The Unspoken Life
of Executive Teams



Metalogue Consulting 2

About Metalogue Consulting

CULTURAL STRATEGY

CHANGE EN(”*" SR

ME TAV\ EW
ORIE NTAT|0N

ORGANISATION iEEﬁx&R
DESIEH EFFECTIVENESS

e 7°
&
. ®

Developing the - Conversation is the - People, patterns
capability of leaders - key to business - and processes
We have a reputation for our We believe that conversation is We are interested in people, in
work in developing the capability : the key to better business. This  : patterns and processes -
of leaders, change agents and * is because organisations are - especially social ones. We listen,
consultants. We're progressive made up of people with skills we talk. We tell you what we’ve
thinkers, constantly developing : and ideas, with opinions, needs : heard and what we think. We
new approaches. : and uncertainties that go beyond : give you the opportunity to think

anything that’s ever been written : differently.
: on an organisation chart. :

In our consulting work we help you to have the critical conversations that
are needed to explore possibilities, overcome difficulties and realise
opportunities.

If you would like to explore how we can help you, then please contact:
simonmartin@metalogue.co.uk




1. Introduction

The call for leadership has arguably never been greater in organisations and across society. To a degree, this
reflects an irrational devotion to the personality and capabilities of leaders. All the attention is then placed
on the CEO and other prominent individuals in an organisation. And much of the success or failings of their
enterprises are attributed to what they do or do not do. Whilst there is no doubt that they play a critical role,
our observation is that to transform organisations and social systems, collective leadership is required to
integrate perspectives, share responsibility and mobilise people.

Given the above, perhaps unsurprisingly, there has been very little research into executive teams’. Research
has exclusively focused on the attributes and styles of individual leaders, not leadership teams. From this
position, we see a need to get beneath the surface of the experience of executive teams and understand how
they can be supported. We have endeavoured to understand and appreciate the experience of team
members. We carried out this inquiry during the pandemic and our findings reflect both the unique
challenges that leadership teams experienced during this period as well as revealing more universal
experiences that come with the role of being the executive.

The purpose of this research therefore has been to understand the experience of executive teams in leading
their organisations and, in doing so, to discover how they make a difference and have a meaningful impact.

The teams we studied headed entire
organisations or major business units. We
have taken a systemic position in trying to

Figure 1 - a systemic framework for
understanding teams
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understand their experiences (see Figure
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to explore how environmental dynamics,
such as political and operational
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dynamics shape their influence and
impact on their environment.
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What are the challenges executive teams experience?
How do they experience the burden of responsibility that comes with the role?
How do they feel they are experienced by others, and what implications does this have for them as a

team and their leadership?

And, what helps them to work together in leading their organisation?

'Ruth Wageman and Richard Hackman (2009). What Makes Teams of Leaders Leadable? In N. Nohria &
R. Khurana (Eds.), Advancing Leadership, Harvard Business School Press, 2009.



2. Executive Summary

Executive teams are increasingly confronted with performance, transformational and
existential challenges. The pandemic has created operational crises for many and accelerated
digitalisation and the move to virtual working. At the same time, executive teams face
profound questions around the impact of their organisations. These relate to issues such as the
climate emergency, issues of social justice and inclusion, and the role of work in people’s lives.

This triplechallenge requires leadership teams to shift their attention across different time
horizons whilst thinking holistically about the organisation and wider systems. They can,
however, struggle to do this because more pressures and anxieties mean that more immediate
demands become overly figural for them.

Contextual pressures and internal dynamics can cause teams to fragment, making it harder
for them to work together to confront these challenges. These obstacles include constantly
changing membership and boundaries; operational and political crises; structural and cultural
barriers; overwhelming workloads and demands; and unrealistic expectations of them. These
act as impediments against teamwork, making it hard for teams to find the time and energy to
come together to work through difficult decisions and choices.

The ambivalences and anxieties of the executive team can lead them to avoid difficult
choices. By avoiding taking a clear position on critical decisions they communicate ambiguity
and uncertainty. This in turn creates confusion and doubt across the organisation. We found
that teams that worked through their ambivalences provided more committed leadership and
clearer messaging.

