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Shannon Waller: Are you being sucker punched by potential? Do you love growing people into 
what you see as possible for them, but it’s not always hitting the mark? Stay tuned for an 
important conversation about the difference between potential and capability. Hi, Shannon 
Waller here and welcome to Team Success. Today, we are going to talk about how not to be 
sucker punched by potential. Raise your hand if you are someone who believes in people’s 
potential, and you probably believe that you can see it in people, you believe in what they’re 
capable of sometimes more than they do, all the things. I hope you’re nodding as I’m saying 
this, because this came up in several conversations actually recently, and Dan’s talked about 
this too, Dan Sullivan. But I see people being sucker punched by potential, and they believe in 
the person, and they believe in the person, and they believe in the person, and the person 
never, ever, ever lives into that potential.  

And so I want to give you an alternative. I want you to give you another way of thinking about 
it. And it’s not that I don’t want to coach and encourage people. I’m all about growth, myself 
and other peoples. So it’s not about that. But I see too many people suffering. Their company 
is suffering because they have all of these supposedly great people with all of this great 
potential operating at a level that is, I don’t know, three, four, five times less than what it could 
be, and frankly, sometimes what it should be. And so it just doesn’t work. And I just see 
companies not being successful as a result of this, and it’s driving me crazy. So I just wanted 
to point that out in case you’re getting seduced by something that you should not.  

So the distinction I want to make is the difference between potential and capability. Do I want 
you to make a guess and a bet on capability? 100 percent yes. Do I want you to do that on 
potential? Heck no, I do not. Please, please, please base your growth, your exponential goals, 
all the rest of it on capability. That’s where things are real. Potential is not. It’s fake. It’s 
pretend. It’s an unknown. It’s in the future. It does not exist. Base it on capability. Now, can 
capability grow and expand? Again, heck yes, it most certainly can. But believing just in 
potential, save that for your charitable things. Save it for your kids. Save it for places where 
you’re not actually counting on growth. If it happens, great, but it may not. So I don’t want you 
or anyone else around you heartbroken because it’s not. So potential means they might be 
able to do it someday. Capability means they can do it now reliably. Please listen to my 
podcast on consistency. In this role, at this level, with these stakes. Right?  

Again, I’m going to repeat that. Capability means they can do it now, reliably, in this role, at this 
level, with these stakes. They’re not going to freak out. They can handle the pressure. So this 
distinction is everything. They might be able to do it someday. Capability, they can actually do 
it now. And this is true for you too. Do you have the potential to be a lot of things? Sure. What 
are you capable of today? That’s what you want to bank on, right? Guess, bet, risk, all the 
things, that’s what you want to bank on. So really, really important. The problem is we’re so 
good at seeing potential. But if you think about this, just even in terms of an opportunity, not a 
person, you have to work really, really hard to figure out what is real and what is not. The same 
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is true of people, right? What’s real and what’s not. Look for actual capability. You’re going to 
have a lot more fun. And guess what? So will they. It’s not fun being held to someone else’s 
standard of what they think your potential is.  

Earlier, I said, do this with your kids. Let me take that back. Please do not do this with your 
kids. Focus on what their capabilities are. Build up those. My poor kids, they’ve done every 
profile as soon as it was even remotely a good idea or the results could be valid. They’ve done 
every profile that I could get my hands on that I knew were valid, right? Because I wanted to be 
able to coach them and support them in terms of their strengths. I did not want to buy into 
what I thought their potential was. What the heck do I know? Yes, I’m their mother, but it’s not 
my guess. It’s somebody else’s as to what they’re really great at. Only they know. And if I can 
help them discover that, great. But holding up to my idea of potential, that is just a recipe for 
living in The Gap, against an ideal, which they will never ever close that gap. So that’s just 
mean. So I take it back. Don’t do it with your kids. It’s a really bad idea.  

So the sucker punch is emotional. It’s not logical. We get hooked into something admirable, 
which is optimism and loyalty and compassion and belief in people and the desire to develop 
others. All good things. We’re being very generous when we do this, but without clear 
standards, it becomes avoidance. So the sucker punch is, the potential makes you feel like 
you’re being patient and supportive, when in reality, you may be postponing a necessary 
decision. Yes, multiplication by subtraction is rearing its head again. So it really becomes a 
story that we tell ourselves, but it’s not real. I’m all about real. This is an interesting part of my 
Unique Ability. My goal is to align people’s thinking with what’s real. That is part of my Unique 
Ability statement, because I see too much harm happening when we align with things that are 
not real. So as big picture and idealistic as I can be, it has to be practical, and it has to come 
down to reality.  

