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introduction

Every year, businesses invest millions, if not billions of dollars 
to generate sales, launch new products, improve customer service, 
increase employee effectiveness, and reduce inefficiencies, all in an 
effort to ultimately deliver maximum return to their stakeholders. 
Process improvement initiatives, computer systems sporting acro-
nym-laden names, and continual reorganization efforts often lead 
the pack. At times, desired results are achieved and the investment 
is validated. However, all too often, initiatives die on the vine due 
to leadership changes and lack of continued funding, or the muffled 
conversation that the effort should have never started in the first 
place eventually wins the day.

This book contends that the answer to achieving amazing results 
often lies not in new strategies or sweeping programs, but in the ability 
to develop leaders and teams that drive accountability, commitment, 
and engagement. Unlike significant changes to policies, processes, or 
procedures that can be expensive, time consuming, and gum the works, 
causing employees to dig deeper into their anti-change fighting posi-
tions, organizations that focus on developing leaders and teams benefit 
from an immediate and positive impact on business performance.    

To achieve new results, companies must rethink business as 
usual and embrace pragmatic and arguably more effective approaches. 
Successful accomplishment of strategy doesn’t happen at the corporate 
headquarters. It occurs at the front lines, where individual employ-
ees and their leaders interact and make decisions on how to employ  
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resources every day. Unless that part is done correctly, no strategy, no 
matter how grand it is, matters.

This story discusses how one group of leaders in one company 
worked to get it right. The story is a work of fiction, and the charac-
ters exist only in the author’s mind. However, the five Ps outlined in 
this book are grounded in reality and represent how leaders and their 
teams can work together to accomplish remarkable results. 

The reality is that many team leaders and employees don’t oper-
ate under this simple five-step process. It isn’t because they are bad 
people who don’t want to perform well. It’s simply that most of them 
aren’t given the opportunity to engage their passion and potential in 
their everyday roles. Companies will be far more effective when front-
line employees and their leaders embrace a simple planning and ex-
ecution approach.

A Leadership Story



1

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: A New reality

There’s that feeling again, Susan Walker thought as she trudged 
down the narrow hallway. In all honesty, the word hallway was inac-
curate. A hallway suggests some sort of walled-in structure. She was 
actually navigating a pathway that cut through the manufacturing 
floor. Outlined in yellow safety tape, the path shifted occasionally, as 
packaging lines were reconfigured, people repositioned, new products 
launched, and innovative manufacturing techniques tested. Moving 
the tape appeared to be a never-ending process that slowly weaved its 
way through the entire plant, only to begin again the next year.

Trudging and the associated mixture of feelings—doubt, anxi-
ety, and a dash of fear—did not come naturally to Susan. Typically, 
the most upbeat person in a room, she was known for her contagious 
smile and her ability to share kind words. Infusing energy and positiv-
ity into daily interactions was her calling card, but even she had her 
limits, and they were now being tested. As she walked up the flight 
of stairs to the conference room, her mind continued to question the 
situation. How is it possible that I feel so anxious and out of place in 
an organization where I’ve worked for years?

With the question barely formed in her mind, she turned the 
corner, entered the conference room, and observed that the Mon-
day morning staff meeting was about to start. Susan scanned her col-
leagues’ faces, recognizing the all too common mixture of frustration 
and apprehension. Her gaze settled on Michael Thomas, the tall and 
fit Vice President of Sales, and the two briefly made eye contact as he 
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slid into his usual seat. Michael’s hesitant nod of solidarity confirmed 
Susan’s belief that she was not alone in her concern. Susan offered an 
uncomfortable smile in response.

The weekly gathering had been a Monday morning seven a.m. 
staple for years. Operating on autopilot, she settled into her normal 
spot at the table. Her trusty coffee mug, filled to the brim with the 
required dose of morning caffeine, transitioned from her hand to the 
worn conference table as if it knew the routine. Familiar banter filled 
the room, as her colleagues discussed the arrival of spring and the 
warm weather and flurry of weekend activities it brought with it. The 
conversations were comforting, but all recognized that beneath com-
mon dialogues lurked the beginning of another uncomfortable session 
that had become all too regular over the past few months.

It’s only been ninety days, Susan thought. How is it possible that 
so much has changed? Just three short months earlier, she had passed 
the four-year mark as the company’s Human Resources (HR) man-
ager and fifteen years as an Outdoor Essentials’ employee. Gifted in a 
number of areas, she was most talented as a relationship builder. Her 
cheery disposition, combined with genuine concern for others and 
great listening skills, made her a sounding board for her colleagues as 
they struggled to make professional and at times personal decisions. 
In her first forty-eight months as HR manager, Susan grew very com-
fortable in her position, enjoying both her role and the relationships 
developed with her team, the organization’s 350-plus employees, and 
her fellow leaders.

Contentment wasn’t just reserved for Susan. Sure, the com-
pany had experienced tremendous growth over the years, and with 
that growth came its share of challenges, but for the most part, em-
ployees and leaders new what to expect from their jobs and were able 
to put in their week’s work without an inordinate amount of stress 
or frustration.  

Susan reflected on the company’s founder, Barbara Cray. Bar-
bara’s departure was the unintended catalyst for many of the changes. 
When JWL Adventures approached Barbara and made her an offer she 
“couldn’t refuse,” the company was quickly sold and the plant man-
ager, Sam Finch, was named Outdoor Essential’s interim president. A 
plain talker from rural Wisconsin, he grew up on a dairy farm where 
he learned the practices of hard work, straight talk, and team building. 
In his previous role as Plant Manager, Sam helped lead the organiza-
tion through a fairly stable period and managed to get things done in 
his consistent, no-frills way. Sales were consistent, suppliers reliable, 
and Outdoor Essential cutting-edge products kept the competition 
at bay. With only Barbara to answer to, Sam was given tremendous 
latitude to deal with company’s day-to-day business. However, all that 
had changed in a dramatic, arguably shocking way. Shortly after Bar-
bara’s departure, JWL Adventure’s senior leadership became increas-
ingly involved in company’s business.

Alex Morgan, JWL’s President & CEO, decided to leave Out-
door Essentials intact as a separate business and began the search for 
Barbara’s replacement. Alex chose to let Sam fill Barbara’s vacancy in 
the short-term until the completion of a formal hiring process. Al-
though Sam was a strong candidate for the position, the process had to 
be conducted to ensure all interested candidates had the opportunity 
to apply. From the beginning, Sam struggled in his interactions with 
Alex and his management approach. A stoic figure, and a man who 
said little and appeared to judge all, Alex seemed the antithesis of Sam. 
An impressive résumé complete with the best educational experiences 
and powerful positions in both start-up and global organizations, Alex 
Morgan had mastered the art of lofty rhetoric, confusing metrics, and 
intimidation.

