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More Praise for Why Teams Win

“Dr. Miller has really hit on the basic principles of building a successful team. The Nine elements provide the blueprint for all coaches.”

—Mark Messier, Former NHL Star, and Stanley Cup Champion

 

“Saul Miller is an expert on building winning teams. As I have learned more and more about Toyota it is clear that the key to their success is building winning teams, from the close-knit board of directors at the top to the working-level team member on the shop floor. The company is a collection of teams that are aligned through a very strong set of common values, a vision of benefitting society at the top, and aligned goals and metrics from top to bottom. This book provides important insights on how you can develop winning teams from top to bottom.”

—Jeffery K. Liker, Professor of Industrial and Operations Engineering,
 University of Michigan; Author, The Toyota Way, Toyota Talent,
Toyota Culture: The Heart and Soul of the Toyota Way


 

“In Why Teams Win Dr. Miller describes 9 key elements of team success including fundamentals like leadership, commitment, and chemistry. This book is full of excellent information for anyone wanting to build a winning team.”

—Kelly Hrudey, NHL Veteran, Broadcaster, Analyst Hockey
Night in Canada

 

“In Why Teams Win, Dr. Miller generously shares many insights, discoveries, useful tools, and a lifetime of helpful information, distilled from the front lines of many professions.”

—Al Secunda, Author (Ultimate Tennis, The 15 Second Principle),
 Consultant, Musician
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INTRODUCTION

When a group of people come together and dedicate themselves towards  
a common goal, incredible things are possible.

 

 

For over a quarter of a century, I’ve had the good fortune to work with teams of dedicated individuals . . . all kinds of teams. I’ve worked with professional sport teams in the National Football League, National Hockey League, Major League Baseball, the National Basketball Association, and with national, Olympic, and collegiate teams in over thirty different sports. While I was consulting with them, these athletes and teams won championships like the World Series and the Stanley Cup, as well as national and conference titles and Olympic medals.

During this time I’ve also consulted with corporate teams in sales, service, management, and manufacturing in a variety of industries across North America. Some of these groups increased their sales volume 100 percent, some doubled shareholder value, and others not only exceeded profit targets but were repeatedly listed nationally as a top 50 company to work for. I’ve also run medical and rehab teams in which the focus was helping people regain their health and return to productive life. In every case, the challenge involved helping people  work together and perform to the best of their abilities. As such, I find the team experience an exciting and meaningful challenge.

Growing up, I played a lot of team sports. I was fortunate to play for teams that won city championships in high school and a national championship in college, and later to work with elite sport, corporate, and health service teams as a professional. Being part of a winning team is a satisfying and exhilarating experience. People often compare the feeling of winning to sex. Indeed, neuropsychologists tell us that for competitive people winning triggers a release of dopamine, a feel-good hormone and neurotransmitter that creates pleasurable emotions and contributes to the intense sense of satisfaction that winning provides.

Personally, I think being part of a successful team is a spiritual experience. It requires faith, and giving or surrendering something of oneself for the collective good. In so doing one can become part of something greater than oneself, and bond with others doing the same. In making that investment I have found the team experiences I participated in as a player, consultant, and coach to be challenging, enjoyable, and very rewarding.

What sparked the idea of this book was a synchronicity of events over a span of a few weeks. I had been on the road for a month, working with a couple of sport teams. One, the Nashville Predators of the NHL, was battling for a spot in the playoffs. The other, a US Olympic team, was getting ready for the Winter Games. Not surprisingly, my thoughts were charged with recent team experiences and some of the issues and factors that contribute to team success. The process of strengthening qualities like intention, commitment, identity, focus, and mental toughness was very much on my mind. Furthermore, I was just finishing a book, Hockey Tough: A Winning Mental Game on the psychological side of sport and had recently defined several factors critical to team success.

While traveling through Chicago on my way home, I ran into Kevin Constantine at O’Hare airport. Kevin is a well-known NHL coach. After clearing security we sat down and had a conversation about team success. I mentioned to Kevin that I was working on a book about winning and discussed with him our impressions as to why teams win. He shared his experience and insights on team success, highlighting the importance of focus, commitment, and preparation . . . all of which reinforced my thinking on the subject.

Immediately on my return to Vancouver, I had a meeting scheduled with Gord Huston, the CEO of Envision Financial, a very successful credit union in the Pacific North West. The organization had recently merged and was dealing with issues relating to identity and culture. In preparation for the meeting I reflected on some core issues as to why organizations and teams in business and sport are successful . . . in effect, why and how teams win. As I organized my thoughts for the meeting, it became increasingly apparent that sport, with its clear and fast bottom line and commitment to continuous improvement, is an excellent performance model for many forms of human endeavor. And that many of the characteristics that contribute to team success in sport are applicable and would be of interest to a wide range of team leaders and players in business—and life.

So I began to write. Yet, as sometimes happens, after a brief inspired beginning, circumstance and seemingly more pressing commitments put the project on hold. A couple of years passed during which my work with sport and corporate teams took me coast to coast across North America, from California to Newfoundland, and abroad, to Switzerland, Italy, Austria, and Norway in Europe; to Korea, Malaysia, and China in Asia; and to South Africa. In that time, I helped sport teams prepare for the Summer and Winter Olympic Games, hockey’s Stanley and Memorial Cups, plus a half dozen World Championships and World Cups. At the same time I  consulted with a variety of corporate teams helping them improve teamwork, hit sales targets, strengthen team identity, and increase profitability. The consistent enthusiastic response of all these groups to my input on Why Teams Win sparked me to resume, in earnest, the challenge of writing this book.

People who work together will win, whether it be against complex football defenses or the problems of modern society.

—Vince Lombardi1



Today there is a considerable emphasis on winning and on people working together effectively in teams. This is true in business, sport, and life. In this book we are going to explore nine basic reasons or keys that characterize winning teams and successful organizations. These keys touch on the make-up of the team, its talent, leadership, focus, attitude, chemistry, and sense of self. We’ll explore each of the nine keys, discuss why they are important, and offer suggestions on how to strengthen them.

Most of us live and work in teams of one sort or another. In reviewing the nine keys, I encourage readers to reflect on their past and present experience with teams and consider what they and their associates can do to enhance both their individual and team’s performance in these areas.

Before we begin exploring why teams win, let’s define exactly what we mean by the terms team and win. What is a “team”? And what do we mean by the word “win”?

Over the last quarter century I’ve asked dozens of groups, “How do you define team?” The most common response from people in all walks of life is, “A team is a group of people working together to achieve a common goal.” I then explain that while that may be the popular use  of the word, the word originally referred to a group of animals hitched together pulling in a common direction to a common goal . . . as in the case of a team of horses or a dog team. Expressed in this manner it becomes graphically clear that if one of the horses strays and wanders off course, all the other horses have to pull harder to keep the team in line and enable it to achieve its goal. Or, if one of the dogs falls asleep in its traces, all the other dogs have to work harder to move the team along. And so it is with teams of people.

A team requires a dynamic shared commitment where everyone makes a difference. As a team player, what you do either contributes to moving the team in the desired direction, or what you do impedes the group’s progress and everyone has to work harder to move you and the rest of the team towards the desired end. In this respect the team challenge is a personal one. And a commitment to enhancing individual performance can enrich both the player’s and the team’s experience.

Alone we can do so little; together we can do so much.

—Helen Keller 2



A team is the embodiment of the concept the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. In A Brief History of Everything, Ken Wilber3 uses water as a metaphor in discussing the evolution of consciousness. He explains that looking at hydrogen and oxygen as two distinct separate elements, one simply wouldn’t predict that they would come together to produce something as different from themselves as water. It is the same with teams in which the distinct and separate elements of the players come together to create something that is more complex and more evolved than any of their individual parts. In Why Teams Win we will explore the team process and describe the forces that act on and  contribute to a collection of individuals evolving into a successful high functioning team.