Given these pressures, many executives are experiencing exhaustion and are at risk of
burnout. Executives experience a burden of responsibility and scrutiny from all directions.
This, all too often, feels unrelenting and overwhelming. We found that for many teams, the
demands on them exceed their capacity to cope. Those that are more resourced, take time to
reflect together and support each other to process their more difficult emotions and feelings
around their role.

The desire to make a difference by having an impact brings executive teams together. We
found that teams experience pride and a sense of achievement when they lead people through
times of crisis, act in accordance with their values and feel they are working towards a higher
purpose. Such feelings help the team to cohere and give their role meaning whilst helping the
team to find resilience in the face of constant demands and challenges.



3. Facing into a ‘triple’ challenge

Executive teams are increasingly confronted with
performance, and transformational and existential
challenges. They must deliver performance outcomes and
simultaneously develop their organisations to respond to
external changes. This multifaceted challenge was already
familiar territory; however, the pandemic has led to
significant operational crises for certain organisations
where the very nature of what they are doing, and even
their survival, has been called into question. Alongside this,
critical trends, such as digitalisation, virtual working and
societal expectations have been accelerated in ways that
were never anticipated two years ago. Over the past 12
months, for instance, most leadership teams have had to
create new policies and practices for virtual and hybrid
working. Taken together, these underlying trends have
increased the pressures on executive teams to lead change
at pace.

The existential challenge facing
executive teams

Executive teams face an inescapable reality.
Their task is ambiguous, unpredictable and
emotionally demanding. Success is hard to
define, decisions are made under
conditions of high uncertainty and they can
never be entirely sure of the impact of
them. Therefore, they experience
existential doubt about their purpose and
impact in the world, particularly given the
climate crisis, ongoing pandemic and levels
of social injustice.

To be truly effective, they must turn the
obvious into the problematic and confront
the difficult questions this raises. This
requires leaders to be courageous and face
reality. This is necessarily unsettling and
anxiety provoking, but not to do so is, in
Jean-Paul Sartre’s words, “Bad Faith”. In
facing their anxiety (rather than turning
away from it) a team finds what really
matters and can address the critical choices

facing them.

At the same time, many executive teams are operating against a backdrop of societal shifts in values and
concerns about the impact of organisations. For instance, many employees are questioning the values and
employment expectations of their organisations. Younger employees are being more challenging and
demanding and less accepting of the status quo or the existing power structures. This means leadership
teams are being confronted with fundamental questions about their organisation’s purpose and role in

society. Such existential questions include how to:

Respond to the climate emergency?

Acknowledge and tackle issues of inclusion, social
justice and inequality? and

Adapt to wholescale changes in employees’
expectations around how and where work is done?

Employee to an Executive

They generate existential anxieties and confront executives with questions around their responsibility, values
and ethics. Governments, shareholders, employees and the wider public are looking to them to demonstrate
leadership on these issues. For example, several leadership teams were being challenged by their employees
on how their organisations were engaging with the climate emergency and whether they were simply paying
lip service to reducing their carbon footprint. Organisations also face tough questions about their role in
creating (or not) an inclusive and equal society.



We discovered leadership teams that are stepping up to these existential challenges and making a difference.
For instance, one senior UK government leadership team is actively challenging itself and its department to
take a lead in helping to create a zero-carbon economy and addressing economy inequalities across the UK.
Another executive shared with us how she had started a dialogue with employees who had expressed despair
about the pointlessness of their work given the problems facing the Planet. Other teams are reacting to
pressure that is being put on them, and for some the existential challenge remains unspoken.

We discovered that to address this triple challenge, executive teams are having to:

Shift their attention across different time horizons

Question their role, collective purpose and intent

Take a systemic perspective and at the same time get into the detail of issues
Make value judgements about their organisation and the behaviour of individuals
Work together to provide clear leadership to employees, and

Make tough decisions that have consequences.



4. Contextual pressures that executive

teams experience

We observed several contextual pressures that both help and hinder executive teams to work together.
What is striking about these accounts is the demand they make of teams in their leadership. These are

described below.