Enough about the past, Susan thought to herself. I need to focus 
on the present and the task at hand.
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In typical fashion, Sam started the meeting with a few pleasant-
ries in an attempt to calm everyone’s nerves and put the group at ease. 
Although appreciated, all in attendance knew that Sam’s efforts were 
simply postponing the inevitable. They were right; in a matter of mo-
ments, the conversation turned to the organization’s performance on 
Mr. Morgan’s key metrics. Jane Hudson, JWL Adventure’s perfor-
mance improvement manager, retrieved a large stack of documents 
from her bright red briefcase and distributed them to everyone in the 
room. She appeared emotionless as she started her presentation.

Despite her small frame, Jane packed a verbal punch. Susan 
and her colleagues often referred to Jane as a condensed version of  
Mr. Morgan, as she was a smaller, more concentrated edition of the 
man. Per usual, Jane was dressed, or at least accessorized, in red; while 
everyone else in the room wore Outdoor Essentials traditional attire of 
hiking boots, blue jeans, and signature shirts, Jane sported a full busi-
ness ensemble. Jane demanded attention and results.

Many interpreted Jane’s dispassionate demeanor as a reflection 
of her calculated, no-nonsense approach to her work. They believed 
that she was simply acting as a surrogate for Mr. Morgan and would 
use the recently installed metrics program to replace every leader in 
the room. In reality, the leadership team’s assessment was only half-
true. Jane did report directly to Mr. Morgan and was “on loan” to 
the Outdoor Essentials to drive improved performance and align the 
newly acquired business with JWL’s corporate culture. They were also 
right in thinking that, if the organization continued to miss established 
goals, Jane would likely recommend to Mr. Morgan that he replace 
Sam and everyone else in the room.

What they did not know was how Jane truly felt about the situa-
tion. In earlier years, she would brazenly walk into a company intend-
ing to either fix leadership or replace them. She had the brains and 
willingness to do whatever she believed the situation dictated as well 

as the backing of her boss to make it happen. This approach had served 
her well; she made a name for herself, and the promotions quickly 
followed.

Sam first met Jane when he was summoned to JWL’s Corporate 
Headquarters, along with leaders from other business interests, to update 
the new boss on a number of issues. Sitting in the back of the room, wait-
ing for his turn, Sam watched in dismay as the other briefers were sub-
jected to a barrage of questions from both their boss and Jane, who sat to  
Mr. Morgan’s right. Eventually, Sam found himself standing on the re-
ceiving end of the duo’s attacks. After taking his share of verbal abuse, 
Sam licked his wounds and headed to the airport in a daze. He re-
played the episode a number of times in his mind, acknowledging that 
he couldn’t avoid Mr. Morgan, but he’d do his best to steer clear of 
Jane Hudson in the future.

Despite Sam’s desire to avoid Jane, she had somehow steered 
herself right into the weekly Monday morning staff meeting. What he 
didn’t realize was that Jane was not thrilled about it either.

Had someone observed Jane walking to the meeting, they 
would have noticed a person exhibiting similar discouragement as 
those around the table. Head down, she plodded toward through the 
facility carrying her bulging bright red briefcase and an even heavier 
burden on her shoulders. However, unlike the others in attendance, 
who brought their dejection into the room and parked it around the 
conference table, Jane chose to leave her doubts and worries at the 
door and put on the mask of the focused, aggressive professional. She 
was very much the person her reputation indicated. Mr. Morgan sent 
her to get a job done and she was going to do it, no matter the col-
lateral damage. However, unlike past companies Mr. Morgan had dis-
patched her to fix, she truly liked this group and wanted to see them 
be successful. She saw potential in Sam, admiring his passion and the 
manner in which he interacted with his team. It was this admiration 
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that drove her to be even more focused and direct. After all, that was 
how she had gotten things done in the past, and she was going to 
bring her best to help this leadership team. If nothing else, she was 
going to instill the importance of improving their performance. She 
may have hoped for them to succeed, and was willing to give them 
the information they needed to run their business more effectively, 
but ultimately success lay in the hands of the seven people in the 
room and the 350 or so staff who reported to them.

Always the perfectionist, without an item out of place, Jane ad-
justed her jacket to ensure that just the right amount of shirt cuff was 
exposed. Most in the room believed that she was dressed more for 
an investment banker meeting than a weekly leadership team session. 
One could only wonder what those on the production floor thought 
of her “corporate attire.” She began. “Last quarter Outdoor Essen-
tials missed twenty-one of the twenty-four established metrics.” She 
paused to allow her comments to take an effect on all in attendance 
and surveyed the dejected faces in the room. As she continued, Mel 
Taylor, the once jovial, now painfully unhealthy and increasingly agi-
tated operations manager, let out a sigh that seemed to express the 
group’s collective sentiment.

The leaders watched as Jane presented one confusing perfor-
mance chart after another. “Frankly, the next quarter is not look-
ing any better. The lead indicators we have in place suggest that 
the low performance will continue. Your six sigma projects are way 
behind schedule, and most metrics, including number seven, ‘In-
cremental Return on Invested Capital,’ and number fourteen, the 
‘Employee Productivity Index,’ are moving in the wrong direction. 
Moreover, it’s my understanding that several key supervisors and 
employees will be out in the coming months for required technical 
and product training. Combine these absences with projected per-
sonnel losses, and the situation will only get worse. I assure you that  

Mr. Morgan is very concerned with the company’s performance. Sure, 
Outdoor Essentials has done well over the years, but things are chang-
ing, and Alex Morgan is not one to accept mediocrity.”

Ouch! Susan thought. Mediocrity? That stings.
As Jane continued to talk, Susan’s mind began to wander. Her 

mental escape was not from lack of concern. She cared greatly about 
the future of the organization and its employees. She had simply heard 
the “bad news” so often that the escape served as a coping mechanism 
to deal with the stress brought on by these meetings. Jane’s mono-
logue continued for the better part of thirty minutes. As the meeting 
drew to a close, Jane reminded them of the need to “meet the num-
bers” and “improve performance.” She ended with a finishing blow, 
“Mr. Morgan has told me several times that Outdoor Essentials needs 
to embrace excellence and begin providing the return on investment 
that he and the board expect.”

When Jane finished her presentation, Sam regained control of 
the meeting and worked to end on a positive note. “Look folks,” Sam 
began, “I know that we’re going through some tough times. Jane has 
painted an ugly picture for us. We can’t hide from it. We need to show 
some improvements quickly. Each of you knows what needs to be 
done, so just get out there and do it…” Sam’s words trailed off, and 
the leaders began to slowly rise and work their way out of the room.

