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By Sylvia Vorhauser  Principle of Talent Management Consultancy, Talent Edge

Professional development – 
Bringing out the best in financial planners

As a practice manager imagine all your conversations with your planners 
were positive. No criticism, no negativity, no weaknesses. What if you 
only focused on what was right, not what was wrong?

What would our personal and professional development plans look like? How 
would our performance appraisal discussions change? Could we help our people 
reach their full potential?

Traditional approaches to development in the financial planning industry have 
focused on fixing a problem, rather than achieving personal excellence. So how 
should leadership and people performance programs need to change to correct 
this imbalance?

Following is an exploration study on the practice of positive psychology as a 
professional development tool; why it can improve high potential planners and, 
when applied, how it can assist organisations to attract, develop and retain the best 
financial planners.

The paper will also help practice groups gain insights to the health of their 
organisational culture, explain the positive psychology formula and how it can be 
implemented in every day professional development techniques. 

Positive Psychology management
Positive Psychology, first coined by Dr Martin Seligman, is the new science 
of behavioural management of positive emotions, engagement and meaning 
for individuals, organisations and communities. One of the goals of positive 
psychology practice is to foster satisfaction, productivity and positive outcomes at 
work, look at human behaviour and the relationship between our state of mind 
and the impact on our work and lives.

Positive psychology management promises to change and improve the way that 
we work through:

❚  identifying and developing our strengths;

❚  building optimism and resilience; and

❚  working with others to bring out their best.
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Positive versus negative Psychology
Do you have the opportunity to do what you do best everyday? 

If you have answered ‘yes’ to this question you are one of a 
minority. Multiple studies show that we remember negative 
information most readily, and are better at recalling our 
weaknesses than our strengths. This negative hard-wiring is 
reinforced by the traditional corrective feedback that we tend 
to receive at work. Positive performance is taken for granted, 
while ironically, praise is most likely to produce change and 
enhance performance. Harvard Business School describes this 
as the ‘paradox of human psychology’.  

Since the 1950s, scientific studies have shown that we have 
more to gain by developing our strengths and natural talents, 
rather than focusing energy on our weaknesses. During school 
and university most of us were quite good at putting this 
finding into practice. We selected subjects that we were best 
at and choose a career path that matched our strengths. We 
invested some time and effort in subjects that we didn’t enjoy 
in order to gain an appropriate pass mark, but we managed our 
weaknesses rather than sink under them. 

Psychology in the workPlace
When we enter the workforce our focus tends to shift away 
from our strengths and training and development tends to 
target areas of underperformance. 

While you may have to manage your weaknesses in order to 
perform competently in your role, you can achieve the best 
results by putting more effort into your natural skills and 
talents. 

identifying strengths
To tap into your full potential, the first step is to identify your 
strengths. To do this, try gathering feedback from family, 
friends, and work colleagues. Once overcoming the natural 
reluctance to request positive feedback, it can be a rewarding 
and eye-opening experience. 

If the idea of asking your staff to request this sort of feedback is 
too uncomfortable or you don’t think it’s appropriate in your 
work environment, consider working with an organisational 
psychologist or coach. Using questionnaires such as the Myers 
Briggs Type Indicator, professionals help individuals tap 
into their personal preferences and understand their natural 
talents. 

Once they have pinpointed their strengths they are half-way 
there. 

aPPlying your Personal  
strengths at work
The next challenge is asking your staff to work out how to 
use their strengths and develop them at work. Think about 
how you are already using them in your role: do you have 
the opportunity to spend more time on this sort of work? 
For example, if you are particularly good at working with 
others and building teams, consider forming a team to share 
experiences and brainstorm better ways of working with 
your clients. If your employee’s strength lies in analysing 
information and developing solutions for clients, think about 
how you could use this to grow your business and achieve 
stronger financial results. You might be able to share your 
knowledge with clients, or identify unique opportunities and 
solutions that others miss.  

identifying weaknesses
The next challenge lies in other areas of your job that don’t play 
to your talents. These are the aspects of your job to modify or 
minimise. Can you apply your strengths to these activities, or 
can you work with a colleague to share responsibilities and 
play to each others strengths? Each individual’s solution to this 
challenge will be unique. 

Finally, seek out challenges that will enable you to stretch 
your natural talents further. According to Seligman, when 
our strengths and abilities are matched by challenge, we lose 
ourselves in our work and give ourselves the opportunity to 
perform to our potential.   

oPtimism, resilience  
and business growth
Optimism and resilience have also been shown to drive 
achievement and success. Research has demonstrated 
that individuals who are optimistic and resilient are more 
successful, personally and professionally. Defined as ‘the ability 
to overcome adversity’, resilience stems from the belief that 
one will succeed, or optimism.  

In a business context, optimists work harder and achieve greater 
success than pessimists. This theory has been consistently 
demonstrated in 29 out of 30 industries, the exception 
being law. Seligman speculated that successful lawyers may 
be more pessimistic by nature, as their role requires them to 
consider worst case scenarios and manage risk. Sales and client 
relationship roles have demonstrated frequently as optimistic 
generating roles across all industries, and are applicable to 
financial planning.

A pessimistic financial planner is more likely to view 
competition as a threat (how can I possible manage client 
expectations when my competitor is doing the same thing at 
a lower fee?). This can lead to a fear of rejection or failure 
and as a result, business development activities in their role are 
avoided or can lead to sub-optimal results. 

