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Praise for Be a Project Motivator

“Ruth is among the best project managers I've had the privilege of working with
in my twenty-five years in business. She is able to take a seed, a mere idea,
and cultivate it into a fully flourishing plant, a successful project. And all this
with generosity, humor, and sensitivity.”

—Tal Ben-Shahar, bestselling author of Happier and founder of the Happiness
Studies Academy

“In her book, Be a Project Motivator, Ruth Pearce has created a toolbox that
should be on every businessperson’s and entrepreneur’s shelf. Throughout the
book, Pearce integrates the most important rule of cultural awareness—the
platinum rule of mutual respect. With this book on your desk or in your bag, we
can have a little bit of Ruth Pearce and her fabulous coaching and persistent
positive guidance with us whenever we need her!”

—Gwendolyn VanSant, CEO and Founding Director, BRIDGE, and Equity and
Inclusion Team Lead, Imagine Philanthropy

“Ruth Pearce has written one of the must-read primers for project managers
that will soon become an industry staple. She provides you with her lessons
learned from thirty years of project management work on high-profile and com-
plex projects.”

—John Garahan, Vice President, Global Delivery, Broadridge Financial Solutions

“Enliven and optimize your project management! Read this book to get Ruth
Pearce’s special magic dust culled from her deep experience mixed with the
newest scientific discoveries on human motivation and engagement.”

—Neal H. Mayerson, PhD, founder and Chairman, VIA Institute on Character

“The age-old dilemma of responsibility without authority makes it a challenge
for project managers to effectively engage and motivate people. The insights in
the book are ideal for those wanting to capitalize on their strengths while being
aware of and improving their areas for development. If you are serious about
your impact and success as a project managet, this is a must-read.”

—Cathy Liska, CEO, Center for Coaching Certification

“Ruth’s extensive research from the fields of positive psychology and neuroscience
are easily woven into a classic workplace example that we can relate to and
learn from. The “Making It Stick” and “Strategies for Success” sections in each
chapter are helpful and a great review. The timetable at the end of the book is
an excellent tool to get started in developing one’s skills as a successful and
sought-after project manager so that you ‘can pull greatness from your team.”
—Patrice Palmer, MEd, MA, CPP, owner of Happiness @ Work



“Having walked the path of global project team management, | can say that this
guidebook would have helped me be more effective and enjoyable—this is a
must-read for anyone in a similar role.”

—@Gary Keil, PhD, RPh, cofounder of Growth Leaders Network

“I saw myself in Ruth’s examples repeatedly. This book is so very relatable to

the teams | work with every day! This book puts a new spin on antiquated

ways of thinking. It provides great tips that are practical and can be imple-

mented right away.”

—Chorobis Drakes, PMP, member of Southern New England Chapter, Project
Management Institute

“Ruth’s book, Be a Project Motivator, chronicles how to engage project team
members and stakeholders. The PM transforms her 100-strong team from be-
ing tired and dispirited to being motivated, engaged, and committed to suc-
ceed! Any PM will enjoy reading the book and also benefit from reading it.”
—Peter Lyons, COREO2 Technical Product Manager, UniCredit Services

“Ruth Pearce’s book is an excellent, well-researched tool kit for successful proj-
ect management. Leveraging your character strengths to turn potential team
collisions into collaborations—this book is a must-read!”

—Fatima Doman, bestselling author of Authentic Strengths and True You!
Authentic Strengths for Kids

“Ruth Pearce takes the best and most pertinent research findings from posi-
tive psychology and weaves real-life stories into applied lessons that everyone
can learn and benefit from. Her passion for connecting people with systems
that change and enhance their lives sparkles on every page and makes this a
must-have read for anyone who wants to be masterful in project and people
management.”
—Caroline Adams Miller, MAPP, bestselling author of Creating Your Best Life,
Getting Grit, and My Name Is Caroline
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To Project Managers—
the Carriers of the Project Flame

It will take the linking of arms of kindred spirits into an
endless chain of advocates in order to tilt humanity
towards its better nature.

—Neal Mayerson, chairman, VIA Institute on Character

And to my US family, Gareth, Ben, Beckie,
Aavia, and Desi: you are my guiding lights.

And to my UK family, Jo, Peter, Jobn, Susannah, and Esmeé:
the best of Mum and Dad lives on in you.
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Foreword

ore than ever before, project managers rely on the good-

will of others to achieve project success. As project man-
agers, we leverage intangibles like influence, empathy, creativity,
and leadership in our quest to enlist stakeholders to help solve
real-world problems. We use these intangibles not as optional or
nice-to-have features but rather as the essential working capital
that we bargain with to get things done.

Over my twenty-year career as a project manager, entrepreneur,
and business leader, I have worked with teams around the world
to launch new products and deliver complex project outcomes.
I have used a variety of approaches to project management—
from the most arduous waterfall- and template-laden meth-
odologies to fast-moving, agile, and scrum approaches. More
often, I've employed composite approaches—waterfall planning
coupled with agile elements for certain work tracks. Looking
back, I can see now that these approaches are all simply tools that
should be selected and used wisely. But how do we make the
right choices for tools when we don’t have the right team to use
the tools?
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As any good carpenter will tell you, the best tools do not build
the house. If we gave the world’s finest hammers, levels, and saws
to an inexperienced and unmotivated team, a poorly built house
would be likely to follow. And the inverse is true also—a highly
motivated team with poor tools will find a way to deliver a quality
product no matter what. Isn’t the latter scenario the usual case
for projects—a solid team with inadequate resources? Therefore,
we must look to our team always, and invest in them, because
a well-fortified team does not require one approach or another
to succeed—they simply need the right environment to do their
best work.

Case in point: The first time I saw Ruth Pearce in action as a
project manager was in 2012 on an enterprise-scale business pro-
cess reengineering project for a government entity. This project
was large and unwieldy in every sense—from the constituent
groups, which had diametrically opposed viewpoints, to the in-
ternal politics that covered the project team like a wet blanket.
Hard as we worked, there was this ever-churning bureaucratic
machine that could only go so fast and never stopped. This sce-
nario is quite commonplace in large, complex projects, and Ruth
was up to the challenge.

It was in this austere setting that I witnessed the magic of
strengths-based project management from Ruth. Without any
real pronouncements, she went about her work as project man-
ager, gathering stakeholders to create effective coalitions around
the various objectives and deliverables that needed to be built.
She sought out the best in her team by asking, cajoling, convinc-
ing, influencing, empowering, celebrating, and giving the team the
gift of her rigor. We all felt that we were in the service of something
greater, despite the daily grind.

I see now that Ruth was using strengths-based project manage-
ment to build a better team so that we could overcome the chal-
lenges of that environment. I've since come to understand that
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this approach is needed in every project environment—from start-
up product development efforts to large-scale complex projects.
Since that time, I have come to believe that the only path forward
is to engage our teams from their individual strengths. We must
become project motivators, or risk project failure.

This book is for anyone looking for a better way to engage
teams in project work. So much depends on getting the right
people on the bus and building a team container that is strong
yet flexible. Strengths-based project management is the pathway
to a focused, resilient team.

Ruth is an engaging writer and fun storyteller. She brings a
fresh viewpoint to the topic of team development and illustrates
how project teams can operate from a strengths-based founda-
tion. As someone seasoned in the use of the VIA character
strengths assessment, Ruth delivers the VIA framework in an
easy-to-understand way. This is a deeply insightful and rigorously
tested assessment that every project manager and team member
should take.

This book delivers a practical approach to inculcating posi-
tive psychology into the project environment. The book deals
with real-world scenarios in which an understanding of strengths
can help a team and explores how to use those strengths opti-
mally. This book is really an investment in better projects and
better teams. After all, project success demands that we all be-
come project motivators.

Tim Jaques
June 2018
Saratoga Springs, NY






Introduction:
An Accidental
Project Manager

never imagined myself growing up to be a project manager.

When you think back to friends talking in school about what
they dreamed of being when they grew up, do you remember
anyone saying, “I want to be a project manager”? Probably
not. Pilot, astronaut, doctor, nurse, or teacher, yes. Project man-
ager? No!

When we are young, we don’t understand that to get things
done, someone needs to coordinate the effort. Our first experi-
ence of a project manager is probably one of our parents. One or
both take on the task of juggling the demands of school, work,
extracurricular activities, shopping, doctors’ and dentists’ ap-
pointments, vacations, and so on. But we don’t really recognize
the effort—and skill—that goes into that parental juggling until
we are doing it ourselves.

I stumbled into project management quite by accident when
the project manager on my project had to go home unexpectedly
while we were on an overseas assignment. Rather than bringing
someone new to the team, the company asked me to leverage
my familiarity and established relationship with the client, my

1
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knowledge of the project, and my general ability to organize
things—which might be recognized as prudence in the language of
character strengths—to be the project manager.

Iloved it! As a project manager, I felt that I had a better handle
on all the components of the project—not just my little corner of
it—I had more opportunity to interact with a variety of people
on the project, and I loved being able to facilitate getting things
done. I was hooked, and for the next twenty years I went from
project to project. Working in investment banks, software houses,
nonprofits, state government, education, and insurance and re-
tirement services, I had found my niche. I am a project manager
in mind and spirit.

Whatls a Project Manager?

When I told a friend of mine—who I thought knew what I do—
that I was writing a book for project managers who want to be-
come project motivators, she asked, “What is a project manager?”
For a moment I was at a loss as to how to answer. I had been
ready with an explanation of motivation and its importance.
I had my justification ready for why project managers want to
be project motivators. But first, I had to go back to square one
and answer the questions, “What are you? What do you do?”
My first thought was to reach for the Project Management
Institute (PMI) definition: “the person assigned by the performing
organization to lead the team that is responsible for achieving the
project objectives.” A Google search produced this definition on
Wikipedia: “Project managers have the responsibility of the plan-
ning, procurement and execution of a project, in any undertaking

1. Project Management Institute, A Guide to the Project Management Body of
Knowledge (PMBOK Guide) (Newtown Square, PA: Project Management Institute,
2017), 716.
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that has a defined scope, defined start and a defined finish; re-
gardless of industry.” While not inaccurate, this does not come
close to highlighting all the facets of being a project manager.

As project managers know, the role is complicated and is be-
coming more so. If you are not convinced, write down all that a
project manager does—it can seem quite overwhelming.

To start with, a project manager has the responsibility of build-
ing and maintaining a plan that is achievable and delivers the
desired goal. To accomplish that, a project manager organizes
the team and stakeholders to meet the project objectives. More
than that, a project manager interfaces with various stakeholder
groups and the main point of contact on a project. It does not
stop there, because a project manager is the main communica-
tor on a project. Some say that the best project managers spend
more than 90 percent of their time communicating.® They rep-
resent the customer to the project team and the project team to
the customer; they represent the project to senior management
and management to the team; they represent their employer or
client to vendors and vendors to their employer or client. A proj-
ect manager is the intermediary between every stakeholder group
and all the other stakeholder groups.

For those who like imagery, a project manager is the spider
at the center of a delicate web. He or she provides the glue that
keeps the project together and the momentum to keep it moving
forward. As a colleague of mine described us, project managers
are the “keepers of the project flame.”

To achieve all of this, we need to be engaged and motivated,
and we need to engage and motivate others. Without personal

engagement and motivation, this role is overwhelming and

2. Wikipedia, sv. “Project Manager,” last modified May 10, 2018, http://en
wikipedia.org/wiki/Project_manager.

3. Andy Crowe, Alpha Project Managers: What the Top 2% Know That Everyone Else
Does Not (Kennesaw, GA: Velociteach, 2016), 83.
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objectionable. Without the ability to engage and motivate others,
we cannot focus on getting things done because we are forever
stuck herding unwilling cats in a direction they don’t want to go.

I believe that having the skills to engage ourselves and others
is not just a nice added value but also essential for us to be effec-
tive and to enjoy our role. Being project motivators elevates us
within the organizations for which we work, and it elevates the
organizations themselves.

How Engagement and Motivation Make
Things Happen

“OK,” my friend said. “I think I get it now, but what do you mean
by motivation?”

Throughout this book, I talk about engagement and motiva-
tion. Motivation is the impetus, drive, energy, and enthusiasm
that causes someone to take action. Engagement creates that im-
petus by connecting the individual to the overall goals, helping
him or her to feel important to the success of the goals and that
the goals themselves have merit. It is the way to hold people’s at-
tention and keep them engrossed in the task. As project manag-
ers, we want to be project motivators. We want to provide the
impetus and the incentive for our team members to take action
and make things happen. There is lots of research that shows
that lasting motivation does not come from the outside—so how
does a project manager become a project motivator? The answer
is by building engagement: by focusing on individuals, under-
standing and appreciating their motivation, and stimulating
those intrinsic motivators that we each have.

We bring forth the motivation from within. Engaged people
are motivated people. Motivated people are energized people. En-
ergized people make things happen.
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What Is Strengths-Based Project Management?

After my friend confirmed she had a better understanding of
project managers and she felt comfortable with the explanations
of motivation and engagement, she asked, “So, what is strengths-
based project management?” I was really excited by that question
because at the heart of this book is the topic of character strengths
and how they help us to see possibility. But before we dive into
character strengths, there are some guiding principles that will
help us on our way. Most important is the power of influence, the
ways in which we can engage our teams through our actions,
our behavior, our language, and our attitudes. Two ways we can
exert influence and achieve the greatest benefit are by modeling
a growth or learning mind-set—something that, as you will see
later, we are well equipped to do using our high hope and love of
learning—and by building appreciation. And this is where the
concept of character strengths comes in. Originally conceived,
researched, and developed by Martin Seligman and Christopher
Peterson, the concept of character strengths helps us to recog-
nize, appreciate, and cultivate the things that are best in ourselves
and others. Focusing on these twenty-four strengths in the teams
I have worked with has transformed relationships, increased in-
novation, and changed culture. Seeing strengths and leveraging
them has built engagement and created sustainable, energizing
motivation.

Most of us—after all, it is human nature—spend a dispropor-
tionate amount of time worrying about and trying to capture
and reverse negatives rather than identifying and capitalizing on
positives. This evolutionary style, known as negativity bias, is
natural and sometimes hard to resist, and yet research shows that
focusing on negatives narrows our gaze and our thinking, and
that focusing on positives makes us more creative, more open to
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other positive ideas and experiences, and more likely to innovate
and solve problems.*

In strengths-based project management, the goal is to reverse
this natural trend and to build on the science of character
strengths, as well as other tools from positive psychology and
organizational development, to bring a strengths perspective to
the role of project manager, and to elevate project managers to
be project motivators. The magic starts when you work on un-
derstanding and applying your own strengths. Once you can do
that, you can develop your team to incorporate this same
strengths-based perspective to engage more, create more, and en-
joy work more—to be motivated. And you can do this even if all
you have is your shining personality and your influence but no
direct authority. And don’t worry: you will not ignore problems,
weaknesses, or deficits. You will learn to take a new approach to
solving them, an approach that research is showing is more
effective in every sphere of life. As we proceed through the book,
I will be pointing out examples of character strengths along the
way, and you will see how the level of engagement and motiva-
tion rises. Look for these strengths in the book, because being a
good strengths spotter is one of the keys to success as a project
motivator, and you can never start practicing strengths spotting
too soon!

The great news is that project managers have some real super-
powers. As you will see later, as a group, we have more hope and
love of learning than the average person on the street.” With hope
comes a drive forward, energy to make things happen, and a be-
lief that they can and will happen. With our love of learning, we

4. B. L. Fredrickson, “The Broaden-and-Build Theory of Positive Emotions,”
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences 359, no. 1449
(2004): 1367-1377.

5. This information is based on my survey of the character strengths of proj-
ect managers. More research is needed.
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are ready to learn what we need to get there. We are not limited
to what we know today; we passionately and enthusiastically pur-
sue greater understanding and influence.

Who Are You, My Reader?

As I mentioned, my preliminary research shows that project man-
agers as a group are curious and love to learn. I am writing this
book for my tribe—project managers. If you are a project man-
ager, want to be a project manager, have been project managed,
or would like to contribute more to your teams, this book is
for you!

Project managers live in a sort of twilight world. We don’t fit
neatly into the category of leaders—yet—and we are not manag-
ers in the sense that we don’t usually supervise the team we work
with. We are of course team members, but our role is to ensure
that other team members all deliver what they owe. Some inter-
esting data from Andy Crowe’s book Alpha Project Managers® re-
veal that the top project managers and many stakeholders believe
that hands-on project managers who also build the product are
more useful and effective, and yet we typically don’t deliver prod-
ucts ourselves. So, although there may be something to be said
for project managers who have a hand in the development of the
product, that is not a very common model. Whether you build
the product or not, this book is designed to empower you. It
will lift you from being a manager of tasks to being a motivator
of people. Much of what you will learn is from the field of positive
psychology—or, as one colleague describes it, the science of peak
performance—and specifically from the science of character
strengths. The basic premise of this young field is that it is help-
ful to start not from what ails us but rather from what makes

6. Crowe, Alpha Project Managers, 110-113.
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us strong and build from there. As I promised earlier—and can-
not stress enough—this does not mean that we turn a blind eye
to things that are not working, to weaknesses, or to a lack of
skills. However, if T ask you to think about the assessments you
have received at work, the 360 reviews you have undergone, and
the appraisals you have experienced, where has the focus been?
Has it been on what you do well and how to develop from there,
or has it been on “areas for improvement”? If you answer that it
is the former, terrific. This book will help you see the same things
in yourself and in others. If you answer, as I expect most of you
will, that it is the latter—the deficits—then this book provides a
new perspective and will help to restore the balance. Starting
from what works helps us to build those strengths and to lift our
weaknesses; instead of feeling deflated and somewhat over-
whelmed, you and your associates will feel more positive and
optimistic, even as you tackle a weakness or gap.

The process to become a project motivator is achieved in two
ways: first, by providing a broad overview of ways to engage your-
self and your teams going forward; second, by imparting an en-
thusiasm not just for managing your projects and organizing
tasks and people but also for leading the team and pulling great-
ness out of each and every team member. Seeing colleagues
through the lens of character strengths highlights hidden oppor-
tunities. Imagine how it would feel if your manager could see
you in terms of your strengths, and then think of what effect it
will have when you can do that for others. In fact, there is a great
deal of research that shows that teams whose strengths are rec-
ognized by a manager—and, even better, who have a manager
who encourages the use of those strengths—are more engaged,
more satisfied with their manager, and much less likely to leave.”

7. Gallup, State of the American Manager, 2015 report (Washington, DC: Gallup,
2015), heep://www.gallup.com/services/182138/state-american-manager.aspx.
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A word on the “things to look out for” sections: Every course
and book these days comes with a set of learning objectives.
These are useful guides to let the participant or reader know
what to expect and to be able to measure the impact of his or
her participation or reading. Experience tells me, though, that
what is prescribed at the start of a book is often not what we
take away. Factoring in prior experience, personal bias, per-
sonal character strengths, and personal effort, it is reasonable
to think that I will have some idea of what you will learn from
my book, but you may discover other nuggets. Nevertheless,
at the start of each chapter I will provide a guide for what
to expect and some suggested takeaways. However, you may
see other things too, and that is great. I hope if you discover
something more, you will let me know! Throughout these
chapters there are questions to think about. Questions build
a framework for us to identify and acquire valuable infor-
mation. The sooner we start mining for gold, your gold, the
better.

In the interests of transparency and where it seems appropri-
ate to do so, I share my answers to the questions and exercises in
this book on my website at http://www.alle4you.com/author
-answers. For some, it may be helpful to see how I tackle the ex-
ercises; for others, it may not be helpful at all. It is your choice
whether you make use of them.

This Book as a Project Manager’s Basic Tool:
A Road Map to Hope

In Chapter 1, I explain why I believe that project managers need
to take more ownership of team engagement—including their
own engagement. I discuss the concept of the Platinum Rule and
explore how project managers view themselves and how others
view them.


http://www.alle4you.com/author-answers
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Chapter 2 tells the start of Maggie’s story. Maggie is a project
manager like us. The purpose of the story is to show how she
works to build an effective and connected team. In this story, you
will start to spot the magic!

In Chapter 3, we explore the project manager’s best friend—
influence—what it is, how we get it, and why it is the most impor-
tant tool we have.

Chapter 4 is where we start to look at how to build appreciation
in a team. The focus is on Maggie and her experience and ap-
plication of character strengths.

In Chapter 5, you will see how Maggie takes character strengths
further and starts to build appreciation for and within her team.

Of course, even the most positive thing can have a dark side,
and in Chapter 6 we look at the possible downsides of character
strengths, the ways that conflicts arise, and how appreciation and
character strengths can help us into and out of difficult times.

Chapter 7 looks at other factors that contribute to conflict and
tension. I discuss the importance of planning and learning
styles and review some considerations for building good com-
munication.

Chapter 8 brings it all together and shows how we can inject
our team with energy and enthusiasm—motivation—by being
strong, brave, hopeful, and curious. At this point you will under-
stand how to be motivated and how to influence those around
you to be motivated too. This doesn’t just mean you will be a
better project manager—you will be having more fun too!

In Chapter 9, you will see Maggie’s implementation plan for
using all her techniques for herself and her team. If you don’t like
Maggie’s plan, build your own! The key is to have a plan to im-
plement all the things you will learn. Without an implementa-
tion plan, this book will just become another interesting read.

I have road tested everything in this book in many different
teams and groups. I continue to use all these techniques today
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Making It Stick for You

1.

How much time do you spend communicating? Keep a
journal for a few days to track your communication.

2. What do you do to influence others?

3. What are three strategies you already use to be an
effective project manager?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: Believe that you will make a difference, and
look for takeaways that you can apply in your
environment.

2. Be curious: Observe yourself and others. Ask yourself
what is motivating the behavior of the person or people
in front of you.

3. Be strong: Reflect on your observations to glean insights
into the working of your team and to identify actions you
can take to build team connection to your goals.

4. Be brave: Create small actions that reinforce helpful

team behavior.

and, as a lifelong learner, I will continue to build on this foun-

dation. I hope you will find the contents of this book helpful, en-

joyable, and inspiring.

As you will gather from the acknowledgments, this book is

the product of an amazing team of supporters. Most of all, it is

the product of the work, feedback, curiosity, and encouragement

of the many teams I have had the privilege to work with and

hope to work with in the future. I would have little to share with-

out them! I thank them for letting me keep the project flame

for them on this and the many other projects I have worked on.
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I will be inviting you to share stories of how this work has
helped you. Hearing stories of how you apply this work will help
others learn more and will help you make this stick. And telling
the world that you have this knowledge and skill set can be a
great way to let people know that yox have the capacity to be a
“project motivator.”



1

Project Managers:
More Than Just
Plate Spinners
and Ball Jugglers

Project managers can be a big reason for a project’s
success and a big reason for its failure. It is our choice
which we are.

ost of this book is about doing things better. It focuses
M on building skills, increasing your influence, and making
things better for you and those around you. This chapter makes
the case for why all these things are important. There are quite
a few statistics. Some of them focus on the world at large and

Things to Look Out For

1. Learn how we and our stakeholders view project
managers.

2. Understand how fellow project managers perceive
engagement and their role and readiness.

3. Appreciate why engagement is important in motivating
teams.

4. Find out what strengths project managers already
have—and where they need help.

13
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are from organizations such as the Project Management Insti-
tute (PMI), Gallup, and the VIA Institute on Character. But a
big part of this chapter is about you. I asked project managers
and their stakeholders what the role of the project manager
is. I asked project managers what they have to do with team
engagement, how much they know about it, and how much they
want to know. And finally, I asked project managers about their
strengths—or superpowers—and also about their potential
challenges.

Implementing the Platinum Rule—Treating People
as They Want to Be Treated

Social intelligence and emotional intelligence are very popular
concepts in the workplace these days, and as project managers,
we need to use social intelligence at every turn if we are going to
be successful.

I, like many of you, was brought up using the Golden Rule to
deal with others: treat others as you would want to be treated
yourself. This did not seem like such a bad rule until I reached
high school and started to mix with people who had very differ-
ent backgrounds from mine. At that point, I started to realize
that many people did not have the same values that I did and did
not want the same life I did. As someone who, even then, was
incurably curious and had a passion for learning—although not
always for school—my values and behaviors were not the same as
those of people who valued relationship building, or who focused
on their family or church community, or who loved arts and cre-
ativity. It was not necessarily in either of our best interests to
treat them as I would like to be treated.

Years later, I came across the Platinum Rule, which says that
we should treat others as they would like to be treated. This seems
rational and reasonable, a laudable goal, except then we are pretty
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much left on our own to fathom how people want to be treated.
Of course, we can always ask, but that is not always practical
when we are dealing with dozens or hundreds of people a day in
the workplace or we are communicating in an impersonal me-
dium such as email or text.

At the heart of this book is a series of practices that help us
to answer the question, How do other people want to be treated?
Answering that question will help you build social intelligence
and will allow you to develop a greater sense of connection
with, and kindness and even love toward, your teams.

In this book, I will share some of the things I have learned
and am continuing to learn. My goal is to share with you some
empowering and useful tools that have taken me years to dis-
cover. They are all simple, effective, and fun. Even if you can
only experience and practice them yourself, you will see a
benefit—and so will those around you. If you are feeling brave,
you can share all the methods from the book with others. And
if you are feeling very brave, or you happen to work in a very
open, accessible work environment, you can even suggest to
your leadership team that these tools and practices be shared
more broadly.

With this book you can start to implement the Platinum
Rule—and start to treat people the way they want to be treated!

When we see people for who they are, and treat them as they
want to be treated, they become engaged. When they are engaged,
they are motivated. And when they are motivated, they get stuff
done.

Why Do Project Managers Need Their Own Book

on Engagement?

Regardless of the audience, the basic foundations we need to
build engaged, connected, and empowered teams are the same.
When we use curiosity to prospect for and leverage strengths,
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embody bravery through vulnerability, and model the behavior
we want to see, teams flourish.

This may sound hard to do—especially embodying bravery!—
but these components integrate naturally and are straight-
forward to learn and apply. Your skill and comfort level with
these concepts will grow over time, but even a little bit of each
will make a big difference in your day-to-day experience.

Of course, there are many books out there about engagement,
and lots of research that shows the amazing things that can hap-
pen when people are engaged. Why do we need a book specifi-
cally for project managers?

First, I think project managers are only just starting to under-
stand the importance of engagement in their own success. A book
specifically targeted at project managers accelerates the learn-
ing and understanding.

Second, as a project manager myself, I often find it hard to ap-
ply the information provided in books about engagement because
they usually start from an assumption of power and control—
that is to say, authority.

It appears to be much easier for a line manager who does ap-
praisals, conducts performance reviews, and sets bonuses to
implement tools and techniques to foster engagement than it
is for people who have no such formal influence. Indeed, as in
my own case, we are often contractors with no formal stand-
ing in the organizational structure. Many of these books have
nearly lost me at the introduction because they ask me to work
toward a three-day off-site team-building event or they talk about
how particular assessments and tools are “inexpensive.” Of
course, there are still things to be gleaned from these books,
but it takes time and energy—both of which are in short sup-
ply in our field! This book is focused on your world and makes
no assumption about how much authority you enjoy. It is writ-
ten for you.
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Finally, the sheer volume of management, team engagement,
positive psychology, and organizational psychology books is
overwhelming. I have spent years reading, studying, and trying
out techniques from books, research papers, classes, and confer-
ences to see what works, what people buy into, and what is nice
in theory but not very practical in real project management life.
I have no doubt that there are other practices that are beneficial.
But the techniques I describe in this book are what have worked
for me. They are tested and proven!

Collecting Evidence: What Project Managers Contribute

Over the last two years, I have asked lots of people lots of ques-
tions about project managers. The first question was, “What
do we expect of a project manager?”!

To find out the answer, I surveyed 266 people—half of them
were project managers, and the other half were people who work
with project managers.

Overall, there were three major takeaways:

1. Expectations of project managers are high. Of the
respondents, 85 percent agreed with the statement,
“Project managers are essential to project success.” We
believe that project managers are drivers of that
success, providing context and purpose, making things
happen, and ensuring that team members know who is
doing what and when. We assign a great deal of
responsibility to project managers.

2. Project managers see themselves more as holders of the
big picture, keeping their eye on the goal of the project.

1. A full report of my survey is available here: Ruth Pearce, The Project Manage-
ment Effect—2016 Survey (ALLE, 2017), http://alle4you.com/Blog/2016-project
-manager-effect-survey/.
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Of the project managers I surveyed, 75 percent said they
believe they have a good sense of the big picture.

3. I discovered that project managers believe that the
biggest disadvantages of having a project manager are
micromanagement, bureaucracy, and too many
meetings. Yes, even project managers think these are our
limitations!

4. Most project managers see themselves as “drivers” of
the project.

Drive Matters, but What Does It Mean?
Driving is hard work. Force takes energy. It can be distressing and
depressing, and it often results in pushback and resistance.

At its most negative, drive implies inescapable force, relentless
urging, or coercion into an activity or following a direction. It
often implies physical force—such as driving a golf ball or driv-
ing a nail into a beam. Overall, though, drive implies keeping
things in motion.

Is that really what we want to do as project managers? Force
team members to perform? Act relentlessly in pursuit of the proj-
ect goal? Or do we want to activate, inspire, and engage team
members in the goal?

Building engagement to motivate people to get the work done
is much more gratifying, leads to better relationships, and re-
sults in increased personal, team, and organizational satis-
faction. Leading from within, and experiencing people moving
along with you, is much less exhausting than pushing from
behind.

In answer to the statement, “The worst thing about having a
project manager is . ..,” the most common responses were that
project managers
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micromanage the resources and tasks;

are too structured and rigid;

are too task oriented;

hold too many meetings with the wrong people in the room;

have too little knowledge about the specifics of the program;
and

have too little skill as a project manager or are too junior for
the project at hand.

It seems that we look to project managers to provide context
and purpose, understand the big picture, and keep things on
track (as opposed to just tracking things!). They are expected to
look beyond the individual tasks to the whole and to make things
happen.

But if project managers are widely believed to be essential
to success, and research shows that engagement is essential to
success,” doesn’t it follow that project managers need to focus on
engagement? Are project managers engaged? Do they know—or
want to know—how to engage others?

Collecting Evidence: What Others Think about

Project Managers

With that same project manager effect survey, I was able to ask

the same number of non-project managers what they think.
From this group, there were three major takeaways:

1. Non-project managers agree that project managers are
drivers of success, providing context and purpose, making
things happen, and ensuring that team members know
who is doing what and when. This group also attributed
a great deal of responsibility to project managers.

2. For evidence, see later in this chapter.
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2. Expectations differ when it comes to the project manag-
er’s understanding of the big picture versus his or her
focus on the underlying tasks. Whereas project managers
see themselves as focused on the big picture, non-project
managers see them as more focused on tasks, sometimes
to the detriment of the overall project or program.

3. Like project managers, other respondents reported that
the biggest disadvantages of having a project manager are
micromanagement, bureaucracy, and too many meetings.

Expectations are high, and this raises the question of how
many of us are ready to live up to those expectations. As a young
project manager, I certainly was unaware of these expectations,
and had I known what they were, I would have been ill equipped
to meet them. Had I gone looking, I would have been challenged
to find resources to help me.

It is good to know that in response to the statement, “Project
managers are essential to project success,” there was remarkable
agreement. The difference between project managers and non-
project managers was the degree to which they agreed with the
statement. Project managers feel more strongly that they are
needed for a project to succeed.

Where expectations do not match, we must consider both the
actual performance of project managers in the role and the com-
munication that occurs between project managers and their
team members. If project managers have a clear understanding
of the big picture, for example—and 75 percent of project man-
agers seem to think they do—how is it that only just over
50 percent of non-project managers believe this is the case?

Seeing the big picture and being the single point of contact
were considered critical success factors by respondents, but re-
spondents’ concern that project managers can get in the way,
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possibly hindering progress, is worrying. It presents another op-
portunity to make things better.

This issue is highlighted in the responses to the statement,
“The worst thing about having a project manager is...,” with
many respondents citing micromanagement, bureaucracy, too
many meetings, and too much structure or rigidity as obstacles
to project success. A disappointing half of respondents in both
groups seemed to believe that project managers slow down de-
velopment with too many meetings, which is an indication that
project managers may be perceived as brakes and not accelera-
tors on a project.

It is most worrying, to me at least, that project managers seem
to share that view.

Collecting Evidence: What Others Say about Project Managers
Looking at some of the comments provided by respondents, we
see some interesting feedback.
Common responses to the statement, “The best thing about a
project manager is . ..,” included the following:
Accountability—both having one person who is accountable
(the project manager) and having that person make sure that
others are held accountable for their part in the project.
Communication—with stakeholders, team members, man-
agement, vendors, and other partners. PMI identifies communi-
cation as 90 percent of an effective project manager’s function.’®
Organization, planning, coordination, and tracking—
making sure that people hit deadlines, obstacles are removed,
the right resources are available, and everyone has clear roles and
responsibilities.

3. Project Management Institute, A Guide to the Project Management Body of
Knowledge (PMBOK Guide) (Newtown Square, PA: Project Management Institute,
2017), 61.
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However, the two most prevalent answers were the following:

having a single point of contact for all concerned—the person
to go to for information, escalation, clarification, and
organization

having someone drive the project or program

What You Can Do to Put Your Projects
in the “Successful” Category

Failed projects can give a project or program manager a bad rap,
but there is more to project management success than project
success. For example, a project manager colleague of mine, early
in his career, was instrumental in getting a program canceled
sooner rather than later, thus saving the organization hundreds
of thousands if not millions of dollars. He had to summon up
his courage to challenge the previous decisions and make the
case for canceling the project.

And there are lots of projects that fail!

In the 2016 Pulse of the Profession Report,* PMI reported
that only about half of all projects were completed within
budget, only about 60 percent met the original project objectives,
and fewer than 50 percent of projects were completed on time.
Losses were estimated at $122 million for every $1 billion
spent. That is 12.2 percent of project budgets!

By 2017, the latest Pulse of the Profession Report® showed that
project success rates had improved year over year and that costs

4. Project Management Institute, The High Cost of Low Performance: How Will
You Improve Business Results?, 2016 Pulse of the Profession Report (Newtown Square,
PA: Project Management Institute, 2016), 5, htep://www.pmi.org/learning/thought
-leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2016.

S. Project Management Institute, Success Rates Rise: Transforming the High Cost of
Low Performance, 2017 Pulse of the Profession Report (Newtown Square, PA:


http://www.pmi.org/learning/thought-leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2016
http://www.pmi.org/learning/thought-leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2016
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of failure had been reduced to $97 million per billion. Hopefully,
this is the start of a trend, but project managers can help ensure
that it is by building engagement, getting our teams behind our
projects, and creating environments in which stakeholders are
emboldened to speak up when things are going off course, needs
have changed, or the project no longer makes sense.

In the 2013 Project Management Talent Gap Report,® PMI
forecast that between 2010 and 2020, 15.7 million project man-
agement jobs will be created worldwide, with 6.2 million of those
in the United States. There will be more of us, and we will be
involved in industries and projects that will shape the future.
We will interact with a wider variety of team members, doing
ever more novel tasks in ever more flexible, diverse, dispersed
working environments. Relationship management, influence, and
engagement will become more and more important if we, our
teams, and our projects are to succeed.

Collecting Evidence: The Project Manager’s Perspective
on Engagement
To understand how project managers as a group view engage-
ment, I recently conducted an online survey of 138 of them.
Among other questions, the group was asked to select one of nine
responses to the prompt, “To me employee engagement means . . .”
The answers and response frequencies are listed in Figure 1.1.
(Note: Respondents could pick more than one answer.)

As you can see from the table, for this group of project man-

agers, engagement includes ideas such as commitment and

Project Management Institute, 2016), 2, https://www.pmi.org/learning/thought
-leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2017.