Walking to the door, Bill Engleman, the organization’s finan-
cial manager kept playing Sam’s last words over in his mind. Each of 
you knows what needs to be done, so just get out there and do it. He 
wondered if he really knew what needed to be done. So much had 
changed. He felt as if the new performance metrics were paralyzing 
him, his team, and the entire organization. Past leaders had used met-
rics, such as revenue growth, net income, and production throughput 
to measure company performance. These were easy to understand and 
people knew how to relate their daily work to them, but Mr. Morgan’s 
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metrics seemed overly complicated and disconnected from everyone’s 
daily work.

Bill walked out the door and right into the “meeting after the 
meeting.” He joined the conversation, and the group huddled in the 
hallway grew as the leaders came out of the room. Terse statements 
suggested that most were frustrated with the situation. Sensing their 
concerns and recognizing that the hallway was not appropriate for a 
heated discussion, Susan suggested that they meet for lunch the next 
day to chat about the situation. Everyone agreed, and the impromptu 
meeting quickly disbanded.

 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2: reflection

Sam Finch made a quick departure from the staff meeting. He 
paid little attention to his leadership team gathered in the hallway as 
he rapidly covered the distance between the conference room and his 
office. After a brief stop at his assistant’s desk to check messages, his 
schedule confirmed that, in an hour, he was participating in a confer-
ence call with Mr. Morgan for the weekly senior leadership session, or 
as Sam called it, “the grilling.”

Sam hustled into his office, collapsed in his chair, and reached 
for his keyboard. A quick touch brought his computer back to life. He 
entered his obligatory password and watched his e-mail inbox fill with 
twenty-seven new messages since he had left his desk ninety minutes 
earlier. Eight of them were marked ‘high priority.’ “And they told us 
that technology was going to make our lives easier,” Sam muttered to 
himself.

He pushed back from his computer, rose to his feet, and walked 
across the room. The photo on the wall caught his eye, and he paused 
for a moment to enjoy the image from his family’s farm and reflect 
on his not-so-distant retirement when he would return to his home-
stead. Hanging adjacent to it was a photo of Sam dressed as Elvis Pre-
sley, Sam’s favorite performer. The photo was taken at an Outdoor 
Essentials’ annual Halloween party where Sam won the award for best 
costume and the hearts of his employees for his willingness to fully 
participate in the event. He moved to his office doorway and looked 
out at the production floor. From his vantage point, he could see most 
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the two main production lines that produced the majority of outdoor 
coats with the bright orange “OE” that was the company’s trademark. 
Several people walked through the space, and an occasional forklift 
rolled through the facility and into Sam’s line of sight. The machinery 
made an indiscernible noise that inhabited the workspace the entire 
day. Sam was used to these sounds. He had heard them day in and day 
out over his many years as an Outdoor Essentials’ employee.  

Sam was one of the first five people to join the company. He 
started on the “manufacturing line,” which consisted of a few card-
board tables, several sewing machines, and a lot of heart, energy, and 
desire. As the company grew, so did Sam’s responsibilities. Over the 
years, he had played a role in manufacturing, sales, product develop-
ment, quality, and customer service. Sam ate, drank, and slept Out-
door Essentials. He loved the products, the people, and believed in the 
company’s mission. Yes, Sam had spent most of his days—and far too 
many late nights—working his way from the manufacturing floor to 
the front office.

As he watched his colleagues go about their daily work, Sam 
couldn’t help but think that they deserved a better leader. Times were 
changing. Mr. Morgan was demanding more of the company, and Sam 
was unable to insulate his team from the new level of scrutiny they 
faced. Many times he had thought about retiring, and he had been 
poised to do so at the end of the year when an unexpected sale of the 
company changed everything. Suddenly, he was in consideration for 
Barbara’s position. He was excited about the chance to lead the or-
ganization he cared so much about and let it be known that he was 
very interested. Although several other candidates had been identified, 
Sam clearly had the upper hand. He felt confident that he would be 
selected. After all, no one knew Outdoor Essentials as well as he did. 
His confidence was his demise.

With little preparation, Sam traveled to JWL’s headquarters and 
strolled into the interview session where he met Mr. Morgan’s line of 
fire. The two had yet to meet, and when Mr. Morgan had unleashed a 
series of questions about the company’s performance over the last sev-
eral years, trends in industry, the growing global marketplace, and the 
need for transformation, Sam’s lack of preparation was revealed. It was 
clear that Sam had a good handle on the people in the company, but 
his comments on specific performance aspects and anecdotal examples 
failed to provide the strategic vision, statistical rigor, and overall so-
phistication Mr. Morgan had expected. Sam left the interview session 
demoralized. It had felt less like an interview and more like an inquisi-
tion, and he knew that his performance had been poor. Sam was not 
surprised when Mr. Morgan informed him that he was not prepared 
to appoint him as Outdoor Essentials’ President, but would name him 
as the interim leader until a “suitable replacement could be found.”

Those were Mr. Morgan’s exact words.
Sam was constantly reminded of them. They often woke him in 

the middle of the night, and they consumed his thoughts throughout 
the day. Deep down, Sam knew that he was the right person for the 
job. In the beginning, he felt that he could convince Mr. Morgan to 
place him permanently in the position if given enough time. However, 
Mr. Morgan’s appointment of Jane Hudson as the new performance 
improvement manager and the organization’s performance to date on 
Mr. Morgan’s twenty-four key metrics was wearing on Sam. He esti-
mated that his time in the position was limited to another ninety days 
if the company didn’t show marked improvement.

* * *

Three doors down, Susan Walker was also reflecting on the situ-
ation. Her mind returned to the questions she had been asking herself 
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prior to the start of the weekly staff meeting and the subsequent con-
versation with her colleagues. She was considering her career and the 
situation she found herself and the organization facing.

A flurry of questions swirled in her head. Did I move up the 
ranks too quickly? Am I in over my head? Should I work on my résu-
mé and find a new job before things get worse and my choices become 
limited? How can I leave the company and the people I care about 
without a fight?

Before she could form an answer to any of these questions, there 
was a knock at her door. She looked up to see Sam. He was on his way 
to the conference room to take Mr. Morgan’s call and had stuck his 
head in to ask about some HR issues that might come up during “the 
grilling.” Susan gave him the information he requested and took a mo-
ment to ask how he was doing. Over the years, the two had formed a 
trusting relationship, and both felt comfortable confiding in the other. 
She could tell by the look on his face that he was stressed, and his 
comments confirmed her assessment. Susan shared that she and her 
colleagues were equally frustrated, and that they had agreed to meet 
the next day for lunch to talk over the situation.

