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What’s Your

By Johann Mynhardt, SAU CEO

I’ve always thought of our head office as our own Superhero Headquarters. This is 
where most of our staff work tirelessly to deliver exceptional services to our brokers 
and policyholders. At SAU, our everyday heroes endeavour to use their powers for 
the benefit of our stakeholders.

What’s your superpower?
Some are already aware of what makes them unique, whilst others 

aren’t really sure. If you’re one of them, you might consider 
setting some time aside to discover your talents and 

strengths.

Why you may 
ask? According 

to decades of Gallup 
research into human 

behaviours, there is a 
compelling connection 

between strengths and employee 
engagement in the workplace. People who use their 

talents every day are six times more likely to be productive 
on the job. 

Those benefiting from work where they were able to maximise their strengths 
combined with a constructive feedback management methodology, not only 
benefit from a higher sense of engagement and greater productivity, but also a 
better sense of fulfillment and happiness. 

With this in mind, this edition aims to uncover what defines you: your superpowers. 
Maybe we’ll even help you discover some new ones.

Shine like the 
universe  is 

yours

Reference: http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/167462/employees-strengths-company-stronger.aspx
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Why are some people more successful than 
others? Leaving aside luck, which equates 
to confessing that we don’t really know, 
there are really just two explanations: talent 
and effort. Talent concerns the abilities, 
skills, and expertise that determine what a 
person can do. Effort concerns the degree 
to which the person deploys their talents.

Clearly, some people are both talented and 
hard-working, but there is often a tension 
between the two. Talent can make people 
lazy because they need to rely less on hard 
work to achieve the same goal. Hard work 
helps people compensate for lower levels 
of talent, which is why it’s quite helpful to 
be aware of one’s limitations. 

How talent management is changing.
But how much does talent actually matter? 
Nearly 20 years have passed since 
McKinsey introduced the idea of a war 
for talent, yet most organizations seem 
to struggle with their talent management 
practices. For example, a recent industry 
report by Deloitte based on over 2,500 
leaders from 90 countries showed that 
most employers are ill-prepared to tackle 
key talent identification challenges.

Furthermore, scholars have recently argued 
for a more collectivistic approach to talent 
management, suggesting that individual stars 

are less important than previously thought, 
and that overpaying them could harm team 
performance. In fact, many people assume 
that a team of stars is especially hard to 
manage and more likely to lack “synergy,” 
resulting instead in a collection of entitled and 
expensive prima donnas.

So should companies stop focusing on 
talent? Is talent overrated?
Not quite. Consider the following facts: 
A few talented people make a huge 
difference. This is one of the most replicated 
findings in management research. In any 
organization or group, a few people will 
make a disproportionate contribution to the 
collective output. 

Around 20% of individuals 
are responsible for 80% of 
the output and vice-versa. 
This Pareto Effect has been 
found in virtually any domain 
of performance. 

As academic reviews have highlighted, a 
Pareto effect illustrates the distribution of 
scientific discoveries, publications, and 
citations; entrepreneurial success and 
innovation; and productivity rates. In all 
these areas 20% of individuals (or less) 

tend to account for between 80 and 98% 
of performance.

Thus talented people – the vital few – are 
the main driver of a company’s success, 
and companies will see much higher 
returns on their investment if they devote 
more resources to the few people who 
are making a big difference, as opposed 
to trying to make the “trivial many” more 
productive.

Talent is easy to measure and predict. The 
science of talent identification is at least 100 
years old, and there are many reliable and 
legally defensible methods for identifying 
potential and predicting future displays of 
talent. Although most companies waste 
an enormous amount of time coming up 
with their own models of talent – a camel 
is a horse designed by a committee – they 
are over-complicating things. They would 
be better off consulting the vast body of 
scientific evidence in this field.

For instance, meta-analytic studies show 
that there are consistent personality 
attributes associated with top performers 
across all fields and industries. Most notably, 
the star organizational players tend to have 
higher levels of ability, likability, and drive. 

Matters Even 
More than 
People Think

Reference: https://hbr.org/2016/10/talent-matters-even-more-than-people-think
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Ability is in part domain-specific as it involves 
the technical expertise and knowledge that 
people have acquired in a field.

However, the key component of ability is 
learnability or the capacity to learn new 
things – it is a function of IQ and curiosity. 
Likability is mainly about emotional 
intelligence and people-skills, and these 
are pivotal to success no matter what field 
you are in. Finally, drive is the dispositional 
level of ambition – a person’s general 
desire to compete and the ability to remain 
dissatisfied with one’s achievements. And if 
you think this last ingredient of talent can be 
coached or developed, read on.

Even motivation may be considered a 
part of talent. Although motivation is often 
celebrated as a talent leveler – a malleable 
state that can be trained and enhanced 
at will – it is important to understand that 
it has a strong dispositional and genetic 
basis. For example, stable personality 
characteristics, such as neuroticism, 
extroversion, and conscientiousness, 
account for almost 50% of the measurable 
variability in motivation, which means any 
observable difference in people’s motivation 
can be largely predicted from a very early 
age. In addition, large meta-analytic studies 
in behavioral genetics suggest that around 
50% of the variability in those same generic 
personality traits is due to hereditary 

(compared to, say, 80% for human weight, 
and 90% for height). So while it may be 
easier to change your level of ambition than 
it is to lose weight, it’s not as easy as most 
people think. (And like with weight, people 
often manage desirable changes but only 
to revert to their previous level after a while.)

