strengths based leadership great
leaders teams and why people follow

The Power of Strengths Based Leadership in
Building Great Teams and Inspiring Followers

strengths based leadership great leaders teams and why people follow
encapsulates a fundamental shift in how we approach management and team
dynamics. This approach moves away from traditional deficit-focused models
towards a more empowering strategy that identifies and leverages individual
talents. By understanding and nurturing what people do best, leaders can
unlock unprecedented levels of engagement, productivity, and innovation. This
article will delve into the core principles of strengths-based leadership,
explore the characteristics of great leaders who embody this philosophy,
examine how it fosters exceptional teams, and ultimately unravel the
psychological and practical reasons why people enthusiastically follow such
individuals. We will explore how focusing on innate talents, rather than
solely on weaknesses, cultivates a positive and high-performing work
environment.
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The Foundation of Strengths Based Leadership

Strengths-based leadership is a philosophy that emphasizes recognizing,
nurturing, and maximizing the unique talents and capabilities of individuals
within an organization. Instead of dwelling on perceived weaknesses or areas
for improvement, this leadership style pivots to what individuals do
exceptionally well. The core belief is that by focusing on these inherent



strengths, individuals and teams can achieve higher levels of performance,
engagement, and overall satisfaction. This approach is not about ignoring
areas that need development, but rather about ensuring that individuals are
placed in roles where their greatest contributions can be realized and then
providing targeted support for any necessary skill refinement.

This paradigm shift acknowledges that everyone possesses a distinct set of
talents, and when these talents are recognized and utilized, they become
powerful engines for success. A strengths-based leader understands that by
aligning an individual's natural abilities with their work, they are tapping
into a reservoir of intrinsic motivation. This leads to greater job
satisfaction, reduced burnout, and a more positive workplace culture. The
focus on strengths fosters an environment of growth and development, where
individuals feel valued for their unique contributions, leading to a more
cohesive and effective unit.

The Deficit Model vs. Strengths Model

Traditionally, many management philosophies have operated under a "deficit
model," where the primary focus is on identifying and correcting weaknesses.
While addressing shortcomings is important for basic competence, an
overemphasis on deficits can be demotivating and limit potential. The
strengths model, conversely, champions the idea that investing in what people
are already good at yields far greater returns. By building upon existing
talents, individuals can not only excel in their roles but also develop a
deeper sense of purpose and mastery. This positive reinforcement is crucial
for long-term commitment and high achievement.

The Impact on Employee Engagement and Productivity

When employees are given opportunities to utilize their strengths, their
engagement levels naturally increase. They feel more motivated, productive,
and connected to their work. This is because engaging in activities that
align with one's talents is inherently more fulfilling and less draining than
constantly struggling with areas of weakness. Consequently, organizations
that adopt strengths-based leadership often witness a significant boost in
overall productivity, innovation, and a reduction in employee turnover. The
alignment of individual strengths with organizational goals creates a
powerful synergy.

Identifying and Cultivating Individual
Strengths

The success of strengths-based leadership hinges on the ability to accurately
identify what makes each individual unique and then strategically cultivate



those talents. This process requires keen observation, effective
communication, and a genuine interest in employee development. Leaders must
move beyond superficial assessments and delve into the core of what drives
and energizes their team members. This involves creating a culture where
self-awareness is encouraged and where feedback is consistently focused on
recognizing and amplifying positive attributes.

A significant part of this identification process involves understanding that
strengths are not merely skills, but rather patterns of thought, feeling, and
behavior that come naturally and are highly effective. These innate talents
can be unearthed through various methods, including direct observation,
feedback from colleagues, and the use of validated assessment tools. Once
identified, the next crucial step is to provide opportunities for these
strengths to be applied and developed further, fostering a continuous cycle
of growth and contribution.

Tools and Techniques for Strengths Identification

Several effective tools and techniques can aid leaders in identifying the
strengths of their team members. Formal assessments, such as the
CliftonStrengths (formerly StrengthsFinder) assessment, provide a structured
way to understand an individual's dominant talents. Beyond assessments,
informal methods are equally valuable. Regular one-on-one conversations
focused on past successes, energizing activities, and moments of peak
performance can reveal deep-seated strengths. Encouraging peer feedback,
where team members share what they admire and appreciate about each other's
contributions, also offers powerful insights.