As for the word win, a definition that I believe captures the spirit of winning is, to win is to gain through effort or struggle. In the late eighties I was working on a book on high performance. At the time, my son was ten years old and an enthusiastic Little Leaguer. One day he came into the room where I was writing, watched me typing away, then asked what I was doing. I explained I was writing a book. He asked what the title of the book was going to be. I replied that I was thinking of calling it Winning With Ease. Hearing the title he immediately shook his head and curled up his nose in displeasure.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, “Don’t you like that title?”

“No Dad,” he said still shaking his head, “it’s not right. Everyone knows winning isn’t easy. To win you’ve got to hustle.”

Winning isn’t easy. The world is becoming more and more competitive.

In sport, competition is intense, with everyone vying for the same prize, and training all year long to achieve it. When Lorenzo Neal, a fifteen-year veteran of the NFL, was asked how he survived the violence and played so effectively over the years, he said, “I train hard in the preseason.” Then he paused and said, “Actually there is no preseason.”4 Training is all year long. And as for security and longevity, the word in sport is that you are only as good as your last game, that champions rarely repeat, and relatively successful coaches can be fired if they don’t win it all.

In business, all the screws are being tightened. People want things done better, faster, and cheaper. And as corporations compete with businesses from around the globe, many workers are challenged to become online accessible day and night.

The definition of winning as achievement through effort or struggle reflects the challenging process of setting a goal, and then working  with determination, diligence, and perseverance in a highly competitive forum to make that goal a reality.

Not everyone is excited by the word winning. When I discussed the  Why Teams Win program with the vice president of human resources of a large energy corporation he surprised me by saying, “We’re not interested in winning here. I think the concept is destructive to cooperation and the team-building process.” He went on to describe winning in the primordial sense of combatant versus combatant . . . where only one person walks away at the end of the battle.

His experience was clearly very different from mine. I explained that teams compete and win through an integration of talent, focus, and effort. Within the context of a high-performance team, winning is not as much about individuals competing with each other as it is a cooperative synergistic (win-win) process, where team members learn they can accomplish more by working together than they would by creating on their own. Winning is everyone working together and achieving together.




TEAM = Together Everyone Achieves More 

Davey Johnson is an innovative and successful major leaguer who won the World Series both as a player and manager and was American League manager of the year. Davey once defined the process of winning as follows, “When I say winning, I mean getting the maximum potential out of a group of individuals so that they can accomplish more than anyone thought was possible.”5 Indeed, that’s what winning teams are all about.

Microsoft CEO Steve Ballmer also believes competition can produce a win-win. Ballmer has said, “Competition drives everybody to do their very best work, and it’s the very best work of competitors that winds up being the very best value to customers.”6

The synergy of intelligence, energy, talent, and spirit is a phenomenon I’ve observed again and again with successful teams in sport, business, health care, and the arts . . . and the keys to making it happen are what this book is about.




Parallels . . . Sport and Business 

Throughout the book I refer to observations and experiences I’ve had working with teams in both sport and business. There are similarities between these challenging forums of human expression.


1. Bottom-Line Consciousness

In sport, the bottom line is very clear and fast. You can see in an instant what wins and what loses. The story or the explanation pales next to the score. Excuses are irrelevant. Indeed, Charlie Weis, a four-time Super Bowl winner, entitled his biography, No Excuses.7 In sport, it’s the bottom line that matters.

Business is not only driven by the bottom line, it defined the concept. And while it invariably takes longer than today’s box-score to assess corporate performance, the corporate season is endless, and with today’s sophisticated technological communication, the pressure to perform can be 24/7.


2. A Commitment to Continuous Improvement

In sport and business the status quo is never good enough. What won last season rarely repeats. To win, there needs to be an ongoing commitment to continuous improvement, and an ongoing search for new ideas, new talent, and new systems of delivery.

The intense pressure to win is exemplified by a Nike television commercial that appeared during the Olympics a few years ago. To  be an Olympian is a great achievement. To win an Olympic medal is an outstanding accomplishment. Yet Nike’s commercial charged, “You don’t win silver, you lose gold.”

Over the years I have worked with many successful teams who strived to be the best. Whether it was in professional football or hockey or in the telecommunications or pharmaceutical industries, second place was not good enough. The push was and is to be the best. And the push is continuous.


3. Different Strokes for Different Folks

Make sure you’re coaching the right game. It’s important to note the different team sports (football, baseball, basketball, soccer, and hockey) demand different styles of coaching or leadership to maximize performance. It’s the same in business. Different business functions (manufacturing, marketing, human resources, and sales) present different coaching challenges and demand a different coaching emphasis to maximize results.

What is especially relevant is the parallel between certain business functions and certain sports. For example, the way you coach a sales team is different from how you would coach a marketing or human resources group. Similarly, the way to coach winning in baseball is different from how you would coach winning in football or hockey. However, coaching winning in baseball is similar in many respects to how you would effectively manage a sales team. These parallels between effective leadership styles in business and sport are discussed in Chapter 11.




THE NINE QUALITIES OF WINNING TEAMS

Why do teams win? Basically, winning teams are about people working well together. Successful teams are comprised of people with purpose, vision, and skill. Winning teams are groups of people who are wisely led, motivated to work hard, work together, and persevere to make something meaningful happen.

In working with over a hundred teams I’ve consistently observed nine distinct qualities or keys that are present within successful teams. These qualities or keys are at play regardless of the kind of team I am working with (e.g., sport, business, health care, or the arts) and are also somewhat independent of the team’s level of development.




THE NINE QUALITIES OF WINNING TEAMS 

1. A Sense of Purpose: A Meaningful Goal
2. Talent
3. Leadership
4. Strategy/Plan
5. Commitment
6. Feedback
7. Confidence
8. Chemistry
9. Identity
All of us have some team experience. We live and work with others in teams. As you review these nine qualities of winning teams, take time to reflect on your personal experience. Consider to what extent the team you are currently with, or the teams you have been a part of in the past, incorporate these qualities. And, perhaps most relevant, ask yourself, “What can I and my present team do to enhance performance in each of these nine areas?”

Although the nine keys are presented and discussed in separate chapters, they are interrelated. One quality affects another. As the strength in one key area increases, it strengthens other areas as well. For example, preparation builds confidence and confidence strengthens performance, chemistry, and identity.

We have defined a team as a collection of individuals pulling together in a common direction to a common goal. A constant challenge in the quest for success is the need to balance the needs of the individual with the needs of the team. Both elements must be considered in the development and maintenance of a successful organization. Each chapter has both a group/team and personal component for you to explore.

Our discussion of these nine keys begins with a sense of purpose. That is where great ventures begin. Chapter 1 describes the first key, a meaningful goal. Winning teams are engaged and enrolled by the meaningfulness of their pursuit. In Chapter 2 we look at talent, the human resource that comprises the team. I considered the possibility of leadership, a key that provides vision and direction, preceding the talent factor. However, in the end, I chose to go with talent before leadership. On most teams I have been a part of, leadership inherits and plays on an existing talent pool.

Leadership is discussed in Chapter 3, both the top down leadership provided by coaches or an executive group and core leadership provided from within the rank and file. There is no key that better  demonstrates the interconnectedness of the nine keys than leadership. Leadership selects and shapes talent, creates the game plan, provides feedback, and builds confidence, chemistry, and team identity. Chapter 4 explores strategy. That is followed by commitment, in Chapter 5, where we discuss the importance of individuals’ “buying in,” both their dedication to “paying the price” (doing what is necessary to create the desired end result) and their willingness to subordinate their personal “me” for the “collective “we.”

