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1

Introduction

A ll of us would like to know the secret to great leadership. Well, 
 here’s the secret: It depends. It depends on what you are good at, 

what you are terrible at, and what you decide to leverage— those Hid-
den Skills that are in the  middle.

My name is Th uy (pronounced TWEE) Sindell. I’ve been an 
executive coach since the late 1990s, and I am also the president of 
Skyline Group’s Coaching Division. I’ve worked with hundreds of 
business leaders over the years, and this is my opportunity to share 
with you the patterns and themes I’ve observed and the ways I’ve sup-
ported leaders in their growth. I have a no- nonsense style, so you can 
expect the information in this book to be direct and to get you quickly 
on your leadership path.

My name is Milo Sindell. Th uy and I work together, have written 
four books together, and we are happily married. I head Skyline 
Group’s C4X Division, which is our hybrid technology coaching solu-
tion, as well as drive the direction and market position of Skyline. I’ve 
been consulting since the 1990s as well. I have worked at Intel and 
Sun Microsystems (now Oracle) and have founded two start- ups, one 
of which was acquired by another com pany. I have a passion for help-
ing leaders make an impact on the world. I wrote this book to provide 
a proven methodology for lifelong learning and professional develop-
ment to both current and emerging leaders.

We have worked in and for many major corporations— from hi- 
tech companies to insurance companies and  everything in between. 
We have helped employees to increase their eff ectiveness in various 
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2 Hidden Strengths

departments and in positions like engineering and sales. Across pro-
fessions and industries, we have noted certain patterns in  human be-
havior and, more important, consistent pro cesses for identifying and 
developing the right skills at the right time to get you to your next 
level. We are talking, of course, about your Hidden Strengths.

Research has shown that eff ective leaders evolve and grow through-
out their careers, whereas failed leaders get stuck in a pattern of 
overusing their strengths to the point of staleness.1 Our emphasis on 
the relationship between constant learning, increasing agility, and 
long- term leadership is not new. What is new is our system for creating 
a growth mind- set, identifying learning opportunities, and setting 
the stage for your ongoing professional evolution as an aspiring or 
current leader.

Many leaders and aspiring leaders usually concentrate on trying 
to leverage their Natural Strengths (the top 20   percent of skills) or 
minimize their Weaknesses (the bottom 10   percent). Our tendency 
as humans is to focus on the extremes. We boil things down to what 
we don’t do well and try to fi x them, or we rest on our laurels by rely-
ing too much on our strengths.

Let’s use Barbara, a  woman we worked with a few years ago, as an 
example. Barbara believed that if she could only “fi x” her weakness of 
being a poor presenter, she would be a great leader. Great leadership, 
however, depends on who you are, your environment, and what you 
are being called upon to achieve. Th ere is no one weakness you need 
to fi x to get there or one formula that works for everyone. Personal-
ized learning is the key. Th at’s why executive coaching is such a fast- 
growing solution to developing leaders.

What we have found in our executive coaching experience is that 
the most fertile ground for leadership and professional growth is the 
70   percent of skills that fall in the  middle of your range. Th ese are 
your Hidden Strengths; you are not great at them (yet), but you’re 
certainly not failing in those areas  either. Th is is where your Hidden 
Strengths are hiding out, waiting to be unleashed.

We want to raise  people’s awareness of their Hidden Strengths. 
Everyone has them, and everyone can develop them! We know from 
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 Introduction 3

experience that constantly identifying and developing your Hidden 
Strengths are the keys to  career and leadership development in  today’s 
evolving work environment. In this book, we share this highly eff ec-
tive results- oriented approach to leadership.

Imagine if you stayed locked in the belief that what worked well 
yesterday will work well  today— and tomorrow and the day  aft er that. 
You would eventually fi gure out that  doing what you always do leads 
to professional stagnation. Alternately, the Hidden Strengths meth-
odology shows you how to tap into your undeveloped skills for on-
going professional development throughout your  career.