CliftonStrengths assessment

Behavioral interviews focusing on past achievements

Regular check-ins to discuss what energizes employees

360-degree feedback that highlights positive contributions

Observing individuals during challenging tasks

Strategies for Nurturing and Developing Strengths

Once strengths are identified, the task shifts to nurturing and developing
them. This involves providing opportunities for individuals to use their
strengths more frequently and in more challenging contexts. Leaders can do
this by strategically assigning tasks and projects that align with an
individual's top talents. Professional development opportunities, such as



workshops or mentorship programs focused on honing specific strengths, are
also vital. The goal is to help individuals not only recognize their
strengths but also to elevate them to new levels of expertise and
application.

Furthermore, creating a feedback loop that reinforces the application of
strengths is essential. When an individual successfully utilizes their
strengths, acknowledging and celebrating that success reinforces the behavior
and encourages further development. This continuous cycle of identification,
application, and reinforcement is at the heart of effective strengths-based
development. It’s about creating an environment where people are encouraged
to run with what they do best, rather than being constantly pulled back by
areas where they are merely adequate.

The Hallmarks of Great Strengths Based Leaders

Great leaders who embody strengths-based principles are not simply managers;
they are catalysts for individual and collective growth. They possess a
unique blend of empathy, vision, and strategic insight that allows them to
see the potential in every team member. These leaders create environments
where individuals feel empowered to contribute their best, fostering loyalty
and exceptional performance. Their leadership style is characterized by
authenticity, a commitment to development, and a profound understanding of
human motivation.

These leaders understand that true influence comes not from command and
control, but from inspiration and enablement. They are adept at creating a
shared vision and then empowering individuals to contribute their unique
talents towards its achievement. This not only drives results but also
cultivates a deep sense of ownership and pride among team members. The
ability to see beyond the immediate task and focus on the long-term growth
and development of individuals is a defining characteristic of these
influential figures.

Visionary and Empowering Communication

A key trait of strengths-based leaders is their ability to communicate a
compelling vision and then empower their teams to achieve it. They articulate
goals in a way that resonates with individual strengths, showing each person
how their unique talents contribute to the larger mission. This type of
communication is not directive; it is inspirational, inviting collaboration
and initiative. By empowering individuals, these leaders foster a sense of
autonomy and ownership, which are powerful drivers of motivation and
commitment.



Creating a Culture of Trust and Psychological Safety

Strengths-based leaders excel at building environments of trust and
psychological safety. In such environments, individuals feel secure to
express their ideas, take risks, and be vulnerable without fear of negative
repercussions. This trust is built on the leader's consistent demonstration
of valuing each person's contributions and focusing on their strengths. When
people feel safe to be themselves and leverage their natural talents,
innovation flourishes, and team cohesion strengthens significantly.

Fostering Continuous Learning and Development

These leaders are committed to the continuous learning and development of
their team members, with a specific focus on enhancing their strengths. They
actively seek opportunities for individuals to expand their skills and apply
their talents in new and challenging ways. This might involve providing
access to training, mentoring, or project assignments that stretch an
individual's capabilities. By investing in their people's growth, strengths-
based leaders create a highly skilled and adaptable workforce.

Building High-Performing Teams Through
Strengths

The application of strengths-based leadership principles is profoundly
effective in constructing high-performing teams. When team members understand
and leverage their own strengths, and appreciate the strengths of their
colleagues, the team operates with remarkable synergy. This approach moves
beyond the traditional notion of simply filling roles; it focuses on
optimizing contributions by aligning tasks with natural talents. The result
is a team that is not only more productive but also more innovative,
resilient, and cohesive.

A team built on strengths operates with a natural division of labor, where
individuals naturally gravitate towards tasks that align with their innate
abilities. This minimizes internal friction and maximizes efficiency.
Moreover, when team members recognize and value the diverse strengths
present, they develop a deeper respect for one another, leading to stronger
collaboration and a more positive team dynamic. The focus shifts from a
collection of individuals to a truly integrated and powerful unit.

Leveraging Complementary Talents

High-performing teams are often characterized by a diverse range of
complementary talents. Strengths-based leaders are adept at identifying these
different strengths and creating opportunities for them to work in concert.