In Chapter 6 we consider the importance of team feedback and personal acknowledgement in shaping winning team behavior. This chapter highlights the challenge of balancing the needs of both the individual and the team for continuing success. Chapter 7 explores confidence and underlines the importance of preparation as well as success in building confidence. Chapter 8 looks at team chemistry, specifically the respect and support that flows between winning team members. Chapter 9 describes the importance of a winning identity, both a winning team identity and a successful personal self-image.

Chapter 10 looks at character, the ABCs of winning, and it compares and contrasts winning and losing teams in regard to the nine keys. Chapter 11, “Different Teams/Different Demands” compares various sports with various business processes and illustrates how leadership style should be varied according to the specific nature of the challenge, as well as the team’s stage of development to maximize team performance. Finally, Chapter 12 describes a number of team-building exercises that provide insight and increase team effectiveness.




CHAPTER 1

A SENSE OF PURPOSE: A MEANINGFUL GOAL

Winning teams are inspired by a sense of purpose and work toward  
a goal that has meaning for them.

 

 

Many of the best players operate with a clear, meaningful goal.  
Many of the best teams invest a great deal of time and energy  
shaping a purpose and belief that everyone can own.


Healthy people have a natural desire to excel. They want to succeed; they are motivated to contribute to and be a part of something great or something of value. Winning teams present a meaningful opportunity and challenge to their members. Whether it’s to win the championship, to be the best, to provide a quality product or a valuable service, or to make a better world, the members of winning teams tend to share a belief that what they do and what they are striving for has meaning or value.

Research has shown that when a person believes he or she is engaged in a meaningful pursuit, it’s both energizing and sustaining. A strong sense of purpose generates a kind of “soul power” that nurtures drive and success. Bottom line: people who have a meaningful goal are willing to work harder, persist longer, and endure more . . . and all of these qualities lead to success.

The origins of the word goal can be traced back to two Old English roots. The word gal suggests the end point of the race. And the word  gaelen refers to an obstacle, barrier, or hindrance. All of us are performers and many of us have to overcome obstacles and barriers to reach our goals in the competitive world in which we perform.

Winning teams have clear goals and the realization of these goals is payoff. For individual team members the payoff can be anything from a deep sense of accomplishment and the satisfaction of being a part of the best, to fame, fortune, or all of the above. Sitting in the dressing room immediately before an NFL playoff game between the Rams and the Cowboys, some of the Rams players attempted to fire up their teammates by making comments referring to team pride, toughness, and superiority. Then one player pressed another motivational button. He said, “Hey, guys, remember; this game is for forty grand.”

I have worked with professional teams where player salaries were in the millions and bonuses for winning were in the tens of thousands—and with elite amateur sport teams where team members received less than a thousandth of that amount for playing, and no bonus at all for winning. A universal driver, with or without monetary reward, is the pride and satisfaction of achievement.

Goals are basic to individual and team success. One of Stephen Covey’s seven habits of highly successful people is “Begin with the end in mind.”1 That end goal becomes even more powerful and attainable when it is charged with meaning. People will invest heart and soul in a process they care about. Care is a word of the heart (coeur is “heart” in French) and love is one of the most powerful forces on the planet. Love gives and reflects meaning. People who love what they are doing, who love the game, and love the challenge are energized and face the task at hand with more power.

As socially conscious beings, many of us look for an opportunity to dedicate our efforts to something with perceived significance. Working with others towards something we believe in is motivating. When that same opportunity is seen as relatively insignificant and meaningless, enthusiasm and energy diminish, and performance suffers.

I had a phone call from a veteran professional athlete late in the season. His team had just been eliminated from the playoffs and they were playing out the final games of their schedule. During the season he had been plagued by a series of nagging injuries but now that his team was “out of the running,” he complained about overwhelming fatigue and pain. “I just don’t have the energy or enthusiasm to give 100 percent any more,” he said. “I even have trouble concentrating.”

I explained that fatigue can sap concentration and enthusiasm. However, it was clear that what he was referring to was more than simply fatigue. The lack of consequence, his perception of the meaninglessness of the remaining games, made it much more difficult for him to “get up”—to perform and do it well.

Since feelings affect thinking and attitude, I worked with his breathing, then with his imagery and self-talk, to help him create a more powerful, positive, relaxed feeling. I then had him recall games when he really excelled. As he reflected on those experiences, I suggested he acknowledge himself for being the consummate professional he was. He felt stronger, more positive, and better able to compete; however, the absence of purpose, of a really meaningful goal, was depleting and limiting.

In contrast, I have observed clients faced with big-money challenges (e.g., making the playoffs, or the Olympics, hitting important targets and deadlines), who tune out fatigue, unresolved personal issues, or  illness and injuries and excel, because of the meaningful challenge they are facing.

While working with one of the top-ranked teams in the country, I met with Jerrid, a new addition to the team, and a player who had recently been acquired from another organization that had been struggling. When I asked him how he was adjusting to being a part of this new team, he said, “It’s way better. I really like it here.”

“How is it better?” I asked. “What’s different about being here?”

Without hesitating, Jerrid replied, “Here there’s a genuine sense of purpose and possibility. People believe in what we’re doing. We’re playing for something that counts, something attainable. And I really want to be a part of that.”

Healthy people want to excel. They want to feel that what they do and what they are a part of has meaning and makes a difference. Winning teams provide that opportunity. Conversely, when there is a sense that your performance doesn’t matter, energy and enthusiasm fade.

John was an inspired, hard-working executive on a fast track up in a successful and rapidly growing banking organization. He saw himself as a highly competent, 100 percent team player. However, he was given a reprimand and moved a step backwards in the corporate hierarchy when a superior perceived him to be too aggressive and overstepping his authority. When we met, it was apparent that the dressing down had caused a shift in John’s perception and attitude. He felt unappreciated and treated unfairly by an organization to which he had given everything. The thought that he would no longer be able to realize his goal of being a leader in the company caused him to lose heart and energy. “My assistant manager asked me the other day if I was okay. She said it looked to her like I was just going through the motions. Well, I do my job, but it’s hard to give it 100 percent when you feel like you’re blocked from above.”

I responded to John very much the same way I had to the injured athlete, that as a highly competent professional he was committed to two goals. One was personal: to be the best he could be. And two was to serve the team to the best of his ability. I explained, “That attitude has led to your success to date—and that’s the attitude that will ultimately lead to your success in the future. John, that’s who you are, and you cannot allow a bump in the road to divert you from your goal.” I continued with something I believe to be a core success philosophy: “If your goal is genuinely to be the best you can be, then whatever comes up, you have to use it. If you don’t use it, it’ll use you.” I explained to John that he was letting this recent setback use him and erode his sense of purpose.

Whether someone has a strong internal drive to succeed, or is sparked to action by the team’s leadership or by its history of past accomplishment, people motivated to excel by a meaningful goal will invest more of themselves in achieving it.

A few years ago one of the professional sport teams on the West Coast was underachieving, and a reporter asked the head coach if he was doing enough to motivate the team. The coach’s reply was, “It’s not my job to motivate the team.” Not surprisingly, his response raised a few eyebrows. As a prominent sport psychologist in the area, I was asked by the media to comment on the coach’s remark. The coach was old school and I understood his frustration with high-priced talent that needed to be enticed, pushed and prodded to perform. However, I strongly disagreed with the idea that it is not the coach’s job to motivate the team. The coach is a leader who sets the standard and the stage for the team’s performance. And, as I told reporters, “Whether it’s in the locker room or the board room, it is the coach’s job to inspire and motivate the players.” Specifically, a coach, as leader, has the authority and the “response-ability” to open a window of opportunity to  what is possible in the mind of the team. He or she must provide the vision to inspire them, to make their challenge meaningful, and to be the best they can be.

