weaknesses cease being an obstacle to performance, efficiency, innovation, well-being and growth.
In the 1980s, the strength-oriented approach began to gain ground with David Cooperrider’s development of Appreciative Inquiry (AI). AI is an approach that identifies and amplifies all the things that work in an organisation, a person or a team. With its structured and simple method for developing organisations, teams and individuals, AI has proved its capacity for generating impressive results for organisations around the world. Both on a large scale in relation to organisational development projects, change projects and vision and strategy implementation projects – and on a smaller scale, for example by improving dialogues, enhancing communication and increasing understanding internally in the organisation and in relation to the organisations’ partners and customers (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). The basic message in AI is the same as the conclusion that Drucker reached:
It is more effective to focus on strengths and on what works than to focus on weaknesses and what does not work.
This point has been widely confirmed by subsequent research. Leaders who are able to bring their own and the employees’ strengths into play achieve superior results. The explanation for this is expressed very clearly in this statement by Jane Johansen Pade:
“It’s pure cost-benefit. The money that’s spent on me is best spent where I can deliver the most. Value for money. I can move things through the system faster, and there’s a better atmosphere. It generates momentum,” Jane Johansen Pade
The following research study also confirms this claim (Clifton & Harter, 2003):
CASE

PERFORMANCE GROWTH IN BARS IN THE USA IN THE MID 1980S

A leading brewery that operated 7,200 bars found that they could raise the performance level considerably in the bars by investing in renovation. In itself, this insight is hardly ground-breaking. What was ground-breaking about the research was the finding that with the same investment in eight high-performing bars and eight struggling bars, the return on investment (ROI) was seven times higher in the high-performing bars than it was in the bars that were struggling when the investment was made. The analysis even found that the bars that did well at the outset retained their new, improved earnings levels a year later, while the poorly performing bars had returned to their former, low level a year after the investment.

A study of the factors that made the difference between the high-performing and the low-performing bars found that the individual staff members’ individual talents had been brought into play in the high-performing bars.

The difference in performance could not be explained by location, local competition or any other factors. What made the difference was whether the staff members in the bars were allowed to do what they did best in their everyday work.

What does this tell us? That it is more profitable to invest where things are already going well. We may be able to climb to a mediocre level by making an effort in areas where we are weak, or where performance is low, but it is a costly investment that is unlikely to pay off. Thus, we should focus on bringing the staff members’ individual strengths into play.


In 1990, the AI movement, spearheaded by Cooperrider, was supplemented by a more psychologically oriented movement headed by Martin Seligman (Seligman, 2003). Around this time he was elected president of the American Psychological Association (APA). Candidates holding this position have to pick a theme or a topic that will receive particular attention during their presidency.
Martin Seligman’s platform was a commitment to emphasise, promote and strengthen positive psychology. The part of psychology that studies and addresses what makes people thrive and overcome troubling times. What can bring out the best in people and make us happy and resilient and filled with hope and optimism. And he was elected by a wide margin. This was seen as a liberating development that allowed American psychologists to study what is right with the human mind – and not just all the things that make us ill (physically or mentally), imperfect and incomplete. To be able to work with all the things that offer protection from suffering and disorders. All the things that make us strong, capable, fun, innovative and efficient.
In Europe, positive psychology soon aroused the same attention as it had in the USA. There are innumerable books on positive psychology and the wisdom that it holds. Martin Seligman kick-started a series of research studies which so far has proved, in essence, that
The leaders who are capable of triggering positive emotions such as hope, optimism and resilience among their staff achieve superior results.
The leaders who think (or learn to think more) positively and who generally look for the things that work (what is ‘right’ in and for the organisation, the situation and the employees) achieve superior results.
One result of the wave of research that followed from Martin Seligman’s proclamation of the emphasis on positive psychology during his presidency of the APA is a movement within the field of organisational psychology; a movement that is known as Positive Organizational Scholarship (POS) (Cameron, Dutton & Quinn, 2003).
This movement was founded during a conference in 2001 by a group of people including Professor Kim Cameron of the Michigan Business School (Bernstein, 2003). The movement seeks to explore what they call “positive deviance” – examples of companies and organisations that excel in their field, achieving extraordinary results and thriving and performing above their (expected) level. The emphasis is on identifying the positive things that happen in these organisations and the conditions that make the members of these organisations bring their strengths into play. The basic idea of this movement is that:
If we want to identify what creates success and extraordinary performance we would be wise to examine the cases where it already occurs.
In Denmark, one interesting example of research that promotes a strength-based approach is a comprehensive report from the Danish National Research Centre for the Working Environment that was published in 2007 (Borg, 2007).
CASE