6. Project Management Institute, Project Management between 2010+ 2020,
2013 Project Management Talent Gap Report (Newtown Square, PA: Project
Management Institute, 2013), 2, http://www.pmi.org/-/media/pmi/documents
/public/pdf/business-solutions/project-management-skills-gap-report.pdf.

7. For further information on the survey conducted, please contact the author.
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https://www.pmi.org/learning/thought-leadership/pulse/pulse-of-the-profession-2017
http://www.pmi.org/-/media/pmi/documents/public/pdf/business-solutions/project-management-skills-gap-report.pdf
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FIGURE 1.1 Project Managers’ Views on Engagement

The extent to which an employee feels committed to the mission 92%
and vision of the program or project

The degree to which an employee feels recognized for his or 86%
her contribution

The level of job satisfaction the employee enjoys 84%

The extent to which an employee feels he or she is playing to his 84%
or her strengths

The extent to which the employee feels he or she fits in 80%

The extent to which the employee feels properly compensated 68%
for work

The way that project progress is communicated to stakeholders 62%

How willing the employee is to come to project meetings 58%

The length of an employee’s contract or employment agreement 31%

alignment to organizational goals, sense of recognition and
fit, level of job satisfaction, and the extent to which employees feel
they are playing to their strengths. To a lesser extent, engagement
relates to compensation and to the way that stakeholders are
updated about the project.

Gallup tells us that engaged employees “work with passion
and feel a profound connection to their company. They drive
innovation and move the organization forward.”® The organ-
ization may be the company, school, or any other enterprise we
work for, and in my experience, engagement can also be created
within the project team, often independent of the culture of the
overall organization. I think that is worth repeating: we can build
engagement and commitment within a team independent of
the corporate culture. However, to do it, we often need to be brave.

The alignment of an employee’s values, goals, and aspirations
with those of the team and the organization is a direct predictor

8. Gallup, State of the Global Workplace: Employee Engagement Insights for Business
Leaders Worldwide, 2013 report (Washington, DC: Gallup, 2013), 17.
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of happiness, health, and productivity. The benefit to a team or
organization is that engaged employees contribute discretionary
effort. They make things happen. They are willing to run through
walls for each other.

But why do we, as project managers, need to worry about en-
gagement? Why should we seek to build engagement when we,
too, need to be engaged and are part of that team? Isn’t that
somebody else’s job?

1. As project managers, we need to make sure that things
get done. After all, the project manager is the person
responsible for accomplishing the project objectives.’

2. Research shows that engaged people are motivated to
get things done. For example, Gallup reports that
engaged employees are 12.5 percent more productive.'

3. Further, research shows that employee engagement
remains low—according to Gallup, only 13 percent of
people worldwide and about 30 percent in the United
States are actively engaged.! That means 87 percent
of people worldwide (and 70 percent in the United
States) are not “emotionally committed to the organ-
ization and its goals”! Imagine having surgery if only
13 percent of the surgical team is committed to your
full recovery, or driving over a bridge that had been
built by a construction team on which only 30 percent
of the members were committed to building a safe,
reliable structure.

9. Project Management Institute, 716.
10. Gallup, State of the Global Workplace, 42.
11. Gallup, State of the Global Workplace, 7, 83.
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4. And what if I were to tell you that you can contribute
to your own sense of engagement and that through
modeling—also known as the ripple effect—we can
build the engagement of others around us? You don’t
need to wait for somebody else to get this ball rolling.
You can do it!

Engagement Is Just the Start
Of course, having an engaged team does not guarantee success.
Sometimes surgeries are unsuccessful—the person on the table
cannot be saved. Commitment is not enough when skills are
lacking. But who is more likely to try to develop the right skills—
someone who is clock-watching or complaining at the water
cooler, or someone who is engaged and committed to the goals?
Getting the team on board can seem like an impossible task,
and we may fall back on the notion that it is somebody else’s
job—particularly when we do not have line management responsi-
bility. It is easy to see our role as tracking tasks and progress, re-
porting and tracking against budgets, and seeking out the people
with the right technical skills. It is just as easy to decide that
engagement is not in our sphere of control, that it resides with
management, the organization, or Human Resources—in other
words, somebody else, somebody who should be engaging us.
Based on experience and evidence, I contend that we, the proj-
ect managers, need to inspire our teams, help them realize their
potential, and work on reaching ours. I believe we are in a unique
position to do so because we lead an initiative, something defined
and relatively time constrained, and precisely because we are out-
side the day-to-day line management framework, with its perfor-
mance appraisals and career structure. We can plan not only
the milestones, tasks, and communications, and how we man-
age risk and change, but also how we engage ourselves and our
team members. We can plan how to integrate new individuals
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into the team and how to keep existing team members energized
and connected to the program. We can plan how to alleviate
stress. We can plan how to help team members value growth and
be their best selves.

The beauty is that in the process, we can have more fun and be
more successful as project and program managers.

As part of the same survey, I asked project managers more
about engagement.

Nearly 90 percent of them agreed that employee engagement
is part of their role.

While some believed that they were somewhat skilled in en-
gaging the team, 70 percent wanted to feel more engaged themselves.

Over 80 percent would like to learn more about how to engage
themselves and others.

Sadly, only 36 percent of respondents felt that project manage-
ment training courses tell us what we need to know to engage
team members successfully.

The Magic of Engagement

As Gallup says, engaged employees have passion, feel connection
and create drive.!” In the 2013 State of the Global Workplace report,
Gallup researchers report that worldwide only 13 percent of the
workforce is engaged.

Worse than that, 24 percent are actively disengaged, which means
they can be disruptive, may take more days away from the office,
and are likely to negatively influence the opinions of those who
are not engaged, which accounts for 63 percent of the workforce.®

Actively disengaged employees, to quote Gallup, “aren’t just
unhappy at work; they’re busy acting out their unhappiness.

12. Gallup, 17.
13. Gallup, 12.
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Every day, these workers undermine what their engaged cowork-
ers accomplish.” These measures vary between countries, but at
an overall level, this means that actively disengaged employees
outnumber engaged employees two to one.

In my experience, actively disengaged people ripple through
teams. Their negativity, complaining, naysaying, and general
gloom rub off and can bring down the mood—and productivity—
of a whole team. When people are feeling disconnected and
disengaged, they inadvertently start to infect others around them.
Negativity sweeps through the team like a plague! I have seen
hopeful, optimistic teams decimated in this way. As you will see
later, this often has to do with strengths that are being under-
valued and overused. What they are working on does not feel
aligned with their values and inner motivation. Even our most
negative people have strengths to bring to a team.

And when you see those statistics, they tell you something,
right?

Your teams are probably having their share of disengagement.
Disengaged employees work somewhere!

And what about you? Are you engaged?

The biggest influence on the level of engagement has been
found to be managers—the people who drive and direct our work.
In fact, managers—and we project managers are, among other
things, managers—account for 70 percent of the variance in
engagement experienced by employees.”> Managers who help
employees to identify their strengths and to use them in the
workplace are more successful. Managers who focus on cultivat-
ing employees’ strengths rather than dwelling on weaknesses

14. Gallup, 17.

15. Brandon Rigoni and Jim Asplund, “Strengths-Based Employee Devel-
opment: The Business Results,” Gallup, July 7, 2016, http://www.gallup.com
/businessjournal/193499/strengths-based-employee-developmentbusiness
-results.aspx.
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have more engaged teams, with 67 percent of employees report-
ing high engagement when the manager focuses on strengths.
Employees who understand and use character strengths at work
are eighteen times more likely to be flourishing.!® Good manag-
ers are motivators. Unskilled managers are a drag on a team.

But the good news is that we can all learn to be better and to
cultivate strengths in ourselves and in our teams. We can con-
tribute to the improving trend in project outcomes.

Where Engagement Comes From: Introducing
Character Strengths

Some of the earliest research in the field of positive psychology
was into the concept of character strengths. Character strengths
are universally recognized and cross-cultural, and they are at our
cores. We all have multiple character strengths—some that we use
all the time and that feel natural, easy, and energizing, and others
that we use more selectively, based on our situation. For most of
us, there are some character strengths that are not easy to en-
gage and that take work. For example, most people struggle to
engage self-regulation.

Research by Gallup and the nonprofit VIA Institute on Char-
acter has shown that character strengths are a fast way to engage-
ment. People who know, understand, and apply their strengths
are more engaged, more likely to see their work as a calling, and
more likely to give discretionary effort. Those who work for man-
agers who focus on employees’ strengths, and highlight and cul-
tivate them, are not only more likely to be engaged but also less
likely to leave.

16. L. C. Hone, A. Jarden, S. Duncan, and G. M. Schofield, “Flourishing in
New Zealand Workers: Associations with Lifestyle Behaviors, Physical Health,
Psychosocial, and Work-Related Indicators,” Journal of Occupational and Environ-
mental Medicine 57, no. 9 (2015): 973-983.



30 Be a Project Motivator

There are many ways to explore character strengths, but one
of the simplest and most accessible is the assessment that is of-
fered by the VIA Institute on Character. Throughout the book, I
reference this assessment because it is so readily available and ac-
cessible, but you could start with any of the strengths tools that
are available.

But what strengths do project managers have? Is there a proj-
ect manager recipe?

Project Manager Character Strengths

To explore the question of whether project managers share some
strengths more than others, I asked over one hundred project
managers to take a character strengths survey and share their re-
sults with me. Here I share the results of the survey. In later
chapters, I will explore the implications of the results.

I discovered that honesty, fairness or kindness, curiosity, and
love of learning are very common in project manager profiles.
Humility, self-regulation, and spirituality typically show up at
or near the bottom of the ranking. Teamwork and leadership are
generally in the middle—readily available but not go-to strengths
for most project managers. At first glance this seems to imply
something about project managers and the character strengths
that they are most likely to manifest. We might think that if we
see such a combination of character strengths in an individual,
we can expect that person to choose project management. It
could even suggest that we should recommend project manage-
ment as a career path to such individuals.

Strengths That Make Project Managers Special

But if we were to draw that conclusion, we would be wrong. When
we compare project manager profiles with the average profile in
the United States, for example—which has honesty, fairness, love
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of learning, and curiosity as top four strengths—we see that our
project managers are pretty typical of the US population at large.
Research confirms that these strengths are those that typically
show up in the workplace. The same is true of the bottom
strengths for project managers. Just as with our project manag-
ers, spirituality, self-regulation, and humility show up in the
bottom five strengths for people in the United States, and with
very few exceptions, this is consistent across the world for self-
regulation and humility (modesty), and even for spirituality;
only 25 percent of countries rank this strength higher than in
the bottom five. At second glance, then, project managers don’t
seem very different from the average person.

However, as I dug deeper, there did appear to be two super-
strengths that show up higher in a project manager’s profile on
average than they do in the population at large.”” At this stage
of the research, I have not analyzed the strengths in terms of
which ones the best project managers have; that is the subject of
a future study. For now, we are only focused on which strengths
tend to show up more—and less—in project managers than in the
population at large.

Superpower 1: Hope

The first superpower is the character strength of hope. Hope is
expecting the best in the future and working to achieve it, be-
lieving that the future is something that can be controlled.'®
Hope—that is, expecting a positive outcome that can be con-
trolled by the team—would seem to be an essential characteristic

17. At this early stage of the research, I took any difference that was equal to
or greater than one corrected standard deviation to be significant. As long as
this is a normal distribution, then 95 percent of project managers can be ex-
pected to lie within two standard deviations of the mean.

18. Christopher Peterson and Martin E. P. Seligman, Character Strengths and
Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004).
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in a project team, and all the better if it can be instilled by the
project manager.

Hope is not wishing or just being optimistic. It is an active
strength—it is the combination of having a goal, seeing a path-
way to achieve the goal, and taking action (also known as agency)
to follow the path and make the goal happen.”

On average, very few countries (15 percent) rank hope higher
than my sample of project managers did.*°

Superpower 2: Love of Learning
The other strength that shows up as a superstrength is love of
learning. Only 3 percent of countries rank love of learning higher
than we project managers do! In my sample, project managers
ranked love of learning third, which makes it a signature strength.
By comparison, in the United States, love of learning is, on av-
erage, ranked twelfth.?! One thing to note is that although, on
average, love of learning ranks very high for project managers,
the scores for love of learning show much more variation between
individual project managers than do the hope scores.??

Love of learning is “mastering new skills, topics, and bodies
of knowledge, whether on one’s own or formally; obviously re-
lated to the strength of curiosity but goes beyond it to describe

19. S.]J. Lopez, Making Hope Happen: Create the Future You Want for Yourself and
Others (New York: Atria Paperback, 2014).

20. Robert E. McGrath, “Character Strengths in 75 Nations: An Update,”
Journal of Positive Psychology 10, no. 1 (2015): 41-52, https://doi.org/10.1080/17439760
.2014.888580.

21. In the future, I hope to do more research, with a larger sample, into the
hypothesis that hope, love of learning, and possibly appreciation of beauty and
prudence are related to the selection of project manager as a job.

22. For those of you who are familiar with statistical analysis, hope has a cor-
rected standard deviation of 6.3, and love of learning has a standard deviation
of 7.5.
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the tendency to add systematically to what one knows.”** Is this
a strength you recognize in yourself? Our love of learning helps
us as a group to make transitions between projects and teams.
It may well be that the best project managers have a level of in-
sider knowledge (discussed in Chapter 3), but love of learning
makes it possible to develop that insider knowledge.

Situational Strengths—or More Superpowers?

In the middle of the strengths spectrum, there are two more
strengths that are ranked differently by project managers than
by the general population.

Superpower 3: Prudence

The first of these is prudence, which project managers ranked
seventeenth, compared to the United States, which ranks it
twenty-second. While this may look like an insignificant rank-
ing difference, only 8 percent of countries rank prudence higher
than we project managers do on average! It appears that pru-
dence may be a project manager superpower too. I cannot think
of a better strength to counterbalance hope. Incorporating far-
sighted planning, as well as short-term, goal-oriented planning,
prudence implies caution and consideration.

Superpower 4: Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence

Another high-ranking strength for project managers is appreci-
ation of beauty and excellence, which project managers ranked
tenth. In the United States, appreciation is ranked fifteenth. Out
of the seventy-five countries surveyed, only 24 percent ranked ap-
preciation higher on average than our project managers did. What
special value does appreciation have for project managers? As

23. VIA Institute on Character, “Love of Learning,” accessed June 7, 2018,
http://www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-Strengths/Love-of-Learning.
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you will see in Chapter 4, it can help us to build team apprecia-
tion and recognition—both areas that project managers high-
lighted in their responses on engagement. In my experience, people
with appreciation of beauty and excellence high in their charac-
ter strengths profile are more comfortable calling out achieve-
ment and offering recognition to colleagues.

Strengths Opportunities for Project Managers

The final consideration is whether there are any strengths that
we use less of than the population at large. The most significant
outcome is that we rank social intelligence nineteenth, whereas
in the United States social intelligence is ranked tenth on average.
Worldwide, only 7 percent of countries rank social intelligence
eighteenth or lower, and none rank it lower than nineteenth.

Opportunity 1: Social Intelligence (Applying the Platinum Rule)

The key concepts of social intelligence are social awareness—that
is, what we sense about others—and social facility, which is what
we do with that awareness. Social intelligence helps us interact
effectively with others, understanding what motivates them and
how they feel. Doesn’t this sound a lot like the Platinum Rule?

Having lower social intelligence than average may present
challenges in some of the most critical aspects of project
management—effective communication and team building. How
do we communicate effectively and build a team if we are not sen-
sitive to how team members feel and think?

In the book Alpha Project Managers,** Andy Crowe identifies
communication as a key differentiator in the best project man-
agers, and yet even the best project managers are not as good as
they think they are, according to the feedback of stakeholders.

24. Andy Crowe, Alpha Project Managers: What the Top 2% Know That Everyone
Else Does Not (Kennesaw, GA: Velociteach, 2016), 83, 85.
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If project managers as a group were able to communicate more
effectively, this would be a significant factor in improving project
outcomes. Stakeholders would better understand the true state
of the project, project managers and their teams would receive
more helpful input and feedback, and problems would be iden-
tified and tackled earlier, when they are less costly to address.

Opportunity 2: Perspective

The other lower strength that may be significant is that project
managers rank perspective fourteenth on average, compared to
the US average of ninth.*® Only ten countries (13 percent) rank
perspective—which includes having a sense of the big picture, a
trait identified as important for project managers to have—lower
than fourteenth.

The core elements of perspective are the following:

a high level of knowledge;

the capacity to give advice; and

the ability to recognize and weigh multiple factors before
making a decision.

People with perspective are often described as seeing the big
picture. In my survey of the project manager effect, seeing the
big picture was one of the most often cited critical functions
of a project manager.

If we are lower in perspective than those around us and the
world at large, what does that mean? One challenge is that we may
not be able to effectively fulfill the role of focusing on the big
picture. We may overestimate the importance of small obstacles

25. As with the more highly ranked strengths, I would like to perform more
research on a larger sample to determine whether this difference indicates a sig-
nificant difference between project managers and the population as a whole.
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or get lost in the detail and forget to take a step back to evaluate
where a project stands.

One of the goals of this book is to help build social intelligence
and perspective by creating a culture of appreciation and foster-
ing a growth mind-set. Help is on the way!

If a Strengths Focus Is Key, Where Is the Training We Need?

I consider PMI, the largest professional organization of project
managers in the world, to be the benchmark of the standards of
the profession today. PMI and project managers as a profession
acknowledge the importance of relationship management, en-
gagement, and influence. But how much weight and support do
we give to these concepts? How can we, as project managers, learn
these new skills?

In the current edition of PMI’s Guide to the Project Management
Body of Knowledge,*® the project manager’s guide to applying proj-
ect management standards, tools, and techniques, there are
over seven hundred pages®” of explanation of what a project man-
ager needs to do to run a project successfully. According to PMI,
“The project manager is successful when the project objectives
have been achieved. Another aspect of success is stakeholder sat-
isfaction. The project manager should address stakeholder needs,
concerns and expectations to satisfy relevant stakeholders.”*

In the heart of the guide, there is one page®’ about the neces-
sary interpersonal skills of the project manager, as well as a new
section on politics, power, and getting things done. The guide
highlights that the best project managers are those who focus on
relationship management and communication,®® and that the

26. Project Management Institute, PMBOK Guide.

27. Increased from 413 pages in the previous edition.
28. Project Management Institute, PMBOK Guide, 552.
29. Project Management Institute, 61.

30. Project Management Institute, S7.
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top project managers spend about 90 percent of their time on a
project communicating.*!

Within the accompanying Standard for Project Management,*
there is a list of eleven components of interpersonal skills. Each
one is explained briefly within the standard. These are as follows:

. Leadership

Team building

. Motivation

Communication

. Influencing

. Decision making

. Political and cultural awareness
. Negotiation

. Trust building

—_
=]

. Conflict management
11. Coaching

These are all certainly critical interpersonal skills—for project
managers and team members alike—but nowhere in the standard
is there any guidance on how to develop those skills, what they
look like when they are executed well, and what to do if you don’t
have them. To be fair, PMI is an accreditation and professional
networking body, not an educational organization; but in the
accreditation process, how much is the capacity of the project
manager to weave together a project team assessed?

The new talent triangle, introduced in 2014, also places much
more emphasis on leadership; however, we are still left to develop
the skills ourselves, and we receive little guidance on how to learn
to lead. Where do we go to learn those skills? How do we become

31. This statistic is taken from Crowe, Alpha Project Managers, 83.
32. Project Management Institute, PMBOK Guide, 539-635.
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good leaders, coaches and mentors, influencers, and team
builders?

Happily, as the respect and need for project managers have
grown, the number of educational opportunities, including mas-
ter’s programs, has increased. These programs in project man-
agement, at some great schools, still focus on the technicalities
of the field.

A quick check of the curricula for some of the top schools re-
veals that a typical master’s program in project management
entails thirty credits (although some schools look for forty-five
to forty-eight) and that typically there are just three credits allot-
ted to core classes such as Communication and Collaboration
or Leadership and Teamwork. In other words, project manage-
ment skills related to relationship building and communication
are only 10 percent of the curriculum. This is despite the research
showing that the most effective project managers are those who
spend 90 percent of their time engaged in communication, and
the top 2 percent are those who focus on relationships and com-
munication.®

I believe that those who invest in a master’s program expect
to go on to lead larger, more complex projects, where the eleven
components of interpersonal skills can be expected to be even
more critical, and yet here the training is least developed and
mostly elective.

As your own experience likely confirms, there is ample evidence
that a large proportion of projects are at best disappointing, and
at worst a drain on resources that might have been better used
elsewhere. We can never get back those hours or dollars that are
spent on projects that are canceled or that overrun. If those fail-
ures are used to really learn about what works and what does not,
there is value in them, but traditional “lessons learned” reporting

33. Crowe, Alpha Project Managers, 83.
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is backward looking and not forward looking. Rarely have I seen
an organization or project management office take a forward
look to anticipate how to change the process in future projects
to avoid the mistakes of the past. In the best cases, we learn
from those mistakes and select and run better projects in the
future, but all too often we don’t learn the best lessons and are
doomed to repeat the same mistakes on another project.

All too often, projects are, in the words of Shirley Bassey, Welsh
singer, “just a little bit of history repeating!”**

Looking at the broader question of team member well-being,
engagement, and commitment, the studies highlight that
employees remain disengaged and disconnected from their roles,
colleagues, and work life. Many of our team members appear to
be putting in the bare minimum to make it through the work-
day. Others are actively interfering with our progress.

Despite all the depressing statistics, the news is good.

* People believe project managers are necessary.

* Project managers believe engagement is important and
that they have a role in building it.

* Project managers are ready to learn more.

* There are some simple steps to building engagement for
anyone who wants to learn, practice, and apply the
techniques.

* Project managers already have some superpowers to
assist them.

* Engaged employees are motivated employees, and
motivated employees get stuff done!

34. “History Repeating,” featuring Shirley Bassey, by Alex Gifford, on Propeller-
heads, History Repeating, Wall of Sound WALLT036, 1997, 33 1/3 rpm.
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Be a Project Motivator

Making It Stick for You

1.

How does your organization view the role of the project

manager?

2. What do you believe your role is in building engagement?

3. How engaged are you?

4. What strengths do you already have?

5. What do you want to learn about now?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: You will be the type of project manager
who builds great teams.

2. Be strong: How can you leverage your strengths for
the benefit of the team?

3. Be brave: Try new things to help the team bond and
grow.

4. Be curious: What questions will you ask to find out

what your team wants and needs?

That is because engagement applies to you as much as any

other employee. In fact, in project teams, I contend that team

engagement and motivation start with project manager engage-

ment and motivation.

It starts with you!
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Seeing Is Believing:
The Maggie Method

Be hopeful. Be strong. Be brave.
Be curious.

he story that follows is based on a compilation of my ex-
Tperiences on multiple projects and teams. Several times
in my career, I have joined projects already in progress as the
project manager. In my experience, this is particularly chal-
lenging, and that is the perspective that I am bringing to my
team story. However, all the approaches and practices are just
as effective if you are fortunate enough to be able to build the
team from scratch. As anyone who is a fan of a certain popular,

Things to Look Out For

1. Understand the power of hope.

2. Learn how mind-set and character strengths affect the
progress of the team.

3. Discover ways a project manager can really open up a
team with vulnerability and openness, and understand
that vulnerability is not weakness.

4. Discover opportunities on the teams you work with or
may work with in the future.

M
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long-running television show will probably recognize, the names
have been changed.

It is worth noting that I was not a line manager in any of
the projects or teams that are the sources of this story. My re-
sponsibility was only for the project. I was not formally involved
in performance reviews—although I was often asked informally
to provide feedback—and I had no management responsibility
for the team members with whom I worked. Over the years, I
have worked hard to discover what worked, and I believe that
I have succeeded.

Similarly, in this story, our project manager, Maggie, is not a
line manager—she does not have authority to direct the activi-
ties of the people on her team. She can only influence.

At the end of this chapter, you will be starting to understand
what helps to win over a team. You will notice Maggie playing to
strengths, being brave and bold, approaching things with a cu-
rious and learning mentality—also known as a growth mind-
set—and, above all, expressing appreciation. As you read about
Maggie, you will see that her positivity is not easy and it is not
always natural; it takes hard work and planning. To bring posi-
tivity and motivation to a room and to a team requires a strat-
egy. This book shows you how to build that strategy.

The Project Manager’s Strengths—Hope, Influence,
and Love of Learning

All Maggie had was the extent to which she could win hearts and
minds. It was not easy. Often, she had to step far out of her com-
fort zone. To be able to do the things she did, she had to acquire
new tools and learn new techniques and then be willing to try
them out. She had to be willing to fail. She approached each chal-
lenge with a sense of hope and a belief that she and the team
had what it takes to make things work.
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And you can do it too! You can use these tools, you can ex-
periment with your team, and you can be the catalyst for great
teams in the future.

Maggie Meets the Team

One of the hardest things to do as a project manager is to join
an existing team. Walking into a group that is already formed
and has developed its own working patterns and communication
can feel very isolating. To make that first step into a room full
of people who are strangers to you and are familiar to each other
takes some nerve. When we treat that first encounter as an ex-
ploration, we are brave and vulnerable, and it can be the begin-
ning of a great experience. Here is Maggie’s story.

Bravery

Maggie stood for a moment outside the room, closed her eyes,
and adopted the superwoman power pose.! She was long past
caring who saw her in the hall. She had prepared a presentation
for the group and felt that she was as ready as she could be for
this first encounter. The presentation was very structured and de-
tailed. She had laid out the tasks ahead and a detailed plan of
what she considered the next steps to be. Maggie had worked on
the presentation with the previous project manager, Richard.

Appreciation and Hope
Maggie had a vision of how the team would be in the future: Her
team would be a cohesive unit that was mutually supportive and

1. This is based on research into body posture by Amy Cuddy that shows that
when we adopt powerful poses, we get a boost in confidence and are more likely
to achieve our goals. To find out more, see Amy Joy Casselberry Cuddy, Presence:
Bringing Your Boldest Self to Your Biggest Challenges, large-print edition (New York:
Little, Brown and Company/Hachette, 2015).
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very productive. The team members would have clear, well-
communicated goals; meet all their obligations; and manage
their day-to-day activities with little intervention from her and
the other project managers. This team would be what is known
as a “self-managing team.”” It would move away from a model
in which tasks are assigned from on high, purely according to
existing skill sets and assigned roles. The new model would be
one of encouraging the team to recognize and play to strengths.

Calling Strengths Forth
Maggie thought about which strengths would be most useful to
her at this initial meeting. Hope was essential. Without the be-
lief that this team was full of possibility, that they could com-
plete the project, there was no point in her being there! Bravery
was there—as it usually is for her—and fairness. She thought she
couldn’t really go wrong with kindness. After all, as the Dalai
Lama said, “If you must choose between being right and being
kind, choose to be kind for then you will always be right.”
Humor might come in handy too—but she would have to get
the lay of the land before she started cracking jokes. (Maggie was
acutely aware that she sometimes tries to joke her way out of sit-
uations, and it does not always work as intended!) Maggie also
thought about how sometimes fairness could get her stuck in a
sort of limbo, causing her to find it hard to make a decision and
move on. She would have to look out for that and bring in some
judgment, leadership, and perspective to help keep her moving
forward.

2. Lynne MacDonald, “What Is a Self-Managed Team?,” Chron.com, Houston
Chronicle, March 28, 2018, http://smallbusiness.chron.com/selfmanaged-team
-18236.html. A self-managing team is defined as a “group of employees that’s
responsible and accountable for all or most aspects of producing a product or
delivering a service.”
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Finally, she thought gratitude would be useful. She would be
grateful for any small sign of trust, belief, or willingness to try.

Social Intelligence

Just before Maggie stepped into the room—she wasn’t sure af-
terward if she had even seen the group sitting together yet—she
decided to dispense with her presentation. The team needed
to get to know the person, not another plan. And if her overall
plan was to engage the team, take their input, and develop
them into a self-managing team, it did not make sense to start
off with her personal vision. The team needed to build a shared
vision—together. Besides, over the course of the previous few
months, they had seen enough plans—and swim lanes, Gantt
charts, RASCI charts, and task lists—to last anyone several
lifetimes.

With her strengths primed, her breathing calmed, and her pre-
sentation in her mental trash can, Maggie walked into the room
and looked around. The room was full of chairs that the attend-
ees had arranged haphazardly. Not knowing the team, she could
not tell if there was significance to the arrangement, but later she
found out that people had huddled together in cliques and func-
tional groups. Business analysts sat with business analysts. De-
velopers sat with developers. Project managers sat with project
managers.

The faces looked glum. Maggie’s heart sank a little. She was
glad that she had left the presentation in her bag! The incum-
bent program manager, Richard, was the one who had suggested
that she do a presentation. Come to think of it, he had pretty
much told her what to present! Without further ado, and practi-
cally no context, he introduced Maggie and explained that she
would be taking over the program in two weeks, as he was mov-
ing on to new things. He told the group that he would be working
with her during those two weeks to ensure a smooth transition,
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asked if there were any questions, and, seeing no interest at all,
swiftly left the room, muttering something about it being better
to do this without him.

Maggie looked around again. Only a couple of people were
looking directly at her. Most were doodling or making notes or
just staring at their laps.

Growth Mind-Set and a Dash of Zest

Maggie took a deep breath and smiled. This was going to be
harder than she had thought. I love a challenge! Nothing worth
doing is ever easy! she thought to herself. She walked to the
middle of the room, waited for some quiet, and then said breez-
ily, “Good morning. My name is Maggie, and I am delighted to
be the new program manager.” She thought a few people shuf-
fled in their seats when she said “new.” She saw people slowly re-
arranging their chairs to look into the center of the room where
she was standing.

Honesty and Judgment

Jackson looked up and caught her eye. Without saying anything,
she smiled and raised her eyebrows, inviting him to say what was
on his mind. He sighed and said, “Nothing against you—we don’t
even know you—but you are the fourth program manager we have
had in nineteen months. It seems as though we just get them
trained up, and then they move on.”

There were many people nodding.

Meredith then said, “And this is not the whole team. We have
at least as many people on the team who work remotely. We
have four other locations. Most of our team is in London or Saint
Petersburg, and we have more in Hyderabad. No one ever seems
to think about them.”

Maggie made a note that the team needed a way to connect
more effectively with the rest of their colleagues.
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She looked around the rest of the group, hoping that some-
one else would have something to say. Miranda spoke next. “Do
you even know anything about our program?” she asked. “Or are
you another one of these people who thinks that project man-
agement is universal and that you don’t need to know about the
business, the technology, or the environment?”

Now everyone was looking at Maggie suspiciously. She was
sure she heard a collective sigh.

Before she could say anything, a voice said, “Let’s at least give
her a chance. I want to hear what she has to say.”

Growth Mind-Set, Self-Regulation, and Perseverance

It was Maggie’s turn to speak. She was nervous, but she was de-
termined. And she believed she could learn what she needed to
know, if only they would help her.

“I admit that I don’t know anything about implementing on-
line banking systems, although I am a frequent user of them!”
They groaned a collective groan of frustration; it probably was a
little soon for humor! Maggie thought she noticed a couple of
people turn in their seats to face more toward the door. “But I
do know IT, and I promise you three things.”

Commitment and Teamwork
“First, I will work as hard as I know how to understand what you
are doing, why you are doing it, what is working, and what is get-
ting in your way.

“Second, my role as a program manager is just that—a role. It
is not a status. My job is to understand the program, provide a
single point of contact for stakeholders—which includes you—
and management, keep the communications clear and accurate,
clear obstacles, get you the right support and resources, and, most
important, ensure that you can put your best foot forward each
and every day.



48 Be a Project Motivator

“Third, I promise that we will have some fun. This is hard
work and takes every ounce of your concentration and expertise,
so it is important that we let off steam, refresh our brains, and
stay healthy. And that is not just a promise to those of you who
are here; it is something I want to make happen for the entire
team, wherever they are.”

At this last comment, Owen laughed. A few others joined him.
“Stay healthy?” he scoffed. “We work in a confined space and
every germ gets spread around. I had more illnesses last winter
than I did when my kids were in grade school!” Some of his col-
leagues nodded. “And goodness knows we cannot stay home
when we are sick! There is too much work to do.”

Prudence and Honesty
Maggie made another note about the workspace, and that she
needed to encourage people to stay home when they were sick!
In that moment, Maggie admitted to herself that she was feel-
ing overwhelmed. There was a strong feeling of both exaspera-
tion and resignation in the room. She could see that the team
members had little faith that this would be any different, or that
she would be able to help them. At that moment, she did not have
the first idea what to do. But the team was talking to her, which
was a good start.

Making Progress, One Step at a Time

When we are working toward a goal it can feel as though it is im-
possible to make progress. All we see are roadblocks and obsta-
cles and it can feel as though we are just not equipped to achieve
the goal. These are the times when we benefit from remember-
ing two things. Rome was not built in a day and, more impor-
tant, it matters less what we know now; it matters more how
open we are to learn and grow.
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Growth Mind-Set, Social Intelligence, and Judgment
Maggie was feeling a little tense, so she paused to remind her-
self that she did not know what to do yet. No one would be able
to walk into this group of unhappy and disillusioned people and
immediately make things OK. It would take time. She was not an
expert at online banking systems, and these people did not know
her, nor she them. She had not been with the organization very
long. There were many opportunities for the whole team to get
better as they moved forward. She was reasonably sure there were
opportunities to build on things that were already working. And
she was reasonably sure the team members had all experienced
things in the past that could help them on this program.

For now, she just had to continue to establish that it was worth
giving her a shot!

Maggie changed tack.

Appreciative Inquiry

“So, what is working on the program?” she asked as straightfor-
wardly as she could. She did not want any hint of sarcasm in her
voice. Maggie had heard all the stories about how the program
was struggling and the team was disillusioned.

There was silence.

“C’mon,” she said. “There must be something. Even if it is only
that it is easy to get a parking space, or the office is convenient
to home! Personally, I think this is the best cafeteria of anywhere
I have worked.”

There were a few laughs.

Prudence
Alex spoke up. “I think we have a good handle on the design for
the online banking systems. The team spent a lot of time work-
ing it out and sanity testing it.”

There were murmurs of agreement.
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Appreciation of Excellence

“We have really skilled people on the program who are commit-
ted to the goals and to each other. Everyone goes above and be-
yond to make this work, not just here but in the other locations
as well,” volunteered Miranda.

Teamwork and Perspective

“I think we work well together. We have each other’s backs. Some-
times it feels as though we are the only people who really know
the inner workings of the overall program. Everyone else sees
just their little bit—the system they are interfacing—but we see
the whole,” said April.

“Of course, no one asks us for our insights, though!” grum-
bled Ben.

“The fact that we have five locations is really good too. We
can hand off the work at the end of the day and our teammates
keep things moving. It is very helpful when there is some bug
fixing to do, or some root cause analysis. We have established
good ways to hand off, too, with shared online tools.” This com-
ment came from Cristina, the design lead.

“I just wish we could actually connect with the rest of the team
better,” said Mark.

Social Proof and Liking (Influence)
The group gained momentum—and enthusiasm for the conver-
sation.

The comments came thick and fast. Just having one person of-
fer something up had been enough to get things rolling—that,
and Maggie’s willingness to just let them speak. Maggie had
trouble keeping up with her note taking. She wished she had
brought a tape recorder—but then realized that would have been
a bit intrusive in a first meeting. She also made a conscious deci-
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sion not to pick up on any of the comments or provide feedback.
She did not want to pounce on something and stop other people
from joining in.

After about twenty minutes, the group seemed to be winding
down naturally, and Maggie was about to move on to another
question.

