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The Path to Peak Performance:
How leadership teams achieve top-notch 
outcomes and why they sometimes don’t
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Crisis or Opportunity?

Jim has a problem. He has recently

assumed leadership of a fast-growing 

medical technology business. While he feels 

the typical excitement brought by such an

opportunity, his fi rst three months in the job 

have also revealed a leadership team that 

may not yet be up to the task. Several team 

members are company veterans, but three 

key players are brand new to the company. 

Jim has also heard rumors that his head 

of operations feels slighted that she wasn’t

chosen for the top role. Above all, Jim knows 

that the team has a reputation for focusing on 

today’s business, perhaps to the exclusion of 

discerning the company’s long-term strategy 

and how to make that strategy come to life. 

Meanwhile, time ticks away. Jim knows that 

every month that passes without his team 

mobilizing behind a coherent long-term 

direction is a month lost. And while

today’s steady growth may lull some into 

complacency, Jim’s gut tells him that

he must get the team moving – and soon!

He knows that upcoming changes in the 

competitive and regulatory landscape will 

demand something very different from his 

team.

Like many senior leaders assuming a top 

job, Jim is conducting a strategic review. He 

plans to lead his team through the process of 

getting clear on their direction and building

an actionable plan. But he also knows that 

the best plans in the world rarely turn into 

breakthrough results when a leadership 

team performs at anything less than peak 

levels. Jim himself has experienced this as 

a member of a leadership team whose plans 

never really made it beyond “pretty words on 

fl ipcharts.” This fuels his sense of urgency for 

fi guring out how to get his team moving.

Jim is not alone. Other leaders face leadership 

teams in crisis, whether they are new growth 

venture teams staring at market-shifting and 

career-making opportunities, or newly joined 

leadership teams following a merger. While 

these scenarios sound different, they have 

at least two features in common. First, these 

teams each face defi ning moments. They can 

THE SHORT COURSE

Whether through 
crisis or opportunity, 
leaders at times reach 
defi ning moments with 
their teams when top-
notch performance 
truly matters.

 Leaders can take 
three actions to move 
their teams toward 
peak performance.

 This article overviews 
the fi rst action: 
Defi ne the peak the 
team must climb.

Part I: Which peak and why?
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feel like crises or momentous opportunities, 

but regardless of their tenor, leaders in these 

situations know that they cannot afford to 

screw up. 

Another commonality: these leaders know 

they have to fi nd a way to quickly and 

effectively get their business teams 

functioning at a very high level. The 

consequences of not doing so loom large.

In the middle of one of these situations, 

leaders like Jim can feel overwhelmed. 

Leadership teams contain many moving

parts, but those parts often seem to be 

operating behind an impenetrable curtain. 

Leaders gravitate toward action, but these 

cases demand the right actions at the right 

time to help the team navigate the terrain 

between team start-up and peak perfor-

mance. I outline that terrain in more detail 

later in this series, but here is a brief 

summary of the predictable phases leadership

teams experience on their way to peak 

performance:

ENROLLMENT: Team members join the 

team’s efforts and assess how well their 

active participation will help them achieve 

their personal goals. All teams experience

this phase, though many fail to invest 

adequately in the activities to do it well – and 

pay the price later.

ALLIANCES: Differences begin to appear in 

the group. Team members identify allies who 

can help them infl uence the group. All teams 

experience this phase, but in a misguided 

effort to “keep things moving,” leaders often

try to subdue differences. This can lead 

to simmering tensions rather than rapid 

progress.

CONFLICT: A key decision (or two!) brings 

group differences to the surface. The team 

attempts to reach a decision while preserving 

the team’s ability to work together produc-

tively. Most teams experience this phase, but 

relatively few do it well. Instead of excelling, 

many teams end up going through a time and 

energy-consuming loop that involves disrup-

tion, damage, and sometimes the departure 

of key team members.

SPECIALIZATION: When teams successfully 

navigate confl ict, team members clarify roles 

and fi ne-tune how those roles will function 

in the throes of a summit push. Repeated 

practice and debriefi ng of real-life situations 

helps each team member raise his or her 

level of play. Relatively few teams do this well.

continued
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PEAK PERFORMANCE: Team members gain 

enough comfort, skill, and shared commitment 

to their cause that their performance reaches 

breakthrough. Only the best teams make it 

this phase – and only after signifi cant invest-

ment. However, the rewards – corporately and 

personally – are typically large.

