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When I wrote a paper about numerous assessments in February, I was puzzled about the StrengthsFinder and the VIA-IS test results. I inquired and tentatively answered as follows:

What about everybody having a top 5? Does that make everybody with the same top 5 equally strong? Having a strength as measured by the StrengthsFinder 1.0 or VIA-IS does not necessarily mean a person is equipped to effective utilize that strength. The person may lack the skills, knowledge, or experience to do so. Therefore, while having a strength may be important to obtain the right “fit”, the person might not be as equally qualified as a person who does not appear to be the right fit. Nonetheless, it has been proven that it is far easier to provide the skills and knowledge training than to try to change a person’s style or underlying strengths.

How can the members of a group be compared with other members of the group? For example, in viewing a group of applicants for a job that has been profiled as needing a high degree of one strength or another, how do the assessment results help the employer choose? The Clifton StrengthsFinder 1.0 results obtained online would not be very helpful if two people had approximately the same profile of 5 Key Strengths, as no scores are reported. Whether the consultant version not available to the general public would have this information is unknown, but I would expect so. The VIA-IS reported percentiles might be useful in comparing one person versus another.

Recent Learnings:
A further question was raised concerning the correctness of the Lominger perspective that the blueprint for enduring success at the top was dependent upon it “6 Qs of Leadership”. An apparent conflict exists with the Gallup Organization literature which asserts that talents are innate and don’t change over a lifetime, but rather as we age, we become more of what we already are. Lominger, on the other hand, believes that selection of future executives is inexact by focusing on things that don’t change much, such as IQ, because what occurs after selection has as much or more impact on long-term worth as anything that has gone before. And the reason cited is the “learning agility” or LQ of some people versus others. 
I believe this apparent conflict and the initial queries are reconciled by the most recent book by Marcus Buckingham, Go Put Your Strengths to Work: 6 Powerful Steps to Achieve Outstanding Performances (2007). He reiterates that talents do not change much over a lifetime. However, he distinguishes between talents and strengths. Strengths are a combination of talents, skills and knowledge, with the latter two learnable. A strength, according to his latest definition, is an activity that makes you feel strong – things you do consistently and near perfectly. He then lays out a process for you to identify your strengths by examining your actual activities, rather than relying on any assessments.
Thus, many people may have the same talents, but they might not have had sufficient education, training or experience to develop the skills and knowledge to develop actually, actionably strengths. This supports my first conclusion.

Selection of candidates based solely on the assessments would thus also be foolish, as you will also need to evaluate the candidates’ education, training and experience to see if they have had the opportunity to develop the skills and knowledge to have the talents grow into strengths. Further, past success, particularly in a variety of settings, will help the employer get a sense of the candidates’ learning agility (or lack thereof which may have derailed the candidate in a past position).
Lastly, this distinction between talents and strengths may reconcile the difference between the Lominger and Gallup approaches – at least as far as executive selection is concerned. Lominger promotes a variety of experiences in a potential future top executive to build his or her expertise. Lominger differs in its approach of evaluations based on finding the weaknesses and giving the employees support and training in strengthening those for the development of future executives. The Gallup Organization, on the other hand, appears to stress building on the strengths, moving people to positions where they can use their strengths more and restructuring positions to use one’s strengths more. 
Buckingham in his new book pays more attention to managing your weaknesses than in previous books and continues to put more emphasis on the team having the “well-roundedness”, as compared with having all well-rounded team members. Thus, there is some reconciliation between the two camps, but not total.
I personally lean toward the Gallup/Buckingham position, but that would not invalidate the usefulness of the Lominger CHOICES ARCHITECT assessment.
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