Creativity, Zest, and Social Intelligence
“We have good candy,” Lexi said. “Perhaps we should have some
now!”

The team agreed to take a break, and after some discussion,
it was decided to reconvene the next day. Everyone agreed that
they would take some time to think more about what is work-
ing and would come back prepared for more exploration and
some planning. They reluctantly agreed to keep an open mind
and give their new project manager a chance—even though their

recent experiences had been so disheartening.

Perseverance and Hope

As the others were leaving the room, Cristina approached Mag-
gie and said, “If you would like to put aside some time, I would
be happy to walk you through what we are doing.”

Maggie was encouraged by her attitude, and then Cristina
added, “Unless you think you don’t need to know about online
banking systems.” There it was again, the lack of trust. Maggie
reminded herself once again that Rome was not built in a day,
and mentally added perseverance to the list of strengths she
would need to cultivate. The team needed time to learn about her
as much as she needed time to learn about them. She would focus
on small wins and let the big wins follow in time.

Maggie thanked Cristina and said that she didn’t believe that
she could possibly take in all that she would need to know in one
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session. She asked if the two of them could meet regularly. “Until
you are up to speed?” Cristina asked.

“I was thinking until the program is over. You are the lead de-
signer; you have a good view of what is happening across the
program. If I am going to smooth the way for the team and pre-
empt challenges, I need to know what the team needs.”

Cristina’s face held no discernible expression, but she said she
would be happy to set up a regular check-in. “Is it like a status
meeting?” she asked.

“It is a meeting where you can bring me anything—
accomplishments, opportunities, problems. We can have it on the
calendar but only use it if one of us thinks it is beneficial. Bring
others if that seems useful. I don’t want to pile on meetings. Of
course, you are free to grab me anytime you need me, as is every-
one else.”

Judgment and Teamwork
“And to get me up to speed, who else do you think I should sit
down with? Should I arrange to sit down with everyone?”

Cristina looked astonished. “Everyone?” she asked. “You mean
all of us here?”

“And at the other locations too,” Maggie answered.

“That’s a lot of people,” Cristina observed.

“Yes, but if I am going to find out what works, what doesn’t,
what we can change, and what we can’t—if I am going to under-
stand what it is like to work on this team—I need to know the
team,” Maggie replied. “All of them.”

Cristina laughed. “I don’t think I know all of them,” she said.
“But I guess maybe I should. Maybe we can meet with them to-
gether, the two of us.” She paused. “On second thought, they will
probably speak more openly if you meet them on your own.”

Cristina left to get coffee. As she walked away, she turned back
and said, “Save yourself some time. No point in looking for a
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transition from Richard—he doesn’t have the first idea what we

‘))

do, and he is on vacation starting tomorrow

Love of Learning and Love

Between meetings, Maggie took stock of what she had learned.
This cohesive self-managing team was a long way from fruition!
The only source of unity seemed to be the shared sense of dis-
may and frustration. Self-management would be a dream as long
as there was so much push from outside the team and so little
autonomy and control over the team environment and its des-
tiny. However, the team members were still there, they were in the
room with Maggie, and they were still willing to engage. There
was a lot they could do with what they had. They also had re-
ceived a program manager who loves a challenge, does not mind
taking on and shaking up the established ways of doing things,
and loves supporting teams!

She also noted that being patient and allowing the conversa-
tion to flow was working well. Focusing on things that already
work—even if they are not directly related to the project—had
opened up the conversation. She also recognized that being brave
by being vulnerable had brought some sighs of frustration, but
it also seemed to have built some trust. A little, at least!

Going Broad and Deep

The next day, the team was back in its huddle. Maggie looked
around the room again. Everyone was now crammed around a
conference table that had appeared from nowhere. There seemed
to be more people than before. There were way too many people
for the size of the room, and Maggie wanted to get people up and
moving,.

“Hey, is there somewhere we could work where there is more
space and no conference table?” she asked.
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Creativity and Self-Regulation

“Sure. We could go back to our work area. We can move the tables
out of the way and use the whiteboards.” Cristina was already
up and out of her seat, leading the way.

As they went into the workroom, a large, open-plan area with
numerous tables, partitions, and whiteboards, Maggie spotted
antiseptic wipes on the tables—to counter the merry-go-round of
illnesses, she assumed—a large bucket of candy, and a printer in
the middle of the room. Yes, it was right in the middle of the room,
plugged into a floor socket. Teammates were edging past it to get
to their seats. She also noticed that there was nothing on the
plain walls, no personal items on the tables, and yet everything
seemed cluttered.

Maggie saw some people sitting in the corner who had not
been in the conference room the previous day. She asked who
they were.

“Oh, that is the hardware team. They are doing an upgrade
on the test server. Richard said they could meet you some other
time,” said Meredith.

Spirituality and Relationship Management

Maggie walked over to the group in the corner and introduced
herself. She could see them looking across to the rest of their
team, trying to get a read on just how much of a waste of time
the meeting had been.

“Our introductory working session isn’t over,” Maggie said.
“We came back here to get out of the conference room. We would
love it if you would join us. We have been discussing what works
on the program—and how annoying it is to have to keep train-
ing program managers!” She thought she noticed a glimmer of
a smile, but as soon as she noticed it, it disappeared.

Maggie continued, “Here is the list of things I noted during
the team discussion yesterday,” and read out the following items:
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* good cafeteria
* easy access to parking
* good team connection—we have each other’s backs

* an effective way of moving work from location to
location—following the sun

* good overview of the entire program, including insights
into how the other systems work

* close to where many of us live

¢ colocation of the team members in their respective loca-
tions helps communication and speeds up the design
and development

* high level of skill on the team, in all roles
* willingness to try new things
¢ the team members have a good sense of humor

* the work is intellectually challenging, and we like a
challenge

* we are always learning something new

Maggie was about to continue, when Derek, the technical lead
on the hardware team, said, “But we are just the hardware team;
you won’t want to hear from us.”

She paused. “Are you part of the online banking systems
team?” Maggie asked.

“Yes,” he said hesitantly. He was about to continue, but
Maggie decided to cut him off.

“Do you work with this group of people”—she waved her hand
around the room—“every day?”
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“Yes.”

“Do you support the members of the team who work in the
other locations?”

“Yes,” he replied, “which is difficult because of the time dif-
ference.”

Humor and Teamwork
“Then if you have the time, we would love you all to join us. The
fun is just starting.” She smiled.

He looked puzzled, and she could not tell if he was annoyed,
but he told the rest of his team to come to the middle of the room.
They made a big show of having to get up from their desks and
shuffled slowly into the middle.

“OK,” Maggie said. “We need to get these things that are work-
ing up on the whiteboard over there. Who is going to get them
all down?”

No one moved.

“Believe me,” she laughed. “You don’t want me writing on the
boards. Even I cannot read my writing.”

Leadership
Owen and Lexi stepped forward and took the marker pens. People
started calling out reminders of what they had discussed the pre-
vious day.

The first two things up on the board were a good cafeteria and
easy access to parking, the same things she had jotted down.
Maggie had made some friends!

Self-Regulation and Teamwork

Once everyone felt that they had all the good points down, and
they had successfully resisted the urge to dig into what didn’t
work, the group paused and took stock of their work. A couple
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of people took photos. The group agreed to send the photos to
the overseas team members and ask them for their input to ex-
pand the list.

“Next,” Maggie said, “let’s explore what things could look like
in the future. Let’s imagine that everything is done the way we
want it to be. What would that look like?”

Appreciative Inquiry—Cultivating Creativity

Again, there were some incredulous expressions, but Derek’s team
members were whispering and pushing him forward. He stepped
toward the center, saying, “We would have one more member of
the team, and we would work shifts, so we can support everyone
effectively worldwide. Right now, we use an on-call system, but
we really need to be able to support everyone in each time zone
during their work hours.”

“So the vision is to provide round-the-clock, live coverage?”
Maggie prompted.

“Oh, and software releases would only happen once a month
instead of once a week. They should be coordinated across all the
projects and programs,” said an unfamiliar voice.

“That would be great!” said Cristina. “Our developers never
get very far into their development work before a new release
comes from one of the other systems, and all the mappings
change. If we could impose a monthly release cycle, I am
sure it would slow some groups down, but we would have more
stability.”

“So the vision is to have close alignment with the other pro-
grams and an across-the-board, more controlled release process?”
Maggie asked.

Another new voice entered the discussion. “We would have
more interaction with the business. It feels as though we are in
the engine room of a ship. We are too sooty and grubby for the
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passengers to see us. But if we could talk to them directly, we
would have a better understanding of what they need this sys-
tem to do, because we can make the ship’s passage pretty rough
when we want to!”

“So, the vision is . . .” Maggie’s voice trailed off, inviting them
to fill in the gap.

“To have closer alignment and interaction with the business
and the customers that they serve,” said Jackson.

“We would be hand in glove with our business partners. We
would always be learning from them, deepening our understand-
ing of what their customers need and what the priorities are. We
would be receiving frequent feedback on our work so far,” said
Addison, who had not spoken until now. Several people in the
room expressed appreciation for this suggestion.

“Yes. We could probably prioritize the components better
too.” Maggie was not sure who was speaking, and she was
happy that more of the team members were jumping into the
conversation.

Another new voice continued, “As we are the online banking
systems team and we’re building the application that the clients
actually interact with, we would be in all the design meetings
for the other systems. Every decision they make impacts our
design. And we often have a good handle on ways they can
make changes that have the least downstream impact. They
don’t realize how broad and deep our knowledge of all the
input and output systems actually is. Someone changes a feed
in the front office and our flow breaks. Or someone changes a
procedure in the back office and we don’t get the right data to
process things like customer balances and interest properly.”

“So ...” Maggie stopped.

“That comes back to being more closely aligned with both the

other teams and the business,” said Addison.
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Zest

“Our vision is to be more integrated with the whole!” Addison
added with enthusiasm. The comments came quickly, and
Maggie had a hard time keeping track of who was speaking. She
made a note that she wanted to follow up with Cristina to find out
who had been so engaged in the meeting. It seemed as though
everyone was participating now.

“Half the time I don’t think they even know we exist!”

“We could brand ourselves. We could make people more aware
of what we know, what we do, and what we contribute!”

“Yes. We need more people to understand what we do!”

“We would have a better understanding of where we are going
with this program. We would have more access to the main tech-
nical sponsor. We want to challenge some of his design ideas.
And we would have more access to the business and maybe with
the customers themselves. Maybe we could have focus groups of
customers who can beta test our development.”

“Most of our employees are customers of the bank. We could
have some of them test for us, and it would help them become
more familiar with the system before they have to support their
customers using it.”

“We would have time to get our work done uninterrupted.”

“We would have some space away from the open-plan area to
get work done.”

“No speakerphone calls in the open-plan area!”

“We would meet with our remote team members more
often.”

“We would do more fun things! We would laugh more!”

“We would involve everyone in the planning of the project. Not
just the project managers and the lead designers.”

“Planning would roll through the team, moving from high-
level planning to detailed planning to validation of the plan.”
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“We would develop more tailored communications based on
different stakeholder groups. No more ‘one size fits all’ commu-
nications.”

“I would be less stressed.”

The barrage of ideas and voices trailed off. By this time, it
was late in the afternoon, and the team decided to wrap up for
the day.

In the course of this discussion, Maggie had seen many char-
acter strengths come to the surface. In particular, she saw zest—
which was a nice surprise on the second day!—creativity, hope,
fairness, prudence, social intelligence, humor, and honesty, just
to name a few.

And after just a couple of meetings, the team had a vision.

The Team Vision

Our team is working with a tightly knit group of represen-
tatives from the other technical teams and the business,
pooling our talent, knowledge, and experience. We take
input from and give input to all the other aspects of the
overall program—technical and business teams alike. We
work hand in glove with stakeholders, customers, and other
teams.

We are recognized and appreciated, and our advice is sought
after.

We have control over our day-to-day existence, taking better
care of ourselves, and creating a work environment that helps us
to get work done.

We know and play to our strengths and seek out our most
knowledgeable and experienced colleagues—both formally and
informally—to help us move things forward effectively. We consult
openly with others to get to the right solutions. We are not con-
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strained by formal titles, roles, or positions but rather base
assignments on talent and motivation.

Influence, Teamwork, and Relationship Management

To support this vision, the team wanted to leverage the exper-
tise within the entire team and the other teams around them.
They also wanted to build on the particular interests and pas-
sions of the individual team members. The group wanted to
maintain the close team environment and even wanted to keep
the open-plan space, with some concessions to allow for heads-
down work and quiet time, as well as secluded spaces for those
who needed to take a break from the open plan or who were feel-
ing under the weather.

As they were putting the room back to normal, a few people
came up to Maggie and asked if they could meet with her. A
team member whose name she did not know yet suggested
making the whiteboard a calendar. Maggie would put up the
times she was available to meet, and they would pick their
slots.

The information exchange had begun, and some trust had
started to build.

Maggie left the room feeling that they had made good
progress. She heard some laughter as she started to walk to
her car.

Ben, who was the main liaison between the team members at
other sites, jogged down the long hall to catch up to Maggie at
the elevators and asked if she wanted to set up time to Skype with
the other team members.

Planning, Fairness, and Teamwork
Maggie had a road map for integrating herself into the bigger
team. She would meet with everyone—as far as possible, one on
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one—for thirty-minute discussions. Anyone not comfortable with
meeting one on one was welcome to team up with one or two
others. It was their choice. The meetings would follow the same
pattern of questions:

1. What works now?

2. If the program and team were as good as they could be,
what would we be doing?

3. What steps can we take to move toward that ideal state?

4. What would you like to contribute to make things
happen?

Making Hope Happen: Building Belief

That We Can Get There from Here

As she was driving home, Maggie remembered being on a bus as
a child with her grandmother and someone asking her directions
to a location in town. Maggie didn’t remember the details—she
was only about five—but she did remember her grandmother’s
answer: “Oh, no, you can’t get there from here.” At the time
she assumed Grandma knew what she was talking about. But
as an adult, Maggie realized that Grandma just did not know the
route to get there from where they were. It could not be possible
that there was a part of town that was totally inaccessible! It is
common for people to believe that things are fixed—intelligence,
ability, and personality, for example. Part of Maggie’s job on this
program was to show that the team could make the changes they
were visualizing. They might not happen all at once, but as a
group the team could make progress toward their vision. They
could learn and grow.
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Planning and Social Intelligence

Within a few days of the first meetings, the team implemented a
daily working session of the project managers that reported to
Maggie. For the first time in the program’s history, they included
not only the designated project managers but also the testing
manager, the test data manager, the business process change
manager, and the resource manager. Anyone who was considered
in some way a project manager was included in the working ses-
sion, regardless of title.

The purpose of the meeting was to do a brief review of the sta-
tus on that day. They covered big accomplishments, slippages,
and obstacles and worked out action plans. They highlighted
anything that should be brought to the attention of senior
management—good or bad—as well as anything that might move
into that category later.

Zest and Energy

The rest of the meeting, which was only thirty minutes, was ded-
icated to planning fun! This did not come naturally at first, and
one colleague said, “This is hard work—we don’t expect to have
fun!”

Within a few days, and after consulting with the overseas team
members, this small group had implemented twice-weekly stand-
up meetings and monthly video meetings with colleagues at the
other locations. These video meetings were often technically
challenged, but the intent was there and was appreciated. The
local team enjoyed seeing their colleagues in the other locations
and putting faces to the names. Feedback from the team over-
seas was that they felt more included and more “seen” by the team
members in the head office. The team regularly introduced new
team members and shared updates on personal triumphs—a new
baby, a wedding, a promotion, a first marathon run, a gradua-
tion, and so on.
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Appreciation, Kindness, and Love

As Maggie continued to meet with as many people as possible,
she found that in every person she met, she saw glimmers of what
made him or her extraordinary. Maggie longed for a way to make
those special characteristics visible to the entire team. As the days
wore on, she was really liking her team. They were dedicated,
smart, and creative. They were fun and loyal. They were thought-
ful, methodical, and kind. And above all, they had hope! Mag-
gie saw a great sense of camaraderie, a willingness to partner up
to get things done, and a commitment to the goal of the program.

But they were also drained from so many months of struggling
under the weight of constantly moving goalposts, and from al-
ways finding out information thirdhand. One person told Mag-
gie a story about how they had worked on some new functionality
and delivered it, only to find out that it had been descoped two
weeks prior!

The project manager group discussed the low energy levels at
their daily meeting and agreed they needed to lighten the collec-
tive mood. Something Maggie had adopted on the first day was
having an inspirational quote in her email signature. The groups
decided to piggyback on that idea and sent out an invitation for
team members to share their favorite quotes. They received a wide
range of suggestions, some well known and some new. Maggie
started changing the quote in her email every two to three days,
using each team member’s suggested quote in turn.

In the daily project manager meeting, the group worked
out some activities and social events that would get the team
working together. One of the project managers suggested a
team-building exercise for the local team with spaghetti and
marshmallows, which he would coordinate and run. It was a
fun—if messy—event!

Recognizing that it would be hard to do the same exercise in
the other locations, Maggie asked her colleagues to come up
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with something they could do. One group had a dinner, another
organized a cricket match, and another created a quiz. Everyone
shared photos! Owen offered to come up with some brainteas-
ers and other games for the team to do in the stand-up meet-
ings. Those could then be shared with the rest of the team via
email.

Zest
Ben, quite unexpectedly, suggested that all the team members
come up with a joke to share.

Appreciation

Cristina suggested implementing a peer employee recognition
scheme. The suggestion was that in the twice-weekly stand-up
meetings and monthly video meetings, colleagues would share
the names of people who had gone above and beyond the call of
duty. The nominations would be sent by email to Maggie, and
once a week she would share the names by email.

Note: A wrinkle that Maggie had not expected was that
some of the team members felt that calling people out was
unfair to others. Culturally, it was felt to be divisive,
particularly if there was any reward associated with it.
After some discussion, the team agreed to give the process
a try and then take feedback to see if the process should
change or be eliminated. One factor that seemed to relieve
some concerns was that this was a peer recognition
scheme. Maggie was collecting the nominations, but she
was not selecting the recipients, nor were their line

managers.

It worked out for the online banking systems team, but this
was a good reminder to consider whether people from different
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backgrounds will respond positively to the same recognition
scheme. It is essential to get input from the team and to make
sure that so-called incentive schemes are really an incentive. Not
all solutions fit with all people, cultures, and customs.

Note: Another wrinkle was that some of the jokes
proposed were not ones that could be shared with a
wider audience. Not every initiative works as expected

or as hoped!

Going Broader

While winning over the team was really important to Maggie,
she knew she had to expand her sphere of influence to include
people outside her team. She needed to take some of the team
members’ suggestions and start weaving them into the conver-
sations with the rest of the stakeholders and other team manag-
ers. Having gone deep with the team, she now needed to use her
same approach to go broad. She needed to take her team along
with her.

Teamwork and Implementation
Maggie wanted to start tackling some of the meatier topics
with other teams and with management. The topic of managing
code releases across the programs came up again and again. One
of the complaints was that the head office controlled the sched-
ule and often implemented changes with little or no notice in
the United States. The head office also had the power to re-
schedule the team’s releases. Maggie agreed with the team, after
much consultation, that this should be the first item on her
change agenda.

Her team had given her a clear picture of what release man-
agement would look like. They had even proposed the appoint-
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ment of an independent release manager who would be objective
about the needs of the various programs and locations.

They started to work together on producing the business case
for why this made sense—why something that would initially
look inconvenient and possibly cumbersome to others was really
a benefit for the global program. It was going to be a tough sell
and would take some time.

Influencing and Relationship Management

Other teams argued that their entire program would have to be
replanned if they could not get weekly code releases. The head
office was quick to push back but, surprisingly, did appreciate the
suggestion of a global release manager. They even suggested some-
one to take it on. To allay the fears of the other teams and loca-
tions, Maggie asked if they were getting what they needed from
the weekly code releases now, and some conceded that they pri-
marily needed them because that was an assumption on which
their original project plan was based, but that the reality was that
weekly releases were not giving them the changes they needed.
Maggie, her project managers, and the other team leads had
cross-program working sessions in which each team presented
their solution. After many days of behind-the-scenes discussions
and limited progress, Maggie decided that she had to take a stand.
She approached the main naysayer, Finn, and walked him through
a week in the life of her team. (Yes, she had quickly become pain-
fully aware of what a week in the life of her team felt like!)

Influencing

He was astonished. Maggie described to him how her team was
living in a sort of Groundhog Day life of working on the develop-
ment and then receiving amended upstream code that required
them to modify everything they had built up until that point.
They never moved forward and they never got into any other areas
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Making It Stick for You

1. What were the key contributors to success in the story?

2. What do you recognize in the story? What do you already
do?

3. What practices did you read about that you think you
could implement right away in a project you currently
work on or are about to work on?

4. What practices would you add to this story to make it
even better?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: What did you observe from the story that
will help your team in their daily interactions?

2. Be strong: From your observations of your team,
determine an action you will take to build on helpful
team behavior.

3. Be brave: What is one tough conversation you will have
to benefit the team?

4. Be curious: Choose one person on the team whom you
will meet with to find out more about his or her
perspective.

of functionality, or to look at other systems interfaces, because
one or two of the interfaces were constantly changing. Stake-
holders were dissatisfied because they were not seeing new func-
tionality being delivered in the online system and were still doing
things manually that were supposed to have been automated
months prior.

Maggie’s colleagues upstream had no idea of the impact their
changes had been making. She also asked Finn what his own
team’s experience was like. At the end of the day, all the teams
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were really one team working toward a common goal of success-
fully integrated banking systems that support the customer. He
shared that they felt as though they were in the dark when it came
to what the online banking team needed from them.

Teamwork
With this new understanding, the teams immediately started
working on an approach not only to control the releases but also
to collaborate on the design and implementation of changes.
Maggie noticed that, in management meetings, more and
more people were saying, “Don’t forget to include the online
banking systems team,” or “Will that impact the online banking
systems team?”
Maggie and the team had their first wins together! And they
had taken some big steps toward their vision.
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Influence:
The Project Motivator’s
Best Friend

Influence is not all we have; it is all we need.

Authority or Influence—Where Is the Power?

Many project managers face a challenge when trying to steer a
team to accomplish set goals or behave in a desired way. Not hav-
ing direct line management responsibility, they are left with
what can seem to be an uncertain tool—personal influence. When
I talk to project managers about the techniques offered in this
book, they often assume that they will not be able to accomplish
much because they don’t have the authority to impose the tak-
ing of assessments, or the resources to purchase the latest team-
building tool. One project manager said to me, “This all sounds

Things to Look Out For

1. Understand influence and the ripple effect.

2. Explain the concept of fixed and growth mind-sets.

3. Understand the impact of your influence and each
mind-set on project success.

4. Understand the fundamentals of appreciative inquiry.

70
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great, but it won’t work for me.” When I asked why he said that,
he replied, “Because I don’t get to tell people what to do.” Once
he read the book, he said he could see that the magic is that you
don’t need—and maybe don’t want—to tell people what to do!
What we need is influence, not power.

When we exercise power and tell team members what action
to take, we don’t engage their commitment. When we leave the
room—or the project—their drive leaves with us. On the other
hand, when we influence someone to do something, we are con-
necting to feelings and beliefs that are important to them and
we are engaging their personal commitment and motivation.
That commitment may be to us, because they like and admire
us; it may be to other team members, because they feel part of
a larger group with a shared purpose; or it may be to the end
result, because they believe the end result is worthwhile and
aligns with their values and they feel justified in putting their
weight behind it. When we step away, that commitment and
motivation remain, and they will tend to keep the momentum
going.

Most of us are familiar with the concept of the ripple effect—
the unintentional spreading of an idea, belief, or practice. But
the wonderful thing about the ripple effect is that once you know
about it, it does not have to be unintentional. The ripple effect
works in advertising, a field not known for being unintentional;
it works in politics, a field that leaves little to chance; and it works
in the workplace.

The ripple effect is also sometimes referred to as modeling.
Parents model the behavior that they want their children to
copy—and they sometimes inadvertently model the behavior they
don’t want copied. We learn by example and show each other
what behavior is expected in each environment.

With this in mind, if yox do things to the best of your ability,
with engagement, enthusiasm, and commitment, what impact



72 Be a Project Motivator

does that have on those around you? If you are able to observe
and acknowledge the strengths and values of each team mem-
ber, how will that ripple through the team? How will team
members feel? What will they be willing to do? How will they
understand what is expected of them? How much influence will
you have?

In the story in Chapter 2, Maggie’s engagement, attention to
the task at hand, and determination to open up the conversa-
tion influenced the group. It started small, with the unknown
voice wanting to “at least give her a chance” and with Lexi and
Owen supporting her in pulling the positives together, and built
from there.

How far does the ripple spread? If your project or program can
make changes, even in isolation, that affects your personal ex-
perience and the experience of those you work with directly, and
those changes, in turn, affect the people that they interact with
every day.

There are countless research studies showing that we absorb
mood and attitude from those around us. Human beings are so-
cial animals, designed to sense and pick up on—and of course
transmit—emotions, moods, and attitudes.!

In the paper “Lessons for an Accidental Profession,” Jeffrey K.
Pinto and Om P. Kharbanda say in point eight of their Vital
Dozen, “Enthusiasm and despair are both infectious.”

Wayne Baker, in his article in the Harvard Business Review, says
that “we catch energy through our interactions with people.”

1. Sourya Acharya and Samarth Shukla, “Mirror Neurons: Enigma of the
Metaphysical Modular Brain,” Journal of Natural Science, Biology, and Medicine 3,
no. 2 (2012): 118-124, PubMed Central.

2. Jeftrey K. Pinto and Om P. Kharbanda, “Lessons for an Accidental Profes-
sion,” Business Horizons 38, no. 2 (1995): 41-50, 43.

3. Wayne Baker, “The More You Energize Your Coworkers, the Better Every-
one Performs,” Harvard Business Review, September 15, 2016, http://hbr.org/2016
/09/the-energy-you-give-oft-at-work-matters.



Chapter 3 < Influence: The Project Motivator’s Best Friend 73

The ripple effect—or influence—is one of our most powerful
tools as project motivators. It is not something we just have to
make do with or fall back on because we don’t have authority and
power. Influence, and our ability to build it, is our best friend.
And it is more powerful, longer lasting, and more sustainable
than authority!

Maggie’s capacity to model positive behavior, ripple it out
through the team, and influence their behavior and experience
appears throughout Chapter 2. The purpose of this book is to
help you understand how you can do the same with your teams.

Building Your Ripple

When I started my professional career, I saw people who seemed
to have natural presence or gravitas. They could influence deci-
sions in a few minutes. They could get people motivated and mo-
bilized to do anything. For a long time, I thought that you either
had that presence innately or you didn’t.

Often charming, but always to the point and effective in their
communication, they seemed to be able to say the right thing at
the right time to get people on board with their thinking. I am
sure you have seen the same thing in people you work with.
Maybe you are one of those people. These influential people had
what looked from the outside to be a natural connection to the
people around them. I could see it in the way people nodded when
they spoke, and the way people stepped up when they asked
for help.

Over the years, through speaking with these people directly,
I have come to realize that although some people may have a
natural talent for winning hearts and minds, the most influen-
tial people work at it. And, surprisingly, at first their focus is less
on themselves and their message and more on others and align-
ing the message with what is important to the audience. And
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this brings us back to the Platinum Rule. The most influential
people focus on treating others the way they want to be treated.

How do these influencers find out what is important to the
audience—or, in our case, the team? They pay attention, they are
brave, they are vulnerable, they are curious, and they look for and
acknowledge the things that are important about and for the
other person. And they model the behavior that they want to see.

One of my biggest influences in this area is the work by Rob-
ert Cialdini.* When I first saw his six pillars of persuasion, I
gained a new appreciation and understanding of how our influ-
ence powers our role. ButI also started to think about how chal-
lenged we may be to build influence effectively. At the start of a
project, I believe it makes sense to spend a significant amount of
time building relationships, establishing trust, and creating a
sphere of influence that goes beyond the immediate team. How
do we do thar?

Cialdini identifies six ways that we gain influence. I list them
here in what I believe to be the order of usefulness for project
managers: liking, social proof, commitment and consistency,
scarcity, reciprocation, and authority. I believe the first three or
four are the most useful and accessible to us, especially at the
start of a project. And I would add one more to the top of the
list: modeling. I say more about modeling throughout the rest
of this chapter, but when people see us behaving in a way that is
consistent with our values and that seems to give us a sense of
satisfaction and engagement, they want some too!

Modeling: We act to show those around us how engaging the
project can be.

Liking: Look for one or two allies on the team who seem to

be well liked and respected by their colleagues, and build bonds

4. Robert B. Cialdini, Influence: The Psychology of Persuasion (New York: Harper-
Collins, 2007).
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with them. This is a great way to prioritize building influence
while still managing other tasks.

Social proof: Similar to liking, this entails having enough
people modeling the behavior you are looking for that others want
to join in. You will see this demonstrated throughout the story.

Commitment and consistency: This is a favorite of mine for
explaining why projects that are wildly off track don’t get can-
celed. Essentially, this says, “I have committed, I believe in the
choice, and I will act in accordance with that choice.” When you
are prioritizing building influence over other activities and uses
of your limited time, consider that once you have established
your influence, it is not so hard to maintain it.

Scarcity: “There isn’t much of it—I should grab it while I can!”
This is not something that jumps out as an opportunity for proj-
ect motivators. However, one of the experiences I have had is
that when you are building an appreciative, motivated team, it
is often outside the norm for an organization and scarcity does
come into play.

Reciprocation: “I will do something for you because you did
something for me.” This is hard to accomplish at the start of a
project, as you may not have much in your tool bag to exchange.
However, as your project progresses, this can become a very use-
ful form of influence.

Authority: “People who are more powerful than I am are tell-
ing me to do it, so I should do it.” This is an effect that we often
feel we cannot achieve because we are lacking in power. However,
as we gain credibility and show consistency and trustworthiness,
our authority will build—not the kind of authority that comes
from hierarchy and title, but rather the kind that grows from be-
lief in us as people and managers.

One thing Maggie had become acutely aware of in her time as
a project manager was that her team members generally paid
back what she gave them. When she trusted them, they learned
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to trust her. But when she was suspicious, negative, or demoral-
ized, her team was too. And not just of her but of each other as
well. When she respected the team members, they showed her re-
spect too. And when she showed disrespect for others, her team
did too. When she saw and acknowledged the value of people
around her, they responded in kind. But when she focused on
deficits, things that weren’t done the way she would like, and fail-
ings, the people around her did too. They started to complain
about others, believe that nothing good would happen, and
assume that others would not deliver. She had also learned
that when she won over one person, other people followed. In
Chapter 2, Lexi was the first person to warm up to Maggie, and
once she did, others jumped right in. This is what I call second-
order ripple!

You have the power to inject the team with energy, enthusiasm,
and commitment.

Or you can do nothing and leave energy, enthusiasm, and
commitment—yours and theirs—to chance. Worse, without a strat-
egy to exert a positive influence, you may even infect the team
with disengagement, sapping their energy and rippling out a lack
of enthusiasm and commitment.

It is your choice!

Knowing What to Model for the Biggest Ripple

Most of us agree that projects are about change. Some projects,
such as running a conference, may not at first glance seem to be
about change, but the purpose of a conference is usually to raise
and change awareness of something. It might be to introduce a
subject, such as positive psychology or project management, to
a wider audience, or it might be to increase the awareness of best
practices for a group of professionals. Either way, it is intended
to change perception, awareness, and learning. Every day, repeated
processes are not projects.
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Change is hard. It often arouses suspicion and skepticism, it
is stressful, and it often leads people—those from whom we most
need help and support—to worry about their personal future.
How many of us, as project managers, have heard comments such
as, “This will never work—they [whoever they may be| have tried
something like this before and it made things worse”? Or, when
we are faced with an obstacle and ask whether there is a new or
different way to approach something, we are told, “It has been
done like this for as long as I can remember because this is the way
it works best.” Or, when we ask why something is done a certain
way, we get the answer, “Because it has always been done that way.”

Expectations are often fixed and hard to shift.

Once the project is under way and that initial inertia has been
overcome, the drag of fixed expectations does not end. The first
time users are involved in testing and something does not work
as expected, they may say, “You see—it does not work! This is
going to make my job so much harder.”

When testing is over and the new system, processes, or tools
have been implemented and there is a failure of some sort, nay-
sayers are quick to reiterate that they told everyone it would not
work, that the old way was the best way, and that things will never
be the same, as good, or as effective.

This is a fixed mind-set at work. It is not surprising, and it is
very common, but it also makes projects much harder than they
need to be.

How can we be project motivators and change that? We can
model an expectation that change and growth are possible!

Project Managers—Specialists or Generalists?

There is a school of thought that holds that a good project man-
ager can manage any kind of project. The theory appears to be
that project management skills are transferable and that the con-
text of the project is not important. For some project managers
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working in organizations that subscribe to this view, this makes
the world seem like a wide-open and exciting place. For others,
it seems to suggest that project managers are close to automa-
tons who don’t require specialized knowledge and are not good
for anything other than box checking and clipboard waving. The
other school of thought is that the generalist theory just is not
true and that to be an effective project manager, we need inside
knowledge—an understanding of the industry or function that
we are project managing.

I admit that, for many years, I was squarely in the second camp,
believing that to be effective, we needed inside knowledge. I de-
scribed myself as a financial services project manager. When
asked about other types of projects, I would shrug and say some-
thing to the effect that the field was not my field and I could not
do it. When I thought of project managing something other than
a financial services project, I pictured not living up to my high
standards, being criticized by team members, being criticized by
management, and not performing at my best. I did not picture
growing into a new role, learning new things, working hard to
overcome challenges, and enjoying personal and professional
growth and satisfaction. I was just like those people who are re-
sistant to change. I had a fixed mind-set.

When I saw project management roles in other sectors, such
as education, retail, or construction, I ruled them out as possi-
bilities. One time I did consider a project management role at an
educational institution, and although project management ex-
perience was the number one required skill, I believed that the
other required skills ruled me out—I don’t have a PhD or research
experience. I did not apply. Six months later, the role was being
reposted because they had not found a candidate with “suitable
experience.” I don’t know which part of the required experience
the candidates had lacked, but it is possible that I could have sold
myself as a project manager for that role.
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The reality is that to call myself a financial services project
manager—as though all financial services projects were the
same—was naive. In my time in financial services, I project man-

aged a variety of projects, including the following:

1. A back-office system pilot site project (my project
management baptism by fire)

2. A trading system development project

3. A back-office system conversion and integration during
a bank merger

4. Multiple key hardware and software upgrades

5. Multiple securities trading system implementation
projects

6. Multiple regulatory reporting projects
7. A worldwide systems integration testing program
8. A data warehouse development project

These projects involved everyone from traders to accounting,
payment and settlement teams to compliance. No two projects
were alike. There was some overlap in terms of jargon, but when
I factor in the realization that two institutions were German, one
was French, another was Swiss, and yet another was British, and
that the staff were in Canada, the United States, Germany, the
United Kingdom, Switzerland, France, and India, it becomes
clear that I was kidding myself when I thought that these proj-
ects were a “type.” Nevertheless, this was my belief, and on the
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whole the people around me felt the same: the project manager
needed to be a field specialist.

Now, after all my years of project managing, I have altered my
perspective. I believe good project management takes three
factors. It takes (1) a good project manager with (2) a belief that
we can learn what we need to and a willingness to do so and (3)
a good understanding of both his or her own personal values and
motivations and those of the team. With these attributes, any
competent project manager can successfully manage any kind of
project. It may not always start out pretty, and we will stumble
without the support of the team, but we can learn to manage
any project.

