THE CASE OF THE

COLORFUL LEADERSHIP TEAM
Dave Winsborough

W

hen a new CEO took over at GeneBank*, a global supplier of dairy and beef genetics, the Board gave him
a strong mandate to double the size of the business to $1 billion. This was a dramatic shift and required
new skills in acquisition, global marketing, data science, and logistics. The team would also have to lead a
deeply skeptical, science based organization into a future with much higher expectations.
Naturally, he began by developing a new executive team.

THE PEOPLE ARE THE TEAM
We understand that people play two roles: their functional role – such as global logistics lead – and also their
psychological role, which might be their ability to generate ideas or to hustle and drive results. Our research
shows that the players on top teams are invariably dominant and outgoing , which can hinder the development
of psychological safety and an overarching goal, key conditions for performance. So it proved here, as the team
excelled at driving for results and low on process:

*Not the company's actual name.
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This team also had a distinctive, shared dark side risk of being colorful:

The organization soon saw the impact of the team's profile. As the Board had wanted, the team was strongly goal
driven, competitive, and ambitious. The organization felt as if it had received a huge shot of energy. Targets were
increased, standards were raised, and individuals held to account (and non-performers exited). The team was
exciting to be around and made strong efforts to connect with each other and the wider organization.
At the same time three other behaviors emerged that caused frustration and resentment. Although driven and
focused, the team didn't listen well to the organization, spending its time in broadcast mode. Secondly, goals
stacked on goals as they emerged from the long, tough meetings of the top team, and little attention paid to
sequencing or resourcing. Finally, the team was distractible, and the strategy began to accumulate pet projects.

THE TEAM REPORT HELPED ME UNDERSTAND
NOT JUST WHAT WAS HAPPENING, BUT WHY
IT WAS OCCURRING. THAT GAVE US THE
SHARED LANGUAGE TO CALL BAD BEHAVIOR
OUT; AND SPECIFIC SKILLS AND ROUTINES
TO STAY CONSTRUCTIVE.

The CEO was astute enough to hear grumbling from
the organization and the unhealthy patterns forming
in his team. He used the Hogan Team Report to reveal
a clear picture of the behaviors and dynamics to be
expected from the unique mix of team members, and
to build a strong coaching and development plan for
the group and each member.
He instituted a two year program of team meetings,
at which they reviewed their collective and individual
profiles, reflected on their improvements and progress,
and studied feedback from the organization.

2

THE CASE OF THE

MISSING RESULTS
Dave Winsborough

T

he Environmental Sustainability Agency* (ESA) is a mid-sized government body that maintains a large estate
of parks and wild ecological zones. Principled in pursuing its aims, it was also regarded as preachy and
self-righteous in its dealings with others. As a result, nearly 30% of baseline funding was cut by successive
administrations over a 6-year period, and the ESA was forced to become more entrepreneurial. It was told it must
generate returns from its parks, and work with operators who help fund its activities.
The organization responded first by cutting peripheral programs, squeezing operational efficiencies and freezing
all new hires. As funding cuts continued, the top leadership accepted that to survive fundamental change had to
occur. A three-phase plan called for co-funding of programs with corporate sponsors, a cost-cutting reorganization,
reducing non-core programs and cutting staff numbers, and creating a cultural shift to a commercial and fiscally
disciplined mindset. This message was a cultural abomination.
The finance team was core, as the plan required them to educate staff and managers, build new financial
management tools, and become close partners with line management. At planning retreats and regular top-table
meetings the Finance Director not only helped build the plan, but was exceptionally supportive; all could see he
worked diligently for the cause.
But he and his team failed over and over again to deliver the tools, guidance, and support that the turnaround
plan required. Operating much as they always had, finance developed a reputation as isolated and defensive
amid layoffs and heart-wrenching change.