Th e fi rst part of this book introduces the concept of Hidden 
Strengths and explores the im mense potential of this  middle range of 
skills as a source for continued growth. Th e second part is a guide to 
assessing and getting familiar with your Hidden Strengths, your Nat-
ural Strengths, and your Weaknesses. Th e fi nal part is a road map for 
determining which of your Hidden Strengths best supports your goals.

One last thing: Hidden Strengths is a book for leaders and aspiring 
leaders— basically, anybody who is motivated to learn more about 
themselves and how they can grow in their careers. We see leadership 
as a mentality. It involves being proactive about how you pre sent 
yourself to the world whether you’re an individual contributor, a 
 middle- level  manager, or a CEO. We work with leaders at all levels of 
an or ga ni za tion.

When leadership is a state of mind, you prime yourself to grow 
and succeed, no  matter your level or position. In other words, leader-
ship development is professional development. And at each stage of 
your  career, identifying and developing your Hidden Strengths are 
the means to unleashing the crucial leadership skills you already have. 
Th ere’s a gold mine of opportunity in the  middle!
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5

V PART ONE

About Hidden Strengths

Part 1 provides an overview of the Hidden Strengths 
methodology and why we believe it is a power ful way 

to optimize your continued leadership development. 
We explore the assumptions around the development 
of skills and set the groundwork for how you can 
transform Hidden Strengths into Learned Strengths at 
the top of your skill set.
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1
What Are Hidden Strengths?

When we are faced with a new challenge— playing a new game, 
building a new relationship, or getting a promotion—we usually 

rely on what we consider our strengths. And why not? Shouldn’t what 
has worked for us in the past work in the  future?

On the other end of the spectrum, however, we tend to get mired 
in futile attempts to fi x things and improve skills. Our glaring short-
comings become the most obvious targets for improvement. Why is it 
so easy to focus on the extremes— our strengths and weaknesses— 
and overlook the gold that lies in the  middle? Th is book is about what 
lies between what you are already great at and what you are inherently 
just not good at  doing: your Hidden Strengths. Th ese underdeveloped 
skills are your richest resources for growth.

In our experience working with hundreds of leaders, we have 
identifi ed twenty- eight skills that are necessary to achieve profes-
sional success (see Chapter  3). What we have also found is that for 
each person, these twenty- eight skills fall into three buckets: Natural 
Strengths, Weaknesses, and Hidden Strengths (Figure 1).

1. Natural Strengths (the top 20  percent): the abilities you default 
to because they come easily

2. Weaknesses (the bottom 10  percent): the things you are simply 
not good at and will probably never be good at

3. Hidden Strengths (the  middle 70  percent): the things you 
neither excel nor fail at
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8 Hidden Strengths

Despite being the largest pool, the skills in the  middle are oft en 
overlooked by  people who are too busy relying on their strengths or 
working on improving their weaknesses; that’s why we call them 
“hidden.” In reality, with focus and practice, Hidden Strengths are 
your most power ful tool for ongoing professional development. To 
succeed in a dynamic world,  people must continuously strive to in-
crease their abilities throughout their lifetimes.

Why Hidden Strengths?

Th e subject of strengths in both pop u lar and business culture has 
been a positive force helping raise the bar on personal and profes-
sional development. In Now, Discover Your Strengths, the book that 
ostensibly started the strengths movement, Marcus Buckingham 
and Donald Clift on2 defi ne a strength as a combination of the fol-
lowing:

Figure 1.  Th e Th ree Buckets of Skills

Natural Strengths
These are the abilities you
default to because they
come easily.

20%

These are the things
that you are simply
not good at and will 
likely never be good
at—even if you tried
every day for the rest
of your life.

Weaknesses

10%

These represent what you
neither excel at nor fail at.

Hidden Strengths

70%
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 What Are Hidden Strengths? 9

1. Your talents (natural traits or propensities)
2. Th e knowledge required (both content/classroom- related and 

experiential)
3. Th e skills (or steps) you need to actually do it

When these three components— talents, knowledge, and skills— come 
together naturally, we call it a Natural Strength (Figure 2). What is 
the likelihood of this occurring? Th e answer is about 20  percent—as in 
your top 20  percent of skills.