What if you are hiring a project manager? Maybe you, too, be-
lieve that good project managers can learn to manage any proj-
ect, but why wouldn’t you look for someone with domain
knowledge? In Chapter 1, I shared the Project Management In-
stitute’s projections for growth in projects and project
management—the sheer number of project managers that will be
needed over the coming years will make it increasingly difficult
to find domain experts. Also, the pace of change means that proj-
ects are looking less and less alike—even my financial services
projects were different every time. And finally, leveraging the
learning mind-sets of project managers means that you will get
more out of your project managers. They will be leveraging their
ability to dig into something new. They will approach projects
with an open mind and a higher expectation of what is possible.
They will tackle your project with a growth mind-set.

On Your Mark, Get Set, Grow

As I mentioned earlier, I believe that a growth mind-set is a key
component in being an adaptable and effective project motiva-
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tor. But in my opinion, it goes further than that. We need to not
only cultivate that mind-set in ourselves but also model it to our
team and help them develop that same sense that we can all
improve. In my experience, when team members have a growth
mind-set, they become more curious and are less likely to lay
blame. They focus more on how to get there from here and less
on who got us here in the first place.

In projects today, with the focus on the triple constraints of
time, money, and scope, it is easy for us to develop a “prevention
mind-set.” We become afraid of failure and averse to criticism.
And rather than look for the most inventive solutions, we focus
on choosing paths that minimize the risk of failure and nega-
tive feedback—also known as criticism. It is not unreasonable
that we should have this mind-set. Organizational culture can
leave us concerned that if we are criticized, we may miss out on
a promotion or bonus or, worse, lose our jobs. But what exists
at the overall organizational level need not be reflected in our
own teams. We can create an environment that is psychologically
safe, invites experimentation, and accepts the risk of potential

failure.

Be Creative and Persevere—Working in
a Failure-Intolerant Environment

When I discuss the concept of the growth mind-set in groups,
I am often told that there are certain environments where fail-
ure and experimentation are just not acceptable—for example, if
you work at NASA or in a hospital. While I understand the
sentiment—after all, lives are at stake—I still contend that a tol-
erance for failure is a necessity. There are two simple reasons for
this: failures happen, and without experimentation there is no
progress. Sadly, NASA has had significant failures (the space
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shuttle Challenger) and many near misses (Apollo 13). Patients in
hospitals die from causes that are preventable. In fact, in the
United States alone, it is estimated that there are over 250,000
preventable deaths in hospitals each year.’

And experimentation?

Without experimentation, there would be no space flight and
much of our modern-day medicine would not exist!

It is the environments that accept the fact that failures occur
and then put processes in place to encourage the reporting of,
analysis of, and adaptation to failure that are the safest and most
innovative.

For example, a hospital in New Jersey implemented a process
that required medical staff not only to report errors but also to
report near misses.® A near miss can be a positive experience,
because medical staff have prevented an adverse outcome, but it
is also an opportunity to learn—what steps can be taken to en-
sure that the hospital never gets that close to a failure again? How
was failure averted, and what can be learned for the future?
Analyzing near misses can help to reduce the likelihood of a
full-blown error.

Those of us who suffer from a fixed mind-set—and we all do
sometimes, in some contexts—are denying the realities that fail-
ure happens and that with failure comes the possibility of posi-
tive change. If we can be curious about what there is to be learned
from a failure, we can not only prevent it in the future but also
possibly create a broader positive impact with more benefits than
we can at first imagine. It ripples!

5. Sonya Collins, “BMJ Analysis Calls Medical Errors Third Leading Cause of
Death, Shines New Light on Ongoing Problem,” Pharmacy Today 22, no. 7 (2016):
36-37, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ptdy.2016.06.022.

6. “Medical Errors: Focusing More on What and Why, Less on Who,” Journal
of Oncology Practice 3, no. 2 (2007): 66-70, https://doi.org/10.1200/jop.0723501.
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The Link to Creativity and Engagement

When team members feel safe, they also become more experi-
mental. They are better able to work together and develop creative
solutions to problems.” When we experience fear and anxiety,
our focus narrows, our ability to reason diminishes, and our
vision narrows; negative environments stultify creativity and
make it less likely that our team members will band together to
create a brain wave. When the environment we work in values
the characteristics of the fixed mind-set, we feel less safe and
less engaged.

When we are encouraged to be more experimental; when vul-
nerability to, and acceptance of, failure is seen as a route to learn-
ing and improvement; when challenges are met with enthusiasm
and we all believe that we can grow and improve, there is a posi-
tive upward spiral, the positive emotions ripple, and we are able
to broaden our perspective and build new solutions and create
new ideas. Positivity leads to a sense of connection and commuit-
ment, and this is the very essence of engagement.

There are other factors we could explore here, such as our natu-
ral negativity bias—our tendency to give more weight to bad
news and negative experiences than to positive ones—and our
natural confirmation bias—our tendency to give more weight to
data and evidence that support our current point of view than
to data and evidence that contradict that view.

Both biases make sense—negativity bias made our ancestors
less likely to get eaten by wild animals, and confirmation bias
helps us efficiently sift through the barrage of information and
data that is flowing our way every minute of every day.

A growth mind-set can help us to avoid the stumbling blocks
of these natural thinking styles. The capacity to see failure

7. Barbara L. Fredrickson, Positivity (New York: Three Rivers, 2009).
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and criticism as an opportunity to learn, for example, makes
us more open to data that contradict our current view. Valu-
ing effort and practice as positives helps to overcome the sense
that we will never be good enough. We no longer see being turned
down for a promotion or rejected by an employer as the end of
the road.

Project Motivators with a Growth Mind-Set Get Better
and Better—and So Do Those around Them!

Twenty-five years of experience has shown me that although
there may be some fields for which I am not such a good fit, in
general, all T have to do in order to deliver on my promise to be
an effective project motivator is learn and grow. When I first
managed a conference, for example, I had to believe that al-
though I did not know all the ins and outs of event planning,
I could learn them well enough and fast enough to be effective
and support the goal of creating a great event. Then began the
learning. Although at a high level the services I could offer
looked pretty much the same as they would in any project, the
specifics of planning an event were very different from those of
implementing software at an international investment bank.
I needed to believe that I could learn and grow. I needed to
believe, “I don’t know yet, but I can learn.”

And the research backs me up. It shows that people who be-
lieve that abilities are fixed want to avoid failure and are more
likely to give up when they hit an obstacle; they are more likely
to blame others when things don’t work out and to measure suc-
cess by results, such as grades and titles.

People with a growth mind-set, believing that they can
learn and grow, are more likely to push past obstacles, mea-
sure success by progress, and take responsibility for their
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actions and outcomes.® And the good news is that the research
also shows that we are all capable of both mind-sets, and we
can change!

When we start out in life, we have a growth mind-set. If you
don’t believe me, think about life as a toddler—we try walking
and fall, but we keep getting up and trying again until we get it
right. Fortunately, in walking, we don’t measure ourselves by our
first attempt. The same goes for talking. If we were measured by
our first wobbly steps or mispronounced words, none of us would
be able to walk and talk. You would not be able to read this book
even if I could write it!

If you have ever said, “I cannot do anything about that—that
is just the way I am,” you were displaying a fixed mind-set. It may
just have been in that moment, or in that context, but it was a
fixed mind-set.

If you have ever said, “That was not my best work, but I know
what I need to do to be better next time,” you were displaying a
growth mind-set.

Some things we can be sure of during a project are (1) we will
encounter obstacles, (2) things will go wrong, (3) we will need to
know who did what to get where we are, and (4) we will need
others to step up to get things done. We will need them to take
responsibility.

Who do we want on our project—someone who will push past
obstacles, or someone who will throw in the towel in the belief
that he or she just doesn’t have—and cannot get—what it takes?
Do we need people who take responsibility for their actions and
mistakes, or someone who blames others? And who do we want
to be?

8. C. S. Dweck, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success (New York: Random
House, 2006).
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One way to cultivate your own growth mind-set is to think
back on challenges that you have overcome. Consider how you
did so. Did you give up at the first hurdle, or plow on? Did you
go it alone, struggling and struggling, or did you enlist the help
of others? Did you magically find the right way to overcome the
obstacle, or did you use trial and error, learning from mistakes
and failures and then having another go?

Maggie has a story about a time when she used her growth
mind-set.

Maggie started to notice that in some meetings the same voices
always spoke up, and the same voices remained quiet. When she
invited the quieter people to contribute, Maggie felt that there
was reluctance and some tension. It was not that they had noth-
ing to say; it was that they were hesitant to say it. She was not
sure whether she was the inhibiting factor or whether something
else was at play. She tried speaking with people one-on-one after
the meetings. She invited the quieter people to speak. She asked
probing questions. Nothing seemed to make a difference. She
thought that maybe she was wrong and couldn’t do anything to
change things. But she was convinced that anything can change
and be made better.

In one meeting where the same people seemed to be going
through the same process of not really addressing their issues,
Maggie decided to throw something new into the mix, something
she had seen work previously in mediation: she decided to take
a chance on some humor. Maggie reached into a large shopping
bag and produced her bag of finger puppets. She had picked them
up from a toy store that was going out of business.

“It seems as though there is an elephant in the room that no
one wants to name. Would these help?” she asked. She put the
puppets out on a table and picked up one for herself. It was soft
and furry. She started to stroke it.
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Everyone looked astonished.

“How would that help?” asked Owen, somewhat annoyed.

Other team members were trying to stifle a laugh. Maggie
thought she heard one person whisper, “She’s a little weird!” She
was actually relieved that they did not say something more
derogatory!

“Well, research shows that blood pressure and stress are re-
duced when we stroke pets. I don’t think I can bring my dog
into the building, as much as I would like to, but maybe these
would be a good stand-in.” Maggie continued stroking the pup-
pet on her finger.

“And,” she said, continuing with the theme, “they are great for
getting a message across!” Maggie put a puppet on her other
hand. Using the elephant on her right hand, she started nodding
it to the giraffe on her left and said, “And another thing: stop tak-
ing my resources for your project!”

“It’s working for me,” she said, and put the second puppet back
on the desk.

Cristina was scowling at her, but Lexi came to Maggie’s res-
cue, selecting a puppet and slipping it onto her finger. As she
talked about other things we should do, she faced the puppet
toward the crowd. Midsentence, she paused and said, “You know,

')J

this feels nice. I like having a puppet to speak for me

Note: Lexi often came to Maggie’s rescue when the team
thought what she was doing was uncomfortable or just
plain odd. Lexi was well liked by the team, and they usually
followed her lead. It is great to find your champions on the
team early and to work with them!

The puppets made the rounds. Suddenly, Alex picked up a
panda puppet, jammed it onto his finger, and faced it toward
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Cristina. He blurted out, “Sometimes it seems as though there
is just no room for anyone’s ideas except yours!”

Cristina looked shocked, and Maggie was uncertain what
would happen next. Chistina grabbed another puppet, put it on
her finger, and started addressing Alex’s panda with her donkey.
They started having a heated exchange, and Maggie wondered if
she should intervene, but before she could even decide what to
do, they had calmed down and were working out a better way to
communicate ideas from the team to Cristina. (See Chapter 6.)
The puppets sat back down on the table.

Others in the room expressed approval of the puppets and
asked if they could keep them at hand. Owen—always concerned
about the spread of germs—asked how they would keep them
clean, and Maggie agreed to take them home and wash them
every weekend. From then on, Maggie often saw team members
using the puppets to explain things. One team member did an
entire whiteboard presentation using a finger-puppet dog. He
said it helped him get over his presentation anxiety!

Of course, not everyone appreciated the puppets, but for some
people they proved really helpful. Similarly, not everyone read-
ing this book will feel confident enough to use something like
the puppets in meetings, but you can find other creative ways to
address conflict in your team, especially if you think about what
you have seen work in the past.

Another approach is to invite everyone to write down their
concerns on pieces of paper, fold them up, and throw them into
a bowl. One by one, the anonymous concerns are read out by one
person and discussed. Another technique that Maggie used on
another project was to make one sheet on the information wall a
“comments and concerns” sheet. People would put sticky notes
on the sheet, and the notes would be addressed in the next
meeting.



Chapter 3 < Influence: The Project Motivator’s Best Friend 89

Making It Stick for You

1. How do you influence people? What is your ripple effect?

2. When have you spread positive emotion to people around
you? How did that happen?

3. How and when have you spread negative emotion?

4. When have you had an opportunity to try something new
and interesting to you and turned it down, saying, “That
is just not something | am good at,” or “I| have never been
any good at that type of thing”? What are some steps you
could have taken with a growth mind-set to learn?

5. Think of a time you faced a challenge head-on, even
though initially you felt you were not smart enough or
skilled enough to do it. How did you push past your
reluctance to try?

6. Think of a time that you failed at something you tried.
What did you learn from that experience?

A growth mind-set takes work! Sometimes it requires being
brave and determined. But people with growth mind-sets believe
they can go a long way with focus and hard work.

What do you believe?

What We Appreciate Appreciates!

The idea of coming at things from the vantage point of what
works—a process that underpins this book—was first shared in
2005 The practice known as appreciative inquiry does not look
to fix problems by dwelling on gaps and deficits but rather looks

9. David L. Cooperrider and Diana Kaplin Whitney, Appreciative Inquiry:
A Positive Revolution in Change (San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler, 2005).
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to build on positives. By starting with what works well, we can
build engagement and enthusiasm, and this, in turn, helps us to
be more creative and innovative. We don’t ignore problems and
issues; we build from a strong starting point instead of tearing
things down.

The key focus of appreciative inquiry is the “generative” think-
ing that takes place in the exploration of what works. The result
is transformation through both new ideas and new actions.
Much of positive psychology has shown how starting from a pos-
itive perspective opens up the imagination, opens us to new
ideas, and stimulates creativity.!” Appreciative inquiry is a struc-
tured approach to achieving that end goal of new ideas and new
actions. By adopting this idea of building on the positive and
reaching for change, you can transform your own experience
and the experience of your teams.

The approach combines the ideas of appreciating—or valuing
and recognizing—the good things in a person or system and in-
quiring in an open and interested way in order to expand from
that starting point and create growth. To me, this is mining for
gold—not focusing on the rock and mud that may surround the
nuggets, which can be cleaned up later.

Throughout this book, we are starting with the things that
work, recognizing them, and valuing them. And nowhere do we
focus this positive attention more than on the team members and
stakeholders on our projects. This is not to suggest that there is no
value in, or need for, problem solving. This approach exists along-
side other approaches. However, there are some great benefits to
taking a strengths-focused, “what works” approach. It stimulates
the brain to increase openness and creativity, and it helps people
to feel worthwhile and therefore motivated to take new steps.

10. G. R. Bush, “Appreciative Inquiry Is Not (Just) about the Positive,” OD
Practitioner 39, no. 4 (2007): 30-35.
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Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: Choose your language and behaviors to build
hope in the team by your example.

2. Be strong: Think about one strength you can use to help
your team.

3. Be brave: Model positive team behavior, even when it is
hard to do or you get pushback from colleagues.

4. Be curious: Listen to the language you use around team
members. What does it convey? Listen for the language
of a fixed mind-set in others and ask what learning or
tools are needed to make a change.

5. Model the language and behavior you want from others.

If you are not convinced, maybe this will help. In your role as

a project manager, have you or someone you work with used a

SWOT analysis? A SWOT analysis looks at a situation and con-

siders the following:

What are our strengths?

What are our weaknesses?
What opportunities do we have?

What threats are we facing?

Superficially, we believe we spend the same amount of time

on the positives—strengths and opportunities—and on the

negatives—weaknesses and threats.

In my personal experience, the focus tends to be on the nega-

tives. Strengths are glossed over, and the meeting quickly starts

to focus on what is wrong, the things at which we are failing.

This focus on the negative is the natural phenomenon that I have

already mentioned that has helped us to survive. However, this

negative focus serves us less well when we need to be creative and



92 Be a Project Motivator

open to new ideas. To survive, we need an awareness of negative
circumstances, but to thrive, we need to build on the positive.

What is your experience, especially in the workplace?

I believe the key form of appreciation and appreciative in-
quiry in teams is when we focus on the values and drivers of our
team members and stakeholders. To truly see them is to truly
appreciate them. Understanding what they feel is important; see-
ing who they are at their core and the strengths that they draw
on naturally; and identifying how we can best engage them and
engage with them and how we can treat them in a way that
brings out the best in them are all ways of making the applica-
tion of the Platinum Rule practical.

And modeling appreciation is key to being a project motivator.
This is the focus of the next few chapters. When you show ap-
preciation, others show it too! This is more of your influence at
work.



4

Building a Culture
of Appreciation

Itis not just whether we appreciate those

around us; it is whether we demonstrate
our appreciation.

The Heart of Engagement: Appreciation

I first mentioned character strengths' in the introduction. They

are my go-to tools for building a sense of appreciation and inclu-

sion in a team. A project manager asked me why I focus on char-

acter strengths rather than one of the other personality tools

Things to Look Out For

1. Understand what character strengths are and why
they matter.

2. Recognize your character strengths.

3. Spot strengths in others.

4. Understand how our character strengths combinations

support the work we do.

1. Before we delve into character strengths—the understanding of which I
consider to be the core of being a project motivator—I encourage you to take the
VIA Character Strengths Survey. It is free and takes about twenty minutes to
complete. The link is here: http://projectmotivator.pro.viasurvey.org.
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available. The reason is that an understanding of character
strengths provides project managers with a straightforward, ac-
cessible way to first be engaged and then to engage the team. They
have been described as the backbone of positive psychology. There
are twenty-four strengths. They are all positive, we all have all of
them to some degree, they have been researched in multiple con-
texts, and they are evidence based. They help everyone feel good
about themselves and those around them, and they help us to
be inclusive, to see each other as whole people, and to appreciate
both our similarities and our differences.

According to research, workers who are aware of their charac-
ter strengths are 9.5 times more likely to be flourishing.? Those
who are aware and use their strengths at work are 18.5 times more
likely to be flourishing! Those who use their character strengths
have a greater sense of well-being.* But maybe most significant
of all is that research shows that it is manager support of em-
ployee strengths that predicts increased use of strengths and thus
engagement.”

That means us!

We can influence our team to enhance their use of strengths, to
feel more engaged, and to feel good. And in the process, we de-
velop our team members and create a greater leadership role for
ourselves. Character strengths showed up throughout the story
in Chapter 2. This chapter will demonstrate them further and

2.L.C.Hone, A.Jarden, S. Duncan, and G. M. Schofield, “Flourishing in New
Zealand Workers: Associations with Lifestyle Behaviors, Physical Health, Psy-
chosocial, and Work-Related Indicators,” Journal of Occupational and Environmen-
tal Medicine 57, no. 9 (2015): 973-983.

3. H. Littman-Ovadia and M. Steger, “Character Strengths and Well-Being
among Volunteers and Employees: Toward an Integrative Model,” Journal of Posi-
tive Psychology 5, no. 6 (2010): 419-430.

4.S. Lavy, H. Littman-Ovadia, and M. Boiman-Meshita, “The Wind beneath
My Wings: The Role of Social Support in Enhancing the Use of Strengths at
Work,” Journal of Career Assessment 25, no. 4 (2017): 703-714.
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will show you how you can start to appreciate your own strengths
and how to spot the strengths of others.

Building Appreciation

The daily project manager meeting had become well estab-
lished. Regular attendees were April; Mark, a fairly new project
manager; Jackson, one of the longer-serving project managers;
Cristina, the design lead; Ben, the manager of the quality assur-
ance team; and of course Maggie. One of the topics that came
up a lot was how to appreciate others and how to express that
appreciation. The team had already implemented a recognition
scheme to recognize those who accomplished extraordinary
feats on the project. But the project managers were interested in
increasing the sense of understanding and appreciation between
and among the team members. Maggie was very excited to hear
this. She immediately thought of the research on character
strengths, but before introducing the topic, she asked to hear more
from the group.

April asked, “Maggie, how have you worked on team appreci-
ation in the past? Are we talking about team-building exercises
or something more substantial?”

Before Maggie could answer, the group started discussing the
intention and agreed that they wanted something that the team
could use every day rather than something they just did once and
forgot about. They also wanted a way to include the whole team,
wherever they were located.

Mark said, “Well, I love surveys and personality assessments.
It would be great to be able to offer the team some sort of assess-
ment. It would be something of real value. We could all take it
and share the results somehow. But I guess it would be difficult
to get any budget for that, and people may not like the idea of
taking it just because we say so!”
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Jackson commented, “I love assessments too, but they do tend
to be expensive, and for some of them you need some sort of cer-
tification to be able to use them.”

Ben asked, “Maggie, do you have a suggestion for us? It seems
as though you might have done stuff like this before.”

Again, Maggie felt a surge of excitement, partly because she
had a suggestion but also because she was starting to feel that
she was developing some influence over the group.

“I'have used a character strengths assessment in the past,” she
answered. “There is one that I love to use from the VIA Institute
on Character, but there are other tools.”

“Why do you like that one?” Jackson inquired.

“Well,” said Maggie, “there are a few reasons that I like the sur-
vey. I like that it is evidence and research based; it is online, so
the entire team can use it wherever they are; it is quick to use and
pretty easy to understand, and we don’t need anyone to get cer-
tified or trained; it has a completely positive focus—it looks for
what is working and not things that we need to fix; it is in mul-
tiple languages, which has been important for every team I work
on; it is cross-cultural and universal—it does not feel as though
it has a US bias; and the basic assessment is free!”

Maggie went on to explain how she had used character
strengths in the past, and how she practices spotting them in
everyone as much as she can every day. There were a few nods of
understanding from the group. Cristina, who had been quiet up
to this point, said, “I am not sure how receptive the team will be
to the idea of an assessment, but if that is one of the tools you
have been using to get this team engaged and energized again, I
would like at least to know more about it.”

Ben added, “Yeah, I am not sure about bringing in something
for the entire team. Why would they want to do it?”

Maggie was thoughtful. She had met with skepticism previ-
ously, especially when working with teams who were feeling un-
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derappreciated and overworked already. And some people are
pretty skeptical about assessments in general, possibly because
many of them seem to be focused on “areas for development” and
identifying weaknesses.

“Well,” she said, “in my experience, it makes a difference if even
a few people know about character strengths. How about we take
it and look over the results and see what we learn? If we as a group
decide that it is not going to work with the team, we can look
for something else to try.”

After some further discussion, the group agreed that they
would take the assessment over the coming few days and share
what they had learned early the following week. Maggie offered
that if the group was willing to share their results, she would pull
them together so they could see them in a chart.

Experiencing Appreciation Firsthand through

Character Strengths

After everyone had taken the assessment, they shared their top
strengths—known as signature strengths—with Maggie. They
agreed to start with the top five, as these were likely to be both
core to the individual and easily recognizable to others.

The results of their assessments are shown in Figure 4.1. As
always, this example is a combination of the results from mul-
tiple teams.

Figure 4.2 groups the twenty-four character strengths by clas-
sifications called virtues. Each virtue has a number of strengths
aligned with it. Using those strengths engages the virtue in ques-
tion. This was part of the original character strengths research.’
And as they make logical groupings, I have included them here.

S. Christopher Peterson and Martin E. P. Seligman, Character Strengths and
Virtues: A Handbook and Classification (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004),
33-39.
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FIGURE 4.1 Examples of Team Character Strengths

Name Strength1 Strength2 Strength3 Strength4 Strength5

Cristina  Judgment  Creativity ~ Kindness Curiosity Zest

Mark Leadership Hope Perseverance Love Social
of learning intelligence

Jackson  Curiosity Love Prudence  Judgment Spirituality
April Appreciation  Bravery Curiosity Fairness  Gratitude
Maggie Fairness Gratitude Hope Love Judgment
of learning
Ben Hope Prudence Love Teamwork  Honesty
of learning

For simplicity, Maggie used them and counted how many people
in the project manager group had each strength as a signature
strength.

When the group reconvened, Maggie shared the two charts
and invited comment.

Cristina said that she liked that the assessment was online,
quick, and easy to take and that the results were in plain lan-
guage. She said, “I did not feel as though I need any special knowl-
edge to make sense of the results, as I have with some other
assessments in the past.”

Ben laughed. “Prudence and teamwork [he was the one who
suggested that everyone share jokes| are no surprise, but I would
not have expected hope to be near the top,” he said.

Cristina immediately said, “Are you kidding? You are one of
the most hopeful people I know. There have been lots of times
when I have just wanted to throw in the towel, and you have made
me feel that we can make things happen!”



FIGURE 4.2 VIA Virtues and Character Strengths Definitions

Virtues and Character Strengths
Virtue of Wisdom
(strengths that help you gather and use knowledge)

# of people

Creativity: Original and adaptive, show ingenuity,
see and do things in different ways

Curiosity: Interested, seek novelty, appreciate exploration,
open to experience

Judgment: Critical in your thinking, think through all sides,
don’t jump to conclusions

Love of learning: Interested in mastering new skills and
information, systematically adding to knowledge

Perspective: Wise, provide wise counsel, take the big-
picture view

1

3

Virtue of Courage
(strengths that help you exercise your will and face adversity)

Bravery: Show valor, don’t shrink from threat or challenge,
face fears, speak up for what’s right

Perseverance: Persistent, industrious, finish what you start,
overcome obstacles

Honesty: Authentic, true to yourself, sincere, show integrity

Zest: Vital, enthusiastic for life, vigorous, energetic, do
things wholeheartedly

Virtue of Humanity
(strengths that help you in one-on-one relationships)

Love: Both loving and loved, value close relations with
others, show genuine warmth

Kindness: Generous, nurturing, caring, compassionate,
altruistic, do for others

Social intelligence: Emotionally intelligent, aware of the
motives and feelings of self and others, know what
makes other people tick

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued from previous page)

Virtue of Justice
(strengths that help you in community or group situations)

Teamwork: A good citizen, socially responsible, loyal, 1
contribute to group efforts

Fairness: Adhere to principles of justice, don’t let feelings 2
bias decisions, offer equal opportunity to all

Leadership: Organize groups to get things done, positively 1

guide others

Virtue of Temperance
(strengths that help you manage habits)

Forgiveness: Merciful, accepting of others’ shortcomings,
give people a second chance, let go of hurt when

wronged
Humility: Modest, let your accomplishments speak for
themselves
Prudence: Careful about your choices, cautious, don’t take 2

undue risks
Self-regulation: Self-controlled; disciplined; able to manage
impulses, emotions, and vices

Virtue of Transcendence
(strengths that help you connect outside yourself)

Appreciation of beauty and excellence: Experience awe and 1
wonder for beauty, admire skills and excellence in others,
elevated by moral beauty

Gratitude: Thankful for the good in life, express thanks, feel 2
blessed
Hope: Optimistic, positive and future minded, expect the 3

best and work to achieve it
Humor: Playful, bring smiles to others, lighthearted, see the
lighter side
Spirituality/sense of meaning: Connected with the sacred, 1
identify purpose and meaning in life, see value in
religiousness and faith

Source: From unpublished book, © 2018 with permission from VIA Institute on
Character.
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Ben beamed with delight and muttered a shy “Thank you.”

Maggie gave some basic guidance on how to use the results.
“First, remember we all have all twenty-four strengths. And there
is a reason I have only included the top five for each person. Re-
search shows that we benefit just as much if not more from work-
ing with our top strengths rather than by focusing on our
bottom strengths. These top strengths are generally the ones that
come most naturally to us, and we use them in all situations. I
asked for five, but you might have more or fewer true ‘signature
strengths,” as they are called. As we move forward with this for
the rest of the team—if we decide we want to—I think asking
everyone to share their top five is something we can work with
and make stick.”

Maggie then invited more feedback and questions.

Cristina said, “T like the assessment. I admit that when I got
my list, the first place I looked was the bottom. I don’t mind shar-
ing that my bottom strengths were self-regulation, spirituality,
and humility.”

“Actually,” said Maggie, “that is pretty common. There are a
couple of research studies that have looked at the assessments
that have been taken across the world, and they have found that
country by country, self-regulation and spirituality are typically
ranked lower than twentieth! There is no need to feel bad.”

Cristina looked relieved, and then Mark and Ben confirmed
that they felt better too, as the same strengths were low down in
their rankings. Jackson was excited to discover that his high
ranking of spirituality was unusual.

“I think of it as connection to everyone and everything,” he
said. “It is not really a religious thing for me. I think that is why
this idea of getting the team to feel more connected and appre-
ciated appeals to me so much. It is a sense of shared purpose and
meaning.”

April asked what was next.
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Maggie had some suggestions. She explained that the first
thing she had done with character strengths was to really take
note of her own and to practice applying them. She showed the
team a strengths practice that she had used on that very first
day. Really it was just a process of going through all twenty-
four strengths at the start of the day and planning how to use
them. At the end of the day, she would review all twenty-four
strengths and think about how she—and others—had used
them.

She shared the example from the morning of that first intro-
ductory meeting.

Appreciation: Focusing on the potential of every person
on the team; mining for their gold and appreciating every
discovery

Bravery: Speaking up on behalf of the team; being vulnera-
ble and asking others on the team for help rather than acting as
though she knows everything

Creativity: Being open to suggestions from others; allowing
the ideas to flow and grow and not pouncing on the first idea
suggested

Curiosity: Wanting to know more about the project and the
people on the team

Fairness: Treating every person as adding value to the team;
recognizing that seniority is not a measure of the value of some-
one’s idea

Forgiveness: Not focusing on the fact that Richard had
thrown her in at the deep end and left her to sink or swim

Gratitude: Being thankful for every baby step along the way
to collaboration and team success

Honesty: Using this with her bravery to be vulnerable and
open

Hope: Keeping the belief that the team will prevail and mod-
eling that belief
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Humility: Accepting and welcoming the fact that the best
ideas will be from other people

Humor: Not taking everything seriously; looking for oppor-
tunities be playful

Judgment: Balancing the need for humility and leadership;
seeking and weighing evidence before reaching a conclusion

Kindness: In conjunction with fairness, supporting the team
members in getting what they need to be successful—in all as-
pects of their life; seeing the whole person and not just the “work
person”

Leadership: Organizing people and keep them moving for-
ward; balancing this with humility and a willingness to hang
back; using judgment to get that balance right

Love: Forming some close mutual relationships to lean on

Love of learning: Seeing everything as a learning opportu-
nity, even when things go wrong

Perseverance: Using this with bravery to keep going with her
approach to the team even when the going was tough

Perspective: Keeping an eye on the big-picture goals of the
project even as she was digging into the details with the team;
relating each detail back to the big picture

Prudence: Having a plan or strategy for engaging the team,
not just walking into the room and hoping for the best; combin-
ing this with creativity in order to stay adaptable and not be
wedded to a particular approach (like the presentation that she
had prepared!)

Self-regulation: Taking things slowly, standing back and ob-
serving, and resisting the urge to jump in too quickly; resisting
the urge to justify or self-promote and instead being vulnerable
and honest

Social intelligence: Paying attention to the cues and signals
from others to ensure they feel noticed and included; accepting
their suggestions and ideas openly
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Spirituality: Being connected to the team and building a
community by seeing the whole

Teamwork: Going broad and looking beyond the official
team—including the janitor, the cook, and the security guard;
going deep by getting to know each team member individually

Zest: Doing everything with enthusiasm and energy!

Maggie also shared some of the research that shows that
paying attention to your top strengths and thoughtfully ap-
plying them each day is a great way to feel energized and en-
gaged. Maggie also suggested that she start strengths spotting
for this small group and, more important, that they start doing
it too.

Mark looked concerned. “I would be afraid to call out some-
one else’s strengths. What if I get it wrong? They might be in-
sulted or think I am stupid.”

Maggie nodded. “I know what you mean,” she said. “I felt that
way to start with, but I have found that it is hard to get it wrong,
and it is nearly impossible to insult someone! Because we don’t
really use strengths one at a time—we are always using several—
anything you spot is likely to be there somewhere. And because
they are all positive, no one is going to be offended by having one
pointed out. Take a look at the list and see if there is a strength
you would rather not have.”

There were head shakes of no from everyone.

“Do you want to try an example, Mark?” she asked.

Mark said, “OK, why not?”

“OK,” said Maggie. “Why don’t you tell us a story of when you
were at your best, and we will see what strengths we spot. Is that
OK?”

“I suppose so,” Mark said hesitantly.

“There’s one,” cried Maggie. “You are a little uncomfortable
with my suggestion, but you are going to try it anyway. That’s
bravery!”
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Mark smiled. “Bravery isn’t anywhere near the top for me. But
you are right, it feels good to have that recognized as bravery. OK,
I will tell a story of me at my best.”

Maggie looked at the others and said, “Take the list you have
and, as Mark tells his story, see which strengths you spot. Here
are some highlighters so that you can mark them on the sheet.”

“This was from last summer,” Mark started. “Some friends
and I wanted to go on a trip together to Yosemite. We needed to
confirm dates, determine who was going, and get prices for the
flights, car rental, accommodations, and so on. Everyone assumed
I would just take care of putting it all together because I am a
project manager. Instead, I got everyone on a call, I got the group
to list all the tasks that we needed to accomplish, we agreed on
who would take each task and when they would get back to the
group with the information, and we fixed a date for a call when
we would make the final decisions. I agreed to set up some auto-
matic reminders to help people remember what they were sup-
posed to be doing, and I said I would pull together interim
updates and send them out by email to the entire group. We ar-
ranged the final call well ahead of time. On the appointed day, we
all got together, and everyone had their tasks completed, which
was a great surprise. We had fun putting it all together, and it
was exciting and energizing to have the trip on the calendar.
One of my friends mentioned he was short of money until pay-
day, so I volunteered to make the bookings with my credit card
and have everyone pay me back. I got all their details and booked
the flights, hotel, rental car, and so on based on the information
we had discussed on the phone. As a surprise for the guys, I ar-
ranged a two-day mountain-bike tour on my own dime. We are
all active and sporty, so I thought it would be fun. The trip in-
cluded one night staying in yurts. We had a great time. Five days
exploring and hanging out.” As he finished the story, he was
smiling at the memory.
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“OK,” said Maggie. “What did everyone hear?”

There was a pause while the others perused their lists.

“I'will go first,” said Jackson. “I heard leadership—he got every-
one organized to do their part—and teamwork—he got them to
work on it together and not just offload on him. Oh, and I heard
creativity—that idea of staying in yurts was great. I don’t know
what one is, but just being able to say that you stayed in one is
enough for me!”

“I heard kindness—lending everyone the money to book the
tickets, arranging the surprise excursion for everyone, knowing
they like exercise and adventure,” said April.

“I heard bravery again,” said Cristina. “I am not staying in a
glorified tent with a bunch of guys, that is for sure!” Everyone
laughed.

“Seriously, though,” she added, “I heard love—is it OK to say
that at work? Or is that a bit weird? He clearly loves his time with
his friends. And I heard judgment from the whole group to get
the information together and make joint decisions about the ar-
rangements. And, as Jackson said, that took teamwork too.”

Maggie paused them there and asked Mark what he thought.
“Did they spot strengths that you don’t have?” she asked.

Mark looked thoughtful for a moment and then answered,
“They saw strengths that I don’t think I have. But when I hear
them called out and I am shown examples, I have to admit it
sounds plausible.”

“And how did it feel?” asked Maggie.

“Oh, it felt good!” exclaimed Mark. “I felt like people were
really seeing me and appreciating the thought and effort that I
put into making this trip great for me and my friends.”

“What about Cristina’s comment about love? People often
struggle with the idea of expressing love outside family.”

“It felt good,” Mark replied. “I do love my friends. They are
really important to me, and I value the time I get to spend with
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them. Obviously, it is not the same as loving my girlfriend, or my
mom, but it still felt good when Cristina said she heard love in
the story.”

The small group discussed what they wanted to do next with
character strengths. They decided that they would make an ef-
fort to spot each other’s strengths throughout the day, and at the
daily meeting the group would take a few minutes to provide
feedback.