THE PEOPLE ARE THE TEAM
We profiled the individuals of the finance team and generated a comprehensive view of the whole group. We
looked at the team through the lens of the five roles that people play on a team.
Results Role - People who are keen to drive forward and get things done, who like to win, and who take on the
role of directing the team.
Relationships Role - People with a focus on connections, personal involvement, and networking. They empathize
with others and understand how those outside the team will see things.
Process Role - People with a focus on structure and ensuring there is a process for implementation. They will be
the ordered, conscientious, and detail-focused team members.
Innovation Role – People who are creative and envision the future of where the team could go. They have a focus
on change, vision, and ideas.
Pragmatist Role - People who are grounded and straightforward, who prefer real world experience to theory and
unconventional thinking.
* This is a real case, although the agency name has been changed.

This picture of the team as a whole provides a visceral sense of how it will tend to behave, and allows us to surmise
how the team will be seen by others. Let’s walk through the implications of the team profile.

The finance team was the antithesis of natural born team players. Not one person was able to play the relationships
role or the innovation role, and only a few in the results role. The team report predicted three key behaviors that
would get in the way of their task:
First, the team preferred to be told what to do, and lacked drive and energy. It would come across as reactive
and passive.
Second, it would avoid building connection. Talkative meetings with line colleagues were frustrating and
irrelevant, and expecting the team to spend time on outreach was always a stretch.
Third, they were the opposite of visionary and creative. The hope it would develop innovative and useful tools
to help managers monitor their budgets and spending was unlikely. When it came to producing new ideas they
simply weren’t capable.
The profile also enabled the team to see itself as others did – and to develop conscious and deliberate actions to
change. This was difficult and felt unnatural but, with effort, coaching, and strong measurement, the team responded.
While it’s common for functional work groups to attract people who have a similar makeup – for example research
has reliably shown that accountants en masse really are boring1 – such homogeneity may intensify weaknesses
or can lead to overplaying strengths. Understanding the task and matching it with people who can perform
appropriately is always the rule2.
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THE CASE OF THE

THE TEAM THAT WENT NOWHERE
Dave Winsborough

O

ne of the assumptions many people make in thinking about team performance is that getting along with
each other is the most important thing1. Using that logic, many team building sessions and interventions
focus on soothing issues between people and reducing conflict. If that is achieved, the team will have a firm
foundation of trust and will produce positive results.
But that's incorrect2. What matters more than anything is having a clear mission – a sense of purpose – and the
right people to deliver it. Without a mission and appropriate membership, a team is nothing more than a group
of people.
Consider the health and safety function of a very large organization. In the face of widespread and systemic safety
failures, including worker deaths, they had been positioned as a new group, with stronger policies and powers. Six
months into the mission, the team was meandering and hadn't made any impact at all.

THE PEOPLE ARE THE TEAM
We understand that people play two roles: their functional role – such as social media lead – and also a
psychological role, which might be their ability to generate ideas, or to hustle and drive results.
Although the mission was really clear, the team consisted of people who were powerfully driven by relationships
but with no drive or ambition for results. These were nice and genuine people who reached out across the
organization, and who talked a good game but simply didn't deliver.

Their shared derailers exacerbated the tentative, indecisive style. These tendencies often emerge about six
months into a role, as people begin to drop their guard and relax, no longer being so concerned about managing
their good impression. This team had a high proportion of individuals who wanted to avoid hard calls or quick
decisions, out of concern they would get it wrong, or be challenged. Most of the team were keen to go along with
the status quo and not challenge existing norms. In the face of push back or resistance from managers – which was
exactly the situation they were hired to break through – they tended to acquiesce and fold.

In this instance, our advice to the CEO was that team coaching was singularly unlikely to change much, and that
he would be better off changing the membership, starting with a stronger, more assertive leader.
That was a tough call, and in light of the recent shift to install this group, one he was reluctant to take. He persevered
for another 12 months, providing stronger and stronger direction for the team. But personality is hard to change,
even more so when unconscious group norms and preferences are shared across the group. Two years later, there
was another restructure, and the team went nowhere.
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