
1

Prescriptions for career success abound. “Follow your 
passion.” “Take on tough assignments.” “Make your 
boss look good.” 

Such aphorisms generally stem from conventional wisdom or personal 
beliefs, but it turns out that one has some solid backing from research: 
“Master the skills that others lack.” Korn/Ferry’s data analysis supports  
the idea that this as a pathway to success. However, digging deeper reveals 
some unexpected twists.

Within our library of sixty-seven competencies, the Leadership Architect,  
a subset stands apart. Dubbed “The Big 8,” they are a constellation of skills 
that are related to high performance at all organizational levels, but are 
rare—only 12 percent of executives count four or more among their 
top-tier strengths—and hard to develop. The Big 8 include: 

	 •	 Dealing	with	Ambiguity
	 •	 Creativity
	 •	 Innovation	Management
	 •	 Strategic	Agility
	 •	 Planning 
	 •	 Motivating	Others 
	 •	 Building	Effective	Teams
	 •	 Managing	Vision	&	Purpose

The first four of the Big 8 notably fall under the cluster of leadership 
competencies	called	Creating	the	New	and	Different.	The	final	three	on	the	
list	all	are	part	of	the	Inspiring	Others	cluster.	Creativity	and	Motivating	
Others	also	were	specifically	cited	by	global	HR	professionals	as	among	the	
top ten competencies that produce the greatest impact in the first six 
months of hiring in Futurestep’s 2012 Understanding the race for impact: 
Global talent impact study.	In	short,	the	Big	8	add	up	nicely	to	cover	 
generating an idea, puzzling out a strategy, planning to execute it and 
motivating others to work on it.

Given the critical importance of these Big 8 competencies, we set out to 
measure exactly how prevalent they are, and shine more light on their 
value in the workplace.

July 2012

The concept:
The Big 8 competencies  
correlate to better job  
performance. But only about  
12 percent of executives  
possess four or more  
of them as strengths.

Used to:
Identify the cream of the crop  
among high potentials and  
pinpoint areas for individuals  
to improve upon in order to  
become high-impact leaders.

Measured with:
Lominger’s Voices® 360˚  
assessment, using the  
Leadership Architect® library  
of competencies. 

Important because:
The emphasis this group of  
skills places on developing a vision 
for the future and motivating people 
to follow it practically screams 
leadership. Individuals who show 
strengths in four or more of them  
also see an across-the-board lift in 
assessment scores.

Which competencies within  
‘The Big 8’ are in low supply? 

 
http://youtu.be/DsM53PB58p0

The perspectives of a CFO  
master class
by Michael O’Callaghan and Chris Campbell
By George Hallenbeck

Proof Point  

‘The Big 8’ skills give lift  
to rare-air executives 
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How the Big 8 stack up

The research was based on a sample of 1,568 taken from Korn/Ferry’s 
recent global study of competency norms. To gauge how frequently  
individuals possess one or more of the Big 8 as a strength, we tabulated 
how often they were featured among the “top third” (i.e., top 22) of 360˚ 
assessments, which include feedback from bosses, peers and direct reports. 
Figure 1 shows a snapshot of the overall results.

What’s striking is that a majority of the population in corporations  
possesses none or only one of the Big 8 among their identified strengths.  
A very small number, just over 9 percent, possess four or more of the Big 8  
as	strengths.	No	one,	it	turns	out,	has	more	than	six.	

When the data is broken down by job level, executives are better  
represented in the four-plus category—reaching 12 percent, as compared to 
only 5 percent of individual contributors. This is indirect support for the 
status of the Big 8 as competencies that take a lot of time and effort to 
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Percentage of individuals with Big 8 strengths

 Figure 3

Big 8 and Career Stallers & Stoppers

Employees—including 
managers and 
executives—with four 
or more of the Big 8 
also showed higher 
ratings of some 
behaviors that are 
career derailers. 

Only a small percentage of the corporate 
population has mutliple Big 8 strengths 
in their top third competencies. In total, 
only 9.2 percent of employees have four 
or more as strengths.

 Figure 2

Big 8 effect on overall skill ratings

The small group of 
employees and 
executives with four or 
more of the Big 8 as a 
strength showed an 
overall jump in their skill 
ratings on the rest of 
the 67 competencies 
as well.3.58   0 - 3 strengths
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develop.	In	fact,	many	successful,	long-tenured	executives	will	tell	you	that	
they are never truly done developing such nuanced competencies as 
Strategic	Agility	or	Motivating	Others	–	there’s	always	room	for	improve-
ment.  

Next,	we	analyzed	whether	
individuals who possessed more 
of the Big 8 as strengths also 
received higher overall skill 
ratings. Figure 2 shows a clear 
demarcation point. When 
individuals possess four or more 
of the Big 8, overall skill ratings 
jump.	Conclusion:	More	is	better	
and strength in the Big 8 casts a 
“halo”—real or perceived—that 
touches other competencies as 
well.

A price to pay

We expected to see the reverse 
pattern when the Big 8 was 
plotted against the behaviors that 
can derail careers, referred to as 
Career	Stallers	&	Stoppers.	We	
hypothesized that the Big 8 
would vaccinate against career 
trouble.	It	turns	out	the	opposite	
is true. Figure 3 shows that at the 
same demarcation point of four 
or more of the Big 8 as strengths, 
Staller	&	Stopper	ratings	actually	
jump (i.e., get worse). 

This made sense upon further 
consideration. The competencies 
that make up the Big 8 hardly 
paint a portrait of timid, risk-
averse individuals who play by 
the	book.	Rather,	these	are	the	
traits of bold, think-different, 
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do-different characters who inspire themselves and others to greatness. 
Along the path to glory, there are always rocky spots—and some missteps 
can be ugly. Like the home run champion who also leads the league in 
strikeouts, the rare few who possess a significant share of the Big 8 tend to 
fly high into rare air, but might also fall hard.

Still, individuals who possess multiple Big 8 competencies are worth 
identifying and investing in. After all, they possess skills that are both  
rare	and	valuable	to	organizations.	Companies	just	need	to	be	prepared	to	
deal with the downs along with the ups, and then even out the bumps in 
the road by identifying the roles and opportunities that best fit their 
combination of gifts and singular style.

About The Author

George Hallenbeck	is	the	Vice	President,	Intellectual	Property	 
Development,	for	Korn/Ferry	International,	based	in	the	Firm’s	 
Minneapolis office. He has co-authored three books and numerous white 
papers and articles on talent management. He received his doctorate in 
industrial/organizational	psychology	from	Colorado	State	University.

About The Korn/Ferry Institute 
The	Korn/Ferry	Institute	generates	forward-thinking	research	and	view-
points that illuminate how talent advances business strategy. Since its 
founding in 2008, the institute has published scores of articles, studies and 
books that explore global best practices in organizational leadership and 
human capital development.

About Korn/Ferry International 
Korn/Ferry	International	is	a	premier	global	provider	of	talent	management	
solutions,	with	a	presence	throughout	the	Americas,	Asia	Pacific,	Europe,	the	
Middle	East	and	Africa.	The	firm	delivers	services	and	solutions	that	help	
clients cultivate greatness through the attraction, engagement, development 
and retention of their talent.

Visit	www.kornferry.com	for	more	information	on	Korn/Ferry	International,	
and www.kornferryinstitute.com for thought leadership, intellectual property 
and research.

© 2012 The Korn/Ferry Institute


