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who have the knowledge and under-
standing of the requirements of the 
job role. This tool helps the immediate 
manager fully understand the require-
ments for successful performance in a 
certain job. It identifies the characteris-
tics needed for success from the point 
of view of the manager.

The Kolbe A result and C result are 
compared to identify the similarities 
and differences in how the person 
is instinctively performing and how 
close those results are to the manager’s 
requirements. Here too, large differ-
ences between the Kolbe A results and 
Kolbe C results can lead to points of 
stress, frustration, and lost productiv-
ity. The B and C results are compared 
to identify whether the individual and 
the manager are viewing the role in 
the same way.

Contemplate for a moment the 
following results from a human re-
sources director.

Notice that in two of the four 
Action Modes the employee is expe-
riencing stress (a difference of four 
or more in any mode indicates real 
stress on the job). The employee—the 
director of human resources who is 
developing a policies and procedures 
manual for the human resources 
department—knows that right now 
the task is to build some consistencies 
and structure within the organization. 
The HR director must be consistent in 
dealing with employee issues, but the 
director’s personal instincts prevent 
that. So this specific task is antitheti-
cal to the instincts of the director.

This director currently is not 
making a best effort, and in fact, the 
director senses that best efforts are 
not required now. The project is also 
taking much longer to complete than 
it should (one of the symptoms of 

someone working against the grain 
is procrastination.) This HR director 
thus seeks to prevent changes, new 
approaches, and innovative ideas, not 
initiate them.

Now compare the results of Kolbe 
B and Kolbe C. The HR director and 
the director’s manager have similar 
expectations regarding the require-
ments of the position, so there would 
not be stressors related to a difference 
of expectations. However, the HR 
director’s talents and instincts do not 
line up well with the requirements of 
the position, and both the HR direc-
tor and the director’s manager know 
this. Actually, the role has shifted over 
time, and new expectations have been 
focused around creating policies and 
procedures for a consistent human 
resources operating system.

This is not to say that the HR direc-
tor was incapable of doing the job. In-
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As Allegan County administrator, I realized that each of the 
12 department directors had natural strengths and abilities 
that contributed to their personal success and to the suc-
cess of the organization as a whole. Silo mentalities cropped 
up from time to time, however, and tension between de-
partments and among the department directors proved to 
be a stumbling block to policy and procedural changes and 
creating a fluid work environment. There also was mounting 
frustration between me and members of the management 
team that was difficult to diagnose. That is, until we discov-
ered and completed the Kolbe A index.

The results of the assessments revealed that seven 
members of the team had a Natural Advantage profile of 
strategic planner—they initiated with the probing instinct 
(red) followed by a strong patterning instinct (blue). These 
individuals were accustomed to collecting a lot of data and 
information, with a high degree of precision and detail. They 
asked questions frequently and thoroughly and made certain 
that errors were kept to an absolute minimum.

Their strength in Follow Thru meant that they expected 
to develop detailed, step-by-step plans for problem solving, 
worked best when handling tasks one at a time with few 
revisions to the process, and expected to follow standard 
methods to complete tasks. Needless to say, these depart-
ment directors were on the same page a majority of the 
time. Let me also point out that six out of seven of these 
individuals had a prevent (1 to 3) Action Mode for Quick 
Start (green).

The rest of the team rounded out with two research-
ers (they were initiating Fact Finders [all red]) and either 
response or prevent Action Mode for the other three cat-
egories. Two team members were mediators; they were in 
response mode to all four Action Modes.

And, finally, there was one systems analyst, similar in 
many ways to the strategic planners in the group but more 
prone to initiate with Follow Thru than Fact Finding. This in-
dividual also had a prevent Action Mode in Quick Start. Oh, 
and my Natural Advantage profile was that of entrepreneur 
(described in the article).

Once the results of our individual assessments were 
complete and the results were in, we held a day-long retreat 
where we had the opportunity to learn each others’ profiles 
and talk about what this meant in terms of self-evaluation 
as well as team dynamics. With 11 of 13 of us initiating Fact 
Finders, collecting data and information and expectation for 
accuracy were not much of a problem, although one individ-
ual was extremely long (9) in red and at times required sig-
nificantly more data and facts as part of the problem-solving 
process than other members of the team.

Another revelation was that eight of the department di-
rectors were short (1 to 3) in green (Quick Start) and long 
in blue (Follow Thru). With an initiating Quick Start of 8, I 
was willing to experiment and welcomed midcourse correc-
tions as soon as we realized something was not working as 
expected.

Most of my staff, however, was more resistant to sudden 
changes and reluctant to abandon a plan or process until it 
was followed through to the end. One of the biggest “aha” 
moments came when we were discussing a recent project 
on which several of the department directors and their staff 
had been working. There came a point in implementation 
where I and many of the team members realized that the 
process was not heading in the direction we had hoped for 
and that we needed to shift direction. A few took this to 
mean that I did not trust their work and was being critical, 
although this was very far from the truth.

