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Talent is a critical asset to organizations. When companies hire right, they

outperform their competitors. Consider that the productivity gap between high-

performing and average employees ranges from 50% in low complexity jobs, to

800% in very high complexity jobs. This is why in any team, unit, or organization,

an accurate measurement of collective output will reveal that a small proportion of

individuals in the group (20% or less) are disproportionately responsible for the

largest chunk of revenues, results, profits, etc (80% or more). Identifying,

motivating, and retaining these “vital few” employees dramatically boosts firms’

success. Indeed, if culture eats strategy for breakfast, talent eats culture for lunch,

dinner, and brunch on the weekends...

But how can we tell if a person has talent? Although the science of talent

identification is well-established, with hundreds of meta-analyses on the reliability

and predictive accuracy of every possible method, attribute, and technological

innovation for not just measuring talent, but also human potential (defined as

future talent, or talent in the making), we are generally not very good at detecting

talent either in ourselves or others. This is partly due to the wrong choice of

methods - e.g., biased job interviews, bogus assessments, unreliable CVs, and

overrated educational credentials - though there’s arguably a bigger problem: more

often than not, we also focus on the wrong traits.

For instance, here are six work-related traits that are usually praised and celebrated

as critical markers of human talent or potential, despite rather little scientific

evidence for their actual importance as drivers of high job performance or

productivity.
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(1) Confidence: No trait is as overrated as confidence, especially in the Western

world. People universally list it as a key ingredient of leadership potential, career

success, and personal likability, yet in any domain of talent there is less than 10%

overlap (typical correlation of 0.3) between people’s confidence (how good they

think they are) and their actual competence (how good they actually are). The

implication is that we are often faced with a choice between people who are good at

something, and those who simply think they are. I don’t know about you, but

personally I would rather have a doctor, dentist, airplane pilot, and financial

advisor who is competent rather than confident. Same goes for leaders, yet our

tendency to select them on confidence rather than competence explains why

incompetent men outnumber competent women in leadership roles: men are

generally more confident (but less competent) than women.

(2) Growth mindset: Henry Ford famously noted that “whether you think you

can do it or not, you are usually right”, a popular mantra that synthesizes much of

the “self-efficacy” research by psychologist Albert Bandura (the original paper was

published in 1977). In the late 80’s, this principle fueled one of the most successful

marketing slogans of all time in Nike’s “just to it”, and in 2008 Malcolm Gladwell

reinvigorated the idea that success is “all in the mind” when he popularized Carol

Dweck’s research on “growth mindset”, the tendency to believe that you are in

control of your destiny. Although the construct originated in research with school

children, it has recently become one of the favorite competencies in the world of

business and HR, despite little scientific evidence for its incremental contribution

in the prediction of job performance. To be sure, it is generally better to have than

to lack self-belief, but once you control for the many strong forces that determine

people’s success (e.g., privilege, intelligence, expertise, competence, resources,

personality, effort, talent, and a wide range of career enablers that can be detected

at a very young age), it really doesn’t matter whether you think you can do it or not.
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(3) Authenticity: Nobody likes a fraud, and there’s nothing enticing about the

idea of going through life as a total imposter, or picking a career that defies your

personal or core values. That aside, there’s not much value in being “authentic”, in

the sense of displaying the uncensored, unfiltered, and uninhibited version of you.

In fact, every important instance of life requires as to engage in significant

impression management, social desirability, and effective interpersonal behavior.

As Freud noted, the real you is someone you should be ashamed of - someone that

four or five people in the world have learned to love, or at least tolerate. Of course,

we like people who seem authentic (e.g., Obama, Tom Hanks, Princess Diana,

Mandela, and Steve Jobs, especially after he learned to control himself), but that is

usually a function of their status, achievements, attractiveness, or ability to come

across as genuine while they put on a carefully rehearsed and perfectly

choreographed performance. If you really stop caring about what other people think

of you, you will seriously harm your career success (even if you have a great deal of

status, privilege, and power). In any area of life and anywhere in the world, success

depends not on being yourself, but on controlling yourself.