It'’s demanding, and it’s getting more demanding

Executives experience a burden of responsibility that
comes with the role and the authority entrusted to them.
This has been intensified in the pandemic. Just how
demanding leadership can be was revealed to us through
our work with several leadership teams in the National
Health Service. These teams had to help their
organisations deal with the traumas associated with each
wave of the pandemic. This included coping with the
death or illness of colleagues, the exhaustion of staff, and
the need to work at an unprecedented level of intensity
with no end in sight.

Leading transformational change is equally an emotionally
demanding process. Executives absorb the distress and
trauma of employees that are triggered by uncertainty,
disruptive change and bigger existential questions. When
there is much at stake, or during periods of intense
activity, executives can also experience these as moments
of exhilaration. For instance, a senior manager, who was
part of the team leading a major transformation, talked
about being on an emotional roller coaster of highs and
lows. Every day the team had to make decisions or
respond to events which meant their days were full of
adrenaline.

The sheer volume of work and emotional toil facing many
executive teams can feel overwhelming and stressful.
Prolonged periods of dealing with more than feels possible
leads to exhaustion and lethargy. During the pandemic,
many executives found that work had significantly intruded
into their family and personal lives. For some, this
triggered shame because they felt they were letting down
family or colleagues or not living up to their ideals.

Leading an integration during a
global pandemic

A leadership team that was merging two
businesses in the pharmaceutical sector
invested two days to review how they were
working together. Individuals expressed a
range of conflicting and powerful emotions.
These reflected the pressure they were
under and how hard they had been working.
Members of the team talked about being
tired and exhausted. They also expressed
frustrations and anger that they were not
able to focus on the work they felt they
should be doing. Individuals acknowledged
feelings of shame at not being able to live up
to their ideals and of letting down the
people they cared about because they were
not available. They also recognised their
sadness and pain about what employees
were having to go through. In reflecting on
this process, one member of the team felt
that it was a ‘special experience’ to be able
to give voice to their feelings. She felt that
it revealed how much they trusted each
other as a group.

&

Most teams we engaged with recognised that working so intensely undermined their ability to lead,
particularly in the longer-term. One managing director described the experience of “post-pandemic
flatness” which she linked to exhaustion, a sense of loss of hope in the future, and a recognition that she no
longer wanted to take on the role of being the ‘matriarch’ of the organisation. We heard instances of
individual executives feeling burnt out. In some extreme cases, this had led to unhealthy coping responses
including excessive drinking and extreme behaviour, such as a CEO who under pressure would shout at

colleagues.



Being pulled into crises

Many of the teams we researched felt they were
constantly operating in crisis mode and found it
difficult to exercise strategic leadership. They found
themselves reacting to events and struggling to stay on
top of what often felt like an overwhelming number of
demands. For some teams, the pandemic has meant
that they have had to fight hard just to keep their
organisation going, over what has become a protracted
period. Even though they have had to deal with the
crisis in front of them, they were aware of future
challenges they were not engaging with.

All eyes on us...

Executive teams operate in arenas where the flow of
power and politics are at play and those within the
organisation may assume that executive teams feel
powerful and in control. In practice, however, a
significant number of executive team members we

Leadership in a perpetual crisis

An executive team of a UK government
department felt it had been in crisis mode for
almost two years. First, they were faced with
the challenges presented by the UK’s departure
from the EU, and then came the pandemic. The
team recognised that constantly ‘fighting fires’
was exhausting and took their attention away
from the strategic challenges that were critical
to UK society. Whilst knowing that crisis mode
was appropriate for now, the team experienced
a growing sense of tension around the
importance of also finding time for future-
oriented conversations.
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spoke to talked about feeling out of control at times, or uncertain about their influence. For instance, one
leadership team in Healthcare felt they were unable to implement necessary structural changes because of
external political pressures and overt opposition from key individuals and professional groups inside the

organisation.

Most felt under pressure and scrutiny from other parties. For example, one team leading a global
manufacturing business experienced constant pressure and criticism from two pension funds that were their
biggest investors. Several other teams faced high-profile and very public, political challenges that attracted
media scrutiny and criticism. Whilst these may be seen to “go with the territory”, they consume time and
emotional energy; a fact that often is not witnessed or fully appreciated.

