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Employee Development:

A Case for Focusing on “Qualities” 
That Can’t Be Taught

By Bob Greenfield

A
    great deal of corporate education and

employee development focuses on

employees’ Skills or on what they can

Do, rather than on employees’ Qualities. 

For purposes of this article, let’s define a

few terms.  Skills are the techniques that

an employee uses to transact the day’s

work.  Qualities are the makeup of the

person and that which informs the posture

an employee bears while transacting the

day’s work.  Think about the distinction

between doing and being.  One does

planning or negotiation.  One is honest or

courageous.  Using a skill is an “act”. 

Embodying a quality is a “state” of being. 

Both skills and qualities are important.  My

purpose with this article is not to criticize

or attempt to expose as inadequate the

preoccupation with skills training.  Instead,

I want to suggest shifting our collective

focus towards a more balanced emphasis

on qualities.  

Businesses continue to invest heavily in

competency modeling and in defining the

different skills required to perform key

occupations including leadership and

management.  So we see emphases on

skills and disciplines like strategic thinking,

public speaking, negotiation, diplomacy,

finance and budget, communication,

delegation, etc., and we see leadership

and management development curriculums

designed to build these skills.  It makes

sense to do so.  There are many good

reasons why organizations focus on such

skills.  They are critically important, easier

to teach (than qualities), and there are

often objective ways to measure and

quantify how effective skills training is. 

That said, whenever I am within an

organization and ask, “what is it that

makes or distinguishes an effective

leader?”, these skills and competencies are

not typically the first things that come to

mind.  You guessed it.  It’s the qualities,

like integrity, courage, initiative,

presence, inspiration, and humility that

employees cite.

Can these qualities be “taught” or

“trained”?  I’m not sure, but I am not

optimistic that they can.  Yet, the fact

that something cannot be easily “taught”

hardly means that it cannot effectively be

cultivated.  Indeed, organizations can

cultivate, incentivize, and reinforce such

qualities.  How?  The same way leadership

actively cultivates anything else within an

organization’s “culture”.  By talking about
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desired and valued qualities.  By providing

mentoring and formal coaching.  By

incorporating desired qualities into formal

recognition and rewards systems.  By

ensuring that all promotions and bonuses

reinforce key qualities.  And by

institutionalizing them in the

organization’s stated core values.

Let’s take the quality of courage as an

example.  A trainer cannot “teach”

courage.  Learning about courage does not

make one more courageous.  Being

courageous is not simply a matter of being

better informed about what courage is and

how it shows up in a leader.  However, a

skillful mentor or coach can help another

party incrementally move the needle

towards increased assertiveness and

courage by engaging in an ongoing dialogue

about requirements for and opportunities

to demonstrate courage, choices made or

not made by the employee in question to

demonstrate courage and how those

situations turned out, and future scenarios

in which the employee may practice

adopting a more courageous posture at

work.  The distinction between “training”

or teaching and “cultivating” may seem

like a semantic subtlety, but I believe it

has profound implications for organizations

and employee development.  Training is

bounded in time; it is a discrete event with

a very near-term ending.  Cultivation is

continuous and ongoing, and allows for

processing and adjustment.  Skills can be

taught and developed in a discrete

workshop.  It seems to me that qualities

take more time to cultivate. 

An organization’s leadership can take at

least two additional steps to actively

cultivate a quality like courage within the

organization.  Sponsoring a wide-ranging

and ongoing conversation that explores

history (e.g., the downfall of talented

leaders, biographies of highly effective

leaders, etc.) and how courageous and

cowardly acts contributed to their results

can be very effective in seeding the

organization with more courageous

thoughts and increased inclination towards

courageous acts.  Another strategy for

cultivating key qualities is placing a

greater emphasis on “failure”; not on

judging it and blaming, but rather on

valuing and dissecting it.  All organizations

pay attention to failure, but rarely in a

constructive fashion.  We want to root

failure out, but beyond sending a clear

signal that the organization would like no

more (failure) please, how much do our

organizations really learn from failure? 

Failure points us to where and what we

need to learn and often has more to teach

us than success does about character-

enhancing qualities like humility, curiosity,

and emotional intelligence.  The strongest

teams and individuals put their failures on

the table and dissect them to ensure that

they will not be repeated.  Weaker teams

and individuals are too ego-driven or

insecure to do this effectively.  

For some of the same reasons that it is

easier to teach skills than qualities, it is

also easier to recruit and hire “skills”. 

Organizations tend to advertise for and

hire disciplines and skill sets, seeking out

the best pedigreed and credentialed

resumes available.  But soon after that

perfect hire is made and the honeymoon

ends, problems start to emerge.  When this

happens, it is unlikely that the lack of

necessary “skills” is the culprit.  More

often, it turns out that the ideal package

of technical knowledge and job skills is

having difficulty getting along with other

people, subordinating personal ambition to

the team’s mission, keeping an ego in

check, assessing and blending in with the

prevailing culture, or ultimately being

viewed by others as a valuable asset as a

PERSON.   Employees who struggle for

these reasons are often viewed, correctly,

as lacking enough emotional intelligence to

thrive in an organization.  In fact, at the

executive level, I have observed that
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leaders fail much more often due to low

emotional intelligence than because of a

lack of job-specific knowledge and skills.  

So, back to the key question.  What should

organizations endeavor to cultivate within

their workforce?  Here’s my list of

recommended Qualities to emphasize:

1. Mindfulness and presence.

2. Willingness to trust others and

share credit.  

3. The ability to inspire followership. 

Note that charisma is not a

requirement for inspiration.  Soft-

spoken integrity and stoic courage

are just as attractive as more

extroverted and charismatic forms

of leadership.  

4. Emotional Intelligence: the ability

to put one’s self in others’ shoes,

compromise, and manage one’s self

and ego.   

5. Curiosity.

6. Humility.  The absence of this

quality does more than any other

deficiency to impede the

effectiveness of employees at every

level.  When YOU matter more than

the success of your team, boss,

organization, or mission, the results

will always be inadequate, and

predictable. 

“Teaching” these qualities is at best very

difficult...but isn’t that precisely the type

of challenge that organizations should be

tackling with all the creativity they can

muster?  
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