Besides, even though the remaining 50% 
of variability is due to environmental factors, 
many of these occur very early in life and 
we have not quite worked out how to 
influence them in a desired direction (even 
in adult life). This is why it is extremely 
difficult to transform a lazy and unambitious 
person into an intense and competitive 
individual, just like it is very hard to 
extinguish someone’s ambition when they 
are naturally very driven. That is not to say 
that you cannot coach or develop people 
to improve their performance. But the most 
effective interventions focus on helping 
people go against their nature, replacing 
toxic habits with more effective ones.

In short, talent matters as much or even 
more than people think. It is arguably 
more underrated than overrated. The only 
aspect of talent that is overrated concerns 
people’s evaluations of their own talents — 
most people are not as talented as they 
think, especially when they have none.
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If you want to excel at anything, it’s not 
enough to fix your weaknesses. You also 
need to leverage your strengths. When 
Albert Einstein failed a French exam, if he 
had concentrated only on his language 
skills, he might never have transformed 
physics. When J.K. Rowling realized that 
she was highly disorganized, if she had 
focused solely on becoming more orderly, 
she might never have honed her storytelling 
skills to write Harry Potter. And had Dennis 
Rodman worked exclusively on overcoming 
his weakness in shooting free throws, he 
might have never become a seven-time 
NBA rebounding champion.

Before you can leverage your 
strengths, you need to figure 
out what they are. People are 
wildly inaccurate judges of their 
strengths in a wide range of tasks 
and domains — from logical 
thinking and reasoning skills 
to math aptitude, and even in 
estimating their own abilities to 
recognize a funny joke.

If you want to recognize your strengths, 
you need other people to hold up a mirror. 
When you see your reflection through the 
eyes of those who know you well, you can 
begin to identify your most unique talents. 
My favorite mirror is called the Reflected 
Best Self Exercise, which is based on 
research by Robert Quinn, Jane Dutton, 
Gretchen Spreitzer, and Laura Morgan 
Roberts. It involves emailing people who 
know you well, asking them to write a 
story about a time when you were at your 
best, and then using the common patterns 
to create a portrait of your strengths. 
Many students and executives describe 
it as eye-opening; some even call it life-
changing. Here are the steps:

Choose your sources and seek 
feedback
Identify 10-20 people who know you well 
from different walks of life, and ask them to 

write a story about a time when you were 
at your best.

Spot patterns
Once the feedback arrives, look for the 
common themes that appear in multiple 
stories. Make a list of the themes, the key 
examples that support each them, and 
what they suggest about your strengths.

Create your self-portrait
Using this information, write out a brief profile 
of who you are when you’re at your best.

Put your strengths into action
Create an action plan for how and when 
you’ll utilize your strengths.

When selecting your sources, diversity is 
critical; the best sources are a mix of personal 
and professional contacts. Research shows 
that feedback is more energizing and 
actionable when it comes from a diverse 
group of friends, family members, colleagues, 
and mentors who can paint a comprehensive 
picture of your strengths.

When feedback backfired, it was usually 
because it lacked specificity. It may feel good 
to hear that you’re generous or creative, but 
it’s far more useful to hear about a specific 
situation in which you helped someone else 
effectively or generated a novel, practical 
idea. To learn about your strengths and 
the situations in which you’ve used them 
productively, you need concrete examples. 
That’s what makes these rich stories far more 
powerful than most 360-degree feedback 
exercises, where people rate each other in 
abstract, general terms. When the stories 
roll in, you’ll be surprised to see that some 
of your sources comment on strengths you 
didn’t know you had, and experiences you 
didn’t remember.

In fact, the stories are sometimes so 
revealing and exciting that people stop 
there. But if you don’t map out a plan for 
using your strengths, the benefits will fade. 
In one experiment led by psychologist 
Martin Seligman, people who identified their 

strengths were temporarily happier and less 
depressed, but the changes didn’t last. 
Only those who identified their strengths 
and then actively used them achieved 
sustainable psychological gains: over the 
next six months, they were significantly 
happier and less depressed. Similar 
patterns emerged in a study of job crafting 
that Amy Wrzesniewski, Justin Berg, and I 
conducted at Google with Jennifer Kurkoski 
and Brian Welle. Employees who worked 
on their strengths didn’t become happier 
or more effective. Googlers who planned 
out ways to adjust their jobs to incorporate 
strengths were able to attain significant 
gains in happiness and job performance 
over the next six months.

One of Oscar Wilde’s great lines read, “I 
don’t at all like knowing what people say 
of me behind my back. It makes me far too 
conceited.” If we only look in the mirror at 
our strengths, we may find ourselves falling 
down a slippery slope of narcissism. It would 
be fascinating to see whether weaknesses 
can be identified through a similar process: 
ask people to write a story about a time 
when you were at your worst, and create 
a plan for improving upon your flaws (or at 
least learning to manage around them).

I learned about the Reflected Best Self 
Exercise right around the time that I filled out 
that survey about my strengths. It dawned 
on me that instead of gathering feedback 
from other people about whether I was 
generous, I could tweak the process to 
become a bit more generous. I made a list 
of some people who had made a difference 
in my life, and started sending them stories 
about who they were at their best. It turned 
out to be a very meaningful way of thanking 
them for their contributions.

When it comes to assessing our own 
talents, we’re full of blind spots. If you can 
see yourself through the eyes of others, 
your vision will become less blurry. And by 
giving other people feedback about their 
talents, you might help their vision become 
clearer too.

A Better 
way  

to Discover 
Your Strengths
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ON THE LIGHTER SIDE OF SOME

SUPERMAN: SINGLE
BATMAN: SINGLE
SPIDER MAN: SINGLE

I get it now... 
I’m a superhero.

I’m so tired of the stereotype that 
suggests all women wear superhero 
capes when they go to the bathroom.

What is a superhero’s favorite part of the joke? 
The “punch” line! 
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