Understanding what you are naturally good at is very valuable in 
fi nding the right job or  career path. Th e more overlap there is between 
what you are required to do and what you are inherently good at, the 
easier your life will be. Conversely, fi nding yourself in situations 
where you are forced to rely on your Weaknesses— meaning you have 
no talents, knowledge, or skills— will make it much more diffi  cult to 
be successful in your chosen profession. From a job security and per-
sonal well- being standpoint, you should not be in a role that requires 
you to rely solely on your Weaknesses.

Figure 2.  Natural Strengths

Talents
Knowledge

Skills

Natural
Strengths
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10 Hidden Strengths

Understanding your Natural Strengths and Weaknesses is most 
relevant for determining job fi t. Awareness of these two extremes sets 
the pa ram e ters that allow you to fi nd your place in the work world. 
Where Hidden Strengths come into play is in the ongoing evolution 
of your  career. For the vast majority of us, the skills we are hired for or 
are naturally good at in a given role will not be the skills we will need 
to progress. So how do we remain agile and ensure continued profes-
sional development? Th e answer  here is by developing the rich pool of 
Hidden Strengths in our  middle 70  percent.

Developing Hidden Strengths is fairly straightforward. Anybody 
can do it! First, it requires identifying which of your skills fall in 
the  middle 70  percent range. You can fi nd a Hidden Strengths Self- 
Assessment to help you with this fi rst step at HiddenStrengths . com. 
Second, you must identify which of your Hidden Strengths you want 
to focus on (there will be many to choose from!), depending on your 
professional goals. Th ird, with practice and focus, you can begin to 
develop those Hidden Strengths and move them from the  middle 
70  percent to the top of your skill set.

Take this example: Jenny is an individual contributor in the Fi-
nance Department. She has a natural talent for Infl uencing  Others, but 
she has never had the opportunity to use it. To unleash this Hidden 
Strength, she needs the knowledge and skills to reveal it. But what if 
her boss never gives her the opportunity to lead? Because she is not 
familiar with the existence of this Hidden Strength, she may never 
ask for leadership responsibility. Resulting in a lost opportunity to 
grow into a leadership role.

Here’s another case to consider: Reese, a  middle  manager in a pa-
per factory, is intent on moving up the  career ladder. At the moment, 
his Natural Strengths seem to be well aligned with his job, but he is 
ambitiously focused on what comes next. He takes the Hidden 
Strengths assessment and discovers that Infl uencing  Others is one of 
his Hidden Strengths. He sees how this skill would be helpful if he 
 were to be promoted to regional  manager, so he takes the time to 
learn about it and practices developing it. Unfortunately, infl uencing 
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 What Are Hidden Strengths? 11

 others doesn’t come naturally to him— it’s not a talent— but with time 
and experience, he develops the knowledge and skills to be quite in-
fl uential. Infl uencing  Others becomes a Learned Strength for him, and 
by practicing on the job, he has proven to his boss that he’s ready for 
more leadership responsibility.

Unlike Natural Strengths, identifying and transforming your 
Hidden Strengths into Learned Strengths are actions you control and 
drive. You decide how to evolve, grow, and change to meet the de-
mands of the world around you. We look at this as not only empower-
ing but exciting! Even if the stars don’t align and endow you with all 
the right Natural Strengths, you can still become a leader and top per-
former in your chosen fi eld. Th e fi rst critical step is an awareness of 
your Hidden Strengths.

The Risk of Focusing on Weaknesses

Th e problem with focusing on weaknesses is that it takes a tremen-
dous amount of eff ort to move the needle to a point where you can 
demonstrate improvement. Using economic terms, the investment 
in resources (i.e., time, dollars, and energy) and opportunity costs 
(i.e., not focusing on other skill development opportunities that yield 
higher returns quicker), result in a negative return. We suggest a 
ban dage approach for managing your Weaknesses: avoid or delegate 
them if you can, or learn to do them adequately if you must, knowing 
full well you might never be great at it.