At first, Sam was defensive. He questioned what they were up to 
and why they would meet without him and away from the office. To 
ease his concerns, Susan invited him to come along. He responded, 
“Susan, I’m sorry if I questioned everyone’s intentions. This whole 
change in ownership and our poor performance is eating at me. Frank-
ly, I’m at a loss. I don’t know what to do next. I used to be so confident 
in my role and the direction of the company.” He paused to collect his 
thoughts.

Susan jumped in, “Sam, we’re all in the same place. That’s ex-
actly why we decided to get together away from the facility. If you’re 
going to be upset at anyone, be upset with me. I’m the one who sug-
gested we meet offsite for lunch.” She paused and looked at him ear-

nestly. “To be honest, the ‘meeting after the meeting’ in the hallway 
was becoming heated. I didn’t want anyone to let their emotions get 
the best of them, especially in the open, where anyone could hear the 
conversation. We all want to see you succeed.” Sam’s expression soft-
ened. “In fact, it would be wonderful if you could join us tomorrow. I 
think getting away from the office would be good for all of us.”

“I might just take you up on the offer,” Sam responded. Look-
ing at his watch, he added, “I’ve got to go. I don’t want to be late for 
the grilling…I mean meeting.” With a quick smile, Sam turned and 
walked away.
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Chapter 3: short-Notice Gathering

The restaurant was overrun with customers, but most of the 
patrons were eating outside. Spring had arrived, and after a long win-
ter, people seemed pleased to enjoy the first warm afternoon of the 
year. In her typical fashion, Susan arrived at the sandwich shop fif-
teen minutes early. She had a natural desire to take care of people and 
ensure everyone felt comfortable, so she secured a corner table and 
began arranging chairs. She had been to the sandwich shop two weeks 
earlier with her husband and felt that it was the perfect location for 
the short-notice gathering. The food was good, but more importantly, 
the restaurant was located a few miles from the Outdoor Essentials’ 
facility and the table arrangement allowed for private conversation. 
Susan had hoped to avoid running into other company employees or 
have other diners overhear their conversation. Although they weren’t 
going to discuss anything too sensitive, Susan felt more comfortable 
knowing that they were far less exposed than the hallway where the 
conversation had started.

Susan was relieved to learn that Jane Hudson would not be avail-
able for the discussion. Not that Susan would have invited Jane, but 
the fact that the performance improvement manager was out, harass-
ing a part of Mr. Morgan’s kingdom, made things easier. After all, what 
would Susan have said to her? “Why yes, Jane. We’re all going to lunch, 
but we’d prefer you not tag along. To be honest, most of the discussion 
will be about you, Mr. Morgan, and the twenty-four metrics the two 
of you have been beating us up about. In fact, I hope we can get our 
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heads around how to get the company moving in the right direction 
and getting you assigned someplace else.” Susan was glad she was able 
to avoid that conversation.

Not surprisingly, Michael Thomas was next to arrive. Towering 
above most of the patrons crowding the entrance, Michael was easy to 
spot. The “Sales Guy,” as Susan called him, was every bit of six foot six. 
Rumor had it that he was a decent basketball player in college and had 
made a bit of a name for himself among the avid fans at his alma mater. 
Watching him effortlessly weave his way through the lunch crowd, 
Susan had no doubt that he was a former athlete.

Susan waved him over and invited him to take a seat at the table. 
Michael secured the chair that would allow him the best view of the 
restaurant and took a seat.

An outgoing type, Susan wasn’t surprised when Michael started 
the conversation. “Thank you for organizing this meeting. I’m con-
cerned about the direction of the company, and I’m glad we’ll have the 
chance to talk about the issues as a leadership team without the prying 
eyes and ears of Ms. Hudson.”

“My pleasure. I thought it better that we all got together sooner, 
as opposed to waiting any longer,” she responded.

Before either could continue their conversation, Bill Engleman 
walked up to the table. He explained that Mel Taylor was at the coun-
ter placing their orders and that he would hold the table if Susan and 
Michael wanted to order too.

Fifteen minutes later Outdoor Essentials’ leadership team, 
including the interim president, was seated around the table, exchang-
ing small talk and eating their meals. Sam waited until all were settled 
and started the discussion.

“Firstly, I wish to extend my thanks to Susan for setting up this 
get-together.”

Everyone nodded in agreement.

He continued, “Listen folks, I know that things have been trying 
the last few months. Mr. Morgan and Ms. Hudson have been pretty 
hard on the company. I wish that I had the answers for how to best 
address the situation, but I’m at a bit of a loss. I’ve known each of you 
for years, and I trust your judgment. I’d like to hear your thoughts on 
the situation.”

No one at the table was shocked by Sam’s approach. Although 
guarded the last few months, he had always been the type of leader 
who welcomed—actually encouraged—input from the team. All were 
glad to see this side of him reappear.

Without hesitation, Mel responded, “I’ll go first. To say that I’m 
frustrated with the situation would be an understatement. I’ve been 
running operations for several years. I know how things work, and 
I’m getting pretty tired of having someone from outside our company 
constantly telling us that we’re underperforming.” Mel’s face got red-
der and his voice louder as he continued, “I don’t know what’s going 
on above us, but if I hear the word ‘transformation’ one more time, 
my head’s going to explode.”

Thinking it might happen at that very moment, Bill Engleman 
jumped in. “I think I know what Mel is saying. I’ve been working in 
the financial management world for years. I’m concerned about some 
of the metrics they’re using to measure our performance and the way 
they approach interacting with us.”

Susan agreed. “You guys are right, and I’ll take it a step further. 
Not only am I frustrated by the situation, but our people are too. They 
seem to be feeding off of our aggravation, and I’m seeing them focus 
less and less on their work.”

The discussion continued with each leader sharing concerns. 
They spent the better part of the next half an hour venting. After each 
shared their ideas and thoughts, Sam took charge. “I appreciate each 
of you opening up and sharing your feelings. I’d sum it up by saying 



oliver’s spot

18

Chapter 3: short-Notice Gathering

19

that we’re all in the same place. As painful as it is to admit, I own much 
of the blame for our problems. I wish I could go back and change 
some things, but I can’t. I think that our best move at this point is to 
focus on improving Mr. Morgan’s twenty-four metrics. I’m open to 
any thoughts about how to make some positive strides. Remember, 
my door is always open.” Sam paused momentarily as he looked at 
his watch. “My goodness, time has gotten away from me. I’ve got to 
get back to the office for a meeting with a vendor. Let’s plan to do this 
again soon. Thanks for your time. I value each and every one of you 
and believe that we will work through this together.”