Executive teams that appeared more confident and less anxious were more likely to feel that they had the

trust of their teams and the backing of key external stakeholders, such as politicians or shareholders. When
support was absent from key individuals or across the board, then anxieties and doubts were not surprisingly
heightened within the team.



Who are we, and where are our boundaries...?

All the executive teams we researched experienced
constantly changing membership. Indeed, all were
processing the departure of colleagues whilst
simultaneously welcoming new team members. Those
joining, either from outside or from within the
organisation, tended to feel insecure and
underconfident as they moved into a new role and
environment. Furthermore, the teams themselves were
having to adapt how they operated. The demands on the
team’s time and degree of pressure often meant that
they were not able to attend to these transitional
dynamics. Furthermore, during the pandemic teams
have not been able to meet face-to-face or informally.
This has made it harder for individuals to develop their
relationships.

Surprisingly (or perhaps not) many teams spoke of not
knowing exactly who was in and who was out of the
team. In many cases, teams saw themselves as having a
core membership (not necessarily agreed on) and
another group of individuals who were in a more
ambiguous position being neither inside nor outside the
team. This reveals that individuals can hold quite
different perspectives on what is the team and its role.

A case of fragmentation under
pressure

The executive team of an engineering business
created through a merger of regional
businesses, found themselves struggling to act
as a team. The demands of the integration had
meant they could not find time to clarify their
purpose and how their work interconnected.
The pandemic caused them to separate along
the *fault lines” of the identities of the
historical businesses. This revealed that the
merger had only happened at a superficial
level and in the crisis the executives identified
with the legacy cultures (not the new entity).
This example indicates how wider cultural
dynamics can play out in the executive team
outside of the awareness of its members.
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W.B. Yeats, The Second Coming.

Pulled in different directions....

Executive teams face the challenge of managing the
tension between the collective needs of the
organisation and those of their separate business units
or functions. Team members tend to feel responsible
for different tensions and concerns of the
organisation. This can lead to fragmentation, conflict
and competition within the executive team. We found
that teams that were willing to express and explore
disagreements and tension were more able to
recognise the systemic nature of their differences.
This enabled them to think more deeply about their
dynamics and not get caught up in interpersonal
conflict.

Our research highlighted that a significant proportion
of teams did not feel that they acted as a team. Some
retreated into their functional identities or disagreed
on what to focus on, or what direction to take.
Underlying cultural dynamics often contributed to
competition and conflict within the executive team. For
instance, members of a new executive team that met
for a development exercise, commented that they
acted as leaders of their directorates rather than a
collective. One of them observed that he: “was a baron
competing with other barons for attention, resources
and control”. Individual executives sometimes felt that
they were the lone representatives and defenders of
their areas and felt exposed with their fellow
executives.

Leading post-integration

A large service provider was integrating a
number of business units that had in the past
been separate from each other. Each had its
own culture, identity, and history. The changes
threatened these identities and their leaders
felt protective of them. A new CEO wanted
their executive team to work together to deliver
synergies across the new structure. The team,
whilst appearing to be performing this task, was
in practice skillfully protecting the status quo.
When they met, they focused on abstract issues
such as progress reports and plans. Any
substantive issues were dealt with through a
game they later called: “concede then evade”.
In this dynamic, a proposal for change would be
made, agreement would be assumed - then
everyone would avoid dealing with it. On the
surface everyone was polite with each other but
beneath the surface there was considerable
fear and hostility to the desired synergies and
cost savings.

Other teams struggled to find the time to meet as a collective, let alone focus on their development. When
they did meet, their agendas were often full of operational items and there was little opportunity to reflect
on their role or agree on a shared purpose and goals. Individuals on these teams tended to feel lonely and
isolated. Virtual working also contributed to such feelings, as opportunities for informal connection and

support were less available.

Several teams observed that the pressure they were under had brought them together. The challenge of
surviving the pandemic had for some teams created greater cohesion, trust and team spirit. For example, in
one networked healthcare organisation the leadership team were able to bring the whole system together to
understand their common challenges. By doing this, they were able to reach agreement to remove long-
standing obstacles to change by making concessions that they had evading. Faced with an overwhelming
agenda, the national executive of a multi-national business devoted an hour each week to critical and long-
term topics. This gave them a sense of capability and effectiveness that was crucial to their ability to cope

with the multitude of things that were coming at them.



