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THE SIX 
CHARACTERISTICS 
OF SUCCESSFUL 
EMPLOYEES AT RAPIDLY 
GROWING COMPANIES
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Our study and analysis of the responses of over 100 entrepreneurial leaders of rapidly growing 
companies has revealed a remarkably consistent set of six characteristics that successful employees 
possess. The pattern of knowledge, attitudes, and skills uncovered in our research is supported 
by a number of academic studies, but this real-world validation provides insights for would-be 
entrepreneurs, hiring managers, and educators of the 21st century workforce.

A famous piece of advice from American business magnate, Warren Buffett, observes that if your IQ 
is 150, you should sell 30 points to someone else. Buffett says that, for most jobs, you only need to 
be “smart enough.” When hiring, Buffett looks for intelligence, energy, and integrity, and believes that 
“two out of three is not good enough.”
     
One of the most successful airlines ever, Southwest, looks for “warriors” when they are hiring. 
Explains Sherry Phelps, their former head of employment: “So much of our history was born out of 
battles: fighting for the right to be an airline, fighting off the big guys who wanted to squash us, and 
now fighting off the low-cost airlines trying to emulate us. We are battle-born, battle-tried people. 
Anyone we add has to have some of that warrior spirit” (Taylor, 2011).
     
Executives from a wide range of large and small companies alike have latched onto the notion that 
being smart and having a high level of technical skill is simply not enough to ensure success. Many 
have even said that they would rather have a person of moderate skill with a great attitude than a 
technical whiz who lacks the right attitude and values.
     
We wondered how this point of view played out in innovative companies where raw brainpower 
and technical competence would seem to be the keys to success. Digging a bit deeper, we wanted 
to identify the specific characteristics that executives of high-growth companies are looking for, and 
how these entrepreneurial leaders describe their best employees.
     
In addition to fielding over 200 questionnaires, we also analyzed over 65 in-depth conversations with 
the executives of companies that are Startup Institute partners in Boston, Chicago, and New York.

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND



3

The leaders of rapidly growing companies believe that technical genius and being “really smart” 
are poor predictors of success. These leaders told us that possessing what they often refer to as 
“culture skills” was absolutely essential. In fact, 92% of our respondents felt that soft skills were 
just as important as technical skills, and over 25% of this large majority felt that they were more 
important. This can be compared to the similar findings of a recent CareerBuilder survey, in which 
77% of respondents said that soft and technical skills were equally important and 16% felt that soft 
skills were more important (CareerBuilder, 2014).
     
It is clear that in the high-pressure world of companies that are starting up and scaling, the best 
employees are those who can do much more than the technical work. They fit in with the team, they 
bring passion and a sense of possibility to the workplace, and they contribute to and help define the 
company’s culture. 

“We spend a lot of time together— working days, night and weekends— and 
so, if we aren’t excited about the people we’re in the trenches with, we’re 
not going to get very far ... We make sure we all get along, have a similar 

perspective on issues important to the company, and like to laugh together.”

O R ,  T H E  C E O  O F  A N OT H E R  T E C H  C O M PA N Y : 

“We believe that if someone has the right attitude and is talented, they will 
be able to figure out whatever challenge comes their way. Without the right 

attitude, the talent is wasted.”

O R ,  F R O M  T H E  L E A D E R  O F  A  1 0 0 - P E R S O N  S TA R T U P :

“We can teach anything if the person is willing to work hard and learn. Our 
motto is EQ [emotional intelligence quotient] first and IQ second.”

S A I D  T H E  C E O  O F  A  S O C I A L  M E D I A  S TA R T U P :

INTELLECTUAL HORSEPOWER AND 
TECHNICAL SKILLS ARE NOT ENOUGH
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If intellectual horsepower and technical brilliance aren’t enough, what does it take to succeed in 
a rapidly scaling enterprise? Our research uncovered six critical characteristics that are the most 
highly valued by entrepreneurial leaders. These are the things that employers believe contribute 
most to their companies’ growth and profitability:

DESIRE
TO LEARN

ABILITY TO 
THRIVE AMIDST 

AMBIGUITY

SCRAPPINESS 
AND GRIT

PASSION

EXCELLENCE AT 
COLLABORATION

WILLINGNESS TO 
PUT THE COMPANY 

BEFORE ONESELF

1

2

3
4

5

6

WHAT MATTERS MOST?
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1 Most growth-company executives that we surveyed noted how fast everything is changing in their 
environments: industries, companies, and roles. As a result, the ability to listen and learn were 
judged to be critical skills. This was expressed in many ways: being curious, being coachable, 
having a “continuous improvement mindset,” and being open to new ideas and approaches. 
Entrepreneurial leaders contrasted such active learners with other employees who were smart and 
skilled technically, but believed they were smarter than others and, therefore, less willing to listen to 
others and try new things. For example, in all too many tech startups, we heard of bright developers 
whose web development skills started to become obsolete, and yet they resisted learning new 
languages.
     