Everyone at the table returned the sentiment, conveyed their 
willingness to keep the dialogue moving, and committed to looking 
for solutions to the challenges they faced. One by one, they excused 
themselves from the table. Susan was the last one to leave. As she 
headed to the door, she reflected on the conversation over the past 
hour. Well, she thought, we didn’t manage to come up with a solution 
like I’d hoped, but I think it was a good use of time to get the issues on 
the table and to express our support to Sam.

She stepped out onto the sidewalk and paused for a moment to 
enjoy the sun. She started toward her car. Along the way, she passed 
a bookstore. The sign read “Oliver’s Spot.” A sticker in the window 
indicated that the establishment had been a member of the Reader’s 
Guild since 1968. She glanced at her watch and decided that she could 
spare a moment to look around.

As Susan swung the old door open, an old-fashioned bell 
announced her arrival. The door’s inability to shut squarely revealed 
the building’s advanced age. The creaky floor echoed the sentiment. 
One glance confirmed that the store was much different from the 
large bookstore chains. It didn’t have a coffee bar, there were no comfy 
chairs to sit in, and stacks of books signified that organization was not 

high on the priority list. Deciding that sifting through the piles was 
more than she had time or energy to tackle, she reached for the door-
knob. She stopped when she heard a man’s voice asking, “May I help 
you?”
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Susan turned to see an older gentleman peering out from behind 
the cluttered counter. “How can I be of assistance?” he asked again.

“Well, I’m not certain what I’m looking for, and I don’t have 
much time. Perhaps I can come back another day,” she responded.

“That would be fine,” he said, “but I know my way around here 
pretty well. Why don’t you tell me what you are interested in, and I’ll 
see if I can dig something up for you.” As he came out from behind 
the counter, Susan got her first look at Oliver Stanton. He wore a 
crisp pair of khaki pants and a dark blue shirt. It appeared to be a but-
ton-down, but Susan wasn’t quite sure as a smock covered most of it. 
He had a full head of disheveled white hair, and he was squinting at 
her over a pair of reading glasses. His unkempt hair and strained eyes 
revealed that he had been deep in thought. People were always telling 
him that if you put a book in front of him, a bomb could go off and 
he wouldn’t notice it. The assessment proved true, as he had barely 
noticed Susan’s entrance.

Susan paused to gather her thoughts. Out of desperation from 
her work predicament or curiosity about this interesting character, she 
decided to take him up on the offer. “Yes, perhaps you can help me.” 
He took a few steps closer as she continued, “I’m looking for some 
information. Do you have a section on organizational performance?”

“Absolutely. We have a number of books that address organiza-
tional performance. Some are in our management section, and others 
are kept with our leadership materials. If I may ask, I’ve noticed that 
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people use the phrase to mean different things. When you say ‘organi-
zational performance,’ what do you mean?”

Sensing the gentleman’s genuine desire to be of assistance, Susan 
began to clarify her thoughts. “Well, I’m looking for something that 
will tell me how an organization can work together to accomplish a 
number of performance metrics.” Although she started slowly, the 
words soon came quickly. “Where I work, we’re trying to do a number 
of things as part of our everyday duties. Then we have a laundry list of 
metrics in place that we are being held accountable to—”

Before she could go any further, Oliver interrupted, “Please 
excuse my jumping in, but I believe that I’m starting to get an 
idea of what you are looking for. May I ask a couple of other  
questions?”

Although not one to be easily offended by the interruption, 
Susan appreciated his politeness. “Of course,” she responded.

Removing his glasses with his left hand and steadying a stack of 
books with his right, Oliver asked, “When you say ‘a number of met-
rics,’ how many are you referring to?”

Without hesitation she blurted out, “Twenty-four!”
“Well, you certainly knew that number.” A full smile and brief 

nod of the head encouraged Susan to continue.
“Of course I do, we hear about them every week,” she added.
Oliver raised his left hand, glasses held firmly in his grasp, and 

motioned for Susan to pause. “And of these twenty-four, are they all 
equally important, or are some more important than others?”

“That’s a great question. I really hadn’t thought about it that 
way.”

Susan cast her eyes downward as she reflected on his question.
He followed with another. “And when you said that you have the 

everyday work and then the metrics, does that mean they’re in conflict 
with one another?”

Susan answered, “They sure seem to be. The week usually starts 
with a meeting that focuses on the twenty-four metrics and whether 
we are or are not performing.” She paused to consider if she was tell-
ing too much to a perfect stranger. Deciding that it was safe to con-
tinue, she added, “But soon after the weekly meeting is over, we go 
back to our normal work. Although we have the desire to improve on 
the metrics, we never seem to get there.”

“Very interesting,” Oliver said, almost to himself. “So, if I under-
stand you correctly, you have a number of performance measures your 
company is supposed to perform against. You also have daily work that 
seems unrelated to those measures. Even though you want to do well 
on the measures, you can never seem to get to them because of all the 
other work that needs to be done. Is that about right?”

“Yes, that sounds about right,” Susan answered, half embarrassed.
Recognizing both her sense of embarrassment and the reality 

that her situation was not unique, he calmly continued, “Who created 
the performance measures?”

“I’m not exactly certain who specifically created them, but I 
know they were handed down from people above our organization.”

“Hmm…that’s interesting,” he said, not in a judgmental way but 
in a manner that suggested he was absorbing what she had told him. 
“So what happens if your company manages to win on all the metrics?”

“We get to keep our jobs,” she said with a smile.
“Okay, I get that.” Oliver smiled in return. “But what’s the big 

win? In other words, if you win on all of the smaller metrics, what’s 
the big thing that happens or doesn’t happen?”

“Honestly, I don’t really know,” she replied.
“You know what,” he said with a wink, “until you figure that out 

and can explain it to your people, everything else doesn’t really matter  
that much.” He paused to let his words soak in, and then he con-
tinued, “Here, we have many books on organizational performance.  
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I know that I’ve ordered them, stocked them, sold them, and I read the 
majority of them. And you know what? They all say pretty much the 
same thing.” Susan listened intently “I’m more than happy to sell you 
a book or two. I’m just not sure what they will do for you. Books are 
helpful, no doubt, but I think you would benefit most from a conver-
sation. If you’re interested, I’d be happy to chat with you a bit more.”

“Wait a second, aren’t you in the bookselling business?” she 
quipped.

“I’ll be honest. Selling books has been a great career for me and 
I’ve enjoyed it immensely, but I’m much more interested in helping to 
solve problems. Some folks even think that I’m pretty good at it. Give 
it some thought, and if you’re interested, pay me another visit some-
time. It would be great to share with you the five steps teams follow to 
get things moving in the right direction.”

“Five steps?” Susan asked.
“Yes, five steps. I’ve learned from decades of reading books,” he 

said, motioning to the stacks of books surrounding him, “that there are 
five things organizations do well to drive exceptional performance.”