The weight of expectations

Executive teams reported that they experience
intense pressure because of people’s expectations of
them, many of which feel unrealistic. During the
pandemic these expectations only increased.
Executives often experienced being idealised,
misunderstood or misinterpreted. For instance, one
executive team was under pressure from their board
to ‘miraculously’ transform a traditional, conservative
business into an innovative, digital market disruptor.
This took little account of the firm’s conservative
culture and global manufacturing footprint. In
another example, a CEO of a business going through
major change observed that people “just want
certainty” and that he was unable to provide this for
them.

Leaders often experience pressure to provide simple
and comforting answers that offer certainty. And
they can get caught up in trying to meet all the
demands on them without satisfying anyone. For
example, one team had asked for feedback from its
followers on how it was working and was left feeling
that they needed to do almost everything better.

Such unrealistic expectations can make the task of
leadership feel impossible or overwhelming. In the
face of such demands, leaders often doubt
themselves and their capabilities. One executive told
us that “you are perceived to be a big hitter, but in
reality, it does not feel like that”. In a minority of
cases, the executive felt under attack from
employees, the board or shareholders. As one
individual ruefully observed, “it’s your job to be
hated by everyone”. Such dynamics left them feeling
they needed to protect and defend themselves.

Unconscious projections onto
leadership teams

During periods of uncertainty, people face
uncomfortable or distressing possibilities. These
can be real or imagined and cause them intense
anxieties. When these become unbearable or
overwhelming, individuals and groups
unconsciously transfer such feelings onto others.
This process is known as projection.

Leadership teams can find themselves being
hated, feared, loved or admired. This can cause
them to feel under enormous emotional pressure
to take on a psychological role as well as their
leadership role. For instance, during the
pandemic several teams reported that they felt
invited into a maternal role in which they were
expected to look after their staff and make them
feel ok about everything.

Leadership teams can also project unwanted
thoughts or feelings onto their teams when they
are overwhelmed. This can set up unhealthy
dynamics that can lead to teams feeling feared,
blamed or attacked. One archetypal dynamic is
the victim, persecutor and rescuer game in which
individuals or groups switch roles seemingly
without end.

If leaders can understand how they are being
constructed by others and remain curious as to
what this means, they are more able to make
choices that are constructive and interrupt
unhelpful dynamics.




5. The emotional life of executive teams

In addition to these contextual pressures, we heard
and observed how the team’s emotional dynamics both
helped and hindered their collective leadership and
ability to engage with its different challenges.

Ambivalence and doubt

A central theme that emerged related to the challenge
of making visible and significant decisions that have
meaningful consequences. On the surface, these might
appear to require rational deliberation but in practice
they are highly emotional, triggering doubts, fears and
anxieties. In the context of massive uncertainty,
decisions had to be made without knowing everything
about the situation, being able to fall back on what
worked in the past or the full consequences of
different choices. Executives aware of the sensitivities
that surround significant decisions were often fearful of
being seen to make mistakes, to say the ‘wrong’ thing
or be judged as insensitive. Such contexts undermined
the confidence of teams in their decisions. For
example, several teams, that were made up mainly of
white men, experienced doubts and tended to act with
excessive caution in responding to issues relating to
inclusion, discrimination and inequality.

Avoiding existential angst

A team leading a major restructure across an
international business met to agree its vision
for success. In exploring their views on what
this would look like and how to measure
progress, it became apparent that they had very
diverse views on what was necessary and how
to go about it. Some individuals became
frustrated and impatient exploring their
differences and they pushed for a more
pragmatic and concrete focus for the
discussion. This led to them agreeing a set of
actions that allowed them to avoid confronting
the daunting realisation of the size and
complexity of their task. This would have
required them to face their different views on
what needed to be done and their fears about

whether they could be successful.

Within teams, fears of conflict or criticism often caused individuals to hold back from saying what they really
thought or meant. We found that teams that avoided confronting their ambivalences tended not to make
decisions or commit to the decisions that they espoused. For instance, when we gathered feedback on one
leadership team, their teams told us how they were picking up conflicting messages on the organisation’s
position on when and how to return to the office. However, in the same process they praised the executive
team’s commitment to other critical decisions around diversity and organisational changes, where they felt
they were being clear and consistent. This example highlights how leadership teams communicate their
ambivalence or commitment on key issues to their followers, whether they are aware of it or not.