REPORT FROM THE DANISH NATIONAL RESEARCH CENTRE FOR THE WORKING ENVIRONMENT

The report is the result of a large-scale project that set out to examine positive factors in the working environment. A point that is of particular interest to us (and which is mentioned in the report) is that traditionally, working environment research has had a strong focus on the negative consequences of a poor working environment. Improving the working environment was seen to be a matter of eliminating negative factors. Now the perspective began to take on a higher degree of complexity. Thus, the report marks an interesting shift in focus which we have probably still only seen the beginning of. Furthermore, the report constitutes an important step toward collecting knowledge about what generates well-being, job satisfaction, efficiency, etc., in organisations. One of the main conclusions focuses on a point that we consider crucial in the strength-based approach: that what generates success, well-being and progress in an organisation is something other and more than simple problem-solving.

A quote from the report: “The report (…) documents that positive job factors are not simply the opposite of or the absence of negative factors. Positive factors and negative factors are not simply characterised by opposite conditions and consequences. The report also makes the case that focusing on the positive factors of the job likely holds the potential of substantial improvements of workers’ health and productivity.” What these factors are will be discussed in Chapter 11.


Thus, we do not necessarily learn about success by studying failure. Focusing on positive factors is a special area that deserves greater attention both in companies and in research.
The most recent addition to the strength-oriented approach comes from England, where for the past fifteen years, Marcus Buckingham has revolutionised the perceptions of performance, efficiency and the achievement of results (Buckingham, 2005). At Gallup, he and his colleagues have carried out quantitative and qualitative studies (via thousands of interviews with staff and leaders) of what generates efficiency, high performance and results in organisations. And the answer is simple:
The highest levels of performance and accomplishments co-occuring with the highest levels of well-being, employee satisfaction and commitment are found where leaders take an interest in and support the employees’ ability to bring their strengths into play.
Let us for a while turn our gaze to the research that supports this view.
THE COMPREHENSIVE RESEARCH OF THE GALLUP ORGANIZATION
Gallup is a global research institute that uses interviews to collect knowledge about a wide variety of topics. The company was officially founded in 1958 by George Gallup with the declared purpose of collecting knowledge and carrying out polls to provide an informed basis for democratic decision-making.
In 2003 a Gallup survey concluded that leaders with a strength-based approach to management were twice as likely to achieve success and good results as leaders who did not focus on the strengths in their organisation (Clifton & Harter, 2003). This led to a series of follow-up surveys to identify whether leaders focused on the strengths of their employees, whether the employees felt that they were able to bring their strengths into play, and the relationship between this possibility/this focus and the results that the organisation achieved.
The results were unambiguous. In 2005 Gallup published a study demonstrating that workers’ engagement was highly dependent on whether management focused on their strengths. In fact, in the cases where the leaders focused on the employees’ strengths, 99 percent of them felt engaged in their jobs. Conversely, the number fell to 60 percent in the cases when the leader largely ignored the employees and to 82 percent in the cases when the leader focused on weaknesses. Furthermore, a direct link was found between engagement and productivity (Clifton & Harter, 2003). Thus, we see that it is possible to promote engagement, even if the focus is on weaknesses – but focusing on the strengths generates even more engagement!
This sparked additional research. Gallup now carried out a survey of 36 companies in multiple countries. The survey included interviews with 198,000 employees, all of whom were asked 12 questions. These 12 questions were chosen because they had been found to correlate with productivity and engagement. They have since become known as Gallup’s Q12 engagement survey, which is used to measure good management in some departments at Novo Nordisk A/S, among other places.
Gallup’s Q12 engagement survey

	Do you know what is expected of you at work?

	Do you have the materials and equipment to do your work right?

	At work, do you have the opportunity to do what you do best every day?

	In the last seven days, have you received recognition or praise for doing good work?

	Does your superior, or someone at work, seem to care about you as a person?

	Is there someone at work who encourages your development?

	At work, do your opinions seem to count?

	Does the mission/purpose of your company make you feel your job is important?

	Are your associates (fellow employees) committed to doing quality work?

	Do you have a good friend at work?

	In the last six months, has someone at work talked to you about your progress?

	In the last year, have you had opportunities to learn and grow?

The question that was found to be most closely correlated to productivity was question 3.
A comparison of engagement surveys found that some of the characteristics of teams and organisations with high Q12 scores are:

	lower staff turnover

	higher sales volumes

	superior productivity

	superior customer loyalty and other manifestations of superior performance.

(Clifton & Harter, 2003)
The people who replied, “Strongly agree” to question 3, were found to be members of high-performance teams with very low staff turnover, a high degree of well-being and a high degree of customer satisfaction (Buckingham, 2007).
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