“I have to admit, you have certainly piqued my curiosity.”
“I’ll tell you what,” he said as he searched for a piece of paper on 

the cluttered countertop. “I’ll give you the number here at the store. If 
you want to come by and discuss this further, give me a call and we can 
set up a time to chat. You can even bring some other folks along if you 
want.” He tore off the bottom half of a sheet of paper and scribbled 
down his name and number.

Susan was taken aback by the offer. “Thanks,” she said as she 
glanced at the paper. “So you’re Oliver, as in Oliver’s Spot?”

“Guilty as charged,” he replied.
“Nice to meet you, Oliver. I’m Susan.” The words were barely 

out of her mouth when the bookstore’s phone rang. Oliver excused 
himself to get it. Susan turned and headed for the door.

Step 1: Gain Perspective
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Had someone told her a week earlier that she would have been 
sitting in the old bookstore the following Thursday afternoon, Susan 
would have thought that person crazy. However, there she sat, and the 
only person she considered crazy was herself. Sitting adjacent to her 
was Bill Engleman, the company’s CFO, who was contemplating his 
own sanity after already deciding that Susan had lost hers. When she 
talked him into meeting Oliver Stanton, he was skeptical. After arriv-
ing at the store, surveying the cluttered shelves, and catching a glimpse 
of Oliver, he was certain that the pressures of Mr. Morgan’s metrics 
had pushed her over the edge.

When Susan left Oliver’s Spot two days earlier, the discussion 
had intrigued her. On her way back to the office, she had decided that 
Bill was the one colleague she could confide in about the conversa-
tion at the small bookstore. Over the years, Susan and Bill had often 
bounced ideas off one another. Each found the other to be the type 
of sounding board every good leader needs. Her attempt to track Bill 
down proved futile. He was buried in a mid-year budget review with 
no chance of surfacing anytime soon. Even if he had come up for air, 
she knew better than to try to talk to him on the heels of an afternoon 
budget session.

The next morning, Susan was standing in front of Bill’s desk. 
She asked for a few minutes of his time, and without giving him an 
opportunity to object, she launched into the story about the bookstore, 
its owner, and their brief but interesting conversation. Bill learned that 
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Susan had tried to talk with him the previous day because she was 
slightly interested in paying the bookstore another visit. If they had 
met then, he probably would have talked Susan out of it. There was 
no changing her mind now. Her desire to visit the bookstore again had 
grown over the course of the night. By morning, she was resolved to 
have at least one more conversation with Oliver.

Susan wasn’t a bit surprised at Bill’s response. If she lacked in 
skepticism, Bill certainly made up for it. He leaned back in his seat and 
chuckled as she described her initial interaction with Oliver. “Come 
on, Susan,” he said, his eyes narrowing, “this guy’s goal is probably to 
sell you a dozen books—or better yet, get you to buy two or three for 
every employee in the company.”

Defending the bookstore owner, Susan retorted that he had had 
the opportunity to sell her a book the day before and had elected not 
to. She added that he seemed like a kind older gentleman who was 
genuinely interested in helping them solve their problem. Bill coun-
tered that perhaps he was just a lonely old man desperate to drag some 
people into the store for an afternoon of conversation over a cup of 
coffee. Although she disagreed with Bill’s assessment, she wasn’t in a 
fighting mood. She conceded that it was possible that additional time 
spent at Oliver’s Spot might be a waste, but she was willing to run the 
risk if it meant the possibility of learning something that would make 
next Monday’s staff meeting even a bit more bearable.

Her final comment stopped Bill in his tracks. “You can laugh at 
me if you want and choose not to come, but a few hours invested with 
Oliver might be a small price to pay if it brings a hint of relief.”

Even Bill couldn’t disagree with that argument.
When Susan and Bill arrived at the store, Oliver was on the 

phone and a co-worker was helping a customer at the cash register. 
Oliver gave them a smile and pointed to the back room, indicating 
that he would be there in a few minutes. The pair followed his direc-

tion and made their way to the “meeting room.” As they moved from 
the public portion of the establishment to the employees-only sec-
tion, they were not surprised at what they saw. The clutter of the store 
extended and perhaps intensified in the back room. Both wondered 
how Oliver got anything done in such a cramped, untidy storage area.

Although the room was messy, it was evident that their host had 
prepared for the visit by arranging a table and chairs and organizing 
several stacks of books on an array of topics both on and adjacent to 
the table. Susan’s quick count indicated that there were a dozen stacks 
with no less than fifteen books. On top of each stack was a five-by-
eight index card with a topic hand-printed in all capitals. She walked 
around the folding table and grabbed a seat next to a large stack of 
books. Perched at the top was a card that read “Performance Manage-
ment.” Bill sat next to her. He too noted the stacks and read the card 
on the pile labeled “Strategic Planning” to his left.

The two said little to each other. Both were absorbed in their 
own thoughts and paid no attention to the phone conversation in the 
other room. They only became aware of the phone call as it reached its 
conclusion. As he finished the call, Oliver’s voice grew louder. “Abso-
lutely, it’s my pleasure. I’m glad I could be of assistance. I’ll talk to you 
soon. Goodbye.” His final words were still making their way to the 
back room when he entered the storage area.

Susan introduced the store’s owner to her colleague. She kept 
the introduction brief, mainly because she didn’t know much about 
Oliver. As she turned to Bill to finish the second part of the ritual, 
she looked her colleague straight in the eye. He nearly stared a hole 
through her, indicating that he was ready to leave. Meeting his stare 
with a calm smile, Susan spared the details on Bill’s bio and suggested 
that they get started.

Always a gracious host, Oliver offered his guests something to 
drink. Both declined. He picked up a white carafe from a table in 
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the corner, poured water in a ceramic mug, and began to peruse the 
teabags stored in a wooden box. After several seconds of deliberation, 
he selected one. “Yes, this will work just fine,” he said to himself. He 
removed the teabag from its packaging and placed it in the hot water. 
As he walked to the table, he discarded the wrapper into a small trash 
can.

The portable table wobbled slightly as Oliver placed his mug in 
front of the third seat. He sat down and looked first at Susan, where 
he benefited from her ever-present smile, and then at Bill, who failed 
to provide a similar benefit.

Oliver wasn’t shaken by Bill’s demeanor.
“Okay,” he said, “let’s begin.”

Chapter 6: Ground rules

“I have to admit that I didn’t think you’d come today,” Oliver 
said to Susan. Turning to Bill, he added, “And I certainly didn’t expect 
you to bring someone with you. This is a pleasant surprise.”