For example, a team might include individuals with strong analytical
strengths, creative strengths, and interpersonal strengths, all contributing
to different aspects of a project. This strategic deployment of talent
ensures that all facets of a challenge are addressed effectively.

Enhancing Collaboration and Communication

When team members understand and appreciate each other's strengths,
collaboration and communication naturally improve. They learn to rely on each
other's expertise and can communicate more effectively, knowing what each
person brings to the table. This reduces misunderstandings and fosters a more
supportive and efficient working environment. The focus on what each person
does well creates a positive feedback loop that encourages open dialogue and
mutual respect.

Driving Innovation and Problem-Solving

A team that embraces strengths-based principles is a fertile ground for
innovation and effective problem-solving. By encouraging individuals to
operate from their areas of natural talent, leaders unlock creative potential
and diverse perspectives. This leads to more innovative solutions and a more
agile approach to tackling complex challenges. When everyone is empowered to
contribute their best, the collective intelligence of the team is
significantly amplified.

Understanding Why People Follow Strengths Based
Leaders

The phenomenon of why people follow certain leaders is multifaceted, but
strengths-based leaders possess a distinct advantage in cultivating genuine
loyalty and dedication. People are drawn to leaders who see their potential,
value their contributions, and empower them to grow. This intrinsic
motivation, fostered by a leader's focus on strengths, creates a powerful
bond that transcends mere professional obligation. It taps into fundamental
human needs for recognition, purpose, and growth, making followers eager to
contribute to the leader's vision.

The reasons for following are deeply rooted in psychological principles. When
leaders act as enablers and champions of individual talents, they foster a
sense of trust and respect. This trust is earned through consistent action
that demonstrates a genuine interest in the follower's well-being and
professional development. Consequently, followers are more likely to be
engaged, committed, and willing to go the extra mile, not out of obligation,
but out of a genuine desire to contribute to a leader they believe in and who
believes in them.



Fulfillment and Purpose in Work

One of the most significant reasons people follow strengths-based leaders is
the sense of fulfillment and purpose they derive from their work. When
individuals are consistently allowed to utilize their natural talents, their
work becomes more engaging and meaningful. This alignment between personal
strengths and professional tasks leads to a deeper sense of job satisfaction
and a feeling that their contributions truly matter. This intrinsic reward is
a powerful motivator that fosters long-term commitment.

Trust and Respect Earned Through Empowerment

Strengths-based leaders cultivate trust and respect by empowering their
followers. When leaders invest in an individual's strengths, they are
implicitly saying, "I believe in you, and I trust you to do great things."
This empowerment fosters a sense of autonomy and competence, leading to
greater self-confidence and a willingness to take on challenges. This earned
trust forms a strong foundation for leadership influence, making followers
eager to contribute to the leader's vision.

Inspiration and Personal Growth

People are naturally inspired by leaders who champion their growth and
development. Strengths-based leaders provide continuous opportunities for
learning and improvement, not by focusing on weaknesses, but by helping
individuals amplify their existing talents. This focus on positive
development creates an inspiring environment where followers feel they are
constantly evolving and reaching new heights. This personal growth,
facilitated by the leader, breeds loyalty and a desire to follow.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core principle of strengths-based
leadership?

The core principle is focusing on and developing the unique talents and
strengths of individuals and teams, rather than primarily addressing
weaknesses, to drive performance and engagement.

How do strengths-based leaders build high-performing
teams?

They identify and leverage the individual strengths of each team member,
ensuring roles align with these strengths, and fostering an environment where
collaboration amplifies collective capabilities.



What are the key benefits of a strengths-based
approach for individuals?

Individuals experience increased engagement, job satisfaction, confidence,
and productivity as they are empowered to do what they do best more often.

Why is it important for leaders to understand their
own strengths?

Leaders who understand their own strengths can better leverage them, delegate
effectively, recognize and develop strengths in others, and lead with
authenticity and impact.

How does focusing on strengths impact employee
retention?

By creating an environment where employees feel valued, recognized, and can
utilize their talents, strengths-based leadership significantly boosts
engagement and reduces turnover.

What are the common pitfalls to avoid when
implementing strengths-based leadership?

Common pitfalls include ignoring potential development areas entirely,
failing to provide constructive feedback, or not adapting strategies to
address critical weaknesses when absolutely necessary.