As environmental issues become more relevant and social values evolve, many corporate teams are gaining appreciation for both the significance and collective buy-in of their mission or purpose. Some teams are defining meaning with more than a single financial bottom line. A senior executive of a natural food company explained, “There are three things we work towards in this organization. One is profitability. The second is social responsibility. The third is environmental sustainability.” He continued, “Winning for us means operating our business so we succeed with regard to all three of these meaningful goals. A great deal more effort and energy is required to make this happen but it’s what we believe in and our belief makes the extra effort worthwhile. People want to work here and are prepared to give more of themselves whenever it’s required.”

Sometimes the challenge facing the group is charged with meaning to all the players involved. Everybody “gets it” and it doesn’t take much more to motivate team members as to the importance of what they are working towards. Sometimes the value of the mission is more obscure and it becomes incumbent on management and leadership to define the challenge in a meaningful way and inspire the troops. Indeed, I have been asked on occasion to help management define a meaningful message of purpose that enrolls the rank and file. However, the meaningfulness of the message is not simply something defined by management. Ultimately, it must be heartfelt by the members of the team. Winning teams feel it.

One team I have worked with for several years is the Medicine Hat Tigers of the Western Hockey League. The WHL is arguably the best junior hockey league in the world. And at the time of writing, the Tigers have had one of the best records in the league over the past  five years. One of the many reasons for the team’s success is the way the head coach, Will Desjardins, communicates meaningful goals to the players. Will believes “You’ve got to have a dream.” At the start of each season, he clearly defines two goals for the team and for the players. One is that they win the championship. And two is that the players sign a professional contract and go on to play professional hockey.

He explains to the players that the more success the team has, the more exposure they will have to the professional scouts, the more attractive they will be as winners, and the more likely it is that they will be signed to a professional contract. These are very meaningful goals to young men who play to win and aspire to become successful professional athletes. And the buy-in is evident in the players’ enthusiasm and the team’s performance.

Hockey historian and author Dick Irvin2 mentioned that during the 1970s when the Montreal Canadiens were the winningest team in all of professional sport, Ken Dryden, their goalie at the time, told Irvin that the team didn’t start thinking about first place and winning the Stanley Cup half way through the season, like most teams. Instead, the Canadiens’ championship focus started the first day of training camp. Glen Sather, the coach of the legendary Edmonton Oilers (and more recently general manager of the New York Rangers) related a similar account. Sather, who played briefly for Montreal in the mid-seventies, told Irvin how impressed he was when the GM and coach both made first place and winning the Cup the subject of their opening talks at training camp. He said he had never heard anything like that with the other teams he had played for, and it was something he took with him to Edmonton when he kick-started the Oilers on their championship run. He related that the goal he instilled from the very start of the season was to win the championship. With a clear sense of direction and talent the Oilers went on to win five Stanley Cups.

Mitch, a marketing executive who has played a part in several organizations, commented, “In business it is often harder to define the meaningfulness of one’s role and their contribution to the team’s success than it is in sport. In the corporate world there is often not a clear definition of winning that individual players can relate to and affect.” He added, “When I worked for Compaq, I asked myself, can I really change or impact a $40 billion company? How can I contribute?” Mitch continued, “To help people feel relevant and involved we have to create separate and relevant mission statements for our smaller corporate teams.” That task of creating these unit goals, linking them to the grand corporate scheme, and enrolling the team, falls to management.

A major brewery asked me to help their warehousing managers improve the coaching of the rank and file, and assist in transforming the team from one of the poorest performing teams to the “best of class.” One challenge in working with the unionized group was a restraint that limited us providing work crews with performance-based incentives. We began by looking at the organization’s mission statement, which like many corporate mission statements was simply too complex and conceptual to inspire most of the workers. After some discussion we narrowed the mission statement down to two elements the team said they could truly embrace: first, kaizen, a Japanese term meaning a commitment to continuous improvement, and second,  respect, specifically treating others as you would want to be treated. We related both concepts to specific challenges the team was facing.  Kaizen and respect for people (employees, customers, and suppliers) has been the cornerstone of The Toyota Way3 and has contributed to Toyota’s becoming one of the world’s most successful organizations. Personally, I’ve found a philosophy of kaizen and respect to be a dynamic and inspiring directive applicable to a wide range of teams in business and sport.

Why do we push ourselves to excel? What does being the best mean to you? Notre Dame football coach Charlie Weis relates, “Each of the four Super Bowl rings I have is a symbol that I was part of the best of the best. Why would you set your goals any lower than that? I’m shooting for a national championship every year. Is that realistic? Probably not to anyone except me.”4

“Having a dream” . . . having a clear sense of purpose and a meaningful goal can help individuals and teams weather the inevitable ups and downs, the road blocks, storms, and disappointments encountered along the way, and remain positive and productive.

It’s been said, “It’s hard to stop a man who knows what he wants and just keeps coming.” The slogan, attributed to the early lawmen of the Wild West, can equally describe an individual or team charged with the significance of their mission. In any field, for any individual, on any team, meaningfulness and a sense of purpose, drives, lifts, and sustains—and successful teams have it.

EVALUATE:

 

Please consider the following:

 

Do you have a clear sense of purpose? Can you define it?

 

What do you want to achieve now . . . and in the future?

 

What are your long- and short-term goals?

 

What will achieving these goals mean to you?

 

What are the goals of the team that you are part of?

 

Write out your team’s purpose or mission statement.

 

Is this purpose or mission statement important to you personally?

 

Do you think it’s important to your teammates?

 

Are your team’s goals well defined? Are they credible?

 

Are your team goals and your personal goals compatible or do they conflict?

 

On a scale of 1-10 please rate how meaningful the team’s goals are to you.

What can you can do to make the challenge your team is facing more meaningful to you and your teammates?
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CHAPTER 2

TALENT

Winning teams have the right people on board.

 

To be a good coach and to win you have to have good players.

—John Madden, NFL Championship Coach1

 

You can never have too much talent.

Talent is synonymous with value. In biblical times the word “talent” referred to a unit of weight equal to an amount of silver. Over time it has come to reflect value in terms of the skills, ability, or aptitude a person may possess.

Talent is vital to a winning team. It’s the human resource that delivers the mail. The talent may be mature and manifest where all the requisite skill sets and experience necessary to succeed are present and in place. Or, it may be latent, there to be nurtured and developed with good coaching, time, and “game experience.”

Winning teams usually possess a combination of maturity and know-how, along with youthful vitality. Youth brings enthusiasm and energy. Maturity brings experience and the understanding to use energy wisely and well, especially under pressure. Teammates affect each other.

Winning teams value veteran winners. These are character individuals who have been successful in the past, who possess a winning mindset, a diligent work ethic, and an ability to perform under pressure that they model for their teammates.

Along with possessing practical, relevant skills, winning talent also incorporates psychological qualities, specifically a functional intelligence, a positive mindset, and a willingness to work together and to adapt and learn. Dr. R. Meredith Belbin, author of Management Teams,2 suggests that the talent equation for the perfect team consists of a combination of players assuming nine key team roles. A team role is a tendency to behave, communicate, and interrelate with others in a particular way. Belbin labels these roles with tags like the team worker, the monitor-evaluator, the implementer, the completer-finisher, the specialist, and the coordinator.

He suggests that no one person can assume all nine roles. Rather, one might possess three strong roles, plus three roles they can manage, and several other roles in which they are lacking. He says, “Nobody’s perfect, but a team (with the right combination of personalities and roles) can be.”

