
Encourage people to be better at what they are already good

A freshman athlete in the local high school is a natural at baseball. He has an 
amazing swing, lightning fast reflexes and he plays well as part of a team. But 
there’s a bit of an issue -- he’s not a very strong swimmer. He doesn’t enjoy the 
solitary nature of the sport; it’s just him and the water. His turns are slow and his 
stroke is sloppy. He’s decent enough, but he will have to train very, very hard if 
he’s going to be a real competitor.

Why is his swimming ability a problem, you ask? While in high school, he’s 
hoping to improve as an athlete so he can earn a scholarship for college. What 
should he do? More importantly, what should his coaches do?

It’s so obvious; it’s almost a ridiculous scenario. The young athlete should focus 
on strength building. His coaches know they can more easily make a star base-
ball player out of him, so they will encourage him to quit swimming and focus all 
his time and energy on baseball. 

It’s so obvious, yet for some reason, we do the opposite at work.

Formal or informal, when our companies give us our performance reviews, they 
point out our “areas for improvement” (the politically correct way of saying, the 
things you suck at), then they offer us a development plan to get better at those 
things. In other words -- if you keep swimming, you’ll get better at it.
We can’t all be good at everything. This is partly the logic behind having a team 
in the first place, so each role can be filled with the person best suited for that 
role and together, every job and every strength is covered.

Smart companies are the ones that identify someone’s natural talent and help 
them become even better at it. The result is a highly motivated employee who 
feels like the company is really looking after his or her career. In return, they will 
reward the company with superior performance (partly because they're already 
good at what they're doing) and because they wants to do right by the com-
pany that is doing right by them.
If you want to lead, focus on your own areas of leadership. If you’re a great moti-
vator, then motivate. If you’re a great manager, then manage. If you’re a great 
organizer, then help others stay organized. If you’re a visionary, then talk about 
the things you can see. Identify your own strength, build on it and surround 
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yourself with people who are brilliant at all the things you’re not. What you’re 
left with is a team worth leading.

This article originally appeared in my  Logistics of Leadership column at 
askmen.com