April and Ben said they wanted to try using the full list of
strengths each day and think about how to use them. Ben said
he meditates each morning, and he would make that part of the
meditation.

Cristina said she was rather taken with her top strengths. They
felt very authentic, so she was going to focus on using them in
as many different ways as she could. Jackson and Mark agreed
that they wanted to do the same thing.

As the meeting ended, there was a buzz. Maggie was pleased!
She felt proud of the work they had done and the energy that they
seemed to feel.

Some Character Strengths Guidelines
Although I have tried many team-building tools and techniques
with my teams over the years, character strengths is the tool that
created the greatest return on investment. Even before I dared
to ask my own teams to take the assessment, I found that un-
derstanding my own character strengths was enormously useful
and, as I developed my strengths-spotting skills, I could call at-
tention to the strengths of team members and even management.
When we identify the strengths of others, they feel seen and
appreciated, and you can see a little sparkle in their eye.

By using our knowledge of character strengths, we create more
effective collaborations within a team, and we can avoid unhelp-
ful conflict and defuse previously difficult situations. We can
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draw on character strengths when we need them to accelerate
problem solving or ensure that testing was thorough and com-
plete. Just being aware of character strengths helps a team see
each other as special individuals and not just as functional
roles within the team. Character strengths are safe, fun, and in-
formative, and there is no magic combination that is better than
any other.

Understanding Character Strengths

The list, reproduced again for convenience here, shows the full
family of character strengths grouped together in six overarch-
ing virtues.

Virtue of Wisdom

(strengths that help you gather and use knowledge)

Creativity: Original and adaptive, show ingenuity, see and
do things in different ways

Curiosity: Interested, seek novelty, appreciate exploration,
open to experience

Judgment: Critical in your thinking, think through all
sides, don’t jump to conclusions

Love of learning: Interested in mastering new skills and
information, systematically adding to knowledge

Perspective: Wise, provide wise counsel, take the big-picture

view

Virtue of Courage

(strengths that help you exercise your will and face adversity)

Bravery: Show valor, don’t shrink from threat or challenge,
face fears, speak up for what’s right

Perseverance: Persistent, industrious, finish what you start,
overcome obstacles
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Honesty: Authentic, true to yourself, sincere, show integrity
Zest: Vital, enthusiastic for life, vigorous, energetic, do
things wholeheartedly

Virtue of Humanity

(strengths that help you in one-on-one relationships)

Love: Both loving and loved, value close relations with others,
show genuine warmth

Kindness: Generous, nurturing, caring, compassionate,
altruistic, do for others

Social intelligence: Emotionally intelligent, aware of the
motives and feelings of self and others, know what makes
other people tick

Virtue of Justice

(strengths that help you in community or group situations)

Teamwork: A good citizen, socially responsible, loyal,
contribute to group efforts

Fairness: Adhere to principles of justice, don’t let feelings
bias decisions, offer equal opportunity to all

Leadership: Organize groups to get things done, positively
guide others

Virtue of Temperance

(strengths that help you manage habits)

Forgiveness: Merciful, accepting of others’ shortcomings,
give people a second chance, let go of hurt when wronged

Humility: Modest, let your accomplishments speak for
themselves

Prudence: Careful about your choices, cautious, don’t take
undue risks

Self-regulation: Self-controlled; disciplined; able to manage
impulses, emotions, and vices
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Virtue of Transcendence

(strengths that help you connect outside of yourself)

Appreciation of beauty and excellence: Experience awe
and wonder for beauty, admire skills and excellence in
others, elevated by moral beauty

Gratitude: Thankful for the good in life, express thanks,
feel blessed

Hope: Optimistic, positive and future minded, expect the
best and work to achieve it

Humor: Playful, bring smiles to others, lighthearted, see the
lighter side

Spirituality/sense of meaning: Connected with the sacred,
identify purpose and meaning in life, see value in reli-
giousness and faith

Character strengths have several characteristics that I believe
are invaluable in teams:

* Character strengths celebrate a wide range of active values.

 Character strengths celebrate our differences, as well as
our similarities.

* Character strengths transcend culture, religion, and
language. In fact, character strengths awareness helps
to create a team culture.

* Character strengths are focused on what we have to
offer and not on what we need to fix.

 Character strengths help us to know and understand
each other better, to live and work better together.
They help create our team culture.

* Character strengths power up our talents and skills.
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I won’t take up too much space here going into the history of
VIA character strengths.® Suffice to say, Martin Seligman, in his
role as president of the American Psychological Association,
brought attention to the idea of studying what is right in people
and not just what is wrong. Inspired to get involved in building
the foundations of the field, the Mayerson Foundation commis-
sioned Seligman’ and Peterson in the early 2000s to investigate
the concept of character strengths. These two psychologists, along
with fifty-five other experts in their fields, explored and evaluated
various traits that were universally recognized and valued—that
is, not just valued by one religion or culture—could not be broken
down into component traits or strengths, and are concepts that
show up in our societal heroes, reinforcing the sense that they
are recognized and universal.

Applying Character Strengths in Everyday Life

It is tempting when we see the rankings to focus on the lesser
strengths. Cristina demonstrated this tendency earlier in the
chapter—the ones at the bottom of the list. We, in the United
States at least, live in a deficit culture, and we naturally gravi-
tate to those bottom ones, although I hope that as project man-
agers we can start to change that. As you will see even more clearly
in the next chapter, even a small dose of some strengths goes a
long way. Just as a pinch of salt is needed in a cake, a pinch of a
lower strength can be effective when we need it.

6. You can find out much more at http://www.viacharacter.org or in Seligman
and Peterson, Character Strengths and Virtues.

7. Seligman is known for his work on learned helplessness and, more recently,
learned optimism. He has authored several books, most recently contributing to
the book Homo Prospectus, coauthored with Peter Railton, Roy F. Baumeister, and
Chandra Sripada (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016). He is widely consid-
ered to be the founding father of positive psychology, which found its footing
when Seligman was the president of the American Psychological Association.
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Building Your Awareness

Generally, there are three stages to leveraging character strengths.
The first stage is simply to be aware of your own strengths. This
means understanding which ones are the most significant to you,
which ones come into play based on the situation you are in, and
which ones are more of a stretch for you. Once you have your
strengths assessment, keep it handy, practice looking out for your
top strengths throughout the day, and notice when and where
they show up. Our top strengths—usually but not always the top
five to seven—are known as signature strengths. These are your
go-to strengths. These are the ones that make you feel energized,
engaged, and effective.

Don’t be surprised if you have a negative first reaction to the
top strengths or if you think that they are incorrect. Although
the assessment could get it wrong from time to time, there are
often other explanations for feeling disconnected from the
strengths at the top of your list.

First, we are sometimes disappointed. Having read the descrip-
tions of all twenty-four character strengths, we may hope
we are zesty or have high social intelligence. Instead we find we
have prudence, judgment, love of learning, and kindness at
the top of our list, and we are a little crestfallen. For those of
you who have those top strengths, be proud and happy. They are
great strengths!

This is the time to remind ourselves that we all have all the
strengths, at least to some extent; there are no “bad” character
strengths to have; and we can learn to cultivate strengths if we
really want more of one or another. When Lexi took her charac-
ter strengths assessment, she was shocked to discover that love
was low on her list and that her top strengths were what she con-
sidered to be “very practical” strengths such as judgment, perse-
verance, and bravery. Initially she argued with the results, saying
love should have been at the top. Maggie and she discussed her
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dismay, and she agreed to keep her list of top strengths handy
and see which strengths showed up throughout the day. She went
away and reevaluated over the course of a few days. When she
came back, she said she had been watching herself at work and
had come to realize that she is quite guarded with the people
around her. She recognized that even though she understands
the value of having a strong network of friends and family, she
has not invested in building that network at work. She also rec-
ognized that when there is something practical to be done, she
is often the one to step forward and take it on and that she feels
good doing that. Remember when she and Owen picked up the
pens to get the list of positives on the whiteboard in Chapter 2?
She also consulted with family, who confirmed that they saw her
top strengths clearly in everything that she does. Armed with this
new sense of self-awareness, she decided to pay more attention
to building connections and to boost her strength of love. She
said, laughing, “I will persevere until the strength of love is more
accessible to me.” She illustrated how it is possible to use a sig-
nature strength to boost a lesser strength.

Another reason we may not recognize our top strengths is
because they are so natural to us that we don’t think of them
as being strengths at all. We may assume that everyone has
them and experiences life through the same lens. Miranda
was surprised to see appreciation of beauty and excellence as
her top strength. Even more shocking to her was the idea that
not everyone experiences the sunset, the full moon, the chang-
ing of the seasons, a beautiful fresh salad, or the performance
of a virtuoso musician with the same sense of awe that she
feels.

April, too, had appreciation of beauty and excellence near the
top of her list, and she recalled a day when she was out walking
with a friend. She said to her friend (for whom appreciation of
beauty and excellence was ranked seventeenth), “Isn’t this view
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amazing?” with wonder in her eyes. The friend turned to her and
said, “Not really—it is just trees.”

A third thing to consider is that we sometimes have precon-
ceptions of how a strength will show up. Taking the strength of
appreciation of beauty and excellence again, the examples are of-
ten related to nature or art and music, but it can just as easily be
demonstrated by appreciating an invention, or the skill that a
craftsman shows in constructing a house, or the dedication of a
nurse to his patients. If one of your strengths surprises you, think
about how the application of that strength for you may differ
from common parlance.

Bravery, for example, is a strength that surprises people because
they have not performed acts of public bravery such as rescuing
someone from a burning building. And yet if they have social
anxiety and stand up and speak anyway, then they are being
brave; if they are afraid of spiders but rush to the aid of a loved
one who is more terrified than they are, they are being brave.®

Exploring Your Strengths

The next stage is to explore strengths. This is about connecting
this list of character strengths to the way that you act, interact,
and experience life.

As mentioned earlier, we customarily describe the strengths in
our profile that we pull on every day as signature strengths. We
usually use these strengths without regard to context, and they
feel natural, easy, and energizing.

The next group of strengths, our phasic or situational
strengths, are those that we don’t go to naturally in every circum-
stance but that show up when we need them. In certain circum-

8. For a very readable discussion of the topic of bravery, check out Robert
Biswas-Diener, The Courage Quotient: How Science Can Make You Braver (San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass, 2012).
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stances, these strengths may come very naturally. Context has
a much greater relevance with these strengths. Even a strength that
is very near the bottom of the ranking can be a phasic strength.
A great example is our old friend self-regulation. For most people,
this strength appears very low in the ranking, but when we need
it—on the day when we don’t want to get out of bed but we
must; when we want a glass of wine but we are the designated
driver; when we want to slump in front of a movie on television
but it is parents’ night at school—we pull on this strength to get
the job done.

Before continuing, here are a couple of quick reminders.

First, and I cannot emphasize this enough, we all have all the
character strengths to a greater or lesser degree. Even your low-
est strength shows up sometimes and can even feel good.

Second, all the character strengths are positive. There is no
ideal profile, no special combination that is better than any other.
Unlike a cake, which requires specific ingredients, the potluck of
character strengths means that we can mix the ingredients any
way we like and, if we use our character strengths thoughtfully,
still come out with the cake that we want!

As you look through your own assessment, what things
strike you about the profile? Do you recognize the top-listed
strengths as those that you use every day? Are there others that
you feel are go-to strengths—that feel natural and make you feel
good?

If you can, make a list of the strengths that you consider to be
your signature strengths, and make a note of how you use them
daily. Another fun activity is to ask others who see you often what
strengths they see every day. In this informal 360, see if they spot
the same strengths that you see, and then compare both lists to
your assessment.

Consider someone whom you admire and think about what
strengths you can see in him or her. Are they the same strengths
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you have, or do you admire the person because he or she seems
to display strengths that are harder for you to use?

It is not uncommon for those who take the assessment to
initially dismiss one or two of their top strengths as “not them.”
This is usually because they use these strengths so automati-
cally that they are virtually unaware of them. A great way to
search for your signature strengths is to think through your
day and write down some thoughts about your activities and
interactions with others. Then read back over your notes and see
what strengths you spot that seem to come up time and again,
and in different contexts—home and work, when busy and
when relaxing, when working and when playing, when doing
something mundane, and when you are really focused on an
activity.

One that comes up for me all the time is curiosity. It does not
matter where I am or what I am doing, I am always curious! Once,
I woke up in the middle of surgery on my foot. Rather than freak-
ing out, my first question was, “What are you doing now?” and
my second question was, “Can I watch?” The surgeon was not as
calm as I was!

His prudence—which was pushing him to sedate me again
quickly—was, however, balanced with judgment and kindness,
and he assessed the situation and did indeed let me watch.

Going Further with Character Strengths

Further exploration of character strengths helps them go from
being theoretical to being something that you can conjure up
and apply as you need to.

A great way to think about how your strengths come into play
is to think about times you have been at your best. Journaling
about those times and then reviewing your notes to spot the
strengths that came up is very helpful. Another option is to tell
stories with others and spot strengths in them. As you start to
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Making It Stick for You

1.

Keep a note of the strengths you notice yourself using
during the day.

Watch your team members, friends, and family. See what
strengths they have.

Ask those who know you what strengths they see. It can
be fun—and useful—to create an informal 360
assessment. Give out the list to several people and see
what strengths they see in you, then compare their list
with your own self-assessment.

Strategies for Success

1.

Be hopeful: Think about how you want to use strengths
each day and then make a note of the effect of your
choices.

Be strong: Know your own strengths well.

Be brave: Take note of the strengths of others and then
share your observations. No one ever says they don’t
want a strength that someone else sees.

Be curious: Take note of the effect of sharing your
observations and then look for different ways to engage
with others about their strengths.

recognize strengths in the stories other people tell, you will get

more comfortable noticing your own strengths. And you can do

this anywhere. It can be a great way to stay focused in a meeting,.
Make a note of the strengths you hear and, after the meeting, be
brave and approach someone to express your appreciation. See

what response you get!

Exploring strengths is also a great thing to do with family or

friends. Carefully listen to the language people use to describe
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their thinking and their actions and then see how the strengths
appear.

Building Your Strengths

Are there strengths that you would like to try on for size and cul-
tivate? You can do that too! We will go into more detail in the
next chapter, but there are ways you can build your character
strengths regardless of where they are in your ranking. What are
your greatest strengths as a project manager? In Chapter 1, I
highlighted the prevalence of hope and love of learning, as well
as prudence and appreciation, but there is no prescription for a
set of character strengths that makes a project manager. In the
next chapter, we explore this question further and consider other
ways we can use character strengths knowledge to understand
ourselves and our teams.



5

Building a Culture of
Appreciation for Our
Stakeholders and Teams

Seeing strengths in others is often easier
than seeing them in ourselves.

Project Management and Leadership

One of the beauties of working with character strengths is that
people start to spot them everywhere. After an initial conversa-
tion about them and an introduction to the basic concepts, it is
easy for anyone to start applying them. Usually, it does not take
much for someone who knows about his or her own strengths
to start seeing and acknowledging strengths in others. There is
an immediate uptick in positivity and sense of connection.

Things to Look Out For

1. Understand how practicing spotting character strengths
helps project managers become more engaged.

2. Learn how character strengths apply at work—
happiness strengths, performance strengths, character
strengths, and team roles.

3. Discover ways to engage the whole team in knowing,
appreciating, and applying character strengths.

119
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Maggie’s team had that experience. A few days after the meet-
ing in Chapter 4, the feedback on strengths was positive. Cris-
tina, Mark, and Jackson reported back on their experience of
using signature strengths with such enthusiasm that the discus-
sion turned to what personal strengths mean and how to inter-
pret their top strengths. They were particularly interested, as
project managers, to focus on how to use the strengths to get
things done!

To start off the discussion, Maggie asked the group what they
thought were the traits of a good leader. Maggie had been told
before joining the team that April was a good leader and that she
seemed to have a natural talent for getting people organized and
energized about achieving project goals. Before the meeting, in
one of their one-on-ones, Maggie had asked whether April would
be willing to share her profile with the small group so they could
do a strengths application exercise. April had willingly agreed.
If she hadn’t, Maggie was planning to use her own profile, but
she was thrilled when April said yes because it made it much
more relatable to the group.

The group came up with the following list:

* Leaders build trust and they delegate.
* They take notice of the small details; they pay attention.

* They feel and show respect—and not just for the most
senior person but for everyone.

* They don’t believe they are the smartest person in the
room—they take input from others and learn.

* They see team members as whole people and not just
resources to get the work done; they are kind.

* They are honest.
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* They are energizing and engaging.
* They are hopeful and optimistic.

* They have vision and pull others into that vision; they
are inspiring.

Are there other qualities that you believe are essential in an
effective leader?

Note: Many people have become team and project leaders
and managers because they were good at something
technical and someone asked them to step up and take
on a leadership role. Or, like me, they were in the right
place at the right time and were asked to jump in. Often,
they feel underprepared and, even more often, unquali-
fied. “I am not a leader” is a frequent lament. Their
concern is understandable, as Gallup research' shows
that the most common reason we leave an organization is
our manager!

Leadership in the context of character strengths is
defined as “encouraging a group to get things done and
preserving harmony within the group by making everyone
feel included. Organizing activities and ensuring that they
happen.” When someone who has been put in a manage-
ment or leadership position sees leadership somewhere in
the middle or even toward the bottom of his or her profile,
the person feels vindicated. “There! You see? I am not a
leader. The strength of leadership is only number twelve

1. Gallup, State of the American Manager, 2015 report (Washington, DC: Gallup,
2015), htep://www.gallup.com/services/182138/state-american-manager.aspx.
2. hteps://www.viacharacter.org/www/Character-Strengths/Leadership.
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[or eighteen or twenty or any other number| for me.”
Sometimes they tell me they are in the wrong job.

After the group had discussed the traits of a leader, April vol-
unteered to let the group use her profile to work with. She had
been recognized by senior management, team members, outside
stakeholders, and partners as someone who can lead a project and
engage a team. She always insisted she was “just doing her job,”
but her leadership skills had gotten her noticed.

These are April’s top six strengths:

1. Appreciation of beauty and excellence
2. Bravery

3. Curiosity

4. Fairness

S. Gratitude

6. Humor

April revealed that her strength of leadership ranked twelfth.?
For April, leadership is considered a situational strength—one
that shows up when needed but is not always energizing, nor al-
ways very easy to use. And yet, even absent leadership as a top
strength, this is the profile of someone who is thought by every-
one to be a leader.

The group considered how her profile relates to the qualities
that they had identified as being part of being a good leader. The
group looked puzzled and acknowledged that they could not im-
mediately see how these strengths make a leader. Maggie asked
the group to discuss what they see in April that makes them de-

3. That is slightly lower than the average for the population at large, which
ranks it eleventh. Robert E. McGrath, “Character Strengths in 75 Nations: An
Update,” Journal of Positive Psychology 10, no. 1 (2015): 41-52, https://doi.org
/10.1080/17439760.2014.888580.



Chapter 5 * A Culture of Appreciation for Stakeholders and Teams 123

scribe her as a leader. They listed recognition of the contribu-
tions of others and being willing to call them out. Mark said
that April makes people feel that their contribution is valued
and that she is thankful to them for doing their job. Ben men-
tioned that April is not shy when it comes to challenging
someone on the team or outside the team. She is willing to have
difficult conversations when they are needed. Jackson stressed
that April is inclusive and does not act as though she has all the
answers. She solicits the ideas and input of the rest of the team—
whoever they may be. Cristina mentioned that she found April
to be really evenhanded in her dealings with everyone. “She does
not play favorites or treat some people as better than others,”
Cristina said.

While the conversation was going on, April was busy scrib-
bling. “I've got it!” she said excitedly. She put this grid in the
middle of the table (Figure 5.1).

“I see it!” she said. “I can see how my strengths help me to do
the things that leaders have to do!”

The rest of the group leaned forward to look more closely.

Maggie explained that this is not to say that April does not
draw on her leadership strength from time to time when needed.
As we saw from Mark’s story earlier, people call on all their
strengths from time to time—not just their top strengths. But in
an average day, April will gravitate to her top strengths to get
the job done. When Maggie asked her how she feels about being
in a leadership position, she answered, “I have never considered
it a leadership position, whatever others may say! I am honored
to be able to be in my role so that others can get their work
done. I believe that it is up to me to get whatever the team needs
to be its best and to achieve great results.” Not only was she able
to be effective as a leader, she enjoyed the role. And yet, she did
not see herself as a leader, and the strength of leadership was
not a top strength.



FIGURE 5.1 Leader Strength Mapping

Strength Description April’s explanation

Appreciation  Notices and appreciates ~ Recognizing and showing

of beautyand beauty, excellence, and appreciation for the

excellence skilled performance in all  strengths and contribution
domains of life, from of others; appreciating steps
nature to art to mathe- toward the bigger vision,
matics to science to even when they are small
everyday experience

Bravery Does not shrink from Having difficult conversa-
threat, challenge, tions when necessary; not
difficulty, or pain; speaks  afraid to admit when she
up for whatis right even  doesn’t know the answer
if there is opposition;
acts on convictions

Curiosity Interested in learning Inviting input from others;
more about anything being open to ideas that
and everything; always others bring to the table;
asking questions; finds always seeking more infor-
all subjects fascinating; mation; paying attention to
likes exploration and small details; curious about
discovery how to make the vision come

to fruition

Fairness Treating people fairly is Showing respect and
an abiding principle; appreciation for everyone;
does not let personal not concerned with rank or
feelings bias decisions position
about others; gives
everyone a chance

Gratitude Aware of the good things  Offering appropriate
that happen and never recognition; enthusiastic
takes them for granted,; about new opportunities;
always takes the time to ~ making people feel part of
express thanks the solution

Humor Likes to laugh and tease;  Lightening the mood in

bringing smiles to other
people is important;
tries to see the light side
of all situations

tough times; encouraging
relaxation and play; creating
energy and engagement
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Note: What we see with character strengths over and over
again is that there is no magic recipe. Used thoughtfully
and intentionally, character strengths position us to do
whatever we want—or need—to do. Of course, talents,
skills, training, and experience all add to our character
strengths to position us for the things we take on; but at
the character strength level, we are not pigeonholed or
categorized by our strengths.

Now it is your turn! Take a look at the profile in Figure 5.2
(also the real profile of a person in a project leadership position).
How might these character strengths be used in a leadership role?

Next Steps with Character Strengths:
The Story Continues

“OK,” said Cristina, “what do we do with this next?”

“Yes,” said Jackson, “how do we use this with the whole team?”

Everyone turned expectantly toward Maggie.

“Well, there are a few options,” Maggie replied. “We can keep
practicing with the strengths spotting ourselves and start shar-
ing what we see with our colleagues and then see how they re-
spond. If we model seeing and acknowledging strengths, other
people are likely to follow suit.”

“Ilike that,” said Mark. “Actually, I have a story from the other
day that I feel should help me spot strengths, but I couldn’t make
them out. Can I share it?” He looked at Cristina and said, “Cris-
tina has said she is OK with my sharing it. Right, Cristina?”

Cristina nodded a little reluctantly.

Jackson said, “Go on! I am dying to hear the story. It sounds
interesting!”

Mark started telling his story. “As you know, our team
has been hitting some real obstacles with our next deliverable.



FIGURE 5.2

Leader Strengths Mapping Practice

Strength

Description

Leader’s explanation

Perseverance

Self-regulation

Honesty

Hope

Love

Teamwork

Works hard to finish whatever
has been started; no matter the
project, gets it out the door in
timely fashion; does not get
distracted when working; takes
satisfaction in completing tasks

Consciously regulates feelings
and actions; a disciplined
person; in control of appetites
and emotions

A straightforward person, not
only by speaking the truth but
also by living life in a genuine,
authentic way; down-to-earth
and without pretense; a “real”
person

Expects the best in the future
and works to achieve it; believes
that the future is something that
we can control

Values close relations with
others, those in which sharing
and caring are reciprocated

Excels as a member of a group;
a loyal and dedicated team-
mate; always does his or her
share; works hard for the
success of a group
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Essentially, the approach and time frame we were working with
have proved unrealistic. The rest of my team approached me the
other day a little nervously. They are kind of used to me leading
the way and looking on the bright side. I could see that no one
wanted to be the one to tell me the bad news!

“The team laid everything out. We kicked the tires of the analy-
sis, just to make sure that we were not missing anything. I said,
‘Well, it’s just not going to work the way we planned it’

“No one seemed to want to say anything, but then one person—I
don’t want to put anyone on the spot, so I'll call him John—said,
‘What, no “happy-go-lucky, we can make it happen” response?’
The whole team laughed nervously and then stared at me.

“I wanted to jump in with suggestions. But, thinking about
my strengths of love of learning and social intelligence that we
discussed last week, I deliberately asked a question instead. ‘Can
we make it work?’

“John looked me in the eye and replied, ‘No.””

Maggie interrupted and said, “You mentioned that everyone
seemed nervous and yet John’ spoke up. Do you think he used
any character strengths there?”

Cristina jumped in and said, “Sounds pretty brave to me!”

Mark laughed. “Oh yes, I suppose it was brave! I was thinking
it was judgment—he sort of weighed things up and decided it was
better to speak up.”

“Sounds like both to me!” said Maggie. “I think we have dis-
cussed how strengths usually travel together. What happened
next?”

“Yes,” continued Mark, “Ilooked around the group and asked,
‘What further analysis do we want to do? What else can we do?
Are we giving up too easily? What have we missed?’

“There was another pause, and then one person said, ‘We

did our best. It just won’t work the way we planned it.” They all
nodded.
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“‘So, what do you think we need to do next?’ I asked. ‘What
other options are available?’ I really felt good about using my
strengths and letting the team work this out.

“Someone—you may be able to guess who that is [Cristina fidg-
eted in her chair but smiled]—stepped forward. ‘I have an idea,
she said. It won’t meet the committed timeline, but I think it will
work. I just need some help to make sure I've thought of every-
thing.’”

“Well, you know me!” said Cristina. “Creativity girl! Thatis a
top strength of mine, you know!”

Everyone laughed. Mark continued, “Then the team gathered
around a whiteboard and started problem solving. That’s when
Maggie arrived. I can’t explain what happened next. I have never
seen anything like it. Normally I would think that I have to lead
the activity, but they just ran with it themselves.”

Maggie stepped in. “Oh, it was a great example of strengths
coming to the fore. I remember I saw humor as the group came
together and had a few laughs to get started. Several of them
expressed curiosity about the problem and what options there
were to solve it. I was really impressed by their humility and judg-
ment—no one assumed his or her own idea was the best or the
only idea. Everyone listened closely to each other’s ideas. Owen
really demonstrated his leadership in getting everyone organized
and moving forward. Of course, the entire group showed tremen-
dous teamwork by working together to develop a joint solution.
You already had bravery and creativity. And you did a great
job, Mark, with self-regulation and social intelligence by taking
the step back and letting them get on with it.”

Mark look pleased. “And hope,” he added. “I really was opti-
mistic that they would figure something out.”

Mark continued. “Each team member contributed—both to
the technical solution and in the way the team worked together
to leverage strengths. I even think I saw self-regulation come into
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play during the discussion as frustrations rose. Catherine really
stepped up there. Prudence—that was Owen—ensured that no
question was left unasked, that no proposal would be made until
the team was confident. I could feel the energy levels rising, and
then the solution came into focus. At that point, I walked away
and left them to get on with it.”

“And what happened in the end?” asked Maggie.

“Oh, about an hour later, the team came to me and laid out
the new plan,” answered Mark. “I was so pleased and impressed.
It was elegant and well thought out; all it needed was additional
time for implementation. I felt good. That is my job, right? I will
use my leadership and perseverance to get us what we need. The
team was so positive about the new plan that some of them had
already decided to work on it over the weekend so we would lose
as little time as possible.

“By the way, Maggie, we need to talk about the deadline . ..”

Mark stopped talking and looked around the room. There was
a brief pause, and then the others started talking about situa-
tions they had been in over the last few days in which they felt
they had started to really notice the strengths of the people
around them and they had been able to target their own strengths.

Ben turned to Maggie and asked, “If you don’t mind my ask-
ing, what did Owen’s prudence look like? He has always just
seemed like an anxious guy to me. Isn’t he the one who told you
on the first day that everyone is always getting sick, Maggie?”

Maggie looked at Mark and said, “What do you think, Mark?”

He thought for a moment. “Well, Owen was very methodical,
and he was the one taking notes. He made sure that he got all
the ideas down, and then he ran through them all with everyone
so that they could evaluate them one by one. He reminded every-
one that they could not afford to take a chance on getting things
wrong again. When everyone thought they had a good plan, he
asked some questions to challenge the thinking. Someone else—I
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think it was Callie—was a big factor in weighing the pros
and cons. I suppose that would be...” He paused for a moment,
thinking. “Judgment?” he said tentatively. “Anyway, at the end,
they had a good plan clearly laid out that I could understand.
It was Owen who got it to the point that they could share it
with me.”

“Wouldn’t it be great if the entire team knew about strengths?”
asked Cristina. “How do you think it would be if we asked the
whole team to do the assessment? Do you think they would take
it? I would love to know what strengths we have in the team. I
wonder which ones show up most? And I wonder if any don’t show
up much atall? I would think that in a large team all the strengths
will show up as top strengths in someone, but who knows?”

Maggie was pleased to see that they were enthusiastic. They
were already over their allotted time for the meeting. She asked
if they wanted to continue or save it until tomorrow.

“Well, I would like us to at least decide on a next step,” said
Mark.

“I just want to say how much I appreciate all this feedback and
discussion,” said April. It has really helped me to get a better un-
derstanding of what strengths look like in the real world!”

“Well, how about next time we discuss the research about char-
acter strengths and the way they get used in teams? Maybe that
will help us to decide what to do with this next and specifically
how to introduce strengths to the team,” suggested Maggie.

Everyone agreed that they would plan for the next day’s meet-
ing to be an hour so they would have enough time to explore the
options for next steps.

Character Strengths in Teams

In the next meeting, Maggie introduced three topics related to
teams and character strengths, all based on research.
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“I have always liked that character strengths are well
researched—especially in the workplace—and are evidence based.
They are not just one person’s idea of what makes us special or
what makes us tick.”

Maggie explained some of the benefits of using character
strengths in the workplace:

1. Using our highest (signature) strengths at work helps us
to be more aligned with organizational needs and
makes us more productive and effective.*

a. Use of signature strengths is associated with
higher performance.

b. Signature strengths use is associated with
organizational citizenship behavior.

c. Additionally, signature strengths use tends to
reduce the counterproductive work behavior that
otherwise occurs.

2. Using happiness strengths—curiosity, gratitude, hope,
love, and zest—builds engagement and increases well-
being and job satisfaction.’

3. There is some early research showing that satisfaction
with certain roles in a team is related to character
strengths use.®

4. Hadassah Littman-Ovadia, Shiri Lavy, and Maayan Boiman-Meshita, “When
Theory and Research Collide: Examining Correlates of Signature Strengths Use
at Work,” Journal of Happiness Studies, vol. 18, no. 2 (2017): 527-548, https://doi.org
/10.1007/s10902-016-9739-8.

5. Littman-Ovadia, Lavy, and Boiman-Meshita.

6. Willibald Ruch, Fabian Gander, Tracey Platt, and Jennifer Hofmann,
“Team Roles: Their Relationships to Character Strengths and Job Satisfaction,”
Journal of Positive Psychology, published ahead of print, November 14, 2016,
heep://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17439760.2016.1257051.
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Jackson and April immediately started asking questions.
Mark started thinking about how they could use the informa-
tion with the team. Ben asked lots of questions about how the
group could realistically incorporate this into the team as a
whole.

Maggie pointed out that this little group of project managers
had a high concentration of the happiness strengths (hope: three
people; zest: one person; love: one person; gratitude: two people;
curiosity: three people). Everyone nodded, and April asked what
they could do with that knowledge.

Surprisingly, Ben jumped in and said, “Well, Mark used curi-
osity with his team by asking questions. He showed it and they
responded. I guess if we as a group really think about how to use
these strengths every day, we will benefit, and maybe we will in-
fluence others to use them too. Then we will a/l be more engaged
and feel a greater sense of meaning in work!”

“That’s great. Thank you, Ben,” said Maggie. “What else?”

Cristina chimed in. “It feels to me as though we really want to
get the team to know about strengths. Why don’t we tell them
we took the assessment and ask them to take it too? We can take
a chance, I think. Maybe they say yes—I think we have a lot of
people high in curiosity and love of learning out there! If they
don’t, well . . . then we have to get creative!”

Mark supported her idea. “If we explain that you know about
this stuff, Maggie, and that we have tried it and like it, and that
knowing their top strengths will help them feel and do better
at work, why would they say no?”

Maggie said she would draft an email to the team around the
world asking them to join in. The group would review it the next
day.

“What about this stuff about roles, Maggie?” asked Jackson.

“The research has only just begun, but the hypothesis is that
there are seven core roles in a team and that character strengths
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have a part in why people are in the roles they are in and the level
of job satisfaction they feel in relation to those roles,” explained
Maggie.

“How can they compare roles across teams?” asked Cristina.
“The roles on an IT team like ours are a lot different from those
on a medical team or a construction team.”

“They are not functional roles,” explained Maggie. “The list is
Idea Creator, Information Gatherer, Decision Maker, Influencer,
Implementer, Relationship Manager, and Energizer.”” Maggie
counted off on her fingers as she listed the seven roles. “Each role
is what it sounds like, and while it seems that all our character
strengths are related to the roles we play in a team, some strengths
are more strongly related than others. For example, it is no sur-
prise that an Idea Creator is likely to be high in creativity; a Deci-
sion Maker is likely to have high leadership and bravery; and an
Influencer is likely to feel more energized if he or she is high in
hope, social intelligence, or teamwork.

“It works the other way too. If someone is assigned to an In-
formation Gatherer role, he or she is likely to be more energized
in that role by cultivating self-regulation, prudence, teamwork,
humility, or judgment, even if those are not the person’s top
strengths. All the team roles seem to be highly correlated to zest
and hope.”

“We are off to a good start in this group,” laughed Jackson.
“We should be able to turn our hand to any of the roles!”

“And if hope and zest help us with any of the roles,” said April,
“then we can help build those in the team. It sort of goes hand
in hand with focusing on those happiness strengths you men-
tioned earlier.”

“So, if we had the entire team take the assessment, would we
be able to see who should be doing what?” asked Mark.

7. Ruch et al.



FIGURE 5.3 Team Role Definitions

Idea Creators

Information
Gatherers

Decision
Makers

Implementers

Influencers

Energizers

Relationship
Managers

enjoy generating ideas to solve problems and facilitate
growth. They innovate, reframe, renew, revolutionize.
Whether dealing with simple daily issues or big strategic
challenges, the “idea creators” are essential to the future
of any business.

enjoy learning about best practices, new market trends,
vendors, competitors, market forces, and finance. They
like sharing what they learn in writing or presentations.

are energized by analyzing information from various
perspectives, weighing evidence, applying logic, and
choosing a fruitful course of action.

execute decisions. They are the “doers,” the ones who
manufacture, market, sell, and deliver. Those who get
things done are the backbone of every organization.

are full of hope and enthusiasm, relishing the challenge
of convincing others. They are essential to weather
opposition and rejection as they continuously work to
persuade customers, bankers, investors, and
shareholders that the enterprise has value.

are naturally dynamic. They’re like power plants,
humming briskly through obstacles, rarely burning out,
quarter to quarter and year to year. They infect others
with the energy and enthusiasm to persevere.

are especially well suited to build networks of people,
resolve conflicts, and motivate and encourage people.
They are good listeners with caring hearts, sympathetic
ears, and practical advice. Such relationship-managers
are essential to any business.