Your environment oft en dictates that you build certain skills, 
even if you are terrible at them and there is no hope that you will ever 
excel. For example, if you are a CEO of a publicly traded com pany and 
you are horrible at giving pre sen ta tions, you don’t have the luxury of 
delegating this kind of responsibility. In this case, you will have to 
learn to speak publicly with a minimum level of competence.

You should invest the necessary time and energy to become profi -
cient, but you shouldn’t try to turn your weaknesses into strengths. 
In some cases, this will never happen, so just accept it and move on. 
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12 Hidden Strengths

Spend only as much time and eff ort on it as you need to so you can 
focus on other, more fruitful endeavors.

One of our clients, Nicolas, was a great or ga nizer and  manager of 
very complex projects and problems. He knew where to get the right 
 people and resources and how to or ga nize them to get the job done. 
Planning and Or ga niz ing and Leading Implementation  were the Natu-
ral Strengths that he consistently depended on. Nicolas was tasked 
with building a world- class team. His  manager wanted the most expe-
rienced industry leaders in product management to want to work for 
him. Th e problem was that  people perceived Nicolas as an execution 
machine who lacked vision and was too focused on results. He oft en 
alienated  others along the way.

Th e challenge for Nicolas was to evolve from a leader who was 
known for getting things done whether or not his team felt good about 
it to a leader who was more inclusive. He also needed to be more of a 
product visionary and to communicate his strategic thinking more 
eff ectively.

Nicolas’s lowest score was on Inspirational Vision; he couldn’t see 
more than two years out. He also lacked technical expertise because 
he was not an engineer, and he didn’t have the strong connection to 
the industry that his  manager and peers did. He would need to spend 
a lot of time and energy honing his technical skills and building a 
stronger network of thought leaders to get marginally better at these 
skills. It didn’t make any sense to focus on them. We encouraged 
Nicolas to let go of trying to develop his weakest skills and instead 
work on three of his Hidden Strengths that could be more rapidly 
learned and applied: Leading  Others, Verbal Communication, and Stra-
tegic Th inking.

Within a few weeks of focusing on Leading  Others, Nicolas 
strengthened his ability to recruit top- notch  people. At fi rst, Nicolas 
did not want to hire  people whom he perceived as more talented or 
skilled than he was; he was afraid it would highlight his own short-
comings. Once he got over that fear, however, he was able to make 
much more eff ective hiring decisions. Nicolas took the time to thor-

501-60475_ch01_1P.indd   12501-60475_ch01_1P.indd   12 1/21/15   2:32 PM1/21/15   2:32 PM



—-1
—0
—+1

 What Are Hidden Strengths? 13

oughly screen prospective new hires. He carefully onboarded and 
integrated them to ensure they became productive quickly. He devel-
oped pro cesses to help them hone their skills to fi t the needs of the 
or ga ni za tion. Finally, he provided ongoing feedback, mentoring, and 
coaching. Over time, with his help, these employees became valuable 
contributors to the com pany.

Nicolas also focused on growing and leveraging his Strategic 
Th inking and Verbal Communication to counterbalance his lack of 
Inspirational Vision. He learned how to reframe his projects and de-
cisions as if they  were a chess game. If he thought of the end goal 
one year from now as the equivalent of check and checkmate, he 
could identify the moves he needed to make now and in the  future 
with an eye to the resources he had at hand. His deployment of these 
Hidden Strengths along with his Natural Strength of Planning and 
Or ga niz ing made it possi ble for Nicolas to give his team and cowork-
ers the opportunity to be involved, feel included, and understand his 
procedures.

We have also worked with many great leaders who  were the op-
posite of Nicolas. Th ey  were excellent at getting  people fi red up and 
excited about their visions. Th ey naturally defaulted to rallying 
employees around what was possi ble. However, they  were horrible at 
presenting details, planning, and or ga niz ing the work that needed to 
be done to realize the vision. Th ey rightly ignored developing their 
weaknesses and instead delegated the planning and details to the 
managers who reported to them (who  were much more analytical) 
and to their assistants (who  were much more or ga nized). To better 
bridge the gap between Inspirational Vision and Eff ectiveness, they 
built their Hidden Strengths of Teamwork and Collaboration and Part-
nering and Relationship Building, focusing their time and attention on 
developing the strategic relationships that  were necessary to get the 
job done.
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14 Hidden Strengths

The Risk of Overrelying on Strengths

Th e problem with relying on our Natural Strengths is that it can lead 
to stagnation. We all unconsciously default to the skills that come eas-
ily to us, but always relying on a par tic u lar set of skills— even if you’re 
great at them—is not enough to stay on top. It is a potential dead end. 
Your agility in evolving your abilities to meet an ever- changing envi-
ronment will be the hallmark and foundation of your success.