What is the relationship between strengths and
employee engagement?

There's a strong positive correlation. When individuals consistently use
their strengths at work, their engagement levels are significantly higher.

Why do people follow great leaders?

People follow great leaders because they inspire trust, articulate a
compelling vision, demonstrate integrity, empower others, and create a sense
of purpose and belonging.

How does understanding team members' strengths
contribute to a leader's effectiveness in motivating
them?

By understanding strengths, leaders can tailor motivation strategies to what
resonates most with each individual, assigning tasks that play to their
natural talents and offering recognition in ways that are meaningful to them.



Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to strengths-based leadership, great leaders,
teams, and why people follow, each with a short description:

1. Now, Discover Your Strengths

This foundational book introduces the concept of identifying and leveraging
individual strengths rather than focusing on weaknesses. Through the Clifton
Strengths assessment, readers gain insight into their unique talents. The
authors argue that focusing on natural talents is the most effective path to
personal and professional success, leading to greater engagement and
performance.

2. Leaders Eat Last: Why Some Teams Pull Together and Others Don't

Simon Sinek explores the importance of creating a safe and trusting
environment for teams to thrive. He uses biological and psychological
principles to explain why humans are wired for connection and cooperation.
Sinek argues that true leaders prioritize the well-being of their people,
fostering a sense of belonging that inspires loyalty and dedication, making
teams more resilient.

3. StrengthsFinder 2.0

An updated and more actionable version of the original, this book provides a
framework for discovering and applying your top five talent themes. It
includes access to the StrengthsFinder assessment and offers practical
strategies for developing these talents into strengths. The book emphasizes
how individuals can contribute more effectively to their teams and
organizations by capitalizing on their inherent abilities.

4. The Five Dysfunctions of a Team: A Leadership Fable

Patrick Lencioni presents a compelling fable that outlines the five key
reasons why teams fail: absence of trust, fear of conflict, lack of
commitment, avoidance of accountability, and inattention to results. The book
offers a practical model for diagnosing and overcoming these common pitfalls,
providing leaders with tools to build cohesive and high-performing teams. It
highlights the essential elements for fostering genuine collaboration and
shared success.

5. Start With Why: How Great Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action

Simon Sinek posits that truly inspirational leaders and organizations,
whether Apple, Martin Luther King Jr., or the Wright brothers, all begin with
a clear understanding of their "Why." This purpose-driven approach, rather
than focusing on the "What" or "How," is what captures the hearts and minds
of followers. The book provides a framework for discovering and communicating
this fundamental purpose to motivate and engage people.

6. The Power of Positive Leadership: How and Why Positive Leaders Achieve
Results

Jon Gordon asserts that positive leadership is not just about being
optimistic; it's about creating a positive culture that drives engagement,
resilience, and ultimately, superior results. He outlines practical



strategies for cultivating a positive mindset, building strong relationships,
and fostering a winning environment. The book encourages leaders to lead with
vision, purpose, and belief, inspiring their teams to achieve extraordinary
things.

7. Drive: The Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us

Daniel Pink delves into the science of motivation, challenging traditional
reward-and-punishment models. He argues that true motivation stems from
autonomy, mastery, and purpose. The book provides compelling evidence and
practical advice for leaders and individuals seeking to foster intrinsic
motivation, leading to greater creativity, engagement, and performance.

8. Team of Teams: New Rules of Engagement for a Complex World

General Stanley McChrystal shares his experiences leading Joint Special
Operations Task Force in Afghanistan, illustrating how a traditional
hierarchical structure was insufficient for the complex battlefield. He
advocates for a decentralized, adaptive "Team of Teams" model where
information flows freely and decision-making authority is distributed. This
approach empowers individuals and fosters agility, enabling teams to respond
effectively to rapidly changing circumstances.

9. Radical Candor: Be a Kick-Ass Boss Without Losing Your Humanity

Kim Scott introduces a framework for effective management that balances
direct feedback with genuine care for employees. She calls this approach
"Radical Candor," emphasizing the importance of caring personally while
challenging directly. The book provides practical guidance on how to build
trust, foster open communication, and deliver feedback that helps individuals
grow and teams succeed, all while maintaining empathy.
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