So if you find that, you know, some of these sentences coming out of your mouth, you’ll know 
that you’re in that potential realm. She’s so smart. He has so much potential. She just needs 
more confidence. Ooh, I’ve said that. He’s great when he’s on and terrible when he’s off. Once 
we get through this season with the right support, if I could just get him in the right seat—no, 
you have to look at, how long have you been telling yourself? So are you responding to what’s 
actually happening or are you telling yourself a story about what possibly could happen? We 
are good at telling stories to ourselves and sometimes to other people too. But again, what is 
real? So capability shows up as things that are repeatable and consistent and reliable and 
count-on-able. You don’t have to think about them. You put your hand down and there’s 
something solid underneath you.  

So this is what’s really powerful. And you really, really want to focus on this. It’s not a one-time 
great performance; it’s repeatable. If you are actually paying attention to the capability rather 
than the potential, you become like a gold miner. You see stuff in people that they may not 
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have seen, but it’s not potential, it’s capability. And this is something that Dan Sullivan does 
probably the best of anyone I’ve ever met. One of my favorite examples, and his too, actually, 
is he had a long conversation with one of our team members, Hamish, and Hamish was on our 
writing team, on our Production Team. They had a conversation, and Hamish sent him a 
cartoon diagram of the entire conversation. Dan was blown away by Hamish’s ability to 
capture the key points, to illustrate them in a way that was engaging and accurate and fun. We 
all like fun. So now what is Hamish’s job? Hamish’s job is drawing cartoons for our quarterly 
admission books. And we’ve been doing this book process for, we’re just working on book 
47—long time, over a decade. So this capability, which he demonstrated, and he did 
consistently, by the way, became morphed into Hamish’s full-time job. How cool is that?  

But again, it wasn’t a potential. It was a reality that Dan was basing his decision on. This is 
really powerful. And if you think about it, there may have been someone you plucked out of the 
woodwork who was maybe really good at diagramming systems and creating flowcharts, or 
maybe someone who just did things with an Excel spreadsheet. You’re like, I didn’t know that 
was possible. Or someone that gave clarity into a situation that everyone else was getting 
caught up in the drama. You have done this. You’re actually good at spotting capability. You 
would not be a successful entrepreneur or team leader unless you were good at spotting 
capability. And often, capability is so much more powerful. It’s the root of Unique Ability. Often, 
people are really capable and they take it for granted. They think other people are just as 
capable as they are, No one else is, by the way. We all have a Unique Ability that’s unique and 
distinct, but we tend to take it for granted.  

So when you shine the spotlight on that, on what people are doing automatically and can’t not 
do, and you find a role for that and a way for it to be productive and to create value, that’s the 
kind of thing I want you to focus your incredible insight and talents to. Find capability, help it 
grow, educate it, feed it, nourish it with courses, educate it, all the things. Dan has this funny 
expression, ride the horse in the direction it’s already going. That applies here, right? So this is 
where you want to not buy into some potential capability that has never really shown itself to 
the light of day. Build it on something real. And when you do this with people, they are so 
grateful. There’s a basis of confidence there because it’s not made up. It’s an experience 
they’re already having. They just didn’t know it was as valuable as you see it. So you can see 
the possibility of expanding value creation using that capability, but that’s not potential. That’s 
different. Future impact is what you’re betting on. So this is useful.  

Again, I want you to be a capability finder, spotter, whatever word you want to use. That is, if 
we can redirect your insight, I would like it to be in that direction. Because someone may be 
capable of doing something once under ideal conditions with a lot of coaching, reminders, and 
emotional support, but that doesn’t mean they’re truly capable in the role. So that’s really the 
sucker punch of potential. Not useful for you and actually really not useful for them. It actually 
can create a lot of stress and anxiety and people go into The Gap and they feel like they’re 
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never making progress. So you don’t want to put people in that position. Capability means that 
they can produce the result consistently, independently enough at the required quality within 
the necessary timeframe without creating a drag for anyone else. So, that’s what it is that you 
are working towards, okay? That’s the definition of capability.  

