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    Book Presentation:

    Go Put Your Strengths To Work by Marcus Buckingham


    Book Abstract


    MAIN IDEA


    What percentage of your average work day do you spend doing those things which play to your personal strengths?


    When more than two million people answered this question, it was found only about 17-percent of people were able to answer that they spend the majority of their work days playing to their strengths. Everyone else seem to get sidetracked into activities which are unavoidably nonproductive. And this is despite the fact numerous studies of effective organizations have shown great achievers focus on capitalizing on their strengths rather than worrying about fixing their weaknesses.


    The challenge is to find more ways to put your strengths to work every day. It might sound impossible given your work constraints, but almost two people out of ten are already managing to do that. To join their ranks, there are six steps you need to take every day:
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    About the Author


    MARCUS BUCKINGHAM is the owner of his own consulting, training and e-learning company. After spending seventeen years with the Gallup Organization conducting research into workplace performance, Mr. Buckingham has become an author, researcher and speaker. He is the coauthor of First, Break All the Rules and Now, Discover Your Strengths. Mr. Buckingham speaks in person to more than 250,000 people around the world each year. He is a graduate of Cambridge University.


    The Web site for this book is at www.simplystrengths.com.


    Important Note About This Ebook


    This is a summary and not a critique or a review of the book. It does not offer judgment or opinion on the content of the book. This summary may not be organized chapter-wise but is an overview of the main ideas, viewpoints and arguments from the book as a whole. This means that the organization of this summary is not a representation of the book.


    Summary of Go Put Your Strengths To Work (Marcus Buckingham)


    1. Bust the myths – get your mind-set right


    You will be successful in putting your strengths to work only if you believe that capitalizing on your strengths is more productive than trying to fix your weaknesses. Move away from this remedial mind-set by confronting head-on the three myths that keep people locked into worrying about their weaknesses first.


    There are three myths which persist in the world of business, each of which has the potential to drain your personal effectiveness if you believe them:
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    To take each of these myths in turn:


    
      	
        Myth: As you grow, your personality will change over time.

        This is interwoven into the fabric of popular culture to such a degree around 66-percent of people believe it. Everyone loves the story of Scrooge in Charles Dicken’s A Christmas Carol who started off as grumpy and ended up as a totally generous and well-rounded individual.


        The Reality: As you grow and mature, you actually end up becoming more of who you already are.


        The truth is A Christmas Carol was just a nice story. As you get older, you don’t suddenly morph into someone entirely different. You don’t magically change your personality and take on strengths which were never there before. In real life, what you do early in your life is actually a pretty reasonable indicator of what you will achieve later in life as well. Your parents have more than likely had a pretty fair idea of what your strengths are since you were about five years old. The truth is:


        
          	As you get older, you’re probably going to get better at the things you’re already good at because you will enjoy practicing and honing these skills.


          	With time, you’re probably going to become a little more graceful and generous but your basic competitive instincts will still remain pretty much intact.


          	While life is a journey and you will hopefully make good progress, it’s extremely unlikely you will suddenly branch out into new areas which run counter to your current personal preferences. Instead, you’re far more likely to do more of the things you’re already good at.


          	It’s quite true we are adaptive by nature. All of us can get better at things if they are important enough. But that does not suddenly mean valleys become peaks. It simply means the valleys become less steep and the peaks become a little more evened out.

        

      


      	
        Myth: You will grow the most in the areas where you’re weakest.

        Around 61-percent of people believe this. Indoctrination in this myth starts in school. Most parents look at an F on a report card and tell their child they need to do something about that at length while they just gloss over all the As and Bs which are also there. The egalitarian concept that everyone should be well rounded and competent in everything runs deep in society.


        The Reality: You will always find growing in your areas of greatest strength to be easiest and the most fun.


        Contrary to popular wisdom, trying to get better at something you’re weak at is very hard work. By contrast, improving on what you already do well will be lots of fun and quite engaging. Because of your optimism and enthusiasm, you’ll leap forward when you’re operating in an area of personal strength. And if you’re doing something your peers value highly, you’re even more likely to be passionate about excelling in your areas of greatest strength. If you’re aware enough as a teenager to skew your activities towards your strengths, you’re laying a solid foundation for exceptional performance in the future.

      


      	
        Myth: Good team members do whatever it takes to help the team excel, even if they don’t like it.

        91-percent of people believe they should subordinate their own personal preferences for the good of their team. Flexibility and adaptability are much spoken about in glowing terms in the business world with the result most people believe they should be unselfish to a fault.