If we take the example of a financial planner who also manages 
business development in his or her role, it is those optimistic 
financial planners who are more likely to have confidence in 
their products and brand over their competitors (regardless of 
the efficacy of the competitor’s product), and self-confidence 

Happier People Happier Workers

are	healthier	 are	harder	working

are	more	successful	 make	more	money

are	more	pain	tolerant		 think	faster

live	longer	 are	more	successful

are	more	creative	 have	less	sick	days

are	more	sociable	 are	more	productive



	 Volume	2		Number	1		2007		 a	Financial	Standard	publication		

  39The Australian Journal of Financial Planning                                                                                                                     

	 a	Financial	Standard	publication	 	Volume	2		Number	1		2007		

in their ability to meet targets. This positive outlook supports 
their ability to perform, and equips these individuals with 
the resilience to keep going when they are faced with ‘knock 
backs’ and rejection. 

OPTIMISM: The bottom line
❚  Pessimists give up, optimists persevere.

❚  Top performing employees are up to 50 per cent more 
optimistic than average performers.

❚  Optimistic business development people outsell pessimistic 
people by up to 37 per cent.

❚  Extremely optimistic business development people outsell 
extreme pessimists by up to 88 per cent.

❚  Pessimistic business development people are twice as likely 
to leave their job than optimists.

❚  Extremely pessimistic business development people are 
three times more likely to leave their job than extreme 
optimists.

❚  Optimists are healthier than pessimists, have less days off 
work and live longer.

Seligman’s theory of Learned Optimism provides a framework 
for developing optimism and teaching individuals how to cope 
with and overcome setbacks. One simple technique is based on 
reframing your thought process using the Seligman ABCDE 
Model. Workshops or one-on-one coaching sessions can be 
used to develop resilience and optimism within your team 
using this method.

working with others  
to bring out their best
The principles of positive psychology can enhance the 
performance of those around us, in teams and as a leader. 

This can be achieved in three easy ways:

1. Create positive team meetings
Research has demonstrated that high performing teams 
share more positive emotions and ideas in meetings than 
their negative counterparts. Barbara Fredrickson, a leading 
researcher in Positive Psychology, demonstrated this result 
and found that the most positive, high-performing teams 
were also more fluid in generating and sharing ideas as a team. 
Fredrickson suggests that a ratio of 3:1 positive to negative 
statements in a team meeting is necessary to achieve this effect. 
Lower performing teams shared less positive statements, and 
were more constrained in sharing ideas.

 

2. Live positive leadership

As a leader, the ideal ratio of positive to negative feedback 
and reinforcement that you provide to your staff increases to 
5:1. That is, five positive comments to each negative comment 
appear to drive higher performance. 

Gallup Organisation has found that the successful manager:

❚  spends more time with their high performers;

❚  matches strengths to tasks and responsibilities; and

❚  emphasises individual strengths and capability versus 
seniority in making decisions.

The probability of success for managers with a strength-based 
approach was 86 per cent greater than for managers who 
applied a traditional development focus. 

3.Celebrate success
Finally, celebrating team and individual success will inject 
positive energy into the work environment and enhance the 
performance of those around you. In fact, there is evidence 
that ignoring positive results can be more damaging then 
highlighting the negative. We should aim to be ‘active and 
constructive’ when others choose to share their positive results 
and experiences. 

 

3:1
positive to negative statements 

is the ingredient for a 
productive team. 

3:1
positive to negative statements 

is the ingredient for a 
productive team. 

The Seligman ABCDE Model

Adversity	 The	setbacks	and	challenges	that	we	experience	in	life.

Belief	 When	we	encounter	adversities	they	set	off	a	belief,		
	 either	pessimistic	or	optimistic.		

Consequences	 Both	actions	and	feelings.	Pessimistic	beliefs	results	in		
	 negative	actions	and	feelings,	leading	to	D.	

Disputation	 Learn	to	recognise	and	dispute	your	negative	beliefs		
	 through	training	or	coaching.		

Energisation	 The	feelings	that	result	from	working	through	ABCD	and		
	 stimulate	positive	action.		

5:1
is the ideal ratio of positive to negative 

feedback to enhance 
performance. 

5:1
is the ideal ratio of positive to negative 

feedback to enhance 
performance. 

?
What’s for dinner?

?
That’s nice dear.

?
We’ll never see each other 

anymore. And won’t that put 

you in a higher tax bracket?

?
That’s great. 

Congratulations! 

Tell me all about it.

?
What’s for dinner?

?
That’s nice dear.

?
We’ll never see each other 

anymore. And won’t that put 

you in a higher tax bracket?

?
That’s great. 

Congratulations! 

Tell me all about it.

The Ideal Response
Seligman uses the following example to demonstrate the ideal 

active constructive response.

Your wife comes home and tells you that she was promoted today. 

You respond by saying . .
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the Positive Psychology Practice 
management checklist
Achieve your personal best

Describe your personal best  
❚  What skills do you use? 

❚  What situations do you work best in? 

❚  What is the unique contribution that you make when 
working with others? 

Identify obstacles 
❚  What roadblocks stop you from working at your best?

❚  What situations and tasks do you find most challenging?

Paint a picture of success 
❚  What do you want to achieve in your career?

❚  What opportunities will allow you to work at your best? 

Plan your attack 
❚  Prioritise next steps

❚  Consider your obstacles: overcome or remove

❚  Focus on using and developing your strengths

bring out the best in others
Recognise success
❚ 5:1 positive to negative comments drive performance

❚  Ignoring strengths is worse than focusing on weaknesses

Role model optimism
❚  Express belief in positive outcomes

❚  Skills + Motivation + Belief enhance performance 
outcomes

Lead positive team meetings
❚  3:1 positive to negative comments during a team meeting 

increases productivity

❚  Positive emotion enhances brainstorming activities

Develop a culture of trust and empowerment
❚  Give people ownership to achieve outcomes

❚ Be open to different ideas and approaches

❚ Encourage a ‘no-blame’ policy