Anxiety, insecurity and vulnerability

The uncertainty and pressure that executive teams faced left them feeling insecure and even threatened.
This was linked to feeling out of control or in conflict with colleagues who had different levels of comfort with
risk. We observed teams responding in different ways to uncertainty, including: wilful denial; withdrawal and
retreat from the situation; attempts to control everything or get into the detail of every key decision;
acceptance of the situation; and a willingness to take risks. Teams also experienced anxiety around decisions
when they imagined they would lead to dissatisfaction or disappointment amongst at least one group of
stakeholders.

Anxiety appeared to cause teams to focus on their immediate challenges and what they felt under pressure
to deliver. This pulled their attention away from longer-term strategic questions or from reflecting on how
they were working together. For instance, a colleague when describing a team they were working with,
observed that “all their attention goes on what they do and not how they are together”.

Not surprisingly, many executives experienced insecurities about their future or the impact of wider changes
on them as a team. As with everyone else, they felt anxieties around the implications of changes for them.



For example, the CEO of a business that was undergoing dramatic change, admitted that he did not know
whether his executive team would exist in the future and whether he or his team would have a role. He tried
his best to accept the situation yet recognised that his team varied in their ability to deal with this context.
Some executives kept their insecurities to themselves. One individual, new to a team, told us he was holding
onto considerable doubts about his ability to contribute to areas outside of his core expertise and worried
that his colleagues were judging him. Other leaders found that showing vulnerability helped them to connect

with their team members and employees.

Given the pressures of the role, a significant proportion
of executives asked themselves why they continued to do
what they did, given the sacrifices they had to make in
other aspects of their lives.

Feelings of pride and achievement

The question that emerges from the above, is why do
leaders take up the role given all these demands and
pressures¢ A number of teams expressed pride in their
achievements and how they had led people through
difficult or challenging times. With other teams, we
sensed that their values, pride and shared commitment to
their work existed beneath the surface and remained
undiscussed. Nevertheless, these underlying emotions
acted as a strong motivator and indicator that what they
were doing mattered to themselves and others. A desire
to make a difference and a sense of purpose appear to
help bring leadership teams together and make
leadership roles meaningful to both individuals and
teams.

Denial, avoidance or exploration of
emotions

Taking time to check-in with each
other

A leadership team that was overseeing a
major transformation effort met every month
to review how they were working together.
This created a level of trust in the team which
supported open and straight-talking. At one
meeting during the midst of the pandemic,
they took two hours to check-in with each
other. Each person shared how they were
experiencing their role on the team, and what
was also going on for them in their lives.
Later in the meeting, they had to make a
number of tough choices about what they
prioritised and what they stopped. This
process took on a new level of seriousness
and meaning for the team because they were
able to appreciate the pressures they were
experiencing and how neither they nor their
teams could sustain their current levels of

intensity. Q
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Team members often described how they felt inhibited and unable to say how they felt or what they thought
on critical issues in team meetings. For instance, whilst working with one team, we asked each member to
choose an object that represented how they experienced being a member of the team. One individual chose
a fancy-dress costume to speak to their feeling of having to ‘dress up” and not be themselves in the team.
The crisis of the pandemic in some instances acted as a mechanism for avoiding underlying conflicts. We
heard of teams that on the surface had come together to address immediate difficulties, however, at a
deeper level they continued to avoid more fundamental differences within the team.

We observed how teams used abstract, ambiguous, general, or vague language when talking about critical
issues. This enabled them to avoid clearly expressing their feelings on issues that felt risky or stating a clear
position on potentially controversial decisions. Often politeness within the team hid deeper divisions and
conflicts. We heard how team norms discouraged open discussion on matters that were most problematic.
Even though feelings were not spoken, they were still present in the room. For example, one team whilst
exploring a significant structural change talked about “unpacking the people risks”, rather than talking
specifically about the individuals affected. The extent to which teams talked about their emotional
experiences reflected how safe they felt with each other. One team member commented that they felt it
was “unsafe to be seen to be against the proposed changes” but at the same time felt the changes were

“unsafe” for them.