        The Reality: Good team members volunteer their strengths to a team the majority of the time so they can be effective contributors, and not merely dead wood.


        Smart team members want to be contributors. The best way to achieve that is for you to identify where your strengths lie and then figure out how to allow your team to take advantage of what you have to offer as much as possible. If everyone on the team can seek out others who specialize in one aspect of the project or another, the team can become highly competent and well rounded, even if some of the individual team members themselves are less so. When a group of people work together to take full advantage of each other’s strengths, impressive things can and will happen.


        Now admittedly it’s hard to get a team to function smoothly in the real world, but if people don’t take their own strengths seriously it becomes virtually impossible. It’s only when people are quite open about their individual strengths and weaknesses that it becomes feasible for the team leader to do things which will navigate towards strengths and away from areas of weakness. Good team members are not well rounded individually but they belong to a team which has a well-rounded set of skills and competencies to use.


        “Your journey toward living a strong life will be challenging enough. It will be nigh on impossible if you haven’t first convinced yourself that it’s a journey worth making. And the same applies to the people you work with. ‘Play to your strengths’ sounds so commonsensical that, when you say it, everyone happily nods his assent. And yet, most of us really don’t believe that we can live our life this way. To make this ‘sense’ more commonly held, you’re going to have to do your part in persuading those around you to see the wisdom of it.”


        – Marcus Buckingham

      

    


    2. Clarify what are your personal strengths in vivid detail


    Your personal strengths are those specific activities which you do consistently well to world-class or near-perfect standard. If you are to have any hope of pushing more of your time towards your strengths, you need to clarify what specific real-world activities constitute your strengths. This isn’t as hard as it sounds because normally your strengths will be those activities you know you’re already good at and which you passionately love to do.


    Your personal strengths will be a unique combination of:


    
      	Your talents – what you find innately easy to do.


      	Your skills – what you have learned to do well.


      	Your know-how – the activity knowledge you have acquired.

    


    There are four telltale signs of a personal strength which you can evaluate for yourself by considering a few key questions:
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    Simply put, your strengths will be those activities which actually make you feel strong when you do them. And equally, feelings of weakness will come to the fore when you’re doing things you’re not good at. As human beings, we naturally gravitate towards activities where our Is (instincts), Gs (growth) and Ns (needs) drive our Ss (successes). World-class success is not usually driven by diligent practice but just comes easily to those who have innate personal strengths in that field.


    The best judge of your personal strengths is you. Only you can identity which activities you love and which you loath or do merely to get paid. Only you can tell which activities make you feel stronger inside and which activities make you feel weaker. Only you will know which activities you’re drawn to and thoroughly enjoy doing so much you happily volunteer to do them. If you can capture your internal reactions to different activities and then do more of what you feel best at, outstanding performance can and will follow.


    If you’re like most people, however, you probably get so busy doing stuff you never really take the time to figure out where your personal strengths lie. If that’s the case, try keeping a running strengths and weaknesses log. This isn’t difficult. Just take two pieces of paper and head them up like this:
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      	Whenever you complete an activity you feel very good about, pause and record what you specifically were doing when you felt strong.


      	Try and write down two or three statements which describes what you feel good about doing in bright and vivid detail.


      	Capture those activities where you feel your best – when you are innovative, resilient and highly focused.


      	Keep in mind what you write down is important for you and not anybody else. Try and write down what moves you without giving any thought to what anyone else will think.


      	Be specific. What you write will have more punch if you go into some detail.

    


    Once you have a clearer picture of what you do best, you can then try and structure your week to do more of what you excel at and less of what you’re weak at. Imagine what your week will be like if you can fill it with your strong activities. You’ll feel invigorated rather than run down. You’ll feel like your creativity has been supercharged. You’ll achieve more than you would ever have thought possible.


    Many people look for some external verification of their strengths. The problem with that is nobody else can tell you what you’re feeling when you do something. Nobody else can state whether you’re exhilarated by an activity or bored to tears. Others can judge the quality of your output but they will have no idea what paths your thoughts are taking. So trust your own assessments, even if they feel highly subjective. Nobody else can do a better job.


    “Your challenge in the months and years to come can be summed up in the question: ‘How can I play to my strengths a little more this week than I did last week?’”