(4) Engagement: We all want engaged - e.g., enthusiastic, motivated, energized,

etc. - employees, and before the recent advent of the multibillion dollar employee

engagement industry, scientific research had long demonstrated the importance of

job satisfaction. However, organizations are mostly interested in engagement as a

means to an end, namely performance. And yet, the best meta-analysis on this

subject suggests that employee engagement only accounts for 9% of the variance in

company performance. In other words, 91% of the variability between

organizations’ performance is caused by factors other than employee engagement.

Furthermore, half of the variability between employees’ engagement can be

accounted for by their actual personality, which is precisely why I’m listing

engagement as a trait. To be sure, managers and leaders play a big role in driving

their teams’ engagement levels - both up and down - but their employees’ own

personality is as important. This means that if you hire people who are

dispositionally happy (e.g., stable extraverts who have low expectations and are

easy to please) your team engagement scores will be awesome!

(5) Charisma: Charisma is neither good not bad; it is an amplifier. If you are

competent, have the right values, intentions, and are ethical... I surely want you to

be as charismatic as possible, so you can influence as many people as effectively and

deeply as possible. However, if you are Hitler, Mao, or Stalin, I would much prefer

you to be as uncharismatic as Mark Zuckerberg or Lionel Messi, so as to mitigate

the impact you can have on others and the world. Our tendency to pick leaders on

charisma is akin to picking style over substance, and explains why most countries -

including democratic societies - are led by despotic incompetent leaders, and why

narcissistic and psychopathic dictators tend to start their careers as charismatic and

visionary leaders (no academic references needed here).

(6) Intuition: Tversky, Kahneman, Thaler, Ariely, and many other great

behavioral economists repeatedly demonstrated that the biggest human flaw is our

reluctance to engage in deliberate and rational thinking... perhaps because life is

simpler, easier, and more fun if we think fast rather than slow. Intuition is the most

important trait on this list: not just because we are more likely to label people as

talented when they are guided by their intuition rather than deliberate, data-driven,

and evidence-based rationality; but because of our tendency to overrate our own

intuition. Our ability to distrust our instincts is negatively correlated with the

tendency to overrate any of these six traits.
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I am a business psychologist interested in talent analytics, leadership assessment, and the
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I'm a British-born reporter covering breaking news for Forbes.

Sometimes, it’s the second time that’s the charm. At least that’s the case for Unity

Software CEO John Riccitiello, who Forbes estimates has become the video game

industry’s newest billionaire thanks to the company’s soaring shares—just eight years

after his high-profile departure from gaming giant Electronic Arts. 

Riccitiello joined Unity, the San Francisco-based video game software-maker whose

products were used to help create hits like Pokemon Go, Among Us and Overcooked, as

CEO in 2014. The 63-year-old Riccitiello is now worth an estimated $1.4 billion, due in

large part to the accelerating value of Unity stock, which has more than tripled since the

company’s IPO in September 2020. Riccitiello has 3.5 million Unity shares. He also has

options to purchase nearly 2.8 million more shares, plus he’s amassed an estimated

$215 million (after tax) from past sales of Unity and EA stock.

Riccitiello’s fortune received a boost with the announcement last week of Unity’s biggest

acquisition to date: the technology division of Weta Digital, the visual-effects studio

cofounded by Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson, for which Unity is paying $1.625

billion in cash and stock. Shares of Unity have risen 15% to $197.55 since news of the

deal, which has also made a billionaire out of Jackson. Iceland-born David Helgason,

who cofounded Unity in 2004 and stepped down as CEO in October 2014 to make room

for Riccitiello, is also a billionaire, as is cofounder and chief technology officer Joachim

“Joe” Ante of Germany.

Critical to understanding Riccitiello’s success at Unity are his origins at EA, one of the

biggest gaming companies in the world. After graduating from the University of

California, Berkeley in 1981, and spending nearly two decades at a range of consumer

goods companies—including Clorox, PepsiCo and Sara Lee—the Pennsylvania native

joined EA as president and chief operating officer in 1997. 

Riccitiello led the company through a stretch of strong growth, marked by its

experimentation with new console technologies and massively popular games like

Madden and FIFA, before leaving in 2004 to launch his own venture—the private equity

firm Elevation Partners, which he cofounded alongside tech investor Roger McNamee

and rockstar Bono. Riccitiello led the video games division. (Elevation Partners is a

former investor in Forbes Media LLC.) 