While there are no guarantees of success, 

the three actions we outline in this series will 

provide a guide for leaders trying to navigate 

their own defi ning moments. 

If you are engaged in leading an organization 

toward peak performance, you can take three 

actions to ensure that your leadership team 

plays its vital role:

1. Defi ne the peak

2. Find your bearings

3. Lead the way

Action 1: Clearly defi ne the peak you 

are climbing

Navigating to peak performance is very hard 

work. Like any great venture, there are no 

guarantees of success – only guarantees 

of hard work, sweat, and diffi culty. You will 

only reach the destination if you have a clear 

picture of what you are trying to achieve, why 

that achievement matters, and why it requires 

the united efforts of your team members.

So from wherever you are in the journey, look 

to that peak and answer a few questions:

• What are we trying to accomplish together

that none of us could accomplish on 

our own? What specifi c improvement or 

change would be worthwhile?

• How will that accomplishment affect 

our customers? How will it affect our 

organization? How could it change the 

competitive landscape? What value will it 

bring to those we serve and work with?

• What consequences would we face as 

an organization if we failed to reach our 

goal? What consequences would we face 

as a team and as individuals?

In Jim’s situation, the answers to these 

questions are very clear. His team leads a 

high-growth business whose key stakehold-

ers depend on it for current earnings and 

future positioning in the market. While his 

company’s results are on a solid trajectory, 

insiders know that fundamental change 

needs to happen to maintain that trajectory

and to capture a dominant place in the 

market. Otherwise, Jim’s organization risks 

stagnation and the loss of a tremendous 

continued
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IT’S YOUR TURN

 What defi ning moments
have you experienced 
in the past? What did 
you learn from them?

What kind of defi ning 
moment are you or 
your colleagues
facing right now? 

What dynamics
make this situation 
challenging? What 
are the opportunities? 
What are the risks?
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opportunity. The company would probably go 

on, but may be forced to accept slower growth, 

lower profi t, and potentially cost cuts. While 

team members may not irreparably damage 

their careers, one thing is certain: Jim would!

Whether it’s a threat or a tremendous 

opportunity, your team must be clear on 

the destination and why that destination 

matters. If you struggle to fi nd the destina-

tion that binds your group together, consider 

these alternatives:

• Slow down and back up. Most leader-

ship teams operate in perpetual “hurry 

mode.” Daily concerns overwhelm most 

long-term thinking. By spending time 

reviewing the history of the organization, 

its current status, and the trends most 

likely to affect it, many leadership teams 

begin to align around a shared destina-

tion. Granted, a shared destination does 

not guarantee consensus on the best 

route to get there (as any family on a road 

trip can attest), but it does provide a focal 

point for the group to rally around.

• Identify the few critical issues that bind 

you together and let go of the rest. Some 

groups, while they have many individual

goals, do have to team around a few 

critical issues. Most often, these have to 

do with shaping organizational direction 

or the allocation of precious resources 

(fi nances, technology, or people). In many 

leadership teams, the group also must 

team around the development of high 

potential talent since that talent pool 

greatly infl uences the growth prospects 

for the organization. Limit your agenda to 

these common items.

• Stop trying to be a team. In their classic 

work, The Wisdom of Teams, Katzenbach 

and Smith point out that not all groups 

should attempt to be teams, especially 

if they can’t fi nd a common purpose that 

draws them together. This can be the 

case, especially with leadership teams 

where the members run functional or 

regional groups with few interconnec-

tions. Sometimes these groups run better

as collections of individuals.

The next two articles in the series outline the 

other two key actions leaders can take to help 

their teams reach peak performance. But 

before moving on, take a moment to assess 

your progress on the fi rst leadership action.

IT’S YOUR TURN

How clear is the peak 
your team is trying to 
climb? What are you 
trying to do together 
that no single person 
or sub-group could 
achieve on its own?

How tangible is that 
target?

 How valuable is that 
objective to customers,
owners/stakeholders, 
and staff?

 What consequences 
await your organi-
zation if your team 
doesn’t climb this 
peak together?
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For more information, you can contact Ted at ted.harro@noondayventures.com
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