Clear or opaque communication patterns in teams

In any team, patterns of communication are always happening, and its members cannot not
communicate. Such pattern include explicit content, whereby words or signs are used to represent
something, and implicit, non-verbal content, where body language, gestures, tone, rhythm, facial
expressions (amongst other things) communicate more ambiguous feelings and emotions. This means
that people can say one thing and communicate other through their tone of voice and body language.

These patterns of communication either help to clarify or obfuscate issues of concern between its
members. They either acknowledge, explore and deepen understanding within the team, or avoid
difficult thoughts and feelings on issues. Avoidant patterns are characterised by ambiguous, generalised
and non-specific language and tend to elicit confusion, bewilderment or contradictory responses in
others.

Communication within a team tends to be enhanced by:

Individuals owning their experience, using first person language such as “/ observe...”, “I think...”, or
"l see...” etc.

The use of specific language to describe observations, thoughts and feelings about an issue.
Checking to understand what others mean rather than assuming to understand.

Clear and direct responses to others’ views, opinions or proposals.

Clear expression of doubts, vulnerabilities and concerns.

Individuals not making assumptions about what others think or feel about an issue e.g."We agree on
this issue...”, and

Openness to different perceptions and points of view between members of the team.



6. Implications for executive teams

Our primary conclusion is that when the demands and pressures on an executive team exceed their capacity
to cope, their attention narrows, and they become too focused on immediate concerns or deliverables.
They also lose their emotional boundaries and sense of themselves as a collective, in doing so they absorb
emotions from their environment and equally leak unhealthy emotions, such as frustration, doubt or fear, to
their teams. In this state, they are less able to draw on their full capabilities, such as their diversity of
perspectives, and their ability to make connections and develop creative ideas. This means, they are less
resourced and therefore less able to confront the big strategic and existential questions facing their
organisations.

The following are likely to be helpful practices for executive teams.

1. Create punctuation points for the team

Given the myriad of forces that are pulling teams apart, we observed how important it is for teams to create
protected spaces for themselves. These provide opportunities for them to reflect on events, stand back
from the immediate pressures and review how they are working together. These spaces need to be regular
and of sufficient length to enable the team to fully explore important topics and to review progress over
time. Aninternal or external facilitator can help teams to make full use of such spaces because they are
more able to stand outside of the team’s dynamics to see when they are limiting the team’s potential.

2. Clarify the role and desired —_—
impact N

Executive teams benefit from clarifying the —_
challenges they need to confront and taking
time to agree on how they will add value over
the longer term. One framework for doing this

is the Three Horizons Model (see insert further
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discover its sense of purpose and role in a mﬁ—ﬂ ek
wider context. This helps them to cohere and qur/\'q | I s eer i Fe LY
gives the team resilience. "Hmr‘l:\ :":',, ',El. I e . -
T TTTT = N
3. Be mindful around where ri \\‘\"\“\\\\n oos [ITI0[E: i
. e T ioon {gonop®n T
the team’s attention is L—':—Lﬂ—ﬂfﬂkf PRI M
° ﬂﬂﬂﬂﬂ ‘junz E poonQ
directed e e
0
A leadership team’s attention is their scarcest ”333?1%
commodity. It is important for them therefore ggnnﬂ“"
to be mindful of where it is focused. The real “nnnﬂﬂﬂ

test for a team is to maintain the ability to —
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when they are under pressure.




4. Ask the difficult questions around purpose and impact

Given the existential challenges facing society, if executive teams are going to make a difference, they need
to be asking themselves difficult questions around purpose and impact. This requires them to examine the
possibilities and choices they see rather than ‘sleepwalking” into the future. Given our natural tendency to
follow convention and habit, this means recognising how their behaviour reinforces existing practices and
the status quo. This requires teams to be willing to be altered and changed by such questions.

