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“A workplace filled with and driven by
employees with positive attitudes vibrates
continually to the tune of service excellence
and passionate team success.”

-T Y HOWARD

Team Leadership Session # 7
A Compelling Purpose…. One of the Three Essential Conditions.

Wageman, Nunes, Burruss and Hackman Described Creating a Compelling Purpose as another
one the essential conditions to create or develop an effective senior leadership team.
We have finished our sessions on the four types of senior teams… one that exchanges information
only, one that advises you, one that coordinates and implements strategic initiatives and one that
makes the final decisions for the entire organization.
So let’s assume that you want to make a decision-making team.
What decisions will you make?
How will you explain that to your team in a way that orients, focuses, and engages their energies?

Team Leadership Session # 7
Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

Deciding on what kind of team you want does not in itself, provide adequate information to them
about their purpose as a leadership team.
To get it right, the CEO must articulate to the team -- a purpose that is consequential, challenging
and clear.
The team purpose must be challenging enough -- but not impossible: you need to assess what is
your team up for at this point in its life?
Early on, as the team is just learning how to be a team, the level of challenge can be lower.. Then,
as they become more mature leaders on the team the challenges can increase
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Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

Remember that the purpose must also be consequential:
What actions are crucial enough to be treated as the main job of the leaders (and not just a side
job) when their individual roles are done?
And finally, the team’s purpose must be clear:
What are the critical few things that only this team of senior leaders (of all the people in your
organization) can accomplish?
What are these critical few currently…. and what are they in the long run… or long term?
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Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

Teams at lower levels in the organization… like your front line service workers and teams, quality
assurance and performance teams, or teams of lower-level managers, often suffer from a lack of
consequentiality in their purpose.
Often times the work they do is not well connected by the organizational leaders to larger, more
meaningful others… to the work of others… or to the organization as a whole.
This is not the case with your senior leadership teams…
Everyone perceives that what the top team does is highly consequential for both the short-term
and long-term performance of the organization.
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So how do we go about getting the challenge right for your leadership team?
Assuming you have selected team members that are strong, committed performers, they should be
used to working hard… maybe sometimes too hard.
However, they need some control or they will bolt off in many different directions.
But they also need some freedom to be able to move around.
If you continually hold a tight rein on them, like having insignificant meetings and trivial decisions, they
will eventually balk, or worse… bolt.
Your team is at its best when they are continually challenged and are providing real value to the
organization.
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Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

Some words of caution… the research by Wageman et.al. showed two separate pattens..
First… the leaders frequently overchallenged individual members but then underchallenged the
team.
They sometimes demanded too much from individual senior team executives in their leadership
roles, holding them to the highest performance standards and constantly raising the bar to test
individual capabilities…. But…
The demanded too little from their leadership team…
The question then is…Why challenge the individuals but then restrict the team to trivia?
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The thought here was that it was believed that by challenging the executive leaders individually
they would create a culture of competition among the team members and this would keep the
team sharp and well honed.
Other CEOs (although few admit it) believed that keeping their team members so busy and
focused on individual issues (as well as on each other) that they would have no time to challenge
the CEO.
These CEOs believed that by challenging their team, by contrast, can and will strengthen it to a
point that it becomes a threat to an insecure COE and his/her power.

Team Leadership Session # 7
Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

So the work of the team inevitably feels less important than the work of the individual team members.
This causes them to wander away and to focus on what they see as the most important part of their
responsibilities
And finally, avoid bringing the team together at the CEO’s convenience only to provide information to the
members about their own areas.
The purpose of the team will be challenging only if the members are asked to exchange strategic
information, coordinate organization-wide initiatives, or make vital decisions on behalf of the
organization.
The team’s purpose will seem trivial when the hard stuff is all in the individual jobs, relegated to the
business units and assigned to individuals, with members only asked to report on what’s new.
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When this happens, we often find that team members choose instead, to spend their time with their units in the field
dealing with other self-perceived matters.
And, you will begin to see team members missing team meetings
Avoid excusing team members from team meetings for issues not related to team matters unless it’s health or family
related.
So what do we find on the best teams?
It should be that the team members consider that the work of the team is as important if not more important than
their individual work. They sometimes might feel like they have two jobs.
Here the team members are able to bring to the team, what is needed to achieve its purpose and their full range of
their expertise and experience.
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The second pattern that the researchers found in getting the challenge right was lack of clarity.
More clarity is better than less .. and more challenge is better than less.
Too little clarity with overwhelming and daunting challenges will only lead to a very stressed team.
As a stressed team they will be fragmented and unable to move forward together to achieve a
common purpose.
Leaders of outstanding teams challenge their teams -- but they also provide clear purpose.
Clarity of purpose will make the extraordinary challenging and consequential work feel possible.
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Of the three qualities for a great leadership team purpose, establishing clarity is the most difficult.
Real clarity can create moments of exhilaration. Think of almost any athletic team.. What is their
purpose? To win games,,, to win championships… Clarity is quite clear…
The difficulty with organizations establishing clarity… three common threads…
First… many CEOs make the mistake of assuming that if the team members know the
organization’s mission statement, then they understand the team’s purpose. Let’s take a look at
a few mission statements.
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The Mission Statement and the Purpose.. Are not the same..