© Copyright 2004-2018, VIA Institute on Character. All rights reserved. Used
with permission. www.viacharacter.org. Reprinted from the VIA Institute on
Character, Employee Role Matching Report.
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“It doesn’t really work like that,” answered Maggie. As she
spoke, she handed out the chart shown in Figure 5.3.

“Here are the descriptions of the roles. For now, as this is
new, we don’t have an easily accessible way to measure the fit of
someone to each role. And it is not as simple as just looking at a
profile, seeing what the top strengths are, and making a determi-
nation of the best role fit! But I find it helps me to really pay at-
tention to the way people behave and look at whether they seem
to gravitate to a particular role within the team. And it helps us
to see that people are sometimes forced into performing roles
that are not that energizing for them. Using the role descrip-
tions and working with the team on character strengths, we can
give some thought to how engaged they are in their roles. Does
that sound OK?”

Ben chipped in, “It seems as though it’s just another perspec-
tive on the whole character strengths approach. Some strengths
are associated more with happiness, some are associated with
higher performance or job satisfaction. These are all ways that
we can have conversations with our colleagues about who they
are and what their strengths mean.”

Cristina smiled and started speaking. “This makes me think
of something that happened the other day with Lexi. She is
really busy working on analyzing some options for fixing a
problem we have with one of the interface designs. She over-
heard me saying that we need to create a presentation to show
to the other teams to get them on board with our new release
management approach. She volunteered to help us with the pre-
sentation in her spare time. I was grateful for the help—she is so
energetic and knows how to get people to support new ideas—so
I said yes. She, Miranda, and I worked on the presentation, and
she really helped us to put something simple and persuasive to-
gether. But within a couple of days, I noticed that she was behind
on the analysis and was spending all her time on the presentation.
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It ended up being a great presentation, but now we have to catch
up on our problem solving!

“As I'look at this chart, would she be a natural Influencer and
maybe an Energizer, and when she is doing the analysis, perhaps
it is more the information-gathering and decision-making roles
that she does not feel so comfortable with?”

Maggie answered, “That could well be.”

Ben said, “Well, we cannot always be doing the things that
make us feel our best. She needs to get us that analysis!”

Mark added, “I guess this might be one of the reasons that
tasks go off track and get delivered late—people are working in a
role that does not feel like a great fit, so it takes extra effort to
get the work done.”

“Hmm, that is actually useful to know,” said April. “If we can
spot when someone is feeling de-energized and unenthusiastic,
we can help the person focus his or her strengths and see the job
at hand as important.”

“And, if we cultivate those happiness strengths, we should all
be working more effectively! Cristina, Jackson, and I can certainly
get our curiosity going!”

“OK,” said Mark, “what are our next steps? Are we going to
ask the entire team to take the assessment?”

“Yes, that is the plan,” answered Maggie. “We will put together
an email and get this going.”

Introducing Character Strengths to the Team

A few days later, Maggie had drafted an email inviting the whole
team to take the character strengths assessment, and the team
had reviewed it and was excited to move forward. The initial
group was hopeful that the rest of the team would take to char-
acter strengths as much as they had, and they could not wait to
learn more about their colleagues.
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Maggie included a brief overview of what character strengths
are, as well as the list of strengths grouped by virtues. Each of
the small-group members included a sentence or two about
what they liked about character strengths and why they would
like the team to participate. Here are some examples of what
they wrote.

Mark: “I was skeptical at first that an assessment could really
be that helpful. Maggie asked me to try this out, to keep an open
mind, and I did it to be supportive of her. Now we have taken it,
and we have explored our strengths as a group, I feel I have a
greater appreciation of my colleagues.”

April: “T was able to appreciate why I like my role so much: I
get to leverage the best qualities of all my colleagues.”

Ben: “This really is a straightforward but meaningful way to
get to know each other and to play to strengths—literally. And it
is fun!”

Cristina: “I was curious to see what my strengths would look
like and whether I would agree with what the assessment said.
Now I am really curious to see what strengths we have in the
team!”

The email went out with a link to the assessment. Within two
days, over forty people had taken it. A few days later, twice that
number had taken it. The question was how to collect the results
without putting people on the spot or making them feel uncom-
fortable.

The small group met again to strategize. They decided to cre-
ate grids containing the twenty-four strengths on flip charts and
then give each team member five sticky notes. Each person would
go up to the sheets at some time during the day and stick a note
in the box for each of his or her top five strengths, and then Maggie
and April would pull all the results together. They were able to
get a lead person from each of the overseas locations to do the
same. The overseas leads sent the results to Maggie, and she put
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FIGURE 5.4 Team Character Strengths Counts

Strength Count Strength Count Strength Count
Creativity 23 Curiosity 17 Judgment 11
Love of learning 12 Perspective 6 Bravery 12
Perseverance 26 Honesty 33 Zest 7
Love 31 Kindness 29 Social 12
intelligence
Teamwork 30 Fairness 30 Leadership 18
Forgiveness 4 Humility 6 Prudence 13
Self-regulation 8  Appreciation 17 Gratitude 7
of beauty and
excellence
Hope 18 Humor 17 Spirituality 1

them together with the local team’s strengths and came up with
the grid shown in Figure 5.4.

The grid was created by counting up to the top five strengths
of each person who wanted to share his or her results.

Maggie and the small group met to discuss what they wanted
to do with this information next.

After some discussion, the group decided to make the topic
of the next stand-up meeting the results of the survey of assess-
ments. Ben suggested that they come up with a set of questions
to help guide the discussion.

They agreed on the following five questions:

1. What do you think of this profile?

2. What stands out?
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3. What works?
4. What do you want to change?
5. What next?

Maggie was going to walk everyone through the strengths and
answer questions. “Feel free to chip in with ideas,” Maggie said.
“You are all getting really good with this, and you have lots to
share with the team.”

The next morning, the grid with the results was pinned up on
the wall. The local team gathered for the stand-up, and Maggie
stepped forward.

“Thank you all for taking the character strengths assessment
and for sharing your results. We really appreciate your teamwork
and your bravery! Today we are going to explore the results. I
think you will find it pretty interesting. Looking at the grid, what
stands out to you?”

There was a long pause, and then Lexi stepped forward. “We
are a little low on forgiveness!” she commented. The others
laughed.

“But we are high in honesty!” said Owen. “We aren’t shy about
saying what we think or letting someone know when he or she
messes up, but we don’t forgive each other easily.”

“Yes, I have noticed that sometimes we get hung up on whose
fault it is instead of letting a mistake go and focusing on the so-
lution,” said Miranda. There were some nods of appreciation.

Maggie stepped forward again to explain that we all have all
the strengths, that they are all available to us. She also explained
a little about signature strengths and why the grid only captured
the top five for each person. She shared that typically we have
four to seven signature strengths. They feel natural, energizing,
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and easy to use, and they tend to show up in most things we do.
Our next ten to fifteen strengths don’t come as naturally to us
and tend to be more context specific. Some may show up more at
home, such as love or kindness, and others may show up more at
work, such as prudence, teamwork, or leadership. Finally, we have
lesser strengths, which are the ones that are hardest to call on
and feel the least like us. Maggie emphasized again that we all
have all the strengths, and she encouraged people to focus on
what they can do with their top strengths rather than focusing
on their lesser strengths and what is “wrong with them.”

At this point, Arizona spoke up. One of the designers, Arizona
had been quiet in most of the larger meetings, but she and Mag-
gie had had a great conversation about how to make the design
process more robust and more fun.

“My lowest strength is humility,” she said. “And I am absolutely
fine with that! I know my stuff, and I own it. I stand by what I
say and do. Some people may think I am arrogant, but I think
humility is overrated! And it’s not that I don’t appreciate the in-
put and perspectives of other people; I gather information (I am
high in judgment, by the way), I make an assessment, and I be-
lieve in my ability to get it right!”

The entire group laughed. Owen said, “No surprise there, Ar-
izona!”

“So, getting back to our forgiveness, even though we don’t
score high in it on the team, that does not mean we are not for-
giving, right?” asked Lexi.

“That’s right,” said Maggie. “We all have the capacity to
use and show forgiveness; it is just that for most of us, it is not
a go-to strength. It is not what makes us ‘us’! What else do
you see?”

“Well, look at those scores in honesty, teamwork, fairness, and
kindness. We have lots of people who have top strengths that
sound pretty good,” said Callie.
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“And love,” said Owen. “That seems like an odd strength for
the workplace.”

At this point Jackson stepped in. “That’s actually one of my
top strengths,” he said. “I have learned that it means that I value
close relationships. In my case, I think it shows up in the fact that
I see this team as my extended family. I don’t just want to inter-
act with you in a purely professional, ‘let’s get the job’ done way.
That was why I was excited to learn about character strengths
and to share them with the team.”

Jackson looked at Maggie and asked, “Is it OK if T ask a differ-
ent question from the ones we had on our list?” Maggie smiled
and nodded.

“There are thirty other people on the team who have love as
one of their top strengths. How do you think it shows up at work?
I know some of them are in the other offices, but I assume I am
not the only one here.” Jackson looked a little uncomfortable and
stepped back to the side of the room.

A couple of other people raised their hands.

“I'have love as a top strength,” said George. “I agree—this team
feels a lot like family. That is what makes it easy to come to work
when things are stressful. I feel a sense of connection to my col-
leagues and I value our interactions.”

“Yeah, that sounds about right,” said Miranda.

“What works?” asked Maggie, relieving Jackson from having
to continue the questions.

“I think it all works,” answered Teddy, another new voice in
the conversation. Maggie was excited to see how the topic of char-
acter strengths had more people engaged in the exchange. “We
share a lot of great strengths, such as teamwork, love, kindness,
and honesty. That feels almost as though we are speaking a shared
language. And then we have strengths that are rarer in the group,”
Teddy continued. “That gives each of us a special role, a way we
can contribute that maybe others would find harder to do.”
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“That is great, thank you, Teddy,” said Maggie. “So, what do
you want to change?” she asked.

“I would like to see more focus on gratitude. That is very
important to me.” Preston was speaking now and was looking
very earnest. “It sometimes feels as though people don’t appreci-
ate the good things.”

Maggie interjected, “What is a good balance of strengths for
the team? And for each individual?”

Preston continued, “I was wondering about that. Should we
all be aiming to make all our strengths equal and near the
top?”

“Oh no!” exclaimed Arizona. “I don’t think that makes sense
at all. I don’t think I will ever want to get my humility up to a
top strength. And I am pretty happy with my level of self-
regulation. It is not high, but I think I have enough for what I
need. I get up in the morning and come to work every day, I eat
sensibly, and I do things that I don’t always want to do—I don’t
think I need to build up that strength, even though it is pretty
low in my ranking.”

“That’s a great point,” said Maggie. “We are not all motivated
by the same strengths. And, Preston, that may be why you feel
frustrated that people don’t seem grateful enough. Showing grat-
itude is something that is important and motivating to you but
may not feel as special or motivating to other people. Does that
make sense?”

“Ifind it with fairness,” added April. “If I think someone is be-
ing unfair, it makes me mad, almost to the point that I start
being unfair myself! I just cannot see how people can be unfair,
but you are saying that is just my perspective and that fairness
may not be that important to someone else? Maybe I annoy them
because they feel very strongly about teamwork and I don’t value
that as much?”

“Yes,” said Maggie. “Those are great examples, April.”
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“Thank you, April, that helps a lot,” said Preston. “What’s
next?” he asked.

“Well, there are a lot of things we can do with character
strengths if you would all like to know more,” answered Maggie.
“We can send out some things to try with your character strengths
on your own, and there are some things we can do together as a
group, but only if you want to! It is up to you how much, or how
little, we work with character strengths.”

The group continued to discuss the options and agreed that
they would like to continue working with strengths. They also
agreed that they would stick the grid up on the wall to remind
each other of the strengths in the room.

Ben also asked Maggie to meet with the overseas leads on a
videoconference to explore how to have the same discussion with
those teams too.

Building Strengths Awareness in the Team

The team spent the next two meetings spotting and acknowledg-
ing each other’s strengths. April made sure there were plenty of
copies of the strengths sheet around the room. Some people
downloaded a strengths sheet to keep on their smartphones. The
project managers reviewed progress and were very happy with
how the team had embraced character strengths. Mark reported
hearing people in planning meetings discussing how they were
going to leverage the character strengths of each team member
in whatever they were planning.

Maggie distributed some materials on how to engage strengths
through movies and activities. The stand-up meetings started to
include a strengths review. The monthly video meetings with the
rest of the team incorporated strengths appreciation too.

Maggie, April, Ben, and Jackson worked together to create a
weekly newsletter with some tips on how to spot a strength and
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how to cultivate it. Each week they reviewed one strength. One
of the tools they shared was the character strengths “meditation”—
thinking about each strength in turn and how to use it during
the day.

Led by Maggie, the project manager team focused on cultivat-
ing the happiness strengths in the whole team—they created
fun things to do (zest), they worked on setting goals and realis-
tic plans to achieve them (hope), the whole team started to ask
more questions and get more input from others (curiosity), and
Preston started to make a point of encouraging people to share
what they were grateful for. Gratitude was a top strength for him,
and he loved cultivating it as one of the happiness strengths in
everyone else. He introduced the “Monday Morning Apprecia-
tion,” where the entire team went around and fist-bumped or
shook hands and thanked each other for coming in to work to-
gether for another week.

Taking Strengths to Your Team

As you can see, character strengths can really gather momentum.
Just being aware of them can make a difference in how team
members interact. I have heard other people report this. And
when we mindfully consider the strengths and, as you will see
later, the learning and planning styles of our team members,
stakeholders, and sponsors, the sense of appreciation builds up.
And when people feel seen and appreciated, they are more likely
to put in additional effort, the positive environment enhances
creativity and problem solving, individuals feel safe, and experi-
mentation can begin.

Note: One person I know expressed “assessment fatigue”
and said that she did not think that her team would be
responsive to taking the assessment. Instead, she found that
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Making It Stick for You

1. Look out for the character strengths of your colleagues
and team members, and tell them what you see.

2. Give the list of strengths to a colleague, and ask him or
her to spot strengths in the team. Compare notes and see
what you learn.

3. Spotstrengths when you are watching a movie or
television or reading a book. Do your favorite characters
have similar strengths? Are their strengths similar to
yours, or are they ones that you don’t use so much?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: In a meeting, make a note of the character
strengths that you see, and make a special effort to show
your appreciation.

2. Be strong: Choose one of the happiness strengths—
curiosity, gratitude, hope, love, or zest—and use it
around your colleagues each day for a week. Make a
note of any changes that you experience.

3. Be brave: Share the list of character strengths with a
colleague, and explore some ways you can use character
strengths with others.

4. Be curious: Ask others what they think about character
strengths.

team members loved it and could immediately start work-
ing with character strengths after only a brief introduction
at a lunch and learn. What was especially gratifying to her
was that more-junior staff could appreciate the strengths
and really liked them. It did not feel like an activity that is
reserved for management or executive leadership.
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Can Strengths Go Wrong?

Before you draw the conclusion that this whole transition went
swimmingly for Maggie and the team, I would like to address the
topic of conflict management. Even with all the enthusiasm,
growing optimism, and confidence, there were clashes of person-
ality and strengths. Maggie was aware that some people felt
confident to share their opinion, but others always seemed to
hold back. She would go out of her way to solicit input from the
quieter team members, but she still sensed reluctance. She was
confident they had ideas to offer, but something was getting in
the way. She wanted to find out what—or who—it was. In one of
the project manager meetings, Maggie decided to bring up the
topic to the others.

“Hey, guys,” she said in one of their daily meetings, “have you
been noticing times when character strengths may seem to get
in the way?”

Cristina jumped on the question. “Yes, I think I have,” she an-
swered. “I have been meaning to ask you how we can use charac-
ter strengths in relation to conflicts and arguments in the team.
Things have been going well and this is great, but not everything

'))

in the team is a bed of roses



6
When Strengths Go Wrong

Too much of anything, even a good thing,
can become a bad thing.

t the end of the last chapter, things were going well, but
Maggie and Cristina were starting to notice that everything
was not always going as smoothly as they hoped.

In this chapter, we will take a look at the ways that character
strengths can go wrong. Conflicts can even be exacerbated by
character strengths. As positive and helpful as they are, they
can be used in ways that are not appropriate or are insensitive
to others. First we will explore the inappropriate use of charac-
ter strengths, and then we will examine what happens when
strengths collide. Both of these concerns—ensuring that an

Things to Look Out For

1. Recognize ways in which strengths can become a
hindrance.

2. Spot strengths that are being over- and underused.

3. Understand how context may lead to inappropriate use
of strengths.

4. ldentify strategies for adjusting strengths use.

5. Identify the situations in which strengths collisions are
most likely to happen on your team.
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individual’s strength does not become overbearing, and defus-
ing the conflicts that may arise when the strengths of individ-
uals clash—are critical for teams and project managers.

And there are other things at play too. In Chapter 7 we will
look at how, when we take into account the way people process
information, how they plan, and how they communicate, chal-
lenges can easily arise.

We will start with a brieflook at when character strengths are
under- or overused and also when they collide.

Insensitive or unbalanced use of character strengths is a criti-
cal concern for teams and project managers alike. Ensuring that
an individual’s strength does not become overbearing can be the
difference between an OK team and a great team.

Social Intelligence: The Elusive Project
Motivator Strength

Maggie first took her character strengths assessment during a
course. When she received her results, she was surprised to find
that social intelligence was pretty far down in her strengths rank-
ing at number seventeen. She was surprised because she had al-
ways believed she was pretty good at reading others, and in other
assessments she often scored high in empathy. She also believes
that understanding others, reading cues, and hearing the hid-
den message are critical to managing a project successfully. Her
ranking is not quite as low as that of our cohort of project man-
agers in general (where it is nineteenth; see Chapter 1), but it is
below the ranking in the population generally.

When things are going well, that lower ranking may not mean
too much, and as it was a middle strength, Maggie was probably
able to draw on it when she really needed to. But when the level
of stress on a project is high, the low ranking of that strength
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may have made it more difficult for Maggie to identify causes and
tackle them.

Some Strengths Good, More Strengths Better?

One of the things that Maggie and her project managers noticed
was that some people wanted to focus on the bottom of their
strengths list. Although a few people—such as Arizona—were just
as happy with the strengths at the bottom of their list as with
their signature strengths, others started to ask a great deal about
the concept of weaknesses. Most people on the team seemed to
assume that the lower strengths and weaknesses are one and the
same. This is not surprising. In the United States, especially, the
focus is on fixing deficits, closing gaps, and identifying weak-
nesses. It can seem counterintuitive to start from what we do
best in order to get better.

It is important to emphasize that a low-ranked strength is not
an absent strength and not a weakness. Oftentimes, the most
important consideration is that a weakness is really the inappro-
priate use of a strength. This may be general under- or overuse
of a particular strength or strengths or it can be situational.

One of the team—Andrew—told Maggie that he does not have
any teamwork. It was his lowest-ranked strength, and he just
could not see how he ever used teamwork for anything. He read
the strength description to Maggie—“You excel as a member of a
group. You are a loyal and dedicated teammate, you always do
your share, and you work hard for the success of your group”—
and then he declared, “That just is not me!”

At first Maggie was a little at a loss, but then she started to
ask questions about his day-to-day life, and the topic of his
children came up. He described how he often sits with his
children and helps with their homework, particularly explaining
math and how it works. As he continued to speak, Maggie could
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see the light bulb going off. He said, “Well, there is a case of me

'J)

showing my teamwork!” He almost looked relieved.

As they continued the discussion, Andrew realized that he
might be underusing this strength at work. He reported that al-
though a lot of his work was solo work—he was part of the qual-
ity assurance team working for Ben—he did need to interact with
others. He tended to avoid meetings where people gave updates
on their work, and he was aware that this was frustrating to many
of his colleagues. He decided that he should work on his team-
work a little and make an effort to be a team player at least part
of the time. Having the model in his mind of how he teams up
with his children—and how good it feels—was helpful, as it gave
him an idea of how to work with his professional colleagues in a
more collegiate way.

Neal Mayerson, chairman of the VIA Institute on Character,
said in a discussion by phone, “Even a teaspoon of the right
strength can be enough to make a difference. The trick is to find
the right balance of your ingredients to be your best.”

Maggie also made an effort to remind the team that, although
in focusing on character strengths we are focusing on what
works, this is not because we don’t care about weaknesses, gaps,
and challenges or do not believe they are worth addressing. It’s
that we are more likely to find solutions to problems when we
have a positive mind-set; we are more open to new ideas when
we are experiencing positive emotions. This suggests that we will
have more success at identifying strategies to tackle weaknesses—
and our colleagues will be more open to suggestions—if we start
from a positive outlook.

When Strengths Overuse or Underuse Gets in the

Way of the Team

Even more common than underuse is the phenomenon of over-
use. Any strength taken too far can become a drag on the team.
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For example, so-called healthy curiosity can seem like the Span-
ish Inquisition to someone who is quiet and shy and does not like
to be asked a lot of questions! Like anything else, too much of a
good thing can be a bad thing.

At the next daily meeting, Maggie suggested that the group
explore the topic. By this time Ben, Cristina, Mark, April, and
Jackson were much more aware of their own character strengths
and had been practicing spotting the character strengths of
others, whether they be family, friends, colleagues, or characters
in movies and books. Maggie offered this example to get the ball
rolling.

The Platinum Rule Revisited: Strengths Overuse
and Underuse by Individuals

April reminded the team that her top strength is appreciation
of beauty and excellence. “I have discovered that going out in
the middle of the day and exploring my surroundings, notic-
ing the amazing architecture in the town where I live, observ-
ing nature, and seeing what animals and birds are doing is
very beneficial for my mood and energy levels. I come back en-
ergized and ready to work on whatever tasks remain for that
day. I try to make a point to get outside in the fresh air and to
take a look around at lunchtime even if it is only for ten min-
utes.” She had already shared with the team something that
she considered to be an even more interesting discovery: that
not everyone sees those things as wonderful and awe inspiring!
As she told the team, until she took her VIA character strengths
assessment, first, she had never considered that her sense of
awe—or appreciation of beauty and excellence—is a distinct and
definable strength; and second, she had never considered that
it, in combination with her other signature strengths, is special
to her.
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Remembering the time she had been out with her friend who
did not share her sense of awe, April admitted that she will some-
times berate someone for failing to appreciate the things that
seem so incredible to her. Remembering that experience with her
friend, she looked a little rueful and admitted, “I went on and
on about the view and how it is not possible for someone not to
see the beauty in it. Now I think that is just not her thing! Wow.
That was really unfair!”

Ben jumped in. “I wonder what I would do if you berated me
for not seeing the beauty in that view? Or if I thought you were
giving too much recognition to individuals in the team for things
that are fundamentally their job?” Ben blushed a little, and Mag-
gie wondered whether this was actually a concern for him.

April had noticed too, apparently. “Is that something you
think that I do, Ben?” April asked gently. “You can tell me. We
put Cristina on the spot the other day; it is OK if it is my turn.”

Maggie noticed that Cristina was nodding in the corner.

Ben took a deep breath and said, “Don’t get me wrong—it is
great that you call people’s contributions out, and there is no
doubt that the team values the recognition, but if I am honest,
it sometimes feels a little over the top.” He muttered, “Sorry,”
looking self-conscious.

Maggie jumped in. “When is it appropriate for us to make a
special fuss about the work that our colleagues have done?”

April looked thoughtful, and Jackson stepped in. “Well, when
you first joined the team, Maggie, things were pretty depressing.
It felt as though nothing we were doing was valued. I think it is
good that April and others made a special effort to highlight our
good work. But now that things are a little smoother and we are
all in a better place, maybe it is time to dial it back. We might
want to focus on nominations from others and give less weight
to our opinion. After all, we don’t always see the people doing
the work behind the scenes.”
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April perked up. “I can lead the team on that,” she said. “Iam
more than happy to encourage others to provide the recognition.”

The tension in the room eased. Maggie paused a moment and
then thanked April and Ben for being open and brave. She added,
“This is what we need to do when we experience overuse—speak
up! It is not always easy, but remember that the other person is
using a strength that matters to him or her, the person is prob-
ably unaware that his or her strengths use is going a little over-
board, and if you use your own strengths appropriately, you can
help the person be more effective. It does not have to be a criti-
cism, if you keep in mind that we are all trying to help everyone
be the best they can be.”

Having broken the ice, Maggie asked the others what happens
when they push people with their top strengths.

Ben said, “Well, prudence is one of my top strengths, and if I
get the sense that someone is not receptive to my checking up
and asking questions, I probably go overboard. I probably use
prudence even more intensely than I would on an average day.”
He looked thoughtful, then said, “I suppose that, taken too far,
it may even feel like micromanaging, like I just don’t trust them!”

Jackson chimed in. “Have you spent much time working with
Preston? I remember he told us gratitude is a top strength for
him. Sometimes, though, I feel that I have offended him by not
showing gratitude and giving thanks for him doing what is es-
sentially his job! I like him, and I want to have a good working
relationship with him, so I often go out of my way to thank him
even if I think I should not have to, but it irritates me.”

Maggie said, “Thanks, Ben and Jackson, for those examples.
What options do you have for tackling those situations?
Ben, what should people who are on the receiving end of your
micromanagement do?”

Ben looked thoughtful. “I think it would help if they—or I—
set up specific times or ways that they will update me on progress.
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And if I bother them in between, they can just tell me to back
off!”

Jackson said that he would have a conversation with Preston
about how he notices and appreciates his hard work and explain
that sometimes Jackson’s focus needs to be on the work, the tasks
at hand, and the timeline, that these are things that are impor-
tant to him.

Maggie offered the group an exercise to help clarify what un-
der- and overuse of some strengths might look like (Figure 6.1).

She asked, “What happens when these strengths are overused
in a team situation? What happens when they are underused?
I have also included a couple of strengths combinations, because
just as strengths support each other in a good way, sometimes
one strength ramps up the inappropriate use of another.”

The group pondered the table and started exploring what mis-
use of these strengths might look like. After some discussion,
they had worked together to fill in the grid (Figure 6.2). And they
had considered what strengths and approaches they could use
to counter the effect of inappropriate strengths use—particularly
overuse.

FIGURE 6.1 Character Strengths Over- and
Underuse Examples

Suggested
Character strength Overuse Underuse antidote

Perseverance

Honesty

Fairness

Teamwork

Kindness

Social intelligence and fairness
Perseverance and honesty




Chapter 6 * When Strengths Go Wrong 155

As Maggie looked over the grid, she smiled and said, “This
is great. You are really getting the hang of this! And something
that jumps right out is that in the antidote column you have
multiple ideas. There is always more than one way to tackle a
challenge.”

A benefit of understanding the misuse of strengths is not just
that we can nip it in the bud but also that we can see others
through the use of their strengths. Just as we can appreciate them
for bringing their strengths to the fore when we need them, we
can reevaluate people who annoy us in the context of their
strengths. We can think about the strengths they may be over-
or underusing that are contributing to the tension. What hot
buttons of ours are they pushing? What strengths are we over-
or underusing in that moment?

Learning to Spot Strengths Overuse—and to Fix It

Figure 6.3 presents a couple of examples of situations that are
causing friction. Which strengths might be at play, and how
might knowing that help to change behavior? Suggested answers
are at the end of the chapter, but there is no one right answer.
This is situational!

Facing Our Truth: When We as a Leader Are the Cause

of a Problem

Maggie’s team had a situation like the first one described in
Figure 6.3, and surprisingly, it involved one of the project man-
agers. Cristina was responsible for vetting system design changes.
When team members had ideas, they would bring them to her.
Maggie started to notice that a lot of the team members, at
best, were nervous about bringing ideas forward and, at worst,
would just not do so and would instead wait for someone else to
“run the gauntlet.” The reason was that Cristina had become
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FIGURE 6.2 Overuse and Underuse Analysis

Character

strength Overuse Underuse Project manager’s antidote

Perseverance  Sticking to a plan even when it Giving up at the first hurdle. Provide perspective for the team
no longer makes sense; being Assuming an idea is not workable  on what has been learned and
unwilling to adjust plans and because it does not work the first  the adjustments that make sense.
goals. Forgetting to use judgment  time and looking for a new Use leadership to coax people to
and prudence to sanity check the  approach too soon. Forgetting to  adjust their own perspectives.
situation and ensure that a plan engage creativity and perspective  Use curiosity to ask probing
adjustment is not necessary. Not  before giving up. questions to help team members
consulting others to gain to reach new conclusions. Get
perspective. perspective from the input of

others.
Honesty Being too blunt and not Allowing people to go on Highlight the importance of

considering the feelings of
others. Forgetting to use social
intelligence, kindness, and love
when deciding how to deliver a
message.

believing things that are untrue.
Not wanting to give bad news
even though it is the truth.
Avoiding bringing up issues or
obstacles on the project.

keeping people aware of what is
really happening while
remembering to use kindness.
Encourage people to deliver facts
about a situation and not to
point fingers or apportion blame.
Encourage people to use a
problem solving mind-set based
on teamwork.
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Fairness

Teamwork

Kindness

Putting treating everyone the
same above the success of the
team and accomplishing goals.
Slowing down progress
unnecessarily by focusing on
fairness over progress. Becoming
emotional when others do not put
the same emphasis on fairness.

Being unable or unwilling to
move forward alone. Requiring
the input and support of others
for all activities and decisions.
Losing self-efficacy.

Seeming patronizing and
disempowering, and perhaps
even being interpreted as
displaying a lack of trust. May go
as far as interfering with the
learning and innovation of the
team, as the kind team member
steps in to prevent failure or take
over from others.

Creating a sense that others’
opinions and contributions
are not valued, leading people
to hold back during

difficult conversations or to
feel excluded.

Becoming a loner and failing to
consult and collaborate with
others. Producing work in
isolation that does not mesh with
work being performed by other
members of the team. Being
disconnected from decisions and
changes in the path.

Taking other team members for
granted and overlooking the
work they are performing or the
challenges they are facing. Failing
to see people as whole people
with life demands across multiple
domains. Becoming impatient
with people who don’t seem to

be holding up their end.

Use judgment, social intelligence,
and kindness to remind team
members to balance fairness
against the needs of the project.
Provide perspective on striking a
balance between fairness and
other strengths.

Use leadership to counterbalance
teamwork and to encourage an
appropriate level of dependence
on others. Use honesty to remind
people that they need to be able
to work in different ways in order
to get the job done.

Use kindness and perspective to
remind people to be sensitive to
others. Use judgment and social
intelligence to develop an
appropriate tone for a workplace
and team environment.

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued from previous page)

Character

strength Overuse Underuse Project manager’s antidote
Social Being oversensitive to the feelings  Acting arrogantly, dismissing the ~ Use honesty, judgment, and
intelligence  and motives of others and views of others, not collaborating  leadership to create an

and fairness

Perseverance

and honesty

unwilling to put own feelings and
needs into the mix. Bowing to the
needs of others and losing sight
of the project goals. Tending to
dismiss one’s own ideas in favor
of the ideas of others, even when
the evidence shows that their
ideas are unrealistic or
unreasonable.

Trampling on the feelings of
others and failing to notice or
even care about the sensibilities
of colleagues. Offering opinions
on topics that are not
appropriate in the workplace or
may be too personal.

When combined, relentless
honesty and perseverance can be
hurtful and make the working
environment very uncomfort-
able.

or soliciting the input of col-
leagues. Valuing one’s own ideas,
values, and opinions to the
exclusion of all others. Demon-
strating reduced critical thinking,
less teamwork, and less kindness.

Holding back from sharing an
opinion that would be valuable
to the group. Avoiding difficult
conversations. Being unwilling to
raise the alarm when a project or
task is going off track.

When honesty and perseverance
are underused, this may lead to a
lack of adaptability and a
tendency to keep going down a
wrong path.

environment of fairness and
action, sensitivity and practicality.

Offer judgment and social
intelligence to help team
members understand how to

use honesty to best effect.

Use honesty and social intelligence
to have difficult conversations.
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FIGURE 6.3 Character Strengths Collisions

Scenario Strengths/use  Opportunity

A design lead on an IT development
project is responsible for reviewing and
approving design suggestions made by
colleagues. Each time a suggestion is
made, he responds by listing all the
reasons why that design option will not
work. Colleagues start to avoid making
suggestions, and creativity in the team
starts to dry up.

At team meetings, the team is coming
up with lots of ideas of ways to move
forward with a marketing campaign. It
seems that ideas abound, but at the end
of each meeting it is not clear who is
going to take the next step or what the
next step is going to be. Progress is slow,
and deadlines are being missed. When
the next meeting rolls around, the team
starts the process again, coming up
with many more new ideas.

known as Dr. No. When someone has an idea, they are often so
enamored of it that they can seem blind to the obstacles and
challenges. Cristina seemed almost to delight in bringing them
down-to-earth with a bump, always focusing on the reasons why
an idea would not and could not work. It was demoralizing for
those who wanted to be part of a collaborative problem-solving
team.

When the team shared their strengths, something interesting
happened. Cristina shared her top five with everyone, and the
team discovered that Dr. No’s top character strength was judg-
ment. Often, when people see that judgment is one of their top
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strengths, they often assume this means they are “judgmental,”
which of course has negative connotations. This is not the case.
Judgment, in the language of character strengths, is critical
thinking—the ability to think things through and examine them
from all sides, weighing the evidence. People high in judgment
do not jump to conclusions, and they rely only on solid evidence
to make decisions. People high in judgment are able to change
their mind. They also take input from others.

When Dr. No shared her top strengths, Maggie saw people
nodding sagely as they assumed this meant she was judgmental,
but Mark read out the description of the strength of judgment
and made an interesting observation: Judgment is not about be-
ing judgmental, harsh, or critical. It is about weighing evidence
and evaluating information from all sides.

Maggie asked, “Now that you know Cristina’s top strength is
judgment, how does that help?”

There were blank looks around the room.

As so often happened in these group meetings, Lexi stepped
forward. “Well,” she said, “maybe when the team members bring
ideas to her that are apparently fully formed and unwaveringly
positive, she, looking at things from all sides, feels she must pres-
ent the counterbalancing view and highlight the potential pit-
falls and weaknesses of the suggestion.”

“That makes sense,” said Maggie. “Cristina, not to put you on
the spot, but what do you think?”

“That feels right,” Cristina replied. “I don’t want to squash
the ideas, and I know that people are working hard to be creative,
but sometimes I feel I just have to explain what they may have
missed in their reasoning. I want to balance the scales.”

Cristina’s designers were looking a little uncomfortable. She
smiled and said, “It is OK! We can work this out. What do we
need to do to change the balance? I need your help to get all this
design work done! We cannot afford for you to be waiting in the



Chapter 6 * When Strengths Go Wrong 161

wings for me to tell you what I want you to do next. Why don’t
we get together after this stand-up meeting and brainstorm some
options? Maggie, could you help us?”

After the meeting, Maggie helped Cristina’s team to see that
while her judgment had possibly gone into overdrive, her team’s
judgment had taken a back seat. Everyone could see this had
driven teamwork out the window. With this new awareness, her
team focused on ways to collaborate more often and earlier in
the design process, sharing ideas at the earliest stages. Cristina
agreed that she would make a conscious effort to look at pros
and cons and present a more balanced assessment of the ideas
coming before her. “I will use my self-regulation to rein in my rush
to judge and curiosity about the ideas!” she laughed.

Cristina and her team put a weekly design brainstorming ses-
sion on the calendar, and they used the meeting to collaboratively
examine upcoming deliverables and design challenges and work
together to create prototypes and test out ideas. The team started
creating more prototypes in order to learn more about their
ideas—what worked and what didn’t—and experimentation,
learning, and adaptation became the order of the day.