Not everyone needs to be good at everything for a team to be successful. A mix of roles, personalities, and experience is certainly part of the makeup of the successful teams I’ve been involved with. Talent must be developed and shaped into a focused, integrated unit to become a high-performance team. As mentioned in the last chapter, one of the challenges facing business and sport teams is that the status quo is never good enough. What won last season rarely repeats. To succeed both individually and collectively there needs to be a commitment to enhance every aspect of performance. A key part of that push to excel is the acquisition and development of high-performing talent.

Something that differentiates the high-achieving teams from the pack is their ability to identify, recruit, and develop talent. Industry  leaders (Google, Toyota, Goldman Sachs, General Electric, Nike) like championship sports teams, are aggressive and selective in acquiring and developing superior talent. Recruiting is always an opportunity to consider and reaffirm who we are, where we’re going, what will it take to move the team to the next level . . . and how will the new person fit into the team as a whole.

In a conversation with Annemarie Chapman, a specialist in the field of talent sourcing and acquisition with Design Group Staffing, she noted, “Most companies will choose attitude over skill set.” She went on to say, “A highly skilled person with a poor attitude can be more destructive to team culture than a person with a great attitude and limited skills. People with a good attitude are coachable . . . and within reason, we can always train skills.”

Chapman added, “A team is a dynamic entity. When we talk about talent and recruitment we must consider skill, experience, character . . . as well as the culture we are placing the talent into. Culture can be a real consideration when adding a new person into an existing team. For example, trying to fit an aggressive, sales, ‘hunter’ type, who has recently come from a highly competitive, ‘I oriented’ sales environment, into a collaborative team culture that values harmony and flow can be disruptive, disorganizing, and stressful, for both the group and the new team member.”

I was discussing the keys to team success with Charles, an avid sports fan and friend. He voiced an opinion that many people share: “It’s pretty simple. The team with the best talent wins.” I reminded Charles that it is often not that simple. Though talent is a significant factor in team success, talent per se isn’t enough to ensure success. Most sport fans are aware of teams loaded with high-priced talent that have underachieved.

Intelligence is an important attribute of talent. When I asked Rich Kromm,3 a former pro athlete and coach, why teams win, his initial  response was also, “because they have the talent.” Then after a moment Rich added, “Teams win because they’re intelligent . . . because they have talent, and the talent is focused, committed, and able to perform their strategy.”

Industrialist Andrew Carnegie also appreciated the integration of talent, focus, and motivation when he said, “Teamwork is the ability to work together toward a common vision . . . the ability to direct individual talent and accomplishment toward an organizational objective.”4  Teams with talent plus the right focus and the willingness to work together succeed.

Teams with talent and a roster of sizable egos, who are more focused on personal rather than team achievement, can interfere with the necessary bonding and blending of individual aptitudes that makes a team successful. This is particularly evident in “flow games” like basketball and hockey, as well as in marketing and product development—where the synergy and success of the group depends on an integrated team effort (see Chapter 11). In these cases, it falls to leadership to establish a context where “the we” is greater than “the me.”

Talent is rarely distributed equally amongst team members. However, for a team to be successful, all the horses must pull the wagon. One team I worked with had an abundance of young talent and a superstar as team leader. The “star” had such a powerful persona that everybody deferred to him. (“What does he think?”) For many the thinking was, “He can/will do it for us.” Actually, a number of the players were intimidated by him. Not surprisingly, the team didn’t perform very well. When I observed what was happening, I suggested to both the coaching staff and the star the need to awaken an understanding (amongst the rest of the talent) that the only way the team could succeed was if they collectively stepped forward and exercised more personal responsibility for the team’s success. Easier said than done. However, with explanation, encouragement, feedback, and the  star’s approval, the talent gradually began to take more responsibility and the team began to play with more impact.

Conversely, many of us have seen a group of individuals who appear to lack extraordinary talent manage to come together as a team and exceed expectations. Without superstars, team members are faced with the reality: “I can’t rely on anyone special or anyone else. Indeed, it’s up to me, and to each one of us, to make it happen.” The usual ingredients in these high-achieving groups are an intense work ethic, a game plan that everyone understands and buys into, a surrender of the “me” to the collective “we,” and core leaders who model these qualities—plus enough talent to get the job done.

People are key to team success. Sometimes even when two or three of a team’s top performers are injured and out of the lineup, the team surprisingly performs better. In part it’s because everyone else takes responsibility, focuses on the task at hand, and works harder. When one pro team rallied immediately after losing two of their star players due to a series of injuries, the general manager explained, “The players embraced the opportunity. They took responsibility, adjusted their game accordingly, and raised their level.”

While it takes more than talent to win, the old adage that “you can’t make a silk purse from a sow’s ear” underlines the value of talent. In his book Good to Great, Jim Collins describes a handful of remarkable companies that dominated their industries and suggests a key ingredient in all their successes was something as fundamental and common sense as “having the right people on the bus.”5

Collins noted that most people think decisions are very much about “what.” However, his research (he interviewed hundreds of executives) found that the greatest executive decisions were not about “what” but about “who.” They were people decisions. Collins, who is also a pioneering mountin climber, asks, who would you want to partner with in a life or death climbing situation? It surely is someone you  can count on. As he explains, “Fundamentally the world is uncertain. Decisions are about the future and our place in the future when the future is uncertain. So what is the key thing you can do to prepare for uncertainty?” His answer: “Have the right people with you.”6

It’s the same in sport. When Ken Holland, the general manager of the Detroit Red Wings, the premier team in professional hockey over the past decade, listed nine secrets to the organization’s success, number one on his list was “Good People.” Holland’s philosophy for winning began with “Find the best people you can.”7 In sport and business it’s having the right people on the bus. And that sometimes means getting the wrong people off the bus.

I’ve asked dozens of successful coaches how important talent is to team success. Their consistent response, plain and simple, is talent is vital to team success. Yet many superstars acknowledge that talent is more than just natural ability, and winning is more than just talent. Michael Jordan, a basketball icon and a perennial winner, created the reputation of being a tireless worker. Jordan has said that being a consistent winner and champion requires talent . . . plus something more; “Talent wins games, but it’s teamwork and intelligence that wins championships.”8

What is talent? At elite levels, talent is a fusion of natural ability, skill, dedication, and passion that must be developed through intelligent effort and perseverance. Discussing his talent, Lanny Basham, a multiple world champion target shooter and Olympic gold medalist, has said, “Before my first Olympic I practiced five hours a day, five days a week, for ten years.”9 Tiger Woods, possibly the best golfer ever, is a remarkable talent. Like Jordan’s and Basham’s, Woods’s talent is a combination of natural ability, practiced skill, and a dedicated winning attitude. He has been quoted as saying, “You can always be better.”10 To that end he has never stopped striving to improve his  talent, devoting many hours a day to conditioning and practice and even remaking his swing twice.

Rick Lanz, an NHL veteran, a successful coach, and professional scout, is a man I worked with as a player and coach for almost twenty years. Discussing success, Rick commented, “Winning often starts at the beginning of the season. It starts when the players look at each other and know that the talent is here to have a very successful year. Right then they begin to think, ‘This could be something good.’ And that belief in themselves and each other can motivate them to work extra hard to make it happen.”11

Talent is one reason (but not the only reason) why teams win . . . especially when it is motivated and used wisely and well.

EVALUATE:

 

What would you describe as your personal talents or strengths?