So, there’s a cost when someone is underperforming, because you’re basing this on future 
potential, but there are some ripple effects, too, I want you to pay attention to. You might be 
subtracting momentum, trust, standards. I’m a fan of high standards. I have high standards, 
not perfectionistic, but I have high standards and I really, really don’t like compromising those 
standards. You might be sacrificing clarity, team confidence, leadership credibility. Please pay 
attention to that one. Opportunity for more capable people. Oh my gosh. We hang on to 
people so long. In fact, we could have moved ahead so much more quickly if we just recognize 
that this is not the right hue. I need to find the right one and then boom, take action. And then 
you also might be costing you energy from your best team members. They’re waiting for you to 
wake up and smell the coffee and realize this person’s not the right person. This is kind of a big 
deal.  

So the longer you protect potential, the more you may be punishing capability. Not good. And 
it’s also unfair to the person. You’re not telling the truth about what’s real with them. So it’s not 
kind. There’s a whole conversation I want to have around the difference between being nice. 
Nice is not telling someone they’ve got food in their teeth. Kind is telling them, by the way, 
you’ve got food in your teeth. This is not working. That’s the actual kind, loving thing to do is 
having that direct, straight talk conversation. Being nice is pussyfooting around and not holding 
up the mirror to say, hey, this isn’t working. What can we do to fix it? And it’s really interesting.  

I heard a great conversation with someone the other day, actually around this potential 
capability conversation. It’s like they talked to this person. This is on the Weekly Planning Call 
again. They talked to this person and said, can you change your behavior or not? And the 
person actually came back and said, no, I actually can’t. For whatever life circumstances they 
were dealing with, they couldn’t, which I thought was very honest of them. I actually really love 
how our client addressed the issue with him. It was like, is this just not a right fit or can you 
change yourself? And to make it work, and the guy was like, actually, no, I can’t. It’s like, okay, 
well, then the next course of action becomes really clear. That’s a graceful exit. This is good. 
This is a healthy conversation. But you have to be willing to have this direct one.  

So I was so inspired by, again, I can always get inspired by my clients and let me do a planning 
call. So thank you for that. You know who you are. So that’s when you can say this role has 
outgrown your current capability. This doesn’t seem to be the right fit. You may have real 
strengths, but this role is asking for strengths you don’t consistently demonstrate. That’s the 
reality. It’s not that the person’s bad, it’s just the fit is wrong. That’s okay to acknowledge that. 
So releasing someone from the wrong role may be the first honest leadership gift you’ve given 
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them. Do not hold back, okay? This is key. You want to pay attention to the potential tax. And I 
have experienced this fairly recently, so this is top of mind for me.  

When something takes forever to get done, there are a ton of extra meetings. You think you’ve 
been really clear on something and repeated the instructions and they still didn’t get it. Rework, 
excuses, emotional management, drama, lowered standards, other people compensating and 
filling in, which means they’re doing more than their job, hello. Decisions being delayed and 
you, the leader, losing their peace of mind. When something isn’t happening, other people end 
up going around. There are several projects I can think of where when this person got involved, 
it slowed down to a crawl. We did not make any progress. And they actually just gummed up 
the works, did not know what they were doing, was not confident, did not ask questions when 
they were confused, required extra meetings. The time drag, I cannot begin to tell you, it was 
so frustrating. Wrong person, wrong seat. Finally, the right person exited them from the 
company, and the person taking over the project, oh my gosh, we’ve got three deliverables in 
the last month. What took so long? This started nine months ago. And in three weeks, we’ve 
got three videos. That’s the project.  

It’s kind of alarming when you look at what the cost is for this when you don’t take action. So 
ask yourself, what potential tax are you paying? And who else on your team is paying it with 
you? Believing in potential is costing you. So do not confuse coaching with caring. If you are 
caring people, it is costing you. You can coach them a tiny bit. Two to four weeks should be 
enough to see behavior turn around. And if they can’t do it, that is your message. Do not delay. 
I was going to say, do not dilly dally. This is not a good time to be doing that. And if you need 
some inspiration, read Multiplication By Subtraction. I lay it out. I go through the, you know, 
what part of the mind is not working? Is it the cognitive, the cognitive, or the affective? You 
need to move someone. This is actually all about finding the right fit for someone. But if it still 
doesn’t work after that, then here’s how to gracefully let go of someone.  

