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continued

In the fi rst installments of this series, we met 

Jim, a leader who faces a familiar leadership 

team challenge as he attempts to elevate his 

organization’s performance. We then learned 

about two actions that leaders can take to 

move their teams forward: identifying the 

team’s shared goal and pinpointing where they 

are in their maturity as a group. In this install-

ment, we will discover the unique ways lead-

ers can pull the team forward to maximize the 

chances of success.

Action 3: Lead the Way

Most leaders are not blessed with patience. They 

see the path outlined on the Peak Performance 

Map and break out in a rash because it seems to 

be long and winding – and their timeline is short 

and direct. Not to worry – though navigating the 

path to peak performance takes energy, time, 

and diligence, skillful leaders can accelerate the 

group’s movement toward achieving top-notch 

results. Let’s return to the case we outlined 

above to see how.

With a little refl ection, Jim can easily see 

where his team stands on the path to Peak 

Performance: the Enrollment/Alliance phases.

The clock is ticking, but the truth is that 

they are just starting the journey. Like most 

(impatient) leaders, Jim probably wonders how

 to accelerate the journey. Here are a few ways 

he can lead the way through each phase of the 

journey to promote more rapid progress:

ENROLLMENT: Leaders must keep a decep-

tively simple fact in mind at all times to get the 

best from team members: Each team member

joins the team and contributes above and 

beyond the minimum requirements for his 

or her own personal reasons. Discover those 

underlying motives and you have a powerful 

motivational tool! Ignore them – or worse yet, 

actively disregard them – and you will probably

have a lot of unexplained friction in the team. 

The more you can coax team members to 

share their underlying goals with the larger 

group, the more you will prepare people to 

effectively negotiate roles and confl ict later on. 

But to get real motives on the table, you will 

also need to get the team aligned on ground 

rules – the things they can rely on each other to 

do and not do as members of the team. Yes, as 

the leader you can dictate some of these (and 
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we recommend you do so about ground rules 

that are non-negotiable for you). However, the 

more the team contributes, the more they will 

own the ground rules. 

Last, you can carefully study the people in 

your team to understand their normal styles of 

interacting. In Enrollment, this can seem to 

be an interesting, almost light-hearted study. 

But once you get skilled at identifying interper-

sonal styles, you will quickly see how those 

styles will predict the dynamics you will have 

in the team, especially during confl ict. As 

always, an ounce of prevention is worth a 

pound of cure – and laying these foundations 

during the early enrollment phase of any team 

could save hours and hours later.

ALLIANCES: Alliances begin to highlight 

differences between team members and 

provide early signals about where tensions 

may develop in the future. Many leaders are 

tempted to tamp down differences once alli-

ances are being formed. But this is usually a 

mistake. Instead, wise leaders surface differ-

ences and clarify the why’s behind different 

positions. They draw them out instead of trying 

to push through or gloss over them. 

At the same time, wise leaders identify key 

decisions that need to be made by the group 

and they very intentionally choose the ones 

that they think will create meaningful debate. 

While it’s tempting to take every potentially 

challenging decision “off-line,” peak perform-

ing leaders know that there’s nothing like a 

real, important decision to usher the team into 

the Forest of Confl ict. They know that confl ict 

is inevitable and they would rather choose the 

timing, location, and topic for that confl ict than 

have it burst upon them.

CONFLICT: Leaders who want to accelerate the 

path to performance pay special attention to 

which fi ghts to encourage and how confl ict is 

conducted. While they don’t sidestep confl ict, 

they do make sure that the team doesn’t waste 

time on insignifi cant issues. They also provide 

clear ground rules and ensure that the confl ict 

is well refereed (either by themselves or a third 

party). Here are typical ground rules that work:

• We will only fi ght about substantive 

issues. We have too much real work to 

do to squabble about minor details.

• We will work extraordinarily hard to 

understand the reasons and interests 

behind each party’s position before trying 

to reach resolution or make a decision.

• We will be clear up front what the decision 

rules are – who has decision rights and 

how we will make the decision.
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• We will decide on the merits, not on 

politics or based on personal alliances. 

• We will keep our confl ict at the issue level 

(i.e. what we should do) or, if necessary, 

at the role level (i.e. how someone should 

change how he does his job). Personal 

attacks (someone’s character, personality, 

name-calling, etc.) are out of bounds.

With ground rules like these and careful facili-

tation, most teams can get through confl ict and 

actually fi nd common ground. This, in itself, 

is a major confi dence-builder for all team 

members since they know intuitively that 

confl ict is coming at some point!