    – Marcus Buckingham


    “The most dominant themes of your personality will remain constant across time and situations. But these talents will manifest themselves differently according to the particular circumstances you’re facing. Over the years, you will be asked to take on new responsibilities. The danger is that you will allow your weeks to fill with activities that do not invigorate you. To combat this danger, twice a year pick a week and capture your emotional reactions to the activities of the week. To seize control of your time at work, you have to know what your targets are, what you want to push your time towards. This twice-a-year process will set your targets.”


    – Marcus Buckingham


    3. Find workable ways to free up your strengths


    Armed with knowledge of your personal strengths, it’s now up to you to make them relevant to your job. In practice, this usually means volunteering for teams where your strengths can find full expression. Nobody else is going to have as much interest in doing those things which harness your strengths as passionately as you do so take charge and become very proactive in positioning yourself advantageously.


    Once you understand what your personal strengths are in better detail, there are five distinct strategies you should consider employing.


    
      	Identify exactly where each of your strengths helps you in your current role – and then find practical ways to squeeze more of what is working into each day. You’re probably already using your strengths at times and the aim here is to systematically extend those periods. Take stock of where and how you’re presently using your strengths and think about what can be done to maximize those periods.


      	Identify and find the opportunities to leverage your strengths in your current role that you’re missing – and do something about it. You can be certain there will be some missed opportunities there which nobody is specifically stopping you from taking but you’ve never got around to it. Or you may be able to arrange to avoid doing things which require you to spend an inordinate amount of time not using your strengths. If that’s the case, get into action.


      	Learn new skills and techniques which will have the effect of sharpening each of your strengths – so they become more prominent and noteworthy. Perhaps you will benefit from some focused learning and training which will enhance your strengths. Identify some specific skills, sharpen them up and then convince your boss to let you employ those newly enhanced skills. This will earn you a reputation as someone who is not prepared to rest on your laurels but who wants to keep learning and improving.


      	Build your current job and align it more towards your strengths – by making your skills much more central to your overall job description. The organization you work for will always be interested in better, cheaper or more productive ways to get things done. Come up with some creative and new ideas which just happen to allow you to practice your strengths more of the time. This has the potential to be a win-win for both you and your boss. If you can provide measurable proof what you’re suggesting will add to the organization’s bottom line, your boss has to at least entertain the idea, doesn’t he or she?


      	Leave your current job and seek another position where you can better leverage your strengths – which is basically your strategy of last resort. It really shouldn’t come to this but if the situation is extreme and warrants it, then you really should be willing to leave your current job and seek something better. Make this your last option. Pursue all the other strategies first and more than likely you’ll end up being pleasantly surprised but if push comes to shove and your boss just won’t work in with you, then leave and find something better. The world beckons for those who know what they are good at and who have learned how to be highly productive.

    


    The first four strategies for putting your strengths to work can be summarized in this way:
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    If you get stumped for ideas on how best to find ways to free up your strengths, try going through these questions with a friend. They may be able to help you drill down a little bit more and come up with some concrete answers. Talking to a friend will also be helpful if you let yourself off the hook too readily. The scrutiny of a friend who knows you well may challenge you because they will be expecting the best. If you do decide to go with this peer review idea, there are a few things you need to tell your friend before you get started:


    
      	Tell your friend it’s OK to say no to any of the questions – because if they don’t stimulate any ideas, that’s fine. You don’t have to tick every box.


      	Ask your friend to grill you on specifics rather than let you get away with generalities. Get them to push you to articulate tangible actions rather than vague commitments. Your friend should spend a lot of time saying, “Yes, that sounds great, but what specifically are you going to do?”


      	Explain that you’re enlisting your friend’s aid to enhance your own performance and rise above the daily grind. He or she will probably relate to what you’re doing and may want you to reciprocate. Be prepared to do so. If your friend knows you well, he or she will push you. That’s exactly what you need to grow and ultimately excel.

    


    For the majority of people, the real challenge once you identify which work activities play to your strengths will be to expand the amount of time you spend doing them. What you’re trying to do here is to turn the best aspects of your job into more of the job you do week-in and week-out. To make this happen, you’ll need to establish a new routine which is both simple but substantial enough to move you forward.


    The most effective way to establish a new and improved routine is to orient your weekly planner towards maximization of time spent harnessing your strengths. A week is a good time to plan for this because it allows you to get down to some specifics. If you can have a “strong week” – meaning a week where a substantial proportion of your time is used up harnessing your strengths productively – you have a very powerful weapon in your battle to make maximum use of your strengths.