“Well, since we’re coming clean on things, I must admit that I’m 
surprised that I came as well. Don’t get me wrong,” she said with slight 
hesitation, “I’m not intending to be disrespectful. It’s just we met only 
briefly. I’m not sure how you can really help, and I’m guarded about 
sharing much about our company.”

“That’s fair enough,” Oliver said. “Why don’t we lay down some 
ground rules for our conversation? You’re right, we know very little 
about each other. Perhaps we could agree to what should or shouldn’t 
be shared.” He paused to gather his thoughts. “I don’t know about 
the two of you, but I often find that setting some professional ground 
rules can be helpful.”

Susan and Bill shared a look of relief. “That sounds like a good 
idea,” Bill responded. “What do you have in mind?”

“First, I can see that you work for Outdoor Essentials,” he said 
motioning to the logo on their shirts, “yours is a great company that 
enjoys a wonderful reputation in our community. Beyond the general 
scuttlebutt in town, I know little about your business and I see no 
need for that to change. For the purpose of our discussion, your busi-
ness is none of my business.” As Oliver spoke, the tension seemed 
to leave the room. “I don’t need to know the details about what your  
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employees do or how your business is currently performing. In fact, 
I suggest that you convey only what you feel comfortable sharing. I 
imagine that we’ll mostly discuss general ideas about organizations, 
how they perform, and what I’ve learned about improving perfor-
mance. How does that sound?”

Susan’s eyes brightened. “That sounds good,” she responded. 
Bill nodded in agreement.

“Second, as Susan and I discussed on the phone, let’s meet for 
one hour today. There are no commitments or expectations beyond 
that. If the two of you find the conversation helpful, that’s great, and 
we can get together again to continue. However, if you decide that 
this meeting was a waste of your time, no harm done. In fact, I rec-
ommend we make no commitments today about getting together 
again. You two can talk about it after you leave. Susan has my  
number.”

Bill and Susan both agreed that this was a good approach. Susan 
added in her usual upbeat tone that they did value his time and expected 
that the session would be beneficial.

“Third, you might be concerned that you’re committing your 
company to some sort of consulting agreement and that I will hand 
you an invoice when you leave. Let me assure you, this is not the 
case. I’m not a consultant—I’m an avid reader. Consider this more of 
a book club.” As Oliver explained ground rule three, he watched Bill’s 
face light up. Again, his tablemates nodded in agreement. “I have one 
last ground rule.” He looked at Susan first and then at Bill. His face 
conveyed complete sincerity. “I’m an open book,” he said. “Ask me 
anything you like. My only goal for our time together is to help the 
two of you help your organization—nothing more.”

Oliver’s ability to put people at ease was evident. They both 
believed him.

Bill and Susan indicated that the ground rules seemed suffi-
cient. Their new teacher asked a few general questions about Outdoor 
Essentials. He inquired about their industry, the size of their teams, 
and about how long each of them had worked there. Staying true to 
the ground rules, he didn’t ask any details about work or performance 
specifics.

Susan took the lead. She explained that Outdoor Essentials 
employed about 350 people and offered a full-range of outdoor cloth-
ing and apparel through a network of distributors and via the compa-
ny’s growing on-line presence. She described in general terms how the 
company was organized and the recent purchase by JWL Adventures.

When she finished her brief overview, Oliver walked to the 
chalkboard, cleared his throat, and rolled up his sleeves. He turned 
to Bill and Susan and began his lecture. “The other day when Susan 
visited the store, she asked me about books on organizational perfor-
mance. As I explained to her, we stock many books on organizational 
performance. Every year many texts that deal with various aspects of 
improvement hit the market. Just take a look at the stacks I assembled 
this morning.” He pointed to several and paused for dramatic effect. 
“These stacks represent what various authors have written about the 
subject from a number of different viewpoints. Whether writing from 
the perspective of general management, leadership, statistics, mar-
keting, or a wide range of other functions, they collectively make the 
argument for a number of steps that leaders and their teams should 
follow to be most successful.”

“Five of them, right?” Susan added.
“Yes, I believe the ideas distill down to five essential steps. Over 

the years, I have shared these five steps with many people. Some were 
leaders in large organizations; others worked in the smallest of teams. 
Not only do these leaders agree with me when I explain the steps 
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to them, but I have heard some amazing stories of the results they 
achieved by applying these steps.”

He turned and picked up a piece of chalk sitting in the small 
trough at the base of the chalkboard. The board appeared to be decades 
old and was framed by a border of dark wood that rested on two sturdy 
legs. The legs sat on caster wheels, and although it had the ability to 
move, it appeared to have been positioned in the same place for years. 
On the left and right sides of the frame were two brass knobs that could 
be loosened so that the entire board could rotate, revealing the other 
side and, no doubt, more writing space. The chalkboard reminded 
Susan of her childhood. Her fourth grade teacher had had an identi-
cal board. Susan thought that if Ms. Ryan were still teaching today, 
she and Oliver would be the two people still using these chalkboard  
relics.

Oliver interrupted her daydream. “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve 
consistently done two things. First, I asked lots of questions, so much 
so that I drove my parents, teachers, and friends crazy. Second, I read 
everything and anything I could get my hands on. These two obses-
sions served me well in school and later in business.”

Susan and Bill glanced around the place.
Oliver watched as the two looked about. “Now, I know what 

you’re thinking.” He looked pointedly at the mess surrounding them. 
“How did all this questioning and reading serve him well in busi-
ness?” Without hesitation, he answered his own question. “Prior to 
purchasing this store some ten years ago, I owned a regional chain of 
bookstores called AC’s.”

Bill jumped in. “I’m familiar with that name. There were a cou-
ple of them here in town. I also think there were some upstate.”

“Actually, just prior to selling them, there were three throughout 
this city and fifty-four stores in total,” Oliver explained. “Things were 

going great and the business was thriving. Then one day, I received 
a phone call on behalf of a national competitor. They asked if I was 
interested in selling. At first, I said no, but they eventually put an offer 
on the table that I couldn’t refuse.” His smile revealed that the offer 
must have been quite sizeable. Susan and Bill both considered how 
Oliver’s situation was similar to what had recently transpired at their 
company. “After the deal went through, I hung around for about six 
months to help with the transition. Then I decided to try my hand at 
retirement. It didn’t take. I started hanging around this place a lot and 
eventually made an offer to buy this store. In many ways, I’m back 
where I started. It’s a different store in a different part of town, but I’m 
the same guy surrounded by books again.”