SPECIALIZATION: Specialization brings its own 

leadership challenges. While team members 

have usually navigated through confl ict, they now 

hunger to get on with the task – and to minimize 

the chances they have to go back into the some-

times painful and always energy-consuming 

confl ict stage. Specialization is largely about role 

clarity, so leaders can accelerate through this 

phase simply by positioning each person for suc-

cess based on their abilities. They can then get 

the team members to clarify the responsibilities 

and decision rights of each role. In other words, 

they should help each team member know:

• What am I expected to contribute to this team?

• In which decisions do I either have fi nal 

authority or clear input?

• What can I expect from others?

Real clarity on the answers to these ques-

tions often comes through rehearsing different 

scenarios with the team, letting case study 

situations tease out areas of ambiguity or 

misunderstanding before the team faces them 

in real life. This is akin to teams practicing 

plays before a game, orchestras rehearsing 

before a concert, bands running through their 

set lists before the show starts, or mountain 

rescue teams doing practices before a distress 

call comes in. 

Turning practice into performance requires the 

leader to facilitate candid feedback sessions. 

These sessions encourage members to look 

at the team’s performance in their “rehearsal” 

settings and tell the brutal truth about what 

worked and what missed the mark. Where this 

sort of candor may have seemed destructive

earlier in the team’s development, team 

members now know where they stand in the 

group. While the message can be painful, they 

value the improved performance.

PEAK PERFORMANCE: While with proper 

preparation the summit push should largely 

be owned by team members, leaders still play 

a crucial role. They watch carefully for who is 

struggling and promptly re-deploy resources 

to support them. Most importantly, they keep 

everyone focused on the goal. It’s easy for 

members to get “summit fever” and to forget

they are part of a team and that if everyone

continued

IT’S YOUR TURN

What specifi c actions 
can you take to move 
your team to the next 
phase of the Peak 
Performance Path?
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reaches the peak it’s a greater success. 

Leaders regularly huddle with the team, 

assess their condition, remind them of all they 

have accomplished and invested so far, and 

re-focus them on the ultimate goal. 

Defuse the Landmines

Along the path to peak performance, 

there are often hidden landmines. 

Their precise location and nature are 

usually diffi cult to discern, but astute 

leaders know that they are out there. 

Therefore, they keep a watchful eye for several 

varieties of landmines:

INTERPERSONAL LANDMINES: It’s amazing

how quickly a team can throw away the 

possibility of a great achievement over simple 

interpersonal issues. Sometimes interpersonal

landmines are related to differences in style, 

background, ethnic culture, gender, educational 

background, or functional role. Just as often, 

interpersonal landmines are simply cases 

of thoughtlessness: a careless comment, an 

(un)intentional slight, a perceived exclusion. 

Skillful leaders and team members recognize 

these landmines and quickly move to under-

stand, own appropriate responsibility, forgive, 

and move on.

SYSTEMIC LANDMINES: No organization 

or organizational structure is perfect. Team 

members often have to learn to work around 

or simply ignore dynamics like performance 

review systems that overtly pit them against 

each other in a competition for bonus money/

promotions or stakeholders who tug them in 

confl icting directions. 

CULTURAL LANDMINES: Every organization

has its unique culture, or set of unwritten 

rules for how things are done. Some 

cultures avoid confl ict, making it seem 

extra risky for teams to move into the 

Forest of Confl ict. Others have 

aggressive, competitive cultures where 

the thought of even being on a team where 

one might put one’s own goals behind the 

goals of the team is unheard of. Teams have 

to recognize these unwritten rules and decide 

whether and how to write different rules that 

will help them get to peak performance. 

Peak performing teams don’t use a landmine 

as an excuse for a lesser outcome. Team 

members simply see the landmines as extra 

realities to be overcome. 

Defi ning moments are rarely manufactured. 

Rather, defi ning moments appear at the inter-

section of signifi cant events. They feature leaders 

who must – quickly – get their leadership teams 

performing as cohesive units. By seeing the peak 

to climb, getting their bearings, and leading the 

way, leaders can accelerate their team’s journey 

toward peak performance and maximize their 

own chances of success.

IT’S YOUR TURN

What land-mines do 
you see on the path in 
front of you? How can 
you enlist your team 
members in identifying 
and disarming these 
land-mines before 
they cause damage 
to the team?

Landmines

For more information, you can contact Ted at ted.harro@noondayventures.com
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