Truly active learners realize that they don’t know everything and have a “constant desire to get 
better,” as one executive remarked—an observation echoed by countless others. They are always 
looking for new ways of doing things and they are open to shifting their roles as business changes. 
They are inquisitive, and as a result, they are viewed as “quick studies.” In our research, they were 
often described as “thinking fast on their feet.” This means that they are willing to let go of positions 
and ideas that are not working and embrace new concepts that seem to have greater chances of 
success.
     
Employees with a high desire to learn respond to feedback quite differently from others. They are 
not defensive; they frequently invite critical comments so they can “make it work better.” They want 
to be experts, but they realize that true expertise requires constantly learning new things. In our 
interviews, more than one executive commented that such employees have a unique approach 
to learning that allows them to capture insights from disparate sources: personal experiences, 
teammates, teachers, readings, and even customers.
     
Finally, this desire to learn applies to more than simply learning about the work or the business. 
Outstanding employees are aware of their own faults and want to keep learning more about 
themselves. This quest for self-knowledge has long been cited as a critical component of “emotional 
intelligence” (Goleman, 2005).

DESIRE TO LEARN
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2Working at companies that are starting up and scaling is nothing if not stressful. Uncertainty and 
ambiguity are everywhere. Setbacks are frequent and frustrating. The last thing an entrepreneurial 
leader needs is an employee who panics when things do not go according to plan. It is not 
surprising, then, that our research uncovered the high value placed on the ability to thrive in an 
ambiguous, high-stress environment.
     
One of the greatest sources of stress in rapidly growing companies is the lack of direction, the lack 
of clear marching orders, established procedures, or grooved processes. The best employees don’t 
sit back and wait for someone to tell them what to do next. They take charge of their own work 
and their own schedules. This is more than good time management; it is the understanding that 
progress requires action, and that no one will have the time to tell them what to do or how to do it.
     
Almost every executive we spoke with talked about the need for self-starters: people who do not 
require constant oversight or direction, and who are not paralyzed in the midst of ambiguity and 
change. “Resourcefulness” and “resilience” were commonly used words; great people figure things 
out on their own. They expect setbacks and don’t dwell on them, they are resourceful in resource-
constrained environments, and their abilities to thrive in such worlds tend to resonate throughout 
the organization.
     
“We love people who are cool cucumbers when the shit hits the fan,” remarked one startup CEO. We 
heard countless stories of the person who came into an unclear and directionless situation, figured 
everything out on their own, stayed calm under pressure, and rebounded from setbacks without 
undue drama or panic.
     
What is behind this quality? The executives we surveyed believe that it was a combination of having 
personal strength and business acumen. Outstanding employees seem to have figured out how 
their companies operate, and thus they know how to connect the dots to produce results that 
matter most, especially when “the shit hits the fan.” They keep their knees bent, expecting things to 
change quickly, and are constantly on the lookout for new ways of doing things.

ABILITY TO THRIVE 
AGAINST AMBIGUITY
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3In our research, the leaders of fast-growing companies placed a high value on passion—and they 
described their most valuable employees as those who gladly and consistently put in the time and 
dedication to make their companies successful. Not surprisingly, they had plenty of terms for those 
who didn’t: clock-watchers, whiners, and not-my-jobbers. The best employees raise their hands, 
pitch-in everywhere, and do anything that is needed to move the company forward. They seem to 
have proactivity and passion in their veins.

The notion of a strong work ethic has always been important to employers, but we uncovered a 
slightly broader view of such “passion for work.” What is valued most in high-growth companies is 
passion that is less about “I work hard because hard work is a good thing,” and more about “I work 
hard because I love my job and I am proud of this company, and I will gladly pick up more if I can 
help it achieve its mission.” This kind of passion leads to a high-energy, “let’s-make-it- happen” work 
environment. Because of the uncertainty and lack of resources, it’s not always very pretty, but it sure 
is action-packed. That’s a tradeoff the executives in our study would gladly make.
     