Using a cooking analogy and providing a common ground 
outside of a work example for dialogue, I asked them to 
take a moment to describe the process they use to cook. 
It didn’t take a lot of thinking for them to launch into a 
detailed explanation about measuring the ingredients and 
following the recipe step by step. Satisfied that the meal 
was on the table, they looked back at me as if to say “okay 
mister . . . how do you do it?” I smiled and said, “For me, 
there is no recipe!” They looked on in astonishment as I ex-
plained that for me the recipe was a guideline; the quantity 
of a particular ingredient was based on individual taste and 
preference and to varying degrees many ingredients were 
interchangeable (if you didn’t have broccoli maybe green 
beans would do).

The important discovery was that each of us takes a dif-
ferent set of instincts and innate traits with them to the 
workplace. These instincts and traits influence job satisfac-
tion and create differences in problem solving that influ-
ence team dynamics and cause potential communication 
problems. Kolbe A provided a deeper understanding of our 
distinct modes of operations and common vocabulary for 
understanding the differences. As a result, project planning 
became more fluid, communication problems diminished, 
and a more cooperative work environment ensued. When 
Kolbe A is matched with Kolbe B and Kolbe C, even greater 
progress can be made.

As an aside, Kolbe A also provides the same type of “aha” 
discoveries in the home environment.

—Michael Lombardo, consultant, Hamilton, Michigan,  
and former county administrator, Allegan County, Michigan 

(michael.lombardo@chartermi.net)

Case Study: Allegan County, Michigan
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stead, in attempting to meet job expec-
tations, the HR director was working 
against personal, natural advantages. 
The stress and frustration would not 
likely diminish unless the demands of 
the job changed or certain tasks could 
be delegated to someone else.

These comparisons provide an ob-
jective tool to enhance dialog, provide 
clear expectations for performance, 
and make giving and receiving feed-
back a more useful way to ultimately 
improve performance. In the prior ex-
ample, the HR director used the Kolbe 
A index to identify other professions 
that were innately more suitable, and 
changed careers. (The former HR di-
rector currently is a success as the ex-
ecutive director in a large continuum 
of care organization.) In addition, the 
manager of the HR director was able 
to use Kolbe as part of the recruitment 
process to identify candidates whose 
natural advantage was well suited to 
the current role expectations.

It’s no secret that our organizations 
are going through dramatic changes, 
and the jobs that people do are con-
stantly evolving. More often, we move 
people from project to project and 
create teams to tackle increasingly 
complex issues. Because budgets are 
tight and our customers demand more 
innovation, higher quality of service, 
and shorter cycle times at lower costs, 
individuals and teams must complete 
their work and meet expectations in a 
compressed time line.

Getting the right people on the 
bus and in the right seats has become 
mission critical to effective service de-
livery. Collectively, the Kolbe Method 
provides simple, easy-to-use tools to 
build a workforce that is engaged and 
energized. Most organizations spend 
their time and resources training em-
ployees to do what they instinctively 
will not do.

A far better strategy is to identify 
what people will or would be willing to 
do and then make certain they spend a 
considerable portion of their time do-
ing those things. With a validity of 82 
percent in predicting job performance, 
perhaps this is the elusive missing link 
in “getting the right people on the bus 
and in the right seats!” PM
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When Al Vanderberg became county administrator of Ottawa County, Michigan, 
in December 2003, he inherited an executive team of seven. Some of these in-
dividuals embraced change and others were reluctant, claiming that the execu-
tive team had already looked at all possible ways to deliver services. Noting 
disconnects with staff and a chasm between the change and nonchange elements, 
Vanderberg hired Performance Strategies Group, Inc., to evaluate the executive 
team.

Not surprisingly, the results indicated that four members of the group have 
strong green or Quick Start characteristics and the other four members had 
very low green characteristics. That explained the inclination for change for 
some and the aversion to change for others. In fact, an average difference of four 
gradations between the change and nonchange elements showed that the non-
change elements are instinctually wired to resist change.

All eight members of the team have strong Fact-Finding scores, and that be-
came the safe zone for communication among team members. If facts warrant 
that change should be pursued, the nonchange element acquiesces. If facts dic-
tate that the current state should be maintained, the change agents stay put.

Within departments, Kolbe has provided managers with a management tool 
and valuable insights into the innate communication and work styles of em-
ployees, which has allowed for tailoring and customization of communications, 
coaching, and work directives. The county has experienced reduced turnover, 
improved workflow, and enhanced setting of expectations between manager and 
employees in one department.

Kolbe has also been used in the hiring process for four executive-level posi-
tions during the past year and a half. Using the Kolbe system in conjunction with 
typical hiring procedures and psychological testing has provided valuable insight 
into the strengths and weaknesses of candidates as well as refined the projec-
tion as to their fit with the management team and the organization. Each of 
these hires has resulted in successful transitions for the county.

—Al Vanderberg, county administrator,  
Ottawa County, Michigan (avander@co.ottawa.mi.us)

The Ottawa County Experience

county administrator of Allegan County, 
Michigan (michael.lombardo@chartermi.
net). Mari Martin is principal, Performance 
Strategies Group, Inc. (PSG), Holland, Michi-
gan (mari@psgteam.com).