    It should only take about 15-minutes to plan your week. The steps to go through are:


    
      	Start by thinking about what percentage of your time last week was spent playing to your strengths. Draw a simple pie chart and then come up with what percentage of your time you used that way.


      	Next try and predict how much time in the coming week you will spend playing to your strengths. Admittedly this is only your own assessment but focus on getting progressively better at doing this week by week.


      	Identify two specific actions you will take in the coming week to free up more time for playing to your strengths. These two actions need to be specific and won’t probably be earth shattering but they should have the effect of creating more time to be productive.


      	Finally, identify two actions which you need to take in order to stop spending so much time on activities which do not play to your strengths. Again, go into specifics. Don’t put anything down you are not actually prepared to do. Remember you’re trying to create some momentum so think through what you can cease doing which is not helpful and then commit to going out and doing precisely that.


      	Do this every week, year after year.

        “You need to establish in your life a specific routine or regimen that is straightforward enough for you to do regularly but meaty enough to keep your time at work centered on and moving continually toward your strengths. You don’t need this routine because, lacking it, your strengths would shut off and stop working for you. Your strengths represent a constant and irrepressible force that demands expression. You need it because the world at large cannot be trusted to channel this force for you. The world is not concerned with you and your strengths as is as likely to encourage you to let your strengths run free as it is to place obstacles in your way; or tempt you down the wrong paths, paths that lead to confusion, frustration.”


        – Marcus Buckingham


        “There’s magic in the seven days of a week. When you are asked to plan for the next year, you may manage to define a few carefully calibrated goals: what you will get done. But you rarely take it down to the level of specific activities: what you will actually be doing. Even a month is too long a time frame to wrap your head around. Whereas, at the other extreme, days, hours and minutes are too disjointed to provide you any real momentum. Only a week strikes the perfect practical and psychological note. There’s just something quintessentially useful about the scale of a week. The seven-day week is one of the best weapons you


        

        

        
      

    


    

    

    

    

    

    
      	You will have a definite lack of success in that area.


      	Your instincts will be to avoid that activity as far as possible.


      	You won’t be interested in trying to improve your performance.


      	You won’t feel any sense of achievement on completion.

    


    

    
      	Stop doing the activity all together – and see if anyone important notices or even cares. Now admittedly you don’t want to get fired for doing this but it’s amazing how often nobody will even notice you’ve stopped doing something. With a bit of luck, you may well find the same kind of phenomena occurs when you stop doing whatever you don’t like. Most organizations are better at starting things than they are at terminating activities that no longer are needed. See if what you dread doing is a time waster that can safely be dropped without any problems.


      	Buddy up with someone who likes doing the activity you hate – and let them be strengthened by doing the very thing that weakens you. Of course, you’ll have to find someone who has distinctly different tastes and preferences to your own but that shouldn’t be difficult. If you can find just such a person and negotiate some kind of trade they will value, you can achieve a very powerful win-win situation for both of you.


      	Focus on one of your strengths – and gradually try to steer your job more towards your strength and less towards your weakness. Organizations always gravitate to whatever adds the most value. If you can keep so busy adding value by doing the things that you’re strong at that you have no time to do the things you hate, who will complain? Everyone agrees time and resources are limited and should always be directed where they will do the most good.


      	Try changing your perspective – and see whether your weakness looks better from a different point of view. This may be as simple as changing the time of day when you do this activity. Some people like to do their weakest activity later in the day when they feel strong and invigorated. Others will prefer getting the weak jobs out of the way as soon as possible. If changing the time of day doesn’t help, try and establish mental links between your weaker tasks and your personal strengths. For example, if you hate developing budgets but like being viewed as a team player, focus on how developing a new budget will ultimately help the team. Change your perspective.

    


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Conversation #1: The strengths chat


    

    
      	Articulate what you see as your first strength.


      	Give two or three examples of applying that strength.


      	Explain how that strength helps your work performance.


      	Repeat for two more strengths.

    


    

    Conversation #2: The “How can I help you?” chat


    

    

    Conversation #3: The weaknesses chat


    

    
      	Verbalize your first personal weakness.


      	Give two or three glaring examples of this weakness.


      	Quantify how this weakness impacts on your performance.


      	Repeat for two more weaknesses.

    


    

    Conversation #4: The “How you can help me” chat


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    Habit #1: Every Day


    

    Habit #2: Every Week


    

    Habit #3: Every Quarter


    

    Habit #4: Every Six Months


    

    Habit #5: Every Year
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