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Leadership icon Stephen Covey, author of "7 Habits of Highly Effective People," talks to Vistage 
about what to do when employee performance is lagging, and how to unleash tremendous 
potential in new hires.  

Q: How do you measure the engagement of your workforce in relation to your leadership 
abilities? When performance is lacking, it is always a leadership issue or an employee 
issue?  

When performance is lacking; look to leadership. The best leaders build a culture of 
empowerment—a culture that affirms and releases the potential and energy of people, backed 
by the right systems, structures and processes. If people are not engaged or performing, 
leaders need to evaluate their leadership. Are they leaders with moral authority or leaders only 
operating from their formal authority? Leaders with moral authority are servant leaders, they 
have a clear mission of purpose and lead by example, living according to values that are based 
on principles. Principles such as fairness, honesty, integrity, respect, trustworthiness, continual 
growth and development, and others are universal and timeless. 

Leaders need more than strategy and goals. They need to first build a culture that consistently 
communicates the worth and potential of people and build complimentary teams where you 
build on your strengths and organize to make your weaknesses irrelevant. Once you put this in 
place, people can engage in the strategy and goals, and will commit to clear measures of 
accountability. They not only will want to be accountable but they will want to make their 
greatest contribution and make a lasting difference. 

Q: In uncertain economic times, how can you create your own career opportunities or 
expand the value of the position that you currently have (particularly if it's not your ideal 
job)? 

The key to succeeding in your career is thinking in terms of being a solution and making a 
contribution. Every employer has either problems they need solved or opportunities they need to 
realize. Think in terms of "how can I be a solution to these problems or opportunities." You have 
to pay the price to know the business or the goals of the organization and how you can make an 
impact. Then you need to understand what kind of contribution you can make. Contribution is 
about finding a sense of purpose and fulfillment in your work. Being solution-minded and making 
a contribution are very different from filling a job description and collecting a paycheck. It's about 
really being purposeful and seeing your work as a calling. When you work with this kind of 
approach, your value will increase, your influence will increase, your sense of fulfillment and 
satisfaction will grow—and you will create new opportunities for yourself and others. 

Q: If all or most of the high performers are already engaged, is it just the low performers 
left in the talent pool? 

There is tremendous talent out there. And there is tremendous potential out there that hasn't 
been unleashed. Whatever means you use, you have to be able to get down to the people side 
of things, what they are passionate about, what they are willing to volunteer themselves to. You 
see you can buy someone's hand and but you can't ever buy their mind or their heart. They 
have to volunteer that based on their passion, talents and what excites them. You have to see if 
a person is a right fit, even though they might have great credentials or qualifications. We have 
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to tap into people's passion, talents, skills and their desire to make a contribution; until we do 
that, we are only getting a fraction of performance from them. 

Here is a question to ask in any interview: From your earliest memories, what did you do well, 
that you loved doing?  

From that question you see into their heart and mind—you will sense what their voice is, who 
they truly are, what they are capable of and what kind of contribution they can make. I also 
suggest you do that with your employees to determine how you can best empower them to 
make their best contribution. 

Q: In seeking quality candidates for support positions, where are they hiding? 

Those platforms are relevant and important technologies to match people to job listings. 
However, you must go much deeper than that. You really have to get deeper into the people 
side, to see if they are a right fit for your organization, to understand their competence and 
character. In addition to having the right technical or professional skills, you have to know if they 
have the right leadership skills, if they approach work with a solution mindset, if they are 
proactive and resourceful, and if they are passionate about making their unique contribution. In 
other words, do you understand someone's voice? People who have found their voice are not 
only employees but they are solutions to an organization's greatest needs. They are filled with 
possibilities. They are leaders who are engaged in making a contribution not just collecting a 
paycheck. And, equally important, they can work with team members in a way that inspires 
others to find their voice and make their contribution.  

Click here for more resources from Franklin Covey.  
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