Before Bill or Susan could add anything, Oliver turned to the 
chalkboard, drew a circle in the middle of it, and wrote the words 
“YOUR TEAM.”
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Oliver turned to face Bill and Susan and continued. “Let’s begin 
with a brief discussion about the implementation of strategic plans. 
Of course, the execution of a strategy can break down for a number of 
reasons. Perhaps the strategy is not well thought out; thus, no matter 

how well implemented, the desired results will not be achieved. Other 
times, as the organization begins to implement a strategy, a major shift 
occurs that causes senior leadership to move in a different direction 
and discard or significantly revise the plan.”

Bill and Susan both nodded their heads, suggesting that they had 
seen each of these situations play out in the past.

“However,” Oliver continued, “from my experience, most strat-
egies succeed or fail based on the decisions that teams and their leaders 
make every day. This happens because teams choose on a day-to-day 
basis how to apply the organization’s resources. In doing so, they may 
elect to behave in ways that align with the strategy or run in opposi-
tion to it. Let’s face it, at some point, the grand strategy eventually 
lands on a team’s shoulders, and it’s their job to implement it. The 
best organizations are separated from the merely good ones not by 
their ability to plan, but by their ability to implement the plan. Suc-
cessful implementation of a plan happens—or doesn’t—at the team  
level.

“Is it fair to say that both of you lead teams and that your orga-
nization is made of teams, whether they be groups of three, ten, or 
fifty?”

Susan confirmed Oliver’s suspicions. “Yes, our company is made 
of teams. Some, like mine, are small with only a few employees, while 
others are much larger.”

“Wonderful, that’s what I suspected,” Oliver responded as he 
turned again to face the board. He drew a second, much larger circle, 
around the original one. This circle was made of dashed lines with the 
words “Step 1: Gain Perspective” neatly printed at the top.
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Oliver glanced over his shoulder and observed both Susan and Bill 
copying his illustration in their notes. Poised to explain step one, Oli-
ver waited for them to finish their sketches. When both had completed 
the task, they looked first at one another and then at their teacher. With 
that, the most important lesson of their professional lifetime began.

Chapter 7: Begin at the Beginning

After neatly drawing the dashed circle and labeling it “Step 
1: Gain Perspective” on the chalkboard, Oliver explained the 
importance of perspective. He informed them that many books 
on organizational performance begin with some notion of under-
standing what is going on inside or outside the organization that 
will directly or indirectly affect a team’s ability to implement the 
strategy. He emphasized terms that both of them recognized, such 
as Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats Analysis, or 
SWOT, and 360-degree organizational assessments. He further 
explained that very few books provided detailed specifics that lead-
ers could actually employ to meet the demands of their current  
situation.

As Oliver talked, both Bill and Susan were amazed by his ability 
to adapt to the situation. It had only been a few minutes since he had 
learned that they worked for Outdoor Essentials. Nonetheless, he had 
modified his language and approach to relate to the specific challenges 
they faced in their roles in a mid-size, newly acquired company. 

“Perspective is all about determining what matters to those who 
matter to you. It helps you understand how the company is currently 
performing, what is possible, and what is simply not going to happen. 
When you work in any organization, some things are within your con-
trol; however, many things are not. Thus, gaining perspective affords 
you and your people the opportunity to put your best efforts and 
resources in action against those that really matter.”
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“Hold on,” Bill interjected. “I have to stop you there. What 
about all of the things I’ve read and heard about setting grandi-
ose goals and objectives? Aren’t we, as leaders, supposed to be  
visionary?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” Oliver responded. “I’m not saying to 
squash creativity and initiative by not dreaming big. I’m saying that 
before you go charging down a new path, put things into perspective. 
There may very well be times in your career where you can set lofty 
goals to take your team in a new direction. There are also times where 
the goals are essentially dictated down to you, and your wisest move 
is to act on those goals first, deliver the results, and earn the right to 
take on the next challenge. Setting a grandiose goal or objective for 
your team might be exactly the right thing to do. I’m simply saying to 
pause first and assess the situation. In any business, grand plans with-
out funding and senior leadership support are hallucinations. Perspec-
tive helps you determine what’s possible and important today based 
upon current realities.”

“Okay, I understand,” Bill replied. “You aren’t saying dream 
small, you’re saying dream smart.”

“Exactly!”
“Well, how do we do that?” retorted Bill.
“That’s precisely what we’re going to discuss next. We’ll use a 

tool I call the Perspective Matrix.” Oliver turned to the board and 
wrote four words: Who, What, How, and Which. Underneath each, 
he wrote a question.

“I know these are simple questions, but the answers are critical. 
The first focuses on who we serve. All too often, teams think they exist 
simply because the company’s structure dictates their existence. They 
have a box on the organizational chart. Therefore, they have a right-
ful seat at the table. Although this is true to an extent, all companies, 
business units, teams, and individual employees exist to serve others.”

Susan stopped taking notes and looked up from her paper. Her 
eyes gazed toward the ceiling and her head tilted slightly to the right. 
Oliver sensed her concern and paused.

“If we were the corner coffee shop that might be easy to answer, 
but in our world, things are more complicated. I have all sorts of  
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people that I serve. I have my direct boss, and I have the other leaders 
in the company. I also have individual team members who rely on our 
team for a number of issues, and I’m quickly learning that I answer to 
other HR people in the corporation who dictate what we can and can’t 
do. In addition, we are increasingly assigned to ad hoc teams at JWL 
Adventures that place demands on our time.”

Bill added a short, “Ditto,” and the ball was back in Oliver’s 
court.

“Fair enough. I suggest that you invest some time developing a 
complete customer list. You can prioritize them later, but for now, just 
capture all of them.” Susan and Bill nodded, and Oliver returned to 
the chalkboard. “Once you have listed your whos, now consider what 
matters most to them. In some instances, answering this question can 
be achieved by reading through some documentation. If your boss just 
generated a plan for the future, read it to see what matters to him or 
her. In most cases, though, answering this question requires an actual 
face-to-face conversation.”

Susan and Bill both saw the humor in the statement. Other than 
a formal staff meeting or a quick conversation in the hallway or the 
production floor, neither could think of a real conversation in the last 
several days with anyone who might appear on their list.

“You can phrase things any way you’d like. What you are trying 
to find out from each person is what matters most to him or her.” 
Oliver smiled wryly, “You will have to trust me on this one, but I think 
you’ll be surprised to find that many people haven’t thought through 
their answer to this question.”

“I’m sure our boss’s boss has,” Susan added. “Remember, we 
have twenty-four different metrics that he measures and we talk about 
every week at our staff meetings.”

“Yes, I remember.” Oliver reflected back on his first conversa-
tion with Susan. “But I would suggest that we’re confusing a cou-

ple of different issues here. In most companies, we tend to measure 
what can be measured without truly thinking through what’s most 
important. Consider my bookstore. I can measure all sorts of things: 
how many customers come in every day; how