The mission statement does not provide guidance about what the leadership team members are
supposed to do as a group.
Teams need a purpose that is about its own special leadership responsibilities and opportunities in
contributing to the organization’s success. Let’s look at a few mission statements…
Toyota Motor Company

Mission Statement: "To attract and attain customers with high-valued products and services and
the most satisfying ownership experience in America.“
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Mission Statement
The University of North Florida fosters the intellectual and cultural growth and civic awareness of
its students, preparing them to make significant contributions to their communities in the region
and beyond. At UNF, students and faculty engage together and individually in the discovery and
application of knowledge. UNF faculty and staff maintain an unreserved commitment to student
success within a diverse, supportive campus culture.
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University of Florida

The University of Florida is a comprehensive learning institution built on a land-grant foundation. We are The Gator Nation, a diverse community dedicated to excellence in education and
research and shaping a better future for Florida, the nation and the world.
Our mission is to enable our students to lead and influence the next generation and beyond for economic, cultural and societal benefit.
The university welcomes the full exploration of its intellectual boundaries and supports its faculty and students in the creation of new knowledge and the pursuit of new ideas.
Teaching is a fundamental purpose of this university at both the undergraduate and graduate levels.
Research and scholarship are integral to the educational process and to the expansion of our understanding of the natural world, the intellect and the senses.
Service reflects the university's obligation to share the benefits of its research and knowledge for the public good. The university serves the nation's and the state's critical needs by
contributing to a well-qualified and broadly diverse citizenry, leadership and workforce.

The University of Florida must create the broadly diverse environment necessary to foster multi-cultural skills and perspectives in its teaching and research for its students to contribute
and succeed in the world of the 21st century.
These three interlocking elements — teaching, research and scholarship, and service — span all the university's academic disciplines and represent the university's commitment to lead
and serve the state of Florida, the nation and the world by pursuing and disseminating new knowledge while building upon the experiences of the past. The university aspires to advance
by strengthening the human condition and improving the quality of life.
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The University of Belize
“The University of Belize is a national, autonomous and multi-location institution
committed to excellence in higher education, research and service for national
development.
As a catalyst of change it provides relevant, affordable and accessible educational and
training programs that address national needs based on principles of academic freedom,
equity, transparency, merit and accountability.”
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Oklahoma State University
Oklahoma State University is a multi-campus public land grant educational system that improves
the lives of people in Oklahoma, the nation, and the world through integrated, high-quality
teaching, research, and outreach. The instructional mission includes undergraduate, graduate,
technical, extension, and continuing education informed by scholarship and research. The
research, scholarship, and creative activities promote human and economic development through
the expansion of knowledge and its application
OSU College of Education and Human Services
A community of scholars, prepares and develops professionals who facilitate life long learning and
enrich quality of life for individuals in diverse settings. The college leads in the generation of
knowledge in our professional areas and advances professional development through teaching,
research, and outreach.

Team Leadership Session # 7
Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

The second common threat to the clarity of purpose is the absence of a shared understanding of the
organizational strategy. In other words, the organization’s distinctive approach to establishing
sustainable performance.
Senior team members must have a clearly understood mental model of their organization’s strategy.
Lack of this shared knowledge strategy arises when team members are not given the chance to clarify
their own understanding of how the words in their strategic documents translate into the organizations
actions.
It is not enough to assume that having heard the strategy or even being able to recite it for memory,
that members have a shared understanding about what their role is in implementing it.
Members must talk about the strategy as a team and play out its implications in direct conversation.
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Compelling Purpose..(Cont’d)

The third threat to clarity of purpose for a leadership team is the level of emotional courage that it
takes to achieve, and sustain clarity.
Articulating a clear purpose can create all kinds of emotion-laden troubles…
Leaders having difficulty asserting a clear purpose because perhaps, other purposes are
preferred by powerful or direct reports.
The threat of ruling out others’ views is sometimes too painful even for highly experienced CEOs.
Remember the importance of staying focused on the team purpose when short-term demands
become dramatic. In other words… don’t lose sight of the long-term objectives.
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Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

We must avoid the temptation to put the team’s purpose second to the individual leaders’
accountabilities. This is especially true when one or more members of the team are superb at
accomplishing their goals.
This can cause those team members to be disinclined to decision-making because all have not yet
reached their goals. This must be dealt with tactfully so that these superstars don’t balk and leave.
These can be very anxiety producing for the CEO and it will take courage to give the team the clarity it
needs to function as a team despite the risks of what this clarity will reveal…and also, what the leader
needs to do to confront and make sure that all members do understand what it means.
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Getting at Clarity… Below are four actions that will help in how you can establish clarity.
1.