The kind of passion and motivation that executives in our survey valued the most had another 
important dimension, which was the presence of high personal standards. Several of our 
entrepreneurial leaders said that their favorite employees had “high ambitions for the business.” 
But, they also talked about the importance of having people who understood the limits to these 
ambitions—the need for personal integrity, for not cutting corners, and the commitment to 
excellence, even if that meant spending a bit more time or money to “get it right.” As one executive 
put it:
     
“I need to trust that my people will not let their passion compromise our values or blind them to 
doing what’s right—for our business, our customers and our owners.”

PASSION
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4Growth-company executives place a very high premium on employees who are scrappy—who 
don’t get bogged-down in process and instead, who can face difficult situations and still move 
forward. The best employees—even when confronted with tasks they had never done before—are 
doers. They are persistent and have the temperament and desire to “see it through,” even when 
old assumptions prove to be wrong. Scrappiness means “learning by doing”: taking small steps 
and evaluating what’s going right against what’s going wrong before committing the firm’s limited 
resources to a course of action.
     
Even when things do go wrong, these outstanding employees have grit: the persistence to keep 
digging in, pushing ahead, and making do with the resources at hand. They can be tough and believe 
that taking personal responsibility is the right strategy. It should be noted that this doesn’t always 
work in larger, more established organizations, with their checks and balances and budgets and 
control systems. But, in startups and high-growth business environments it turns out to be one of 
the keys to success.
     
Taken together, scrappiness and grit allow fast-growing companies to overcome their limited 
resources. As one CEO told us:
     
“Our most successful people are focused on how to make things happen rather than the reasons 
why things cannot happen. This can-do attitude is essential in our kind of company... These people 
act like they are masters of their own destinies.”
     
The most valued employees have self-confidence that allows them to move forward without being 
overly cautious or paralyzed by fear of failure. Len Schlesinger and Charles Kiefer have written about 
this characteristic in their book, Just Start. The authors note that detailed analysis and planning work 
well for businesses with lots of clarity and certainty. On the other hand, when the rules and goals 
are constantly shifting, people have no choice but to act without perfect information. Small steps 
forward (what we call being “scrappy”) trump hesitation and cautiousness.
     
Scrappiness does not mean taking the wrong kinds of shortcuts, however. As we found with the 
passion characteristic, the most highly regarded employees had a strong sense of personal integrity. 
Their biases for action are complemented by good values and intuition, and doing the right thing 
when nobody’s looking—because often, in a rapidly growing company, nobody is looking.

SCRAPPINESS AND GRIT
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5Our study found that the most valued employees appreciate the contributions of others and 
have the ability to work with a team to get the job done. For these people, their motivation as 
professionals is less about individual glory and more about being active parts of cohesive and 
powerful teams.
     
Excellence at collaboration requires a varied set of interpersonal and communication skills. 
Executives of high-growth companies reported that strong collaborators speak up in meetings, but 
don’t drown out others. They contribute, but know they don’t have all the answers. They help those 
around them become better, and they trust that others will do the same for them. They know how 
to get information and buy-in from others, but they don’t get stalled by endless conversations. They 
are confident, but act without ego. Truly outstanding collaborators make significant contributions 
to corporate culture by publicly recognizing others for hard work and sincerely appreciating the 
collective talents of the organization.
     
Very often, executives chided their precocious and technically savvy employees who lacked 
collaborative instincts. It became clear to us that their best employees combined brains and a drive 
for results with the ability to build healthy and productive collaborative relationships. As the CEO of a 
fast-growing consumer brand told us, they are “hard on problems, but not on people.”
     
Finally, when asked about how they experienced good collaboration, executives painted vivid 
pictures of employees laughing, patting each other on the back, drawing pictures together, sharing 
stories, and of eating pizza with their teams.

EXCELLENCE AT COLLABORATION
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6The executives in our study told countless stories of not-so-valued employees who were completely 
focused on themselves: frequently asking for promotions, worried about how everything affects 
them, and overly focused on title and position. In contrast, the best employees consistently seemed 
to put the company first, making decisions with the interests of the business in mind.
     