 

Personally, I believe I have a talent relating to people, understanding their situation; what is required of them to be successful, and then helping them to achieve their goal(s). The basis of my work with teams is coaching. I coach team leaders in their communication and feedback, and I coach team members in integrating their abilities into the team design. Specifically, I have a talent for helping individuals enhance their focus enabling them to feel more positive, powerful, confident, and effective.

 

What performance areas could you develop to contribute more?

 

Rate what you perceive to be the level of talent on your team.
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Do you believe your team has the talent it needs to realize its goals?

 

In what areas do you believe your team needs to improve the talent resource?

 

What needs to be done to improve talent in these areas? (e.g., recruiting, hiring, training)

 

What suggestion(s) could you offer to improve or grow the level of talent on the team?

 

Do you believe others in your group understand and appreciate what talents you bring to the team? (See Chapter 12, Exercise 2). Do you understand theirs?




CHAPTER 3

LEADERSHIP

Inspiring leaders model team-first behavior.
The head leads and the body follows.



Many people believe that winning begins with leadership. Indeed, a basic tenet of biological evolution, the cephalo-caudal principle (cephal  means head, caudal means tail), states development proceeds from head to tail. Functionally, the head leads and the body follows. Leadership represents the head of an organization. Winning teams have a good head, with a brain, eye, ear, and a voice for success. The leadership brain  understands what’s required to win. It can select talent, devise a winning strategy, and organize process and players. The leadership eye envisions success. It creates a blueprint or image of winning. The leadership ear  hears “what is,” both internally and externally, and shapes and adjusts the team accordingly. An effective leader knows the heart and mind of the team, as well as something of what the competition is doing (or not doing). Leadership also has the voice to communicate, motivate, enroll, and direct the team’s talent into making the team’s vision a reality.

Leadership is an organizing force that brings the individual energies of the group together. It’s like a lens, focusing and concentrating  these energies into a persistent, positive directional force. Leadership is vital to team success. Indeed, it impacts on the other eight winning team qualities. Leadership can define purpose and inspire and illuminate a meaningful challenge. It can create a plan of action, choose valid performance measures, and provide appropriate feedback. And leadership can select capable talent, nurture a winning chemistry, help strengthen team confidence, and contribute to growing a successful team identity. When leadership is weak or absent, any of these qualities may be affected.




What Makes a Leader Effective? 


Clear Focus 

It is fundamental to successful leadership. It is a leader’s ability to define what he or she wants to create, and then dedicate energy and time to making it happen. Clear focus helps everyone get and stay on track.  Prioritizing is an expression of clear focus.

In preparing for a coaching seminar with Honda’s sales managers, I asked Blake, a senior sales executive, to describe the most important qualities of an effective leader. He said, “A good sales manager, like a good coach has to prioritize. So many things go by a sales manager’s desk. To be effective leaders they must decide which things to focus on and attend to.”


Clear Communication 

One way or another, leaders of winning teams must be able to effectively share their directives, insights, and feedback with the team. Dave Dombrowski, a successful baseball general manager who played a significant role in transforming the Florida Marlins and Detroit Tigers into winning teams, was asked what made Tigers manager Jim Leyland  so effective. Dombrowski replied that along with Leyland’s considerable knowledge of the game, his success was due to an extraordinary ability to communicate with his players, and to do it with passion.1

To communicate effectively one must first listen and understand. Basketball great Bill Russell has said, “Listening is an essential component of success. A team, whether it’s a sport team, a business, or a family, cannot function effectively unless everyone is prepared to drop the filters that get in the way of effective listening.” He went on to describe Red Auerbach, the coach of the dynasty Boston Celtics, as a great listener and a great leader: “Red’s greatest talent was that he was a listener who translated what he heard into effective action.”2


Attention to Detail 

JD, a sportsman who owns and operates a successful real estate business, cited leadership as the key to organizational success. When I asked him to elaborate on just how he saw leadership contributing to team success, he replied, “Successful leaders demand an attention to detail.” Thinking it over, I suggested that leadership’s motivation to achieve a standard of excellence is what drives their attention to detail. “Absolutely,” JD agreed, “effective leaders want it done right.”

When Eric Wright, a four-time Super Bowl winner with the San Francisco Forty-Niners (and now a college football coach), reflected on what made the late Bill Walsh, the dean of NFL coaches, so successful, he highlighted Walsh’s attention to detail. Wright said, “Coach Walsh always insisted that we do it right . . . and that we practice exactly like we play the game.”3 Walsh’s approach is reminiscent of the saying, “The way we do anything is the way we do everything,” a practical and exacting leadership philosophy that nurtures both awareness and consistency.


The Ability to Motivate 

He or she is able to inspire the team to give their best, even in difficult and challenging circumstances. Earlier, in our discussion of meaningful goals (Chapter 1), I described a coach who said it wasn’t his job to motivate the team. I don’t agree; a coach has both the authority and the responsibility to open a window of opportunity, to impress on the mind of the team what is possible, and to inspire them to be the best they can be.

Bill Walker, a successful state champion wrestling coach who mentored winners for over thirty years, cites inspirational coaching as a major reason why teams win. According to him, when any team member comes to realize that their leader or coach is more committed to helping the team member excel than to the coachs’own personal success, it lifts the team member’s spirit . . . and their performance. 4 This is true for performers of all ages, especially the young.

A leader may have a sound strategy; however, if he or she cannot “sell” the talent on the dream, the plan, or the possibility, performance will suffer.

Joe Namath, the former NFL star quarterback, supposedly said, “To be a leader you have to have people follow you, and nobody wants to follow someone who doesn’t know where they’re going.”5 And nobody wants to follow someone who won’t get you there. It applies in all areas.

I have worked with professional and Olympic athletes who didn’t believe their coach’s strategy would enable them to succeed. Without that belief there is little chance of success. Similarly, I have consulted with corporate management and marketing teams that didn’t believe senior management was aware of or in touch with what was going on in the firm or in the marketplace. When a healthy belief in leadership’s  competence is absent, players cannot be counted on to follow through or execute under pressure.

In one case a veteran NFL defensive back said, “What he [the coach] is telling me to do goes against everything I have been taught to do my whole career. If I do it and get beat, it’s me who looks like a fool, not him. And I’m simply not going to do it.” Similarly, a telecommunications marketing person told me, “I’m in a difficult spot. I don’t buy into the program at all. However, if I don’t get on board I’m done . . . and if we run with it and don’t hit the targets it’s my head that will be on the chopping block.” That kind of negative thinking leads to guarded efforts and lower results. Effective leadership is about in-stilling belief and confidence amongst team members that the desired end result is possible and this is the way we can and will succeed.

There’s a learning curve to effective leadership. Leadership is a skill that is acquired through participation, success, and the occasional painful experience. After his team’s disappointing playoff performance, one coach lamented, “I was naïve. All season I went along with the idea that if I would cut the players some slack during the season”—by lowering his standards with regard to level of effort demanded in practice and discipline on and off the field—”they would give me more in the playoffs when the situation really demanded it. In the end it didn’t work. I didn’t get what I had hoped for. In the future we are going to emphasize preparation and discipline . . . and I’ll be considerably less tolerant.” It’s a painful lesson, but rarely does compromising standards lead to superior performance.

Similarly, an American League baseball manager who took over a team of veteran players that had performed fairly well the previous season described being overly guarded about asserting his influence and style on the group. After the team underachieved, he explained, even though the attitude and work ethic of the team at the start of the  season wasn’t what he wanted, “out of respect for these veteran players and their record” he was reluctant to appear too aggressive at the beginning of his tenure. He simply hoped that the players would change as the season progressed. About two-thirds of the way through the season he realized that things weren’t going to change and the season was slipping away. At that point, however, he didn’t want to act too harshly and appear to be panicking, so, he let things be. Predictably, the team failed and the manager was fired.

