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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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  Description
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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.
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