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there is little out there in the way of pragmatic advice as to how organisations can pick it up and use it.
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mental illness and people who were in some way 'broken', it was less
well equipped to help 'normal' people to fully realise their potential.

There are echoes for HR here: how often do we find, for example, that people are hired into organisations for
their strengths and are then performance managed according to their weaknesses? How, then, can HR adopt
a 'strengths' perspective from a practical point of view?

Defining strengths

We define strengths as "underlying qualities that energise us, contribute to our personal growth and lead to
peak performance" (Brook and Brewerton, 2006). Key to this definition is the issue of 'energy': strengths are www.inHR.co.uk
toi-de)S not just about competence (i.e. how good you are at something); instead, they relate to what energises you,

.com what fuels you - typically a strength will be something you are good at doing, but the most important aspect
is the extent to which it gives you energy.
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One area of concern relates to the differences and/or overlaps between strengths and competencies. While the UK, serving over
competencies (behavioural and technical) tend to be fairly job-specific and relate to skills, knowledge and 22,000 members with
abilities required for effective job performance, strengths relate to underlying characteristics informing how -
we respond emotionally to different activities and tasks, i.e. are we energised or weakened by tasks/activities a wealth of free online
we encounter? Therefore, strengths are broader and can translate across different job roles. resources including:

Of course, competencies are enormously useful for stipulating the requirements of a job and competency M in-depth features
frameworks are absolutely here to stay. However, helping employees to gain an understanding of their
strengths allows them to find ways of remaining engaged and energised when working on a task, irrespective
of their role or the task in hand.
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gains." instead we look for individuals’ capacity to be aware of and apply their
strengths in a balanced way, across a range of situations to achieve a
positive outcome. Receiving feedback on strengths during assessment

events can be very enlightening (and energising) both for those giving and receiving the feedback.
Performance management and appraisals

If a true 'strengths' approach is to be adopted by organisations, the areas that needs to be carefully
considered are performance management and appraisal processes.

We have found that while the physical modification of a performance review questionnaire to make it more
‘strengths friendly’ is a relatively straightforward task, it is organisations who take the time to familiarise line
managers and staff with the underlying philosophy and purpose who make the greatest gains.

Our advice is to ensure that all staff with line responsibility have conversations with their managers about
strengths: how they can use them more often; and how they can develop them further, as this is the only
way that managers can engage emotionally with the approach.

Of course, there are many more ways in which the HR community can help employees to play to their
strengths — what appears above merely scratches the surface.

However, if the emerging research in this area is to be believed (e.g. the Corporate Leadership Council's 2005
finding that focusing appraisals on performance strengths led to a net 36% positive change in performance),
shouldn't all people professionals be making efforts to turn this 'interesting concept' into concrete
interventions geared to make a difference to the bottom line?

Dr Paul Brewerton is co-founder of The Strengths Partnership and a chartered occupational psychologist
with a PhD in organisational psychology.
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