As a consultant, I prefer to work with teams with strong leadership. Strong positive leadership provides a clear sense of direction and expectation for everyone involved. Competent leadership also has the confidence to see value in a psychology resource that can improve understanding and focus. To that end I have worked with coaches who asked me to talk to their team about specifics such as confidence and intention, and with other coaches who instructed me to talk with them and they would talk to the team. I have also been directed to talk to specific players about some very specific things.

For example, when I worked with the Rams, Bruce Snyder, the running back coach, asked me to talk with Eric Dickerson, the Rams’ star running back. Bruce had observed that during the previous season, when Dickerson ran for over 2000 yards, his focus was not on the line-backer immediately in front of him but rather on the defensive back further downfield. He commented that this year however, Eric seemed to be more focused, perhaps too focused, on what was directly in front of him. His question to me was, “Is there something you can do to help Eric shift his focus further down field and see himself past the line-backer and taking on the defensive back?” I developed a program accordingly. Working with strong positive leadership that provides clear directives focuses energy, and focus produces results.

Leaders in business and sport have to be tough-minded visionaries, not “hopers.” They must set a standard of performance and excellence  from the start. To win, they must demand and model a commitment to excellence that is reflected by all. I discussed winning leadership with DR, who was president of the world’s third largest newspaper empire. He said, “One of the most important qualities to running a successful business is the “killer instinct” of leadership. It’s the ability of the leader to make the tough and right decision and then follow through, no matter what. And that killer instinct has to become part of the operational mindset of the team.” His words may sound harsh; however, I agree that a leader’s ability to be mentally tough and stay focused on what it takes is a key to team success.

One test I frequently use in my work with the teams is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI). The test is useful in understanding communication and learning styles of both leadership and the rank and file. The MBTI looks at four dimensions of personality style. One that is relevant here is the thinking-feeling dimension. Thinking (T) types are more analytic and task-oriented. They look at what is demanded in a situation. In contrast, feeling (F) types are more concerned with how they and others feel. T types can fire people more easily than F types. T types simply say, “Hey, that’s the job. They didn’t do it. They’re fired.” F types are inclined to say, “But there must be a reason why they didn’t do it.” Clearly, the newspaper executive, like the majority of corporate CEOs, scored significantly higher on the T than on the F dimension. Of course, effective leaders can possess qualities of both T and F. However, if they are strong Ts they have to be careful that they are aware of the feelings of team members. If not, they may experience the team tuning them out. If they are strong F types, they must remember to stay on task.

Successful leadership requires sound judgment, knowing when to assert and when to flex. Larry Huras, a successful coach and corporate consultant I have worked with in Europe, has expressed it rather metaphorically. “Coaching is like holding a small bird in your hand. If you  squeeze it too hard you will crush its spirit. If you hold it too loosely it will shit in your hand and fly away.” Larry goes on to say the agreement he makes with his players is, “I won’t squeeze you too hard if you promise not to embarrass us.”6

Bill Russell, basketball superstar and coach, expressed a similar sentiment when he said that great leaders possess three flexible skills. One is toughness. Two is tenderness. And the third is the ability to know when is the right time to use one or the other. It comes from an integration of head, heart, awareness, and experience.

Psychologists have reported that modeling is one of the most powerful forms of learning. The leader of a winning team can be a model of focus, determination, effort, dedication, and discipline. Tom Landry, a successful leader of teams, has said, “Leadership is a matter of having people look at you and gain confidence by seeing how you react. If you’re in control, they’re in control.”7

One team I was brought in to consult with had a great deal of talent but consistently underachieved in the pressure of the playoffs. Working with the team I noticed that the head coach was a volatile, emotional leader who would frequently vent his emotions in tirades directed at his players or the officials. After several players (both veterans and rookies) complained to me about frequent emotional outbursts and profanity directed at them, I shared with the coach that a number of players had commented that his emotional tirades and swearing didn’t really help them to play better. Indeed, yelling as a habit rarely inspires, and emotions engendered by fear and anger often have a contractive effect on performance.

The coach’s response reflected his commitment. He asked what he could do to have more emotional control. Over the next month, we worked with his breathing, his ability to release tension, and with the concept of “using it” (that is, the pressure of the moment) to focus on the positive, rather than letting it “use him” (with the result being  another thoughtless outburst). He exercised more control and the team performed better.

Along with being able to motivate, vision, strategize, prioritize, communicate, and model, a top down or vertical leader must also be able to nurture leadership amongst the rank and file.




Core Leadership 



Leadership is a choice you make, not a position you sit in.

—John Maxwell8

 

Leadership on winning teams is not simply the top down guidance provided by the CEO, the GM, head coach, or the senior executive group. In addition to that hierarchical, vertical, and sometimes “virtuoso” form of leadership, winning teams possess strong leadership from within the rank and file. Indeed, successful teams have a core of leaders amongst team members who model a winning mindset, work habits . . . and see to it that their teammates follow. These player-leaders exercise a vital role in motivating and leading their teammates to generate the desired result. Leadership guru John Maxwell, in his book The 360 Degree Leader wrote, “Ninety-nine percent of all leadership occurs not from the top but from the middle of the organization.” While I’m not sure I agree with the percentages Maxwell cites, the importance of leading from the middle must be underlined and appreciated.

When I asked Ken Hitchcock, a career winning coach, what the key is to a winning team, he replied, “It’s leadership, specifically, the leadership of the players ‘in the room.’” He added, “If you have the right core group, a team can win without a strong coach—and sometimes win in spite of the coach. However, even a good coach needs the leadership of the athletes in the room to be successful.”9

I was having lunch with a player who had played on the Stanley Cup champion Dallas Stars. When I asked him about the role  of coaching in the Stars’ success he said, “Hitch” (head coach Ken Hitchcock, mentioned above) “was really just a guide. Really, some of the veterans, especially Carbo [Guy Carbonneau] ran the team. In addition to star players like Modano, Hull, Hatcher, and Neuendyke, we had these intelligent, experienced veterans like Carbonneau, Keane, Skrudland, and Mueller who set the tone. Often Hitch would say something to the team and then ask, ‘What do you think, Carbo?’ Or when he left the room Carbo would say, ‘OK boys, this is what we’re going to do.’ Hitch did a good job but the veterans led the team.”

I ran the story by Doug Risebrough. Once himself a core leader on a championship team Risebrough has been the general manager of the Minnesota Wild from its inception into the NHL over a dozen years ago. He said, there’s no question the core group is vitally important to team success however senior management has the responsibility to choose the right players and to make sure they are all aligned and comfortable with each other.10

In sport, captains are the leaders of the rank and file. A captain is someone who understands what it takes to be successful, has the respect of his or her peers, and models the acumen and effort to succeed. On successful teams captains are often seen as individuals their teammates can rely on for motivation and unity. They are “team first.” One of the finest descriptions of a winning team captain’s philosophy and one I recommend to all my clients was articulated by Stanley Cup winner and Olympic gold medalist Steve Yzerman, who said, “I always try and do what is best for the team.”11

In business, a variety of executives, supervisors, managers, and lead hands assume a captain’s role and are responsible to see that their teams are enrolled and involved in hitting team targets, providing exemplary service, and completing projects on time and on budget. As in sport, the bottom line in corporate team play is a winning result.

A managerial philosophy gaining some popularity is “servant leadership.”12 Servant leadership is described as winning by empowering others rather than suppressing them. It’s said to go beyond the leader-first, power-focused, dog-eat-dog, what’s in it for me approach to leadership prevalent in the twentieth century.