If agility leads to success in  today’s business environment, then 
rigidity and overreliance on current strengths must be avoided at all 
costs. It would be so much easier if we could just stick with what we 
do well  today for the rest of our lives. But research shows us that to 
be eff ective, leaders must constantly adapt to their changing environ-
ments. Th ose who don’t adapt eventually see their strengths turn into 
weaknesses through overuse.3 In fact, leaders who lack the insight, 
ability, and willingness to evolve will fi nd that their environment pro-
vides the most damning feedback in the form of  career stagnation or 
ejection from their roles.

James was one of our executive coaching clients. He wasn’t great 
at listening, but he wasn’t terrible at it  either. He found that focusing 
on this skill set was a waste of his time because he knew exactly what 
it meant to display Listening skills, such as making eye contact, check-
ing for understanding, and paraphrasing for clarity. We pointed out to 
him that although he knew the skills, he didn’t demonstrate them most 
of the time. He only did it when the stakes  were high or when there was 
a se nior leader in the room, but not with his peers and direct reports.

James’s story is an example of how we oft en “pooh- pooh” the ob-
vious things that hold us back from being even more amazing: our 
Hidden Strengths. He was faced with the decision to develop his Lis-
tening skills or risk not getting promoted because  people didn’t like 
to work with him. Unfortunately, however, this knowledge failed to 
translate into behavior, and it continued to undermine his eff ective-
ness with his peers. Why would James sabotage his  career instead of 
developing a skill he could easily turn into a Learned Strength?
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 What Are Hidden Strengths? 15

Consider another example: Bill was a  manager in a large manufac-
turing com pany. His work oft en involved managing complex projects, 
and he became  adept at assembling and leading teams. His Assertiveness 
and technical know- how  were his strongest leadership attributes. At 
his level in the or ga ni za tion, he was considered trustworthy. Not 
surprisingly, se nior management swift ly spotted his talent. He was 
moved to headquarters for a job rotation that would be good prepa-
ration for further  career advancement.

Unfortunately, things started to unravel when Bill was at head-
quarters. Naturally, he relied on his current strengths, but the head 
offi  ce was po liti cal, and Bill soon found that his straight talk hit many 
wrong notes. He received feedback that he didn’t seem to fully under-
stand the nuances and complexities of situations and was encouraged 
to develop better skills for Or gan i za tional Awareness. Bill tried to curb 
his directness, but he was never able to adopt his superiors’ po liti cally 
savvy behaviors. He strug gled with his values and never came around 
to accepting that the politics  were what they  were. Instead, he shunned 
them with his forthrightness in public forums.

Bill stayed with the com pany, but he never advanced in his posi-
tion. His rigidity prevented him from navigating the politics. He 
resisted growing his Hidden Strength of Or gan i za tional Awareness. 
Although he was good at being direct and making sound technical 
decisions, he needed to fi nd the time and place when  people  were 
more apt to listen. In addition, he had to be mindful of the or gan i za-
tional history of the com pany and learn how to help  others save face. 
Th e development of strong Or gan i za tional Awareness skills would 
have made Bill more trustworthy at both se nior and lower levels of 
the or ga ni za tion. With that trust, he may have had the opportunity to 
infl uence the or ga ni za tion and even shift  the politics, but he couldn’t 
embrace adapting his behavior to work within the system.