This characteristic was more than not being self-centered; it was the desire to be part of something 
bigger than themselves, excited about the company and the opportunity to contribute in a 
meaningful way. A frequently used word was “ownership,” in the sense that the most valued 
employees act as if they are major shareholders of the enterprise. When combined with being a 
self-starter and a healthy dose of passion, these employees would never think to ask “who is going 
to take care of this for me?”
     
In a very real sense, the employees who were valued the most were completely dedicated to the 
company’s mission. They understood and believed in the business—not only in their part of the 
business, but in the grand purpose of the enterprise as a whole.
     
This willingness to put the company first is different from passion. The difference may be clearer 
by examining the lack of each characteristic: a lack of passion is associated with an unwillingness to 
work the long hours and an absence of a “hey, let’s make it happen” enthusiasm. On the other hand, 
a lack of the ability to put the company first is associated with a “me first” attitude and a certain 
narrowness of purpose.

It should be noted that none of the six characteristics we have described are sufficient to be a 
singular differentiator. Almost all of the executives we interviewed cited at least three of these, and 
none believed that there was only one factor that made all the difference. For instance, passion 
without grit can waste energy, while the desire to learn without the ability to collaborate rarely helps 
an organization to improve. Despite what we read on many websites, a company needs to look 
for a lot more than “fun people.” Therefore, we believe that the six should be viewed as a powerful 
“success cluster” and as largely complementary.

WILLINGNESS TO PUT THE 
COMPANY BEFORE ONESELF

A FINAL THOUGHT ABOUT 
THE SIX CHARACTERISTICS
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Web developers, Internet security experts, UX designers, and data managers are all in high demand. 
So are expert salespeople and marketers who understand the new world of HTML, CSS, SEO, data, 
and Google Analytics. However, in the eyes of the executives in charge of high-growth companies—
from CEOs to VPs of recruiting—technical skills are far from sufficient for employee success. The 
best people have skills, attitudes and mindsets that differentiate them from other high-powered 
recruits. If these characteristics can be identified, they will help entrepreneurial leaders build strong, 
high-performing companies with great cultures.
     
These differentiating attributes and characteristics are not always sought or taught at the university 
level. Quite frankly, not all of them are easily identifiable or teachable. At Startup Institute, we accept 
about 18% of our applicants, and we look very hard at the six characteristics in our evaluation of 
candidates. Every candidate is interviewed, re-interviewed, given trial assignments, and assessed by 
our admissions team to ensure that they have the right raw material.
     
Once candidates pass these screens, they learn technical skills of their specific track—and, in 
parallel, our core curriculum focuses on these same six characteristics that our partners and 
others deem to be the keys to success. During our full-time program, students are put in unclear 
situations where they have to figure things out, working intensively and collaboratively. They learn 
to act instead of over-processing, and they learn to push forward in the face of ambiguity, setbacks 
and uncertainty. Their passions are defined and refined. Our alumni continually send us examples 
from their own professional lives that reinforce the importance of the culture-building learning 
experiences we develop and iterate on.
     
Finally, although we studied companies that were starting out and rapidly scaling, it’s no secret 
that even large organizations are expressing the same need for the kinds of well-rounded 
entrepreneurial behaviors that we have uncovered in this research. The more that innovation and 
the need for teamwork define the workplace of the future, the greater the need will be for people 
who thrive and succeed in this kind of environment.

IMPLICATIONS
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STARTUP INSTITUTE: A PROGRAM 
TO LAUNCH YOUR CAREER INTO 
THE INNOVATION ECONOMY

About us: Our program will give you the skills, mindset, and network to build a career you love, 
doing work that matters. 

We’ll help you leverage your passions and build the technical skills, culture skills, and network that 
will launch you into the innovation industry in the areas of web development, web design, digital 
marketing, or sales and account management. 

How do you want to learn?
Whether you take the leap into our full-time program, or train part-time while you continue to work, 
we’ll help you achieve your career goals.
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G E T  I N  TO U C H

Want to talk? We’re here to answer your questions and help you determine which of our skills 
trainings is the right fit for your career goals. Reach out to schedule a conversation with the 
admissions manager in your city.

Email: info@startupinstitute.com
Phone: 888-425-5557

 
Connect With Us

https://twitter.com/startupinst
https://www.facebook.com/StartupInst/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/startup-institute
http://blog.startupinstitute.com/
http://www.instagram.com/startupinstitute
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