Sounds sensible and relevant. I’m all for a respectful people-conscious way of “doing what is best for the team.” And I totally embrace the concept of winning by making the people around you better. It’s a lesson learned by basketball stars like Michael Jordan and Kobe Bryant as they matured and led their teams to successful seasons. However, I have observed that in some efforts to nurture rapport, leadership has pandered to the emotions of the team and lost sight that the bottom line in business and sport is the bottom line. If, as demonstrated by Toyota and others, winning in these changing times can best be accomplished by coaching leaders to be more committed to empowering the people they lead and serve, then we should be more assertive about coaching leaders accordingly.

Leadership can be coached. I have worked with “captain’s groups” in business and sport. These are regularly arranged meetings where we encourage selected individuals to take more of a leadership role. These sessions are designed to cultivate the developing leaders’ awareness of issues and personalities, and guide them to vision success, exercise more initiative, make team-first decisions, communicate positively and with purpose, and explore optimal ways to motivate and reinforce teammates. Sound judgment is something that comes from an integration of attitude, awareness and experience. It’s been said that having a letter (that is, being appointed captain) doesn’t make you a leader. And similarly, not being designated as a captain or manager doesn’t prevent you from leading. Jack Zenger, a leadership consultant, has similarly noted the contributions corporate players make should not limited to their position. Zenger almost states the obvious when he adds that  organizations function well when people’s contribution exceeds or matches their formal position . . . and suffer when an individual’s contribution falls short of what is expected for that position, especially when that person occupies a position of power and responsibility.13

Whether designated or not, core leadership is vital to success. One NHL team I worked with was struggling and the coach was increasingly becoming frustrated and losing control. Coincidentally, the coach and captain of the team had worked together previously on another team that had won the championship. In discussing the current team’s struggles I asked the captain if the coach had behaved in as emotional a manner when they won the Stanley Cup several years earlier. “Not at all,” he replied. “In that situation we had half a dozen leaders ‘in the room’ [on the team]. He would just tell us what he wanted and we’d see that it got done.”

I have repeatedly seen winning teams possessing a key group of player-leaders that model the leadership message for the rank and file. Indeed, a number of successful executives and coaches I have worked with have described that one of their most valuable functions is to nurture their leadership group into being a positive, effective force within the organization.

Discussing winning and leadership, Gord Huston, the CEO of a successful financial services organization, said, “My job is to find good people interested in moving this organization forward and to develop these people . . . to figure out a way to unleash their potential, and to encourage them or give them permission to act on their best judgment.” He went on to say, “Encouragement means to put courage into people. I want to encourage them to try. If they make mistakes, well, that’s what learning is about, that’s ultimately how confidence grows, and that will make them and the organization better.” Then with a smile he added, “Of course, we have to hold people accountable, and occasionally even trade someone to Philadelphia.”14

Casey Stengel, the legendary and very successful baseball manager of the New York Yankees dynasty of the 1950s, is alleged to have said that on any team a third of the players love you, a third of the players hate you, and a third of the players haven’t made up their minds. Casey said the trick to winning is to keep the undecided players away from the ones who hate you. 15 Well, perhaps more accurately, a key to winning is having a core of players who model team-first leadership and are able to influence and enroll the rest of their teammates.




The Personality Mix 

Personality plays a significant role in leader-team communication. The interaction of the personality styles of the leader(s) and team members can impact on how messages are transmitted, translated, and played out. There are many ways to consider personality style differences. Something I’ve found to be effective is to give team members, especially team leaders, a personality-style test. As mentioned, a personality test I frequently use is the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator. In addition to the thinking (T) and feeling (F) dimensions discussed earlier, other dimensions include extroversion (E) and introversion (I); and the more sensory factual, detail-oriented person (S) and the more intuitive, general, probabilities type (N). Then there’s the (J) type who prefers routine, works consistently, and follows through, and the more flexible (P) type who enjoys diversity and spontaneity. Testing team members and discussing the results with leadership and with the entire group can lead to greater understanding and respect for individual differences . . . and improved team performance.

For six years I ran an interdisciplinary clinic treating pain and disability. When I took over the organization, I experienced an initial personality clash with a senior executive who ran our employee  assistance program. It was a large program looking after 50,000 employees and she did an excellent job managing it. We were very different types. She preferred scheduled meetings with a written agenda of whatever was to be discussed. Contrastingly, I was inclined at times to pop into her office spontaneously to discuss something that had just come to mind or across my desk. I saw her as hypersensitive and standoffish. She perceived me as intrusive and overbearing. With testing it became clear that my extroverted, spontaneous personality style (EP) was clashing with her introverted, more structured controlling style (IJ). When I understood the differences I made more of an effort to structure meetings with advance warning. As she understood my outgoing and spontaneous style, she made the effort to be more tolerant and flexible. Thereafter, we worked together very effectively.

Similarly, I recall consulting with Dave and Rick, two players on the same pro team. Both were stars. Dave was very extroverted and played his best when challenged. Rick was a more sensitive, introverted individual who responded well to reassurance. In the years that I worked with the team I observed two different head coaches interact with these two men. Both players performed well; however, their best results were when the coaches’ style matched that of the players. When a more extroverted, in your face coach challenged Dave, he excelled. Rick’s performance peaked when a more mild-mannered coach was positive and reassuring with him.

Focusing style is another variable that can differentiate people. Some people have a very narrow focus; with others it’s more broad. Some have an internal focus and consistently cue their feelings. Others focus more on externals and are more tuned in to what’s going on around them. All these factors play into how messages are communicated and received. I have tested leadership groups and the rank and file to help leaders understand their team members, and, in some cases,  to help team members understand leadership. Understanding leads to positive results. Whether one is a leader or not, it’s important to understand who you are and to whom you are relating.

Cliff Ronning is a seventeen-year veteran of professional sport and a former team captain, who experienced numerous coaching styles over his long career. Cliff said, “It’s important to know your players, to understand their differences and work with them accordingly. For example, introverts and extroverts are different. Some players need to calm down. Others need to pump up. As a coach, I would try to communicate with players in a way that would help them understand and learn what they need to do to be better.” Darby Hendrickson, another fifteen-year veteran and former captain, agrees: “You can’t treat everyone the same. Players and circumstances are different. I think coaching is most effective when it has an awareness of those differences and a feel for what’s needed in the moment.”16

Of course a leader can’t always be responsive to the players’ diverse needs, nor can he or she accordingly provide different messages and feedback for each individual. However, as a leader it is important to have an ear to the heart of the team and to know who you are, whom you are coaching, and what is likely to help the team move in the desired direction. Similarly, as a team member, one must flex and adapt to leadership styles that may not be a perfect match—and when appropriate, communicate to leadership what works best. Coaching is an up and down process. Frequently, leadership’s ear and voice are strengthened and improved with a solid coach-core leadership relationship.

Leadership is undoubtedly a key to team success. The mind leads and the body follows. And leadership is both a vertical and horizontal phenomenon. It’s about having vision, about knowing what it takes to win, and how and when to communicate that message. Then it’s about walking your talk and enrolling your people.

EVALUATE:

 

Evaluate your team’s leadership.

 

On a scale of 1-10 rate team leadership from the top down.

Do you feel the vertical or top down leaders in your organizationfulfill the requirements of their positions? If not, is there anything that can be done about this? If so, what? On a scale of 1-10 rate core leadership from the rank and file.

[image: 004]

[image: 005]

Do you feel the core leaders in your organization fulfill the requirements of their positions? If not, is there anything that can be done about this? If so, what?

 

What leadership qualities do you possess?

 

Do you consider yourself a leader within your team?

 

Is there an opportunity for you to participate in and/or increase your leadership role in a way that will contribute to team success? If so, how?




End of sample
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