When he returned to EA in 2007 as CEO, Riccitiello quickly acknowledged bubbling

changes in the industry stemming from the advent of digital games. Despite numerous

attempts to evolve into the mobile age, along with dramatic cost-cutting measures, EA

stock didn’t recover from the plunge it took during the 2008 market crash. Shares fell

almost two-thirds during Riccitiello’s six-year tenure atop EA, which ended with his

resignation in March 2013.  

In a letter to employees, Riccitiello claimed “100 percent” responsibility for the

disappointing results in his final quarter, but argued EA had “never been in a better

position as a company.” While his legacy was divided, experts (for the most part)

seemed to agree. “I think Riccitiello’s only mistakes were his expensive acquisitions,”

mused Wedbush Securities analyst Michael Pachter in 2013, “but even they yielded a

solid mobile and social business and a couple of bonafide franchises.” 

A year later, Riccitiello took the helm of Unity, whose cross-platform game engine had

become popular with independent studios and was, according to the company, reaching

over 600,000 developers each month. Since he's been CEO, hits created with Unity

software include viral phenomenon Pokemon Go; Unity also integrated its products into

content created for Facebook-owned Oculus. Before it went public in September 2020,

Unity had raised over $718 million, according to Crunchbase, with a valuation of $6

billion. That number more than doubled when Unity’s IPO raised $1.3 billion for the

company, boosting its market value to $13.7 billion. 

Though still reporting large losses—the company has never been profitable and lost

$282 million in 2020 on revenues of $772 million—Unity has boasted strong sales

growth and soaring share prices amid growing interest in mobile gaming and virtual

reality. It beat Wall Street expectations and reported revenue of $286 million for the

third quarter ending September 30, an increase of 43% from the same period in 2020.

Unity claims on its website that its software was used to make 71% of the top 1,000

mobile games and 50% of games across mobile, PC and console in 2020. 

Riccitiello has led an aggressive campaign to keep Unity at the forefront of innovation,

as evidenced by its recent string of acquisitions, including the purchases of RestAR, a

deep learning and computer vision company, and Pixyz, a 3D preparation and

optimization software. He claims the acquisition of Weta Digital will help with Unity’s

pursuit of building out a metaverse, referencing the buzzy and loosely defined term for a

digital world where people can interact as avatars. 

“What we want to try to do is have your average 14-year-old to be able to do what Peter

did in creating Gollum and putting that character in the metaverse,” Riccitiello told The

Wall Street Journal of the deal.

But Riccitiello’s time at Unity hasn’t been without its own troubles. In 2019, he was sued

by the company’s former vice president of talent acquisition, Anne Evans, who claimed

the CEO, along with other men in Unity’s management team, spoke openly about female

employees in a sexual manner and pursued relationships with them. Evans also alleged

Riccitiello propositioned her and two of her direct reports for sex. 

Evans claimed she was ultimately fired as retaliation for reporting the sexual

harassment allegations. Unity denied this and instead described her exit as the result of

“serious misconduct” surfaced in a “third-party investigation.” The company also denied

the claims against Riccitiello and other members of Unity management, saying it would

“vigorously defend against the false allegations.” The case is still pending in California

court. 

SEC filings from Unity state that Riccitiello’s fiancé—identified by a Unity spokesperson

as former Unity Software Chief People Officer Elizabeth Brown—owned about 1.4

million options last year but has been exercising and selling them regularly. She

currently owns about 477,000 options worth about $93 million. Evans alleged in her

lawsuit that Brown and Riccitiello had been engaged in a sexual relationship since 2016,

when Brown was still an employee at the company (she left Unity in November 2019). 

Riccitiello declined an interview request for this story.

Follow me on Twitter. Send me a secure tip. 

Jemima McEvoy

I'm a British-born reporter covering breaking news for Forbes. Reach me: jmcevoy@forbes.com 

Riccitiello has been the CEO of Unity since 2014. © 2019 BLOOMBERG FINANCE LP
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