You have probably met more than one failed leader like Bill in 
your or ga ni za tion. His story illustrates perfectly how diffi  cult it is for 
leaders to fi nd a balance between the skills that got them to a certain 
level and the agility necessary to learn new skills. It is risky to assume 
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16 Hidden Strengths

that the professional skills that got you where you are  today will keep 
you  going for the rest of your  career. Th e consequences of stagnation 
are all around you. Golf courses around the world are full of un-
evolved leaders who  were invited to leave the world of industry.

The Reward of Focusing on Hidden Strengths

As you are probably fi guring out by now, the rewards of focusing on 
Hidden Strengths are continued professional development and  career 
advancement. Knowing your Hidden Strengths is the key to identify-
ing and growing the right skills at the right time for success.

Most leaders start their careers as strong individual contributors 
who demonstrate profi ciency in their area of expertise and are re-
warded with more responsibility— namely, management. In most 
companies, saying “no” to increased responsibility is a  career killer, so 
despite  little experience, interest, or demonstrated skills in managing 
 others, strong individual contributors fi nd themselves in positions of 
leadership. For the most part, these new leaders are able to learn on 
the fl y, use traits they are naturally good at, and eff ectively survive 
each successive promotion. But the problem with this model is that 
sooner or  later, even the most adaptable, highly skilled technical lead-
ers reach a point where they can no longer rely solely on their Natural 
Strengths. Long- term success as a leader requires the ability to learn, 
adapt, and grow with each new challenge brought on by new promo-
tions, projects, and demands.4

Whether or not you choose a formal leadership path, to be suc-
cessful, you must use  diff erent skill sets at  diff erent stages of your 
 career. Th is is an absolute certainty. No  matter what your job is, the 
world around you is dynamic. New challenges will emerge, and ad-
aptation requires developing new skills and drawing from new per-
spectives. Optimizing the right Hidden Strengths at the right time is 
what leads to ongoing growth. In our experience, the very foundation 
of professional and leadership development is constantly identifying 
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 What Are Hidden Strengths? 17

and developing Hidden Strengths. Th at is what led to Alice’s success. 
Here is her story.

Alice is the founder and CEO of a start-up that has just been rec-
ognized as one of the most innovative companies in the country. 
Th roughout her  career from soft ware engineer to entrepreneur and 
CEO, her focus has been on achieving her goals, while at the same 
time paying attention to those around her.

Early in her  career as an engineer, she observed the leaders in her 
or ga ni za tion, examining their  career paths and leadership qualities. 
She compared them to the employees who remained individual con-
tributors and saw that the most successful individual contributors 
 were the ones who honed their skills. Th ey  were naturally good at 
what they did, and their aspirations centered on becoming the best 
they could be in their chosen fi eld. Conversely, those who success-
fully moved into leadership positions embraced the need to adopt a 
range of skills beyond their technical competencies. Th ey learned to 
adapt to changing situations as greater responsibilities presented 
themselves and as new operational challenges emerged.

Alice regularly sought feedback and opportunities from mentors 
and leaders she respected to determine new skills that needed to be 
developed. Her evolution from soft ware engineer with the technical 
skills of problem solving and being detail oriented began with devel-
oping a broader range of hidden leadership strengths like Flexibility 
and Entrepreneurship. Alice credits her success as a leader to her abil-
ity to challenge herself and transform these Hidden Strengths into 
Learned Strengths.

Th ere is no doubt that our world is getting more complex and in-
terconnected.  Everything is evolving to be bigger and faster and to 
include greater interdependencies. Th is shift  is not likely to slow 
down. Your ability to adapt to an ever- changing environment is criti-
cal. More than anything  else, you must be agile

Th e modern workplace is one where your ideals and aspirations 
for the perfect job, perfect fi t, perfect boss, and perfect culture collide 
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18 Hidden Strengths

with the real challenges of poor leadership, tight resources, compressed 
deadlines, and the need for you to stretch your professional abilities 
every day. Identifying and developing your Hidden Strengths involve 
a realistic you- driven approach to meeting those challenges. It is 
about proactively developing the necessary knowledge and skills to 
achieve your goals, taking control of your  career, and showing the 
world you have what it takes to evolve and thrive in  today’s workplace.
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