5. Invest in relationships and building support

We have found that a team’s confidence and belief does not just come from within the team but also from a
wider support system. Teams benefit from investing in and developing connections with employees and a
breadth of stakeholders, whether they are investors, politicians, regulators or activist groups, etc. This helps
to ensure that responsibility is shared more widely for systemic challenges. The teams we researched all
knew the importance of relationships, however, many found their time and attention was focused elsewhere,
or in the face of criticism they avoided engaging with the necessary individuals. Given the tendency for
people to hold unrealistic expectations of leaders, it helps leadership teams to make specific and explicit
agreements with different stakeholder groups. These need to be revisited on a regular basis given the rate
and degree of change.

Three Horizons Model

This framework can help leadership teams to organise their thinking about the future by connecting the
present with their desired (or espoused) futures. The model focuses on three time horizons:

1st Horizon: the current prevailing system as it continues into the future, which loses "fit" over time
as its external environment changes.

3rd Horizon: ideas or arguments about the future of the system which are emerging or marginal in
the present, but may have the potential to displace the world of the 1st Horizon, because they
represent a more effective response to the changes in the external environment. There will be
multiple *3rd Horizon” worlds that are promoted by different advocates and underpinned by differing
values.

2nd Horizon: is a transitional space in which the 1st and 3rd horizons collide. It is characterised by
clashes of values in which competing alternative paths to the future are proposed by different

‘actors’.
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6. Support risk-taking in speaking openly and directly

Our research highlights that teams are more effective when their members take risks to express themselves
and their points of view. This reflects the level of trust and psychological safety in the team. In our
experience, leaders create trust by speaking clearly and directly with their teams and supporting individuals
who take a risk to say something difficult. This helps to create a dynamic of clear, open and direct
communication in which differences are acknowledged and explored.

7. Work through ambivalences and doubts

Leadership teams need to take time to explore their emotional life whilst they are working together. This
develops a team’s capacity to tolerate uncertainty. Pausing to notice their doubts, fears or hopes helps them
to recognise how their emotions influence their dynamics, decisions, and acts of leadership. Simple and
ordinary interventions, such as check-ins, reviews during meetings, or check-outs help teams to surface
feelings and reactions. Without such processes, teams risk not addressing conflicting positions or doubts
that are ultimately reflected in their commitment to a given course of action.

7. Concluding thoughts

If anything, our research debunks the myth of the idealised team and highlights that the majority (or all)
executive teams struggle with finding the time, capacity and inclination to work as a team?. Our
encouragement is for teams to be realistic and accepting of such difficulties. Collaboration is not an easy
process, yet it is a necessary one for leadership teams.

We have observed how much of the executive team’s experience and context is implicit and

unspoken. Speaking clearly to what is implicit within a team, or with other stakeholders can be felt to be
risky, or unnecessary. However, finding ways to surface and process the unspoken aspects of team life,
whether positive, difficult or neutral, can make a meaningful difference to the functioning and impact of the
team. Speaking to experience can be reclaimed by teams as an ordinary act which they do regularly,

and which, with some conscious effort, can become part of their practice. From this perspective,

greater team effectiveness may be as simple as talking to what needs to be talked about when it matters.

2Jarrett, M. and Kellner, K. (1996). Coping with uncertainty: a psychodynamic perspective on the work of
top teams. Journal of Management Development, Vol.15, no.2.



8. Appendices

Methodology & Contributors

Our research was based on:

Interviews with CEOs and executives about their experience of their executive team.

Inquiry into, and reflection on, our consulting work to develop executive or leadership teams of
strategic business units within a larger institution.

Observation of executive teams with whom we are working on systemic consulting projects.
Aninquiry event with 30 leaders and change practitioners into executive leadership in their
organisations, and

A review of concepts and theories on leadership and teams as well as literature on communication
and systemic theory and existential philosophy.

Who participated in the research?

We engaged both private sector organisations and UK-based public sector organisations. A number of the
private sector organisations, whilst headquartered in Europe, have global operations. The research included
organisations from:

Pharmaceuticals
Transportation

The UK Civil Service
Health Service
Manufacturing
Finance & Banking
Construction
Education

Local Government
Professional Services

Individual participants were drawn from a range of roles including:

Chief Executive

Chief Operating Officer

Other executives

HR Directors

Internal and external consultants

Illustrations

To help us represent our findings visually we have worked with the graphic artist Jonny Glover. More
information on his work can be found at: http://www.jonnyglover.com
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