Identify the interdependencies among your team members that move the strategy forward. What
leadership functions require that all the leaders be at the table?

2.

Create a short-list of decisions and actions you want your team to achieve. What are the missioncritical things that can be done only by this team?

3.

Raise that list to a thematic and compelling level so that it guides the team decisions and actions.

4.

Use your authority to articulate that purpose to the team. Only you can establish the purpose.
Others can help refine it, but ultimately it is yours.
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Identify the Interdependencies
If you want your senior leadership team to make organization-wide decisions or to coordinate strategic initiatives.
You need to tell them that. But more is needed.
The team needs to know which initiatives it will coordinate.
Start with a set of questions that help’s identify those aspects of the organization that require close interaction and
joint decision-making.
In addition to strategic matters, tactical matters may also be included so long as they are mission critical and can
only be done at the top.
It often helps to identify a handful of must-win battles -- these actions that the leadership team must get right if the
organization is to achieve its strategic goal.
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Teams facing must-win battles might face moments of spontaneous interdependence that can teach
members and their leaders a great deal about which kind of issues are truly interdependent and
appropriate for the top team.
A major challenge will be to translate those experiences into ongoing team purposes.
What do we need to do for each other?
What are the most critical challenges facing us?
Does the team have a collective strategy for addressing those challenges?
How well is our strategy working?
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Creating a short list.
Consider developing a short-list of actions that have organizational impact.
Defining or modifying the organization’s strategy.
Acquiring or deploying capital.
Building organizational capability .. Like improving the organizations steps for promotion.
Managing mission-critical initiatives .. Like the acquisition and implementation of new products or technology
services.
Monitoring the organization’s performance
Integrating major acquisitions.
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Conceptualize your team’s unique contributions.
This does not mean that you must create a grand abstract theory of the team’s purpose.
You need to identify and lift up the core themes in the team’s collective responsibilities.
The compelling purpose for a team is more than just a short list of interdependent
accountabilities.
A true team’s purpose captures and encapsulates those items in a larger and more general way
so you can answer the question, “What do you need this team of leaders to do that cannot be
accomplished by any other set of people?”
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Compelling Purpose (Cont’d)

Conceptualizing your team’s purpose in this way takes creativity and cognitive skill.
Your conversations with your team about their interdependencies creates the short list, but it is
your own creative brain, your own creativity that identifies larger themes on the list which then
connects them to the core challenges faced by the organization and also generates the language
to explain the themes and challenges to your team in a way that brings them to life.
So let’s look at a possible example. This could be a consultative team, a coordinating team or a
decision-making team, or a combination of more than one.
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Recruitment team for a college or university to increase enrollment in critical needs area for the
country.
Teams Purpose.
The Challenge: Although the institution still offers many very attractive career majors in areas of
study to furnish the nation with highly qualified individuals to serve these specific areas of the
population, the environment ahead is likely characterized by slower enrollment growth than the
past decade because of increase competition, increased cost of attendance, and prospective
students who will require proactive, specialized guidance from service providers to act on these
goals. To succeed in this challenge we will need to be strategically focused and flexible and to
extract maximum leverage from our resources.
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The Team Interdependencies might be as follows:
Maintain a vision for increased enrollment and growth of the student enrollment within these
critical areas of study.
Stay abreast of the competition, the market for the needs, and any special trends in that area.
Evaluate current strategies and tactics and determine implications for future strategy.
Identify new opportunities to attract new students and create a interest in students desiring to
pursue a career path in these critical areas. (including “white spaces”)
Set goals for the organization, and ensure that they are achieveable.
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Articulating a Compelling Purpose for Your Team

1.

Your leadership team’s purpose is already consequential, focus your attention on challenging the
team and making its purpose clear and unambiguous.

2.

There is no one best way for a CEO to arrive at a clear team purpose. You can do the conceptual
work yourself or with a trusted advisor. You can engage your team in helping to identify their
interdependencies, and then create a short list of vital decisions on your own. You can also test run
an initial draft of our team’s purpose and then revise it after hearing their reactions and ideas.
Arriving at clarity is essential.

3.

Expect the process to be emotionally demanding. Clarifying the team’s purpose invariably uncovers
discrepancies and conflicts about what the members think about what their role is … or should be..
and don’t be afraid to say, “This is they way we will do it.” This is your team..