And guess what? It’s a 15-minute conversation tops. Check with your lawyers. Do all the right 
things. Be generous when you’re severing someone from your company. Do those things. 
Don’t be a jerk about it. But it really is a 15-minute conversation. So you could be avoiding a 
situation for 15 minutes. In fact, a client said to me, if I realized it was only 15 minutes, I would 
have taken action a year ago. I’m like, I know. That’s why I wrote the book. The book is written 
to give people clarity to be able to make a decision. And you may make the decision that, oh, 
my gosh, I have this really talented, capable person who’s been demonstrating their 
capabilities over here, but I’ve got them over there. If I were to move them here, they’ll be a 
rock star. Great, do it. Now you know, but you only know because now you’re paying attention 
to the right things. Where are they actually demonstrating capability rather than trying to make 
you happy, demonstrating a potential for which they don’t really have it?  
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This could be slightly at your feet. I don’t want to say it’s your fault, but it could be partly your 
responsibility as to why they’re failing over here, over there. But actually, if you move them over 
here, they could be incredible. We’ve moved so many people around in our company where 
they were not a right fit, not a right fit, not a right fit. This is before we had profiles, by the way. 
And when we learned about Kolbe and DiSC and Working Genius and PRINT, all of a sudden 
we were able to put people in the right seat much more effectively. So we don’t do that as 
much anymore because we’re actually able to screen it at the beginning and help people make 
it make sense and not get suckered into that potential conversation, but actually base it on real 
capability. But yeah, we’ve done it a lot. There are names attached to what I’m thinking about 
right now. All right. So you want to not make it personal; make it structural when you’re having 
this conversation. You want to ask yourself, can this person succeed in the role on this team at 
this stage of the company? The answer is no. Don’t feel guilty about it. It’s completely fine.  

So, how can you take action? First of all, start making a list. Where are you basing decisions 
based on potential, and where are you basing it on real capability? Take a look at the people 
you’re working most closely with, and see if you are having kind of that potential conversation 
in your head. And then just really clearly list their capabilities. Use profiles if you have them. It’s 
so great. There’s so many places for which I am such a dramatic wrong fit, it’s not even funny. 
There’s so few places for which I’m a right fit. Put me in front of a right fit audience, have me 
creating new content, new concepts around a topic I’m passionate about, which is Unique 
Ability, Unique Ability Teamwork, entrepreneurial teamwork, I’m golden. Anything else, not so 
great. Anything to do with in-depth research, in-depth fact finding, in-depth systems and 
following through, in-depth analysis, not my jam, and I will fail and I’ll be a wrong fit. Do I have 
potential in those areas? Absolutely not.  

Now, fortunately, I’m self-aware to be able to tell you that, but I’m like, if you need help over 
here, here’s where I can create value for you. Over there, not so much. But people, especially 
when they’re younger, don’t know that about themselves yet. They have not been tested. They 
don’t have the language. They don’t have the profiles, which is why I love doing profiles with all 
my 20-something friends, my daughter’s friends, because I can help them anchor into their 
strengths and have them build and invest where their capabilities already are, not where there’s 
some weird made-up version who even knows where it came from, where they’re trying to live 
into being somebody they’re absolutely not. I hate doing that. You don’t want to wake up at 
30, 40, 50 and go, oh my gosh, I’ve been following the wrong career path for 20 or 30 years. 
And people do that. Parental pressure, societal pressure, all the rest of it. Let’s not do that to 
people, right?  

But look at where you are maybe holding on to somebody that you shouldn’t or putting them in 
the wrong place. Then take action. Have that conversation with them. Are you happy? Are you 
being successful? I’ve noticed that you’re not able to show up consistently and count-on-ably 
in these areas. What is your experience? Can you change? If not, then let’s find somewhere 
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else for you to be, because this is not serving you and it’s not serving us. Then go stack your 
team with capability. The rest of your team will be so incredibly grateful and happy Our job is to 
grow ourselves. Yes, you can provide the means and the resources. That’s fantastic. But your 
team is not responsible for helping someone else meet their potential. That’s that person’s job, 
right? So don’t burden your team with it. Give them a really talented Who, who’s really capable 
and can show up and do the job today with the right skills and talents. Bam, you’ll have just 
supported your team and they will become more capable as a result. That is the path that I 
want you to take.  

So be confident, make that hard decision if you need to. Yes, it’s probably multiplication by 
subtraction or moving someone where they can actually be a success. But this whole potential 
thing, stop being sucker punched, refine your view, hone your skills to really focus in on 
capability, and you may spot things that other people don’t. It’s not potential, it’s actually true 
talent. Grow that, not potential, and you and your team will multiply so much more easily and 
so much more quickly and have so much more fun doing it. Okay, enough said. Thank you so 
much for listening. If you have any questions or comments, please let me know at 
questions@strategiccoach.com. And as always, here’s to your team success. 
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