Strengths Concentrations and the Danger of Groupthink

Another way that inappropriate strengths use may show up is
when there is a concentration or dearth of particular character
strengths within a team. In the previous chapter, Maggie worked
with the team to build their combined strengths profile. Taking
the top five strengths for each team member, she accumulated
the signature strengths to see what the team looked like.

Note: Another way is to create a list of the strengths with
definitions and ask each person to identify his or her top
five. Although this is not as accurate as using the online
assessment, it is a great way to get people engaged and
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start a strengths conversation. It can be combined with
informal strengths 360s in which people identify the top
strengths that they see in each other. There are many
options for consolidating the results and comparing
self-perceptions with the perceptions of others.

As you saw in Chapter 5, Maggie’s team profile looked like the
grid in Figure 6.4.

As you can see from the grid (which lists the top four to five
strengths for each member of a team of eighty people), the top
strengths in the group are honesty, love, fairness, teamwork,
kindness, and perseverance. Only the three bolded strengths are
among those that typically show up in the workplace.

The bottom strengths are forgiveness, perspective, gratitude,
humility, and zest.

FIGURE 6.4 Team Strengths Profile

Strength Count Strength Count Strength Count
Creativity 23 Curiosity 17 Judgment 11
Love of learning 12 Perspective 6 Bravery 12
Perseverance 26 Honesty 33 Zest 7
Love 31 Kindness 29 Social 12
intelligence

Teamwork 30 Fairness 30 Leadership 18
Forgiveness 4 Humility 6 Prudence 13
Self-regulation 8  Appreciation 17 Gratitude 7

of beauty and

excellence

Hope 18 Humor 17 Spirituality 1
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Teams can overuse common strengths—and underuse the ones
that are less common—in the same way that individuals can. If
many people have the common signature strengths, they can
tend to “flock together” and exclude others. They may share a
similar way of approaching a problem or task and be less open
to the input of others who do not share those strengths.

Modeling inclusion, inviting the perspective of others with a
different viewpoint, and encouraging like-minded groups to
gather and share evidence to support their perspective are ways
to counteract the natural tendency for a team to overuse its most
prevalent strengths.

What strengths concentrations do you see on your team? What
consequences do you notice?

Exploring the Team’s Heart and Mind through
Character Strengths

At the next meeting, Maggie asked the group how they felt things
were going with character strengths and in particular around the
topic of conflicts.

Cristina said that she was very excited about how things were
going with her team. They were really working well together and
generating a lot of work.

“It was a little uncomfortable to find that I had been getting
in the team’s way, but looking at it from the perspective of
strengths really helped. Everyone values critical thinking, so it
did not feel as though I was lacking something or that there was
a gap; I just needed a little more balance—and so did they. It meant
we could fix it together rather than making it all about one person.
That felt good, come to think of it!”

Ben asked, “But what about the team as a whole? In that first
meeting, someone pointed out that we don’t have many people
with a lot of forgiveness or humility . . .”
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“And some of us don’t care, apparently,” laughed Jackson, ap-
parently remembering the feedback from Arizona.

“But we do have a lot of honesty, love, kindness, and fair-
ness,” continued Ben, undaunted. “What does that mean for
the team?”

Maggie asked, “Well, do you agree with the profile we put
together? You have been spotting strengths for a while now. Do
you think the profile is accurate?”

“Yes,” answered Mark, leading the way. “It seems spot on! And
it feels as though now that the profile is out in the open, people
are being more authentic. It is really nice, actually. It is as though
we are all getting to be ourselves.”

April nodded. “I totally agree,” she said. “I really feel like the
team has come together—and not just here; we are working bet-
ter with our colleagues overseas too. They seem to feel a greater
sense of connection. I suspect a lot of the love and kindness
strengths came from our team overseas.”

Maggie said, “One great way to view a team profile is to think
about it in two dimensions—heart and mind strengths and in-
trapersonal and interpersonal strengths.” The team looked a
lictle confused.

Maggie clarified, “It sounds a bit complicated, but it really
isn’t. The idea is to look at character strengths in terms of their
balance of how much they relate to being with others—that is,
interpersonal—and how much they are ‘solo’ strengths—
intrapersonal. The other way to look at them is to consider how
much they relate to emotions—the heart—or to reasoning—the
mind. The relationship of each strength to these dimensions has
been well researched. Here is a chart [Figure 6.5]. The shaded
items are the most prevalent signature strengths in our team.

“In this case the team has a lot of interpersonal strengths and
quite a good balance of heart and mind strengths, which is a
great start for a team. I think we already discussed that there is



FIGURE 6.5 Dimensions of Character Strengths

Heart/mind

Intrapersonal/interpersonal

Wisdom
Creativity
Curiosity
Judgment

Love of learning
Perspective

Courage
Bravery
Perseverance
Honesty

Zest

Humanity

Love
Kindness

Social intelligence

Justice
Teamwork
Fairness
Leadership

Temperance
Forgiveness
Humility
Prudence
Self-regulation

Transcendence
Appreciation
Gratitude
Hope

Humor
Spirituality
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Heart
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Mind
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Mind
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Heart
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Heart
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Intrapersonal (strong)
Intrapersonal
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Intrapersonal

Intrapersonal
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Interpersonal

Interpersonal
Interpersonal (strong)
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Interpersonal (slight)
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no good or bad profile and no combination is better than another.
And it is not true that an even balance is a desirable thing in a
team. But I think that understanding how our strengths come
together in a group is very helpful in understanding the dynam-
ics of the team and in determining areas on which to focus to
ensure that the team works together effectively.”

The group looked at the chart. A couple of them still looked a
little puzzled.

Maggie continued, “In this chart, I have labeled each of the
strengths in terms of its balance of heart and mind attributes
and its intrapersonal and interpersonal attributes. This is based
on statistical analysis of the population at large.! The heart/
mind dimension measures to what degree each one is related
to emotions—for example, love and gratitude—or to intellect—
for example, judgment and prudence.

“The intrapersonal/interpersonal dimension measures the
extent to which the strength is directed toward others—for
example, love and kindness—or independent of others—for ex-
ample, love of learning or curiosity.

“The balance of strengths within a team is a strong indication
of that team’s culture. As you can see from the shading, there is
a strong tendency to interpersonal strengths and a relatively even
spread of heart/mind strengths.”

April said, “Well, this pattern is really reflected in the highly
collaborative and supportive demeanor of the team. I would
think that this is a positive for the team, particularly early on
when the team is forming bonds and building culture.”

“But there must be some downsides with such a concentration
of certain strengths,” said Ben. “How do they get in our way?”

1. VIA Institute on Character, Pro Team: Sample Report (2016), https://www
viacharacter.org/www/Portals/0/Sample%20Team%20Report%202016.pdf.
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Cristina was looking thoughtful. “I guess we could be vulner-
able to groupthink,”? she offered.

“What can we do about that?” asked Maggie.

“I can use my judgment,” offered Cristina, smiling.

“What else?” asked Maggie.

Mark said, “I suppose we could prevent this by bringing new
people into the team to rebalance the strengths profile, but we
cannot exactly vet people by having them take the assessment!”

Maggie said, “I agree—using the assessment to vet people does
not feel good. And we are trying to look at our resources through
an appreciative lens too. Having a lot of some strengths and not
a lot of some others is not a bad thing, as long as we look out for
the pitfalls of overuse and underuse across the team. What else
can we do?”

Jackson spoke up. “Well, in one of our earlier meetings we
talked about focusing on cultivating happiness strengths for
the team. Why can’t we, or other team members, concentrate on
fostering some of our lesser strengths?”

“Thatis interesting,” said Mark. “We used the top five strengths
because that is some sort of benchmark of the number of
strengths we usually have as signature strengths, right?”

“Yes, research shows that we have four to seven signature
strengths, so five is a good working number for most people,”
said Maggie, feeling that Mark was onto something.

“Well, some people have more than five, and the next strength
in their list might be something we would like more of. For
example, I did not want to mention it in our first meeting when
we were talking about our low forgiveness score, but my sixth
strength is forgiveness. We may have other people who can help

2. Groupthink—a term coined by Irving Janis in 1972—occurs when a team
values consensus and harmony over innovation, and decision making is
impaired.
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with perspective, for example, and I would think that perspec-
tive and judgment would really help us to make sure we don’t
overuse some strengths or make decisions because they feel like
a consensus.”

The group continued the discussion and discovered that none
of them had perspective in their top ten strengths.

“We will have to ask the team for their help!” said April.

They agreed that at the next stand-up they would look again
at the concentration of strengths and discuss the need for per-
spective to keep things balanced and moving in a good direction.
The discussion was very successful. No fewer than five people
said that perspective was ranked sixth or seventh for them. They
all said that they would be happy to offer their perspective when-
ever it was needed.

Recognizing that as a group they were short of perspective as
a strength, the project managers, in turn, committed to asking
for other perspectives during meetings, particularly the video
meetings with the overseas team.

Maggie and her team were happy. Together, they had come up
with a solution to avoid the overuse—and underuse—of some
strengths across the whole team.

When Strengths Collide—in the Individual

Another consideration is what happens when our strengths col-
lide. These collisions can happen in the same person when two
strengths pull in opposite directions and the person becomes
locked in inaction and indecision.

The team discussed this in one of their meetings. Maggie
described a situation in which she had experienced her own
strengths colliding.

“I experienced this firsthand when I was room moderator for
a panel session at a conference. Three of my top strengths are fair-



Chapter 6 * When Strengths Go Wrong 169

ness, curiosity, and appreciation of beauty and excellence. The
panel members agreed that each person would have ten minutes
to speak and then there would be Q&A as a panel at the end. The
last speaker happened to be someone very well known in the field,
and when his ten-minute slot was nearing its close, it was clear
to me that he was not really ready to wrap up. The fairness in
me made me determined to keep him to his self-imposed time
limit. It was only fair—the other speakers, who were similarly im-
pressive, had stuck to theirs! But my curiosity made me want to
hear what he had to share. My appreciation of his skill and knowl-
edge reinforced my desire to hear more. And in the packed room
there was definitely a sense from the audience that I should leave
well enough alone. It was going to take some bravery to stand
up and call time! I called on perspective and judgment to bol-
ster my sense of fairness and decided that this speaker—and all
the others—would always have more to say, so it was only right to
call time. As I made a move to hold up the one-minute warning,
the speaker noticed my discomfort and commented that it was
time for him to stop. Thank goodness for his social intelligence,
and maybe his sense of fairness too!”

Mark said, “I think I notice that with leadership and perse-
verance. Sometimes I think I need to get the team to change tack
and go in a different direction because what we are doing is not
producing the results we want. At the same time, it feels like we’re
giving up on the original approach. It makes me think of that
adage ‘Don’t throw good money after bad.” It’s as though once
I have made a commitment to something, it is hard to let it go.”

Ben added, “Oh yes, I can really see how my hope and prudence
conflict. I see paths forward to where we want to get to,and I am
hopeful, even excited, that we will get there, and then a little voice
in my head says, ‘Not so fast! Are you sure you and the team can
make this happen?’ Oftentimes it is really helpful because it
means I back up the hope with evidence. I check in. Other times,
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though, it feels as though I am stuck in a cycle of ‘It is going to
be fine—no, it won’t happen’ and I cannot move forward.”

“It sounds a little like analysis paralysis,” commented Cristina.
“Remember when we all used to talk about that?”

When Strengths Collide—in the Team

The situations that Maggie and the team were discussing also
happen between people. It is not hard to imagine that same
situation Maggie described but with the moderator using fair-
ness and judgment to keep things on track and a member of
the audience trying to stop her because of his or her curiosity
and appreciation.

Knowing and understanding the strengths of our colleagues
can be enormously helpful and is often the simplest way to pre-
vent or defuse strengths collisions and conflict. When you can
see the best in the people in your team but also recognize how
they sometimes over- or underuse their strengths, you have the
opportunity to defuse the situation or, even better, prevent con-
flict from even arising. In Andy Crowe’s book Alpha Project Man-
agers,” stakeholders and project managers alike emphasize that it
is the ability to prevent conflict that is most important, not the
ability to defuse it when it happens—although that is a useful
skill too! We can prevent conflict by knowing the team members
well and anticipating where and when these clashes are likely to
occut.

In Maggie’s team, one of the team members—Andrew, men-
tioned earlier because of his lesser strength of teamwork—was
very high in humor. And, as we have seen, many of the rest of the
team were high in honesty. They seemed to take everything

3. Andy Crowe, Alpha Project Managers: What the Top 2% Know That Everyone Else
Does Not (Kennesaw, GA: Velociteach, 2016), 119-131.
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Making It Stick for You

1. Which strengths do you overuse or underuse as a project
manager?

2. How does that feel to people around you?

w

Which of your strengths collide?
4. How do your strengths collide with others?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: Model strengths awareness to your team.

2. Be strong: Watch out for examples of when you overuse
a strength.

3. Be brave: When you see strengths overuse, let the person
know. People are often unaware.

4. Be curious: Explore conflicts between colleagues.
Encourage them to see strengths as positive and to
identify their own ways to adjust in order to tackle the
conflict.

Andrew said at face value, even when it was obvious to everyone
else that Andrew was joking. Once the team had shared their
character strengths, the high-honesty team members Lexi, Cris-
tina, and Owen started to check in with Andrew before assum-
ing that something he had said was serious, and Andrew made
an extra effort to make it clear when he was joking.

But strengths collisions often show up in the moment and may
be even more apparent when we think back to the team roles that
we touched on in the previous chapter. An Idea Creator’s creativ-
ity and leadership may conflict with the Implementer’s self-
regulation and perseverance. An Information Gatherer’s
prudence and judgment may conflict with a Decision Maker’s
zest and bravery.



FIGURE 6.6 Review of the Overuse of Strengths

Scenario

Strengths/use

Opportunity

A design lead on an IT
development project is
responsible for
reviewing and approv-
ing design suggestions
made by colleagues.
Each time a sugges-
tion is made, he
responds by listing all
the reasons why that
design option will not
work. Colleagues start
to avoid making
suggestions, and
creativity in the team
starts to dry up. (See
the story of Dr. No.)

At team meetings, the
team is coming up
with lots of ideas of
ways to move forward
with a marketing
campaign. It seems
that ideas abound,

This is likely an
overuse of judgment
by the design lead and
possibly an underuse
of the same strength
by colleagues. There
may also be too much
prudence, making the
design lead more
cautious than is ideal.
Lack of teamwork
may make the design
lead take on too much
of a leadership role
and avoid collaborat-
ing with colleagues.
Judgment or critical
thinking is essentially
a weighing of
possibilities—positive
and negative. And
when the team
members present
ideas in a positive,
“This will work” way,
the design lead feels
obligated to present
the counter view.

This is a situation in
which creativity and
possibly curiosity
(“What happens if we
do this?”) appear to
abound, and there is
energy (zest) directed

Helping people to
understand the impor-
tance of considering
all sides of a problem
and to ask questions
rather than make
judgments can help in
a situation like this, as
it encourages team-
work at an earlier
stage so that the
design lead can offer
insights—positive and
negative—as the ideas
take shape. Encourag-
ing design and
brainstorming
sessions in groups, as
well as experimenta-
tion with the possibil-
ity of failure and the
need for adaptation,
can also help. Addi-
tionally, it may be ben-
eficial to encourage
the use of creativity
and judgment to
adapt ideas to make
them more workable.

This is a great oppor-
tunity to encourage
situational
leadership—team
members taking turns
to lead the decision-
making process based
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Scenario

Strengths/use

Opportunity

but at the end of each
meeting it is not clear
who is going to take
the next step or what
the next step is going
to be. Progress is slow,
and deadlines are
being missed. When
the next meeting rolls
around, the team
starts the process
again, coming up with
many more new ideas.

toward the task of
coming up with ideas;
but thereisaalso a
lack of leadership,
prudence, and possibly
self-regulation, which
is preventing prioriti-
zation of the ideas
and the creation and
implementation of a
plan.

on their expertise and
the topic at hand. It
can also be an
opportunity for a
team member
(possibly the project
manager) to apply
prudence and ensure
that the ideas are
turned into executable
steps with a timeline
and accountability.
Additionally, the team
can build a sense of
collaboration and
teamwork to get
things done. Itis also
an opportunity to set
clear guidelines for
when new ideas will
be considered and
when the time for
creativity is past
(leadership).

Here, familiarity with underlying character strengths and

the ability to be nimble enough to insert yourself into differ-

ent situations and adaptable enough to use most strengths at

will—or to call on someone whom you recognize as having the

desired strength in the moment—will pay dividends. As with

everything, practice makes perfect, so start strengths spotting

today!

Strengths are not the only source of contention. In the next

chapter we will look at some other topics: planning styles,



174 Be a Project Motivator

learning styles, and the project manager’s key responsibility,
communication.

In Figure 6.6 there are some suggested answers to the strengths
use scenarios in Figure 6.3. If you have been practicing strengths
spotting, you may see other strengths and opportunities in the

scenarios as well.
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When Other Things
Go Wrong

There are many challenges on a team and

many ways that styles conflict. Anticipating
and preventing conflict is easier than defusing it.

J ust as we need several tools—growth mind-set, appreciative

inquiry, influence, and character strengths—to build the con-

nection and appreciation within the team, we need more than

just character strengths to understand conflict.

Other Things That Go Wrong—and How to Fix Them

Other factors that can exacerbate and even cause conflict are the

ways in which we perceive and plan our activities and the ways

that we perceive and process information.

Things to Look Out For

1.

2.
3.
4

Spot planning styles.

Spot learning or information-processing styles.
Notice the language of planning and learning styles.
See new ways to communicate project information to
stakeholders.

175
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There are four types of planners. First, there are those who
see the big picture and move toward it without getting into the
details of all the steps to get there. Second, there are those who
see a plan as a series of interim milestones but don’t necessarily
make a step-by-step plan to accomplish those goals. Third, there
are task planners, who break down goals into the component
steps needed to achieve them. They may or may not keep the big
picture in mind, but their focus is on the details. Finally, there
are action planners, who tend to want to start by taking action
and then adjust as they go.!

I often hear from project managers that team members do not
seem to be able to accurately plan a large project down to the in-
dividual task level. They don’t seem to be able to identify a full
complement of tasks, and they don’t seem to be able to estimate
accurately how long each of the tasks will take. Some team mem-
bers actively resist planning activities, making it hard for a proj-
ect manager to come up with a good plan. Of course, if the project
manager proceeds to plan without the input of team members,
it is wildly unpopular and usually wildly wrong. If you want an
informed opinion, ask the people with the relevant information,
perspective, and experience!

Most project managers I have worked with and around are
comfortable with managing down to the detailed task level and
adjusting plans as new information is presented. They do not
seem to suffer the same “replanning fatigue” that some of our
more technical colleagues suffer from.

As a young project manager, I would often make the mistake
of assuming that others see the world as I do. My vision of a proj-
ect is a lot like a neural network diagram, with interconnected
milestones that flash as focus is applied to them. Or sometimes

1. Annie McKee, “Individual Differences in Planning for the Future” (PhD
diss., Case Western Reserve University, 1991).
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it is more like a view of the world from space, with milestones
showing up as concentrations of light.

It came as a surprise to me as I matured as a project manager
to find that others did not have this “pathway view” to see the
tasks laid out before them. For some, the image was more like a
map that showed the starting point—where we were at the
moment—and the ending point, and how we were going to get
from A to B was something to be discovered along the way by
making decisions as we went along.

As my understanding of different visions of the project in-
creased, Istarted to explore theories of how we plan—individually
and collectively—and how our different styles can help and hin-
der a project.

“A Goal without a Plan Is Just a Wish”:
How to Plan with Mixed Styles

The relevance of this quote from Antoine de Saint-Exupéry is not
lost on most project managers. And yet that does not mean it is
easy to get a team behind the planning process. Take this example
of a planning meeting that Maggie experienced. She explained it
to her other project managers. Maybe you will recognize some of
the comments.

Maggie told the story.

“The room was full of people. The lead designer was there, most
of the quality assurance (QA) team, some of the testers and pro-
grammers, and two of the business analysts. Two customers and
a couple of other stakeholders were in the room too. The spon-
sor was conspicuous by his absence; he had told me before the
meeting that he did not care about the detail and just wanted
the ‘big picture’ once the planning was in place. I remember mar-
veling at how some sponsors want to know every little detail
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and require plan reviews almost daily, whereas there are other
sponsors whose eyes glaze over at the sight of a project plan and
who want pictures that show a goal and progress toward that
goal—somewhat like the signs you see outside churches raising
money for a new roof.

“Unexpectedly, the sponsor, Nathan, appeared. He gave us a
five-minute overview of what this project was about. He laid it
out in terms of the vision for the company and how this project
supported it, and the vision for the customer—who the customer
was going to be, what the customer experience would be like
when the project was over, how the organization’s operational
staff would benefit and change their working habits because of
what we were doing. He gave a very clear vision of the future. At
the end Nathan said, ‘T hope that gives you a sense of our pur-
pose here. We are expecting great things from you. This project
could change the way we do business and will put us ahead of
our competitors.” He then left the room.”

Maggie continued, “Of course, the purpose of the meeting was
to plan the new project. There was already a project charter, a
scope document, some outline requirements from users, a highly
skilled team, and some management-imposed milestones,
but there was no real plan.

“Derek, our lead business analyst (BA), spoke first. ‘Ultimately,
this is where we need to be.’ He projected a PowerPoint slide on
the screen and showed us the list of things that we were com-
mitted to deliver to stakeholders and users. He then took us
through some diagrams and pictures to get his point across. The
final picture represented a network of users with our new system
in the middle.

“Idon’t mind how we get there,” said Derek, ‘but unless we
achieve these things, the project has not succeeded. I think there
are some big milestones along the way that we will need to
achieve. They will help us to stay on track’
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“Our QA lead, Ben, jumped in at that point and said, ‘As soon
as I understand the big milestones, our team can start planning
the QA work. My team is great at creating the detailed steps
from the overall goals.’

““How do we get there?” asked Cristina, the design lead. Is
there any detail behind the big goals?’

“I don’t know, Derek replied. T assume that you will help us
to work that out.

“Our coding team had a shared look of boredom. One of them
spoke up, saying, ‘None of this means much to us. Just tell us
what you want us to do and when you want us to do it, and we
will get started.

“In that moment,” Maggie said, “I could see they were not all
coming at this notion of planning with the same perspective. My
sponsor seemed to be a directional planner. He reminded me of
Elon Musk and his goal to increase the size of Tesla to $650 bil-
lion in ten years or his even bigger goal of reaching Mars! No de-
tail as to how—just keep moving in that direction.

“Derek, the BA lead, seemed to have taken the planning to a
finer level of detail, but it was not down to a task view, which is
what project managers are looking for. He had identified lower-
level goals or milestones that would get us to the big goal of
completing the project.

“Ben, the QA lead, and his team seemed to be task planners—
my project managers are mainly like that too. These guys can
take the goals and break them down into their component parts.
They can get to a Work Breakdown Structure.

“And our coders? They are the action team! They are the ‘Give
us the next set of tasks and set us loose and we will get working’
people. They are most comfortable when they can get on with
doing something and adjust as they go along.

“With that view of the team,” Maggie explained, “I decided
to break up the planning session into stages. There were some
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key team members who might have to work in a style that was
not their first choice, but the entire team did not have to go
through the pains of rolling the plan from the highest level to the
details. And in my experience, none of us is 100 percent rooted
in one planning style, so it is not usually too hard for people to
work across styles for short periods of time.

“We avoided a lot of tension and frustration by keeping people
engaged at the right level of planning. There is nothing more dis-
ruptive than people in the room who are not fully engaged!

“Cristina, our design lead, was great at translating the goals
into tasks and was happy to work with both the goal-planning
members like our BA lead, Andrew, and the task-oriented people
like our project manager, Mark, and Ben from QA to build out
the detailed plan that would be essential to ensure that we were
still moving toward the designated milestones and the overall
picture.

“Finally,” said Maggie, “I created a planning review panel. This
consisted of me; the action-oriented team members, who were
mainly the programmers; and a second stakeholder, Denny, who
had a real love of analyzing the detail but not of building it.
Denny could point out when the build plan did not make sense
in terms of sequencing the deliverables because of business de-
pendencies between one deliverable and another.”

This is a very short review of planning styles that is aimed at
encouraging you to consider which style of planning is most
comfortable and most productive for each of your team mem-
bers. Being aware that there are different ways that individuals
approach planning helps to build social intelligence—that elu-
sive strength that project managers sometimes seem to lack.
And how do yox plan? In my experience, project managers are
often task and action oriented and can sometimes lose sight of
the big picture. This can lead to placing too much emphasis on
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the delivery sequence for items that make up a single deliverable
rather than on whether the big deliverable is on time.

Maggie experienced a task-orientation challenge with Mark.

His team had a deliverable due on Friday, May 31, that com-
prised six separate components. None of the components was
worth delivering without the other five, and at the time the team
constructed the plan, they could not exactly tell which compo-
nents would be completed first. They numbered the components
1-6 and put them in the task list to be delivered Friday to Fri-
day, one each day, as was required by the company’s project man-
agement standards (no tasks longer than eight hours). In the
event, items 1 and 3 were delivered on Friday; 2 and 6 were deliv-
ered the following Wednesday; and on May 31, as planned, the
team completed the delivery to the consumer of components 1-6
as a single functional delivery.

Despite the on-time delivery of the complete deliverable—
sometimes known as the minimum viable product—Mark re-
ported the project to Maggie as noncompliant and late because
the components did not show up at the exact times specified
in the plan, even though the measurable deliverable showed up
on time and the team used no additional resources and took no
extra time. They just did things in a different order.

This is task-oriented planning and execution gone wild!

Building a Multifaceted Communication Plan

Planning styles also directly impact communication needs. Under-
standing the way people plan can also help us to understand how
they take in information. Our big-picture sponsor is probably
much happier with a single-slide overview of progress and a quick
chat. Our BA may want to see a list of goals accomplished, goals
that are up next, goals at risk, and so on. The best project manag-
ers are skilled in communication and relationship management,
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and understanding how people envisage the project will help you
to tailor their personalized communications.

Here are some suggestions for matching communications
to planning styles. Of course, individuals have their personal
preferences, and we still need to check their needs with them. For
example, a directional planner may be happy to plan that way
but want to see progress measured at the nextlevel of breakdown—
milestones or major objectives.

* Vision planner—the sponsor, Nathan: Vision planners
want short reports showing progress toward the goal with high-
lights of interim deliverables that provide early support to the
overall direction of the organization—for example, a measure of
how much of the entire project is complete and a list of items
available that already support the organizational goals. They also
appreciate summary totals of risks, issues, and so on, as well as
reports that highlight any major development or obstacle—
particularly if the recipient is involved in the resolution. Direc-
tional planners are likely to assume the project manager is
responsible. They are less interested in knowing about individu-
als who are working on tasks, issues, or risks.

* Milestone planner—the BA, Derek: These planners appre-
ciate communications that include a list of objectives, progress
measured against each one, and any completed objective high-
lighted, as well as summary totals of risks and issues, with the
most pressing ones highlighted and a description of the plan to
address or mitigate them. These planners probably want more
detail than the directional planner, but still only in relation to
individual milestones, not the task-level detail.

* Steps-to-get-there planners—the design lead, Cris-
tina, and the PM, Mark: These planners appreciate a list of
tasks for an agreed period that shows tasks completed (say, in the
last two weeks) and upcoming tasks (for the next two weeks).
Keep alist of older completed tasks available in an archive, as well
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as an easily accessible list of future tasks. If possible, keep a
running total of tasks completed and tasks left to complete. This
report may be longer than the others. Risks and issues are re-
ported in more detail—possibly with a page for each category,
with more details about the nature of the issue or risk and the
plans to address and mitigate it, along with owners of the reso-
lution or mitigation plan.

* Do-it-and-adjust planners—the coders and the stake-
holder, Denny: This group is probably less interested in what
the team has just finished and more interested in what it is work-
ing on now and what is coming up next. Highlight any risks or
issues on which the recipient is expected to take action.

As project managers, we need to cater to all these planning and
information styles. And although many of us are most comfort-
able with a task-oriented planning style, we need to be able to
communicate in the style of the stakeholder. This is part of en-
gaging stakeholders—communicating with them in the way that
is most meaningful to them.

Learning Styles: “It Is Not the Notes | Take;
ItIs the Taking of the Notes”

Having briefly explored planning styles and some examples of
how they show up, let’s also look at learning styles. These also
significantly impact the way that we work together, the effective-
ness of our knowledge and information transfer, and the degree
of mutual understanding.

There are many models for learning styles, and each of us
generally has more than one style that works for us. It is useful
to use a simple model of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learn-
ers. Even this simple model helps us to see that communica-
tion that is effective for one person may have little meaning
for others.



184 Be a Project Motivator

Our team members have various ways of taking in informa-
tion, known as learning styles. Some people learn better through
visualization and like to see new information; others are auditory
and like to hear an explanation; and still others are predominantly
kinesthetic and need to move, draw, doodle, and experiment in
order to learn new information.

Maggie noticed that Derek took lots of notes during meetings.
She asked Derek one day what he did with them. Derek replied,
“I put them in a drawer until there is no more room, then I throw
them away to make room for the next notes. I rarely if ever look
at them. It is not the notes I take that makes the difference; it is
the taking of the notes that counts.”

This is an example of kinesthetic learning. The act of writing
down notes is what helped Derek to understand and remember
whatever he was being told or shown. As with planning styles,
we are not 100 percent locked into one way of learning informa-
tion. The acts of listening to others speaking (auditory) and
seeing the notes on the page (visual) probably contributed too.
But the key to Derek’s staying on top of so much information
was the act of taking the notes. These styles of information
processing have a significant effect on the way team members
connect and communicate.

When I started as a project manager, I had little understand-
ing of learning styles. What thought have you given to them? If
someone asks you about your learning style, what do you think
of? That you are visual or aural? Or maybe, like the famous
dancer and choreographer Gillian Lynn, and like April, you learn
by touching, doing, and moving.

April described her experience. “Early in my career as a proj-
ect manager, I struggled with the diagrammatic representation
of project updates. I would produce all sorts of documents re-
porting on status, risks, issues, and testing, and I would be happy



Chapter 7 « When Other Things Go Wrong 185

to walk and talk people through the information in status meet-
ings. I always loved flip charts and colored pens and would hap-
pily stand and draw or write as I explained something.

“When I attend meetings and am shown a set of diagrams
and other representations, I am always the one asking for the
data or the supporting document. Even better, I like to read
up ahead of time and then have someone create the visual
(back to those flip charts and colored pens again!) on the fly, as
they tie the material I have read to the overall picture they are
trying to convey. My favorite is to read first and then have them
talk it through while I scribble on a piece of paper, making my
own visual. Often it takes the form of a mind map. It’s usually
not meaningful to anyone else, but the process means some-
thing to me. And then I generally don’t look at it again!” she
laughed.

Maggie described a similar thinking process in one of the proj-
ect manager meetings. “A thinking habit of mine is to mull
things over on my own before working in a group. Don’t get me
wrong—I love working in a group, but I need that lead time to
develop my understanding of the topic before sitting down with
others and coming up with a solution or plan.

“As you know, I am often invited to off-sites to participate in
group problem-solving sessions. On one occasion, we were told
that the problem to be solved would not be revealed until we
arrived at the meeting. We were told that the purpose of this
approach was to create a level playing field and to prevent par-
ticipants from showing up with a laundry list of preconceived
solutions before we had had a chance to brainstorm and ex-
plore as a group. We started at nine thirty that morning, and
the session went on all day. The discussions were animated. We
did a brainstorming session first—I was uncharacteristically
quiet.”
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“You, quiet?” asked Mark boldly, with a grin on his face. The
others laughed. Maggie was pleased with how comfortable the
group had become in just a few weeks.

She continued, “We then evaluated the list of ideas. Again, I
was largely silent. Once or twice I thought I noticed colleagues
looking at me strangely. I am not usually shy about speaking up
in these sorts of sessions. Finally, we wrapped up around five
o’clock that afternoon. I was feeling decidedly uncomfortable
about some of the decisions we had made, but I could not put
my finger on why and did not feel I could challenge the group
based on a gut reaction. I noticed that two or three of my col-
leagues were looking similarly uncomfortable.

“As I walked to my car deep in thought, my manager ap-
proached and asked if everything was OK. Although his tone
was friendly, I could tell he was more than a little frustrated.
Itold him I had felt unprepared for the meeting. He responded
that they had wanted ‘fresh minds’ and ‘no preconceptions.” I
think he again mentioned something about everyone being on a
level playing field. He also said that he had expected a bigger con-
tribution from me.

“I drove home thinking about the meeting, the problem, and
our proposed solution. About two-thirds of the way home, my
thoughts cleared and various things that had not made sense all
day seemed to come into view. I could finally articulate my con-
cerns with our solutions and could identify some of the risks that
we had overlooked. When I arrived home, I wrote up my concerns
and took them to my manager the next day. Although he was re-
ceptive, he was still frustrated and wanted to know why I had
not raised the issues at the meeting.

“There were several factors at play here for me. I am initially a
solitary learner. It takes me time to process information. For me
to be the best contributor I can be, I need to consider the prob-
lem alone before meeting in the group.
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“Iam also a social learner. As a project manager, I would have
liked to get the input of the team—to mine their expertise to en-
hance my own knowledge before participating in the problem-
solving session.

“A large portion of the data presented at the start of the
problem-solving session was in graphs and diagrams. These did
not convey as much to me as they did to others. I would have
liked to have something to read before attending the meeting so
that I could understand the context.

“Finally, I find it hard to disconnect idea generation from idea
evaluation, which means that classic brainstorming approaches
do not work well for me. I want to get an idea and put it through
its paces—even theoretically. (Interestingly, research now shows
that the old brainstorming techniques are less effective than a
combination of idea generation and evaluation.)?

“The project managers agreed to pay more attention to how
people take in information. They felt that this was often the
cause of friction as people with different styles tried to convey
and understand ideas. They felt that even being aware that
everyone processes information in his or her own way was a
start.

“They decided to start modeling asking more questions such
as, ‘What would help you to get a better picture of what we are
discussing?’ or ‘How I can help you get a better feel for this?’
These can be enough to open the discussion. Although most
people cannot put labels on their information-processing styles,
most experienced workers can tell you how they like to receive
new information.”

2. Ali Montag, “Why the Most Innovative People Don’t Use Brainstorming
Meetings,” CNBC, February 5, 2018, http://www.cnbc.com/2018/02/05/whartons
-adam-grant-explains-how-to-be-more-creative.html.
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The Foundation of Conflict Avoidance:
Communication as Connection

A big task for project managers during a project is communica-
tion management. At the start of a project, we work with stake-
holders to agree on the communication plan. What sort of
communication, when, and sent to whom? These are all ques-
tions we answer in order to create the plan. We include status
meetings, email updates, dashboards, Key Performance Indica-
tors, and personal briefings to get the message across about where
the project is, where it is going, and what challenges lie ahead.

The process used to be relatively straightforward, and expecta-
tions from stakeholders were usually manageable, but in the in-
formation age, the answer to the question, “When would you like
updates?” is either “Whenever I want” or “Now.” Pinning stake-
holders down to a particular time frame reduces the effectiveness
of the communication and reduces their level of satisfaction. Not
pinning them down means that project managers often become
the ball in the pinball machine, ricocheting from one stakeholder
to another to provide tailored, in-the-moment updates.

Maggie and her team faced this challenge. The sharing of in-
formation was causing a lot of pain, especially with the size of
the team and its wide distribution. The team said that they had
a hard time keeping track of what everyone was doing, what is-
sues had been raised, and the progress from week to week.

When they were asked how they would like to receive informa-
tion, the result was rather surprising: they wanted to see it on the
walls. All the locations agreed.

Maggie and the project managers thus created the information
wall. This was a wall covered with flip-chart paper so that they
could take down and replace the various sections. Each sheet had
a designated purpose. Based on team feedback, they created sheets
for the following topics:
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* recent events and accomplishments
* people they wanted to thank
* testing events

* key dates to be aware of—upcoming holidays in all
locations, vacations of key people, release dates, and so on

¢ milestones

* issues—anyone could stick up a note with the details of
a challenge or problem encountered

* graphs of error numbers and fixes

In each location, a person volunteered to update the sheets as
needed. In the US office, the volunteer had very neat handwrit-
ing, and the sheets became somewhat of a work of art! Volunteers
took photos of the sheets each day and posted them on Share-
Point and emailed them to the other locations so they could
incorporate updates from all locations.

It was not just the immediate project team that loved it—
stakeholders were thrilled as well. If they were in the office late,
they could check the wall and get the information they needed.
If they were on their way to a meeting, they could take a quick
look at the wall on the way. In the US office, Maggie would find
people huddled around the sheets, checking out what was com-
ing up. Other teams appreciated it too.

When Maggie arrived in the morning, she often would find
new sticky notes on the “issues” sheet. Sometimes they were is-
sues, and sometimes they were questions or suggestions. What-
ever they were, they were always reviewed with the team.

Within a few days, Maggie heard anecdotal evidence that
the team felt better informed. It was not perfect, but it never is—
some things that did not seem worthy of a place on the wall
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later turned out to be critical. Overall, many people felt that it
had contributed a lot, and it made the information feel more
available.

Of course, this could not replace all project communication.
Maggie still had to provide a dashboard each week to senior
management. She still had regular emails to send and update
meetings to attend, but the ad hoc requests for information were
greatly reduced, and the team felt it had a better appreciation of
what was going on and what was on the horizon.

Another concept that Maggie tried was video updates. A lot
of her stakeholders wanted a more personal explanation of the
dashboard, but it was not always easy to get time on the calen-
dar with them. Maggie would prepare the update slides and
then record her update with the slide show to support it. She
could then email the updates to whoever wanted them. The
videos were also stored on the team’s intranet page so that it
was easy to send the link to anyone who wanted to get updates.

Initially Maggie found the recordings a bit daunting, but after
a while she got used to them and found they were often quicker
to do than to construct a long—often unreadable—email full of
all the pertinent information. She tried not to overthink—or
overedit!—the videos but instead just focused on making them
good enough. Maggie felt that they created a better connection
with stakeholders, and they also improved the information shar-
ing with the overseas team members, who could watch the up-
dates at times convenient to them. Recording the videos was a
simple, quick, and personal way of conveying a lot of information.

Using a wide variety of information-sharing platforms really
helped to engage and energize the team and the other project
stakeholders. It ensured that as many stakeholders as possible re-
ceived information in the way most accessible to them, and it
reduced friction caused by miscommunication and the imbal-
ance of understanding and information.
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Making It Stick for You

1. What planning styles are most prevalent on your team?

2. What learning styles are most prevalent on your team?

3. How do you take in new information?

4. How do strengths and planning and learning styles
influence communication needs?

5. What channels of communication can you try on your
team to make knowledge transfer timelier and more
effective?

Strategies for Success

1. Be hopeful: Plan for different planning and learning
styles. Leverage the strengths of each to build a robust
plan.

2. Be strong: Expect to communicate in many different
ways using different formats, varying levels of detail, and
different frequencies of communication.

3. Be brave: Explore planning and learning styles with team
members.

4. Be curious: Ask team members about their planning and
learning preferences. Even if they don’t know how to
answer, having the discussion will help smooth the way.

Use Your Influence: Model the Behavior
You Want to See

As I’ have mentioned before, one of the most powerful things you
can do is increase your awareness of the personal preferences of
those around you and start actively taking account of them. Ask
team members how they process information, how they want to
plan, and how they want to receive updates, and they will start
asking each other. Cater to multiple planning and learning styles,
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as well as multiple channels of communication, and team mem-
bers are likely to start catering to them too. If you can actively
encourage others to explore and understand planning and
learning styles, that is great, but if not, you can still build your
knowledge and awareness and benefit your team by avoiding
assumptions and checking in to see what works.

As with everything in this book, I come from the position of
appreciation. Each of the planning styles offers something and
has its place. Each learning—or information-processing—style
also has its place and can offer something to the team as a whole.
Every mode of communication has its benefits. As we learn to ap-
preciate the way that our colleagues plan and learn, we instinc-
tively make room for them to contribute more and feel more
engaged and satisfied. We make room for everyone to show up,
join in, and contribute. And we remove some causes of conflict.
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Completing the Circle
to Be a Project Motivator

Be hopeful. Be strong. Be brave.
Be curious. And motivate!

O ur process to becoming a project motivator began with

three areas of project management:

* expectations of the project manager—held by project
managers and by others

* the project manager’s knowledge and beliefs about
engagement

* the strengths that project managers have—and don’t
have

Things to Look Out For

1. How to use hope to keep the focus on the project goals

2. How to use strengths to connect with the intrinsic
motivation of the team

3. How being brave—and vulnerable—builds rapport,
influence, and trust

4. How being curious increases knowledge and taps into
more resources
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Be Hopeful

Project management involves communicating, considering the
big picture, planning the detailed steps to achieve the big picture,
aligning team members, and motivating them to get it done.

Project managers believe that engagement is a core part of their
role; they want to be more engaged themselves, and they want
to know more about engaging others.

Project managers have some great tools in their toolbox. On
the top are hope and love of learning. These foster a growth
mind-set and generate a belief in the project and the team. Along
with these strengths comes the intentional use of influence
through modeling.

In the second shelf of the box is prudence—the counter to
hope—which, in that detailed planning, helps to make sure goals
are accomplished and the big vision is achieved. And alongside
prudence is appreciation of beauty and excellence, which puts us
in a great position to pay and call attention to the strengths and
contributions of others.

Use hope to keep you and the team focused on the future and
believing that you and they have the ability to put together a plan
to accomplish the desired result.

We do have an Achilles heel because in the bottom of the tool-
box is social intelligence. It is not missing altogether—we all
have some social intelligence—but as leaders and motivators of
teams, we may find that the challenge of reading our team mem-
bers and stakeholders effectively leads to conflict and a break-
down in communication. As the project manager strengths data
show, social intelligence is a strength that challenges us as a
group. It may also be a contributor to team members’ feeling mis-
understood and underappreciated.

Another strength that may be languishing in the bottom of
the toolbox is perspective. As one of the key roles of a project
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manager is to stay focused on the big picture, perspective is very
important. Focusing on really getting to know what motivates
our team members, how they like to plan, and how they process
information creates social intelligence, which builds our sensi-
tivity to the motives and feelings of others. We learn what makes
other people tick.

With the help of a growth mind-set, intentional apprecia-
tion achieved by leveraging character strengths, and a willing-
ness to learn, project managers have all they need to build
social intelligence and to create an environment of apprecia-
tion where people follow the Platinum Rule and treat others
the way they want to be treated. Paying attention to planning
and learning styles and creating many ways of sharing infor-
mation will add to a sense of inclusion and collaboration.
Team members will start to feel they belong, they are seen for
who they are, and they are respected for what they bring to the
project.

Be Strong

If your team is engaged and productive, then don’t change any-
thing. If things are working, take time to observe what is work-
ing and to understand why. Notice what the various team
members are bringing to the mix and focus on making it easier
for them to be at their best.

See where your strengths appear, how they help the team be
the best it can be, and when your strengths get in the way. No-
tice how team members like to plan, how learning occurs, and
the team’s attitude toward mistakes and experimentation.

If, as is often the case, you feel your team could be more—more
connected, more engaged, more productive,and more motivated—
try new things. And don’t be afraid to fail. Learn from each ex-
perience and start again.
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You have seen how Maggie’s team introduced character
strengths and a general sense of appreciation and how they fo-
cused on including everyone and making information sharing
interesting, varied, and open. They consciously modeled the be-
havior they wanted to see in others—hopefulness, enthusiasm,
and curiosity. They paid attention to their own strengths—both
the ways they used them well and the ways in which they got in
the way.

Try new things and see what happens! Then learn and adjust.
As project managers, we have the strengths we need—hope for the
outcome and a willingness to learn. We can also take a step back
and use perspective to see the bigger picture. What great strengths
do you bring? They are all powerful, and as you saw in Chapter 4,
there is no magic recipe for being effective.

A great way to go in search of strengths is to look outside the
confines of your formal team. People outside can be considered
the undercover team. Who else supports the success of the proj-
ect and the team? The staff in the cafeteria who make sure that
the team is well fed, the security guards who make sure the build-
ing is secure, the cleaners who make sure the office is clean—
these areall partof your undercover team. Additionally, colleagues
on other teams, experts in other departments, and customers
are all great sources of insight and ideas.

I had an experience once in which the office cleaner suggested
the best way to rearrange an open-plan office. He was explaining
how the new layout would make cleaning easier, but it quickly
became apparent that it would help us better utilize the space
and improve the flow of the space. His perspective helped us to
change ours. His judgment helped us to look with fresh eyes and
to create a better working environment.

Project managers should also encourage the input of junior
staff. What they lack in expertise and experience they often make
up for in ingenuity, curiosity, and energy! And who knows, one
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day one of those junior staff may be the CEO or some other senior
person, having made his or her way up in the company by using
thatingenuity and energy. Some really creative ideas on my teams
have come from interns, and yet we often leave them out of team

meetings and brainstorming sessions.

Be Brave by Being Vulnerable: Building Influence
and Trust

We are all well aware that most project managers work in envi-
ronments where they are not supervisors and do not have line
management responsibility for their project resources. As dis-
cussed in Chapter 3, influence is our best friend. Modeling and
appreciation build influence and trust. Good communication
builds influence and trust too. Our strengths superpowers help.
We are high in hope and our love of learning. We not only see
what the future state is but also believe we can reach it, and we
have the means to come up with a plan to get there. What we don’t
know at the beginning we will learn along the way.

A big contributor to Maggie’s winning over the team was her
willingness to be vulnerable. She admitted early on that she was
not a subject-matter expert, though there was a chance that this
would not be well received by the team. The alternative—faking
it until she picked up the knowledge she needed—would not have
served her purpose. It would have limited her ability to ask ques-
tions of the team, making it harder to learn the things she
needed. It is likely that any team, but particularly one high in
honesty, would have seen her as inauthentic and possibly some-
one not to be trusted. In order to collaborate effectively, we must
also be prepared to be vulnerable. Admitting that we don’t
know it all and that we need input from others can feel uncom-
fortable, but team members are much more likely to trust
people who are confident enough to believe they don’t need to
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know it all. And most people appreciate genuine curiosity. So, when
in doubt, ask.

Be Curious

Your team and your stakeholders represent a wealth of knowl-
edge, information, and strengths. Seeking their input and
feedback is a great way to build rapport and to get valuable
perspective.

Maggie’s project manager group felt positive about the changes
that had been taking place in the team. There seemed to be a
higher sense of connection, better communication, and generally
an increased sense of well-being. And, just as important, more
was getting accomplished. But they were reluctant to rest on their
laurels and wanted to hear from the team just how well things
were going.

There was much discussion about the best way to solicit feed-
back. Should it be one-on-one meetings, small group discussions
and interviews, or a survey? What would the questions be about?
What would the group do if the feedback was negative? Jackson
pointed out that not knowing how the team felt was not going
to make things better. If the initiatives that they had taken were
not working, it would be better to know and then plan some ways
to adjust. Maggie reminded the team that they need not be afraid
to fail.

She said, “We have been experimenting with a lot of things,
and some of them are likely to have missed the intended mark.
That is OK. We will learn from the feedback and do better in the
future. We have what we need to keep a growth mind-set. We are
hopeful, and we are happy to learn. And I agree with Jackson—
we cannot tackle things we do not know about.”

Ben, Cristina, Mark, and April expressed their support for the
survey, as well as some trepidation.
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“What do we make of it if no one responds?” asked Cristina.
“After all, we cannot make them take the survey.”

Mark stepped in and said, “I believe that we will get a good
response. I think the team knows we have their success and their
well-being at heart. Anyway, look at how many people took the
strengths assessment!”

Ben added, “And if we get a low response rate, we can look at
other ways to solicit feedback. If the first way does not work, we
will try another, right?”

“Right,” they all said together.

Maggie worked with April to create a survey for the entire team.!

The topics covered were the following:

* communication

* participation in decision making

» work-personal life balance

* cooperation/morale

* physical work environment

o stress level

* recognition for work

* things that are working well

* things that need improvement

* overall experience of the program

The idea was to see whether the team felt engaged and whether
all members felt included and appreciated. The project managers

1. The team used a free Survey Monkey survey of ten questions.
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also wanted to see whether their efforts had resulted in a sense of
well-being.

Without a benchmark for the beginning of the program,
they would not be able to measure their progress, but everyone
felt that the survey would still give a sense of where they were
hitting the ground running and where there was room for im-
provement.

The group made a specific commitment to provide a response
to any issue that was raised—even if it was only to say that they
would not be tackling it and why.

Of course, the survey was not mandatory because, as already
discussed, Maggie had no line manager authority over any of the
team. Nevertheless, there was a 65 percent response rate, which
is high for most engagement surveys. According to Forbes, it is
typical to see response rates of 30 to 40 percent.”

The team confirmed that, encouragingly, stress was not con-
sistently high, with an even distribution between low and vari-
able stress levels. Anecdotal evidence from the early days of
Maggie’s time on the project suggested that stress levels three
months earlier had been higher, so this was encouraging.

Nearly all of the team said the physical work environment was
OK or good. And nearly everyone felt his or her work was recog-
nized at least some of the time. Interestingly, recognition was one
of the areas that respondents highlighted as a keeper, allaying
Maggie’s concerns that some people would feel left out or that
recognition was inappropriate.

The results were not completely positive, and Maggie and her
colleagues did not expect them to be. There were some issues that
were outside their control. And practices that made some team

2. Reuven Gorsht, “SAPVoice: How the Best Leaders Get Full Participation in
Employee Surveys,” Forbes, October 25, 2013, http://www.forbes.com/sites/sap
/2013/10/23/lousy-response-rates-on-your-employee-survey-heres-how-the-best
-leaders-get-great-participation-every-time/#6693belf151a.
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members happy made others uncomfortable. Unfortunately, you
cannot please all of the people all of the time. With such a large
team, there may have been times when the contributions of some
of the team members were overlooked—just as some team mem-
bers may have overestimated the impact of the work they did on
the program as a whole.

However, what the survey results did establish was that in a
fast-paced, potentially high-pressure environment, the team felt
things were done right at least most of the time.

There are many other things that changed over time on the
team. The team members remained adaptable, recognizing that
some practices that work at one stage of a program or project
may not be relevant later. Some practices also become stale. The
team was not afraid to propose a change as a new stage of the
project demanded it.

Developing lines of communication within the team and be-
tween the team and stakeholders was a big focus. Some exam-
ples of communications initiatives that were established over
time include the following:

* The team instituted focus groups with stakeholders in
which the team discussed progress and visualized the
future.

* Building on the information wall, the team shared
all its working papers and documentation not just
within the team but with anyone who cared to see
them. Feedback was invited and responses were

provided.

e The team introduced lunch and learns for stakeholders
to hear from the team and for stakeholders to educate
the team. They were recorded and put up on the in-
tranet site.
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* Monthly portfolio-wide newsletters provided a forum
to update on progress, highlight personal successes and
news, share stories, and provide recognition. On one
program, the newsletters were weekly.

* During the implementation phase, the team followed
an elaborate process of providing updates by email
and on huge, facilitated conference calls. They were
complicated to orchestrate but were very popular
because by the end of a test, there was a ready-made,
blow-by-blow account of the testing encapsulated in the
email chain. Anyone joining could see the old updates
and get a sense of progress. These emails told the story
of the ups and downs of the testing.

Receiving the feedback directly from the team helped Maggie
and the project managers to target their efforts and also helped
to create an inclusive, collaborative environment. This continued
to build trust and engagement, and it helped to keep the team
motivated because they could see that their opinions mattered.

Motivate!

How do we motivate people to get things done? This entire book
has been about motivation. You have tools to use:

* Influence and modeling: You can change the way people
around you act by modeling the behavior you want to see. Others
are influenced by what they see; they want to belong and be ac-
cepted. They will be motivated to follow your lead. And once a
few people follow you, others will follow them and the effect
ripples!

* A growth orlearning mind-set: If you don’t know it, you
can learn it, and so can the team. If you are high in love of learn-
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Making It Stick for You
1. Review the material.
2. Create a plan.

Strategies for Success

1. Choose some ideas to implement, and put them into
practice today.

2. Find out about and develop your character strengths.

3. Watch for the strengths of others, and tell them what you
see. No one is ever disappointed to hear that you spotted
a strength in them!

ing or curiosity, you enjoy a head start. But even if you don’t, you
can apply a growth mind-set and go in search of the knowledge
you need. When others see you learning, they are motivated to
learn too!

* Appreciative inquiry: You can look for what is working,
highlight it, and applaud it. This opens up the channels of cre-
ativity for the team and enables and motivates them to become
great problem solvers.

* Character strengths: By seeing the strengths in others
and helping them to use them, you engage the team and moti-
vate them to support the goals of the organization, the goals of
the team, and your goals.

If you apply the tools from this book to yourself and to your
team, you will see motivation increase all around you. If you do
no more than work on developing a growth mind-set, identify-
ing your character strengths, and understanding your planning
and learning preferences, you will interact with your colleagues
more effectively.
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You can take this to another level by spotting the strengths of
colleagues and calling them out when you see them, as well as
by noticing the way they like to plan and how they learn.

And if you are in a position that allows you to formally take
some of these tools to the team, even better. But you can go a
very long way just by seeing a world of possibility in every room
of people and by carrying the project flame.

Be hopeful. Be strong. Be brave. Be curious!
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Creating the
Implementation Plan

love books and reading. There is so much to learn—there it is,

love of learning!—and so many people with great stories and
ideas to share. At the end of a book, though, how do you save the
learnings that you want to keep? How do you make it stick? The
answer is to make a plan and implement it. In medicine, the cor-
nerstone of teaching new doctors is “See one, do one, teach one.”

Although we may argue about the efficacy of this approach
when someone’s life is on the line, it nevertheless articulates sim-
ply the way that we learn. In Chapter 7 we looked at learning
styles—visual, auditory, and kinesthetic. “See one [visual], do one
[kinesthetic], teach one [auditory|” essentially covers all three
learning styles. More than that, though, it emphasizes that learn-
ing is more than just seeing—or reading about something. We
need to practice it and share it to have the biggest impact on our
learning and retention. And by sharing we extend the reach!

In Figure 9.1, I have provided a sample plan for putting your
reading into action. Feel free to modify—and even throw out the
plan. Some people may want to read the entire book first and
then go back to a plan such as this one. Others may want to prac-
tice as they go. The secret is to understand how you learn best
and to devise a plan that you can stick to.

205



FIGURE 9.1 A Sample Implementation Plan

Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity

Day 1— Review the reasons that you should read this book.

prework Read Chapter 1—Project Managers: More Than Just Plate Spinners
and Ball Jugglers.

Day 2 What are your beliefs Ask your team how  Ask your
about the role of the they see the role of  leadership team
project manager? What  a project manager. how they see the
are the top three role of a project
functions of a project manager.
manager?

Day 3 What role does the Ask your team Explore
project manager playin  about their level of ~ engagement with
building engagement? engagement. your leadership
What skills do you have team.
that help in cultivating
that sense of
engagement?

Day 4 Read Chapter 2—Seeing Is Believing: The Maggie Method.

Think about what these tools look like in action.

Day 4 What practices do you  What practices What practices
already use? What new  from the story will from the story
ideas interest you from  your team respond  will your
the story? to? leadership team

support?

Day 5 Read Chapter 3—Influence: The Project Motivator’s Best Friend.

Day 5 Influence

Day 5 Who are the most Ask team members  Ask the leadership
influential people you whatyou are doing  team what you
know? What do they when you are most  are doing when
do to increase their influential. you are most
influence? influential.

Day 5 What type of project Ask some team Ask the leadership

manager are you? Are
you a generalist or a
specialist?

members what
they want from a

project manager—a

subject-matter
expertora
generalist.

team what they
want from a
project manager—
a subject-matter
expertora
generalist.
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Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity
Day 5 How do your answers,
your team’s answers,
and the leadership
team’s answers
compare?
Day 6 Growth mind-set
Days 6-7 Observe yourself at Who in your team What about your
work. When do you has a growth management
demonstrate a growth mind-set? team?
mind-set? Supervisor?
Project sponsor?
Days 6-7 Observe yourself at Who in your team What about your
work. When do you has a fixed leadership team?
demonstrate a fixed mind-set? Supervisor?
mind-set? Project sponsor?
Days 6-7 Consider some ways Discuss experimen-  Discuss
you can encourage a tation and failure tolerance for
culture of experimenta-  with the team. experimentation
tion. and failure with
your leadership
team.
Day 7 Appreciation
Day 7 What works well in Ask others in your Ask those outside
your team? Make a list. ~ team whatis the team whatis
working well. working well in
your team.
Day 7 Create a vision of how Ask some members  Invite the whole
things would be if they of your team to cre-  team to
were perfect. ate the vision with contribute to the
you. vision.
Days 8-9 Read Chapter 4—Building a Culture of Appreciation.
Day 9 Your strengths
Day 9 Take or review your VIA  Share the results Share the results

assessment.

with someone close
to you.

with a manager
or leader.

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued from previous page)

Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity

Day 9 How do your strengths ~ Which strengths do ~ Which strengths
compare with the more  you have that most  do you want to
common strengths of helpyouasa cultivate to help
project managers project manager? you as a project
identified in Chapter 1? manager?

Days 10-11  Observe how your Observe signature Observe

signature strengths strengths in others.  signature
show up every day. strengths in your
leadership team.

Days 11-12  Observe when and how  Observe when and ~ Show apprecia-

your middle or how your middle or  tion when
situational strengths situational colleagues use
show up for you. strengths show up strengths that
foryour colleagues.  are not their
most frequent
ones.

Days 12-13  Review your strengths. Explore strengths Find a collabora-
with friends and tor at work, and
family. explore strengths

together.

Day 14 Review the twenty-four ~ Share your top Share your top

character strengths. strengths with a strengths with
Plan how you will use colleague. someone in the
them during the day. leadership team.

Day 15 Project manager superpowers and you

Day 15 Review your character Connect with a Encourage other

strengths against those  group of project project managers

of other project managers, and start  to take the VIA

managers. a strengths assessment.
discussion.

Day 15 Exploring hope

Day 15 Write down some Ask team members ~ Ask someone in

examples of when you
have displayed hope.

whether you display
hope and what that
means to them.

the leadership
team whether
you display hope
and what that
means to them.
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Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity
Day 16 Exploring love of learning
Day 16 Write down some Ask team members  Ask someone in
examples of times that ~ whetheryou display  the leadership
you have enjoyed love of learning and  team whether
learning something new  what that meansto  you display love
and sharing it with them. of learning and
others. what that means
to them.
Day 16 Exploring social intelligence
Day 16 How do you show Ask team members ~ Ask someone in
social intelligence? whether you display  the leadership
social intelligence team whether
and what that you display social
means to them. intelligence and
what that means
to them.
Day 17 Exploring perspective
Day 17 How do you take a step  Find out who on Ask your
back when things are your team has manager whether
difficult? perspective as a he or she has
signature strength. perspective and
how it shows up.
Day 17 Your leadership strengths blend
Day 17 How do your top five or Do this same Share your
six strengths help you analysis for a leader  analysis with that
as a leader? you work with leader.
based on the
strengths that you
see in him or her.
Days 18-19  Read Chapter 5—Building a Culture of Appreciation for
Our Stakeholders and Teams.
Day 18 Practice strengths Provide feedback to  Provide feedback
onward spotting in others. team members on to leadership on

the strengths you
see.

the strengths you
see.

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued from previous page)

Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity

Day 19 Make a list of the Ask colleagues for Ask the
strengths that you see feedback. leadership or
often in the team. stakeholders for

feedback.

Day 19 Make a list of strengths ~ Ask colleagues for Ask the
that seem to be less feedback. leadership or
common in your team. stakeholders for

feedback.

Day 19 Share the concept of Introduce character  Introduce
character strengths strengths to team character
with others. members, and offer  strengths to the

them the link to the  leadership team,

free assessment. and offer them
the link to the
free assessment.

Day 20 Review and research Share what you Share what you
the reasons that learn with your learn with the
character strengths are  team members. leadership team.
useful at work.

Day 21 Consider whether you Introduce the entire  Propose a
can ask a few team team to the strengths review
members to take the assessment, and to the leadership
assessment. ask them to take it.  team.

Day 22 Observe which of the Discuss the Explain the
team roles are present concept of roles concept of team
on your team. with the team, and  roles and their

solicit their connection to

feedback. character
strengths to your
leadership team,
and solicit their
feedback.

Day 22 Read Chapter 6—When Strengths Go Wrong.

Day 23 Explore your overuse of ~ Explore overuse by ~ Explore overuse

strengths.

colleagues and
team members.

by your leader-
ship team.
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Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity

Day 23 Which strengths did Who on yourteam  Which strengths
you underuse today? underused a do your leader-

strength? Is it ship team

situational or underuse? Is it

habitual? situational or
habitual?

Day 23 Which of your personal ~ Who on your team  Which of your
strengths get in each has strengths that leaders have
other’s ways? clash? strengths that

clash?

Days 24-26  Focusing on others

Day 24 Which of your personal ~ What strengths How do your
strengths clash with clashes can you strengths clash
those of others? spot in your team with your

or stakeholders? leadership
team’s?

Day 25 Which strengths do you  How can you call What can you
see clashing for other on other strengths suggest or what
team members? to intervene and strength can you

defuse conflict? offer to your
leadership team
to reduce
conflict?

Day 26 What balance of heart Discuss the Share the chart
and mind strengths concept of heart of strengths with
does the team have? and mind strengths  the leadership

with the team, and  team, and
get their feedback. discuss the
balance of heart

Day 26 What balance of Discuss the concept ~ @nd mind
interpersonal and intra-  of interpersonal §trengths and
personal strengths does  and intrapersonal interpersonal
the team have? strengths with the and intraper-

team, and get their sonal strengths.
feedback.

Day 27 What is the culture of Discuss the culture  Discuss the

the team?

of the team with
them.

culture of the
organization
with the
leadership team.

(Continued on next page)
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(Continued from previous page)

Timing Brave activity Braver activity Bravest activity
Day 28 Choose one of the Choose one of Choose one of
happiness strengths— the happiness the happiness
curiosity, gratitude, strengths— strengths—
hope, love, or zest—and  curiosity, gratitude,  curiosity,
focus on it for the day. hope, love, or zest—  gratitude, hope,
and build it into love, or zest—and
team encounters build it into
during the day. leadership team
Note what encounters for a
happens. day. Note what
happens.
Days 29-30 Read Chapter 7—When Other Things Go Wrong.
Day 29 Planning styles
Day 29 What is your planning What planning What planning
style? styles do you see in  styles do you see
your team? Discuss  in your leader-
with two members ship team?
of your team.
Day 30 Learning styles
Day 30 What is your primary What learning What learning
learning style? styles do you see in  styles do you see
your team? Discuss  in your leader-
with two members  ship team?
of the team.
Day 31 Read Chapter 8—Completing the Circle to Be a Project Motivator.
Day 31 Decide on your next Make a concrete Share the plan
steps. implementation with others and
plan. enlist their help.
Day 31 Write a summary of Share your Share your

whatyou learned.

summary with
someone close to
you.

summary with
your team or
your manager.
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project managers and, 15-17,
25-27,40, 194
project manager’s perspective
on, 23-26
sources of, 29-30
excellence, appreciation of, 33-34,
50, 100, 110, 124, 194
expectations
fixed, 77
of project managers, 17-20
experimentation, 81-84

failed projects, 22, 38-39
failure
fear of, 81
as learning opportunity, 83-84,
195
toleration for, 81-82
fairness
character strength of, 30-31, 44
definition of, 100, 102, 109
leader strength mapping of,
124
overuse/underuse analysis, 157,
158
using, 61-62
fear, 83
feedback
negative, 81
soliciting, 198-201
fixed mind-set, 77, 78, 82, 83, 85
forgiveness
character strength of, 102
definition of, 100, 109

generalist theory, of project
management, 77-81
generative thinking, 90

225

goals
planning and, 177-180
progress toward, 48-53
Golden Rule, 14
gratitude
character strength of, 45, 102
definition of, 100, 110
leader strength mapping of,
124
groupthink, 161-163, 167
growth mind-set
benefits of, 83-85
cultivating, 84-89, 86
definition of, 42
hope and, 194
modeling, 5, 46, 47, 49, 80-81,
202-203

happiness strengths, 131, 135, 136
heart/mind dimensions, 164-166
honesty
character strength of, 30-31,
46-47, 48,102, 197
definition of;, 99, 109
leader strength mapping of, 126
overuse/underuse analysis, 156,
158
hope
building, 62-66
character strength of, 6, 31-32,
42,43-44,51-52,102
definition of, 100, 110
leader strength mapping of, 126
using, 194-195
humanity, 99, 109
humility
character strength of, 30-31,
103
definition of, 100, 109
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humor
character strength of, 44, 56,
65,103, 110
definition of, 100
leader strength mapping of,
124

idea creators, 134
implementation, 66-67
implementation plan,
205-212
implementers, 134
influence
building, 73-80, 197-198
expanding sphere of, 66-69
Platinum Rule and, 74
power of, 5, 70-73
relationship management and,
67
using, 50-51, 61, 191-192, 194,
202
influencers, 134
information gatherers, 134
information sharing, 188-190
information styles, 181-183,
192
inspirational quotes, 64
interns, 197
interpersonal skills, 36-37
intrapersonal/interpersonal
dimensions, 164-166

job satisfaction, 131, 135
journaling, 116
judgment
character strength of, 46-47,
49, 52-53, 103, 159-161
definition of, 99, 108
justice, 100, 109
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kindness
character strength of, 30-31,
44, 64-65, 103
definition of, 99, 109
overuse/underuse analysis, 157
kinesthetic learning, 184-187

leaders/leadership
as cause of problem, 155,
159-161
character strength of, 30
character strengths and, 56,
103, 120-126
definition of, 100, 109
project management and,
119-126
skills, 37
traits, 120-123
leader strength mapping, 124, 126
learning
from failure, 83-84, 195
love of, 6-7,32-33, 53
mind-set, 5, 202-203
objectives, 9
styles, 183-187, 191-192
liking, 50-51, 74-75
line managers, 42
love
character strength of, 64-65,
103
definition of, 99, 109
leader strength mapping of,
126
love of learning
character strength of, 32-33,
53,103, 194
definition of, 99, 108
of project managers, 6-7,
202-203
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management, working with, 66-69
managers
level of engagement and, 28-29
project. see project managers
master’s programs, 38
meetings
with team members, 52, 61-62
video, 63
milestone planners, 182
mind-set
fixed, 77,78, 82, 83, 85
growth. see growth mind-set
prevention, 81
minimum viable products, 181
modeling
appreciation, 92
behavior, 71-74, 76-77, 191-192,
196, 202
engagement, 26
growth mind-set, 5, 46, 47, 49,
80-81, 202-203
mood, 72
motivation
definition of, 4
engagement and, 3-4
influence and, 71
tools for building, 202-204

negative feedback, 81
negativity, 28, 83
negativity bias, 5-6, 83, 91-92

optimism, 32

organization, 21

overuse, of character strengths,
150-161

parents, as project managers, 1
performance appraisals, 8, 42
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perseverance
character strength of, 47, 51-52,
81-82, 103
definition of, 99, 108
leader strength mapping of, 126
overuse/underuse analysis, 156,
158
personal engagement. See engage-
ment
personal influence. See influence
perspective
character strength of, 35-36,
50, 103, 194-195
definition of, 99, 108
persuasion, 74
planning, 21, 61-62, 63
planning styles, 176-183, 191-192
Platinum Rule, 14-15, 34-35, 74,
151-154, 195
positive focus, 5-6, 90-92
positive psychology, 6, 7-8, 29, 94
positivity, 83
power
exercise of, 71
of influence, 5, 70-73
prevention mind-set, 81
productivity, 25
professional standards, 36
project management
leadership and, 119-126
strengths-based, 5-7
Project Management Institute
(PMI), 2, 14, 36-37
Project Management Talent Gap
Report, 23
project managers
attributes needed by, 80
character strengths of, 30-36,
42-48
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project managers (continued)
definition of, 2-3
engagement and, 15-17, 25-27,
40, 194
as essential to success, 20
expectations of, 17-20
with growth mind-set, 84-89
influence building by, 73-80
job outlook for, 23
negatives of, 18-19, 21
others’ perceptions of, 19-22
parents as, 1
perspective on engagement of,
23-26
responsibilities of, 3-4
role of, 7-8, 14, 26, 47
skills needed by, 3-4
as specialists or generalists,
77-81
strengths opportunities for,
34-36
training for, 36-39
project motivators, 4, 8, 193-204
projects
failed, 22, 38-39
focusing on positives of, 49-51
making progress on, 48-53
success rates for, 22-23
prudence
character strength of, 33, 48,
49,103, 194
definition of, 100, 109
Pulse of the Profession Report, 22

reciprocation, 75

relationship management, 36, 38,
54-56, 61, 67

relationship managers, 134

ripple effect, 26, 71-73, 76-77
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scarcity, 75
self-managing teams, 44, 53
self-regulation
character strength of; 29,
30-31, 47, 54, 56-57, 103
definition of, 100, 109
leader strength mapping of, 126
Seligman, Martin, 111
signature strengths, 97, 131, 167
social intelligence
building, 15, 180, 195
challenge of, 194-195
character strength of, 34-35,
45-46, 49, 51, 63, 103
concept of, 14
definition of, 99, 109
overuse/underuse analysis, 158
weakness in, 148-150
social proof, 50-51, 75
specialized knowledge, 77-81
spirituality
character strength of, 30-31,
54-56, 101, 104
definition of, 100, 110
stakeholders, communication
with, 34-35, 183, 188
Standard for Project Manage-
ment, 37
steps-to-get-there planners,
182-183
strengths
See also character strengths
cultivating, 28-29
focusing on, 89-92
strengths-based project manage-
ment, 5-7
success strategies, 11, 40, 68, 117,
145,171
SWOT analysis, 91
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team-building exercises, 64-65,
107-108
team members
appreciation for, 65-66
building appreciation with,
95-108
disengaged, 38
feedback from, 198-202
input from junior, 196-197
meeting with, 52, 61-62
modeling growth mind-set for,
80-81
remote, 46, 63
teams
building strengths awareness
in, 143-144
character strengths in, 130-
145, 161-168
concentration of strengths on,
161-163, 166-167
integrating new members on,
26-27
joining existing, 41-69
roles on, 132-136
self-managing, 44, 53
undercover, 196
team vision, 60-61
teamwork
character strength of, 30,
47-48, 50, 52-53,56-57,
61-62, 69, 104
definition of, 100, 109
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implementation and, 66-67
leader strength mapping of, 126
overuse/underuse analysis, 157

temperance, 100, 109

tracking, 21

training, 36-39

transcendence, 100, 110

trust
building, 53, 61, 75-76, 197-198
lack of, 51

undercover teams, 196
underuse, of character strengths,
150-161

values, 92
VIA Institute on Character, 29, 30
video updates, 190
virtues, 97-98
vision
building shared, 45
team, 60-61
vision planners, 182
vulnerability, 197-198

weaknesses, 149-150
wisdom, 99, 108

zest
character strength of, 51,
59-60, 63, 65, 104
definition of, 99, 109
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Our mission is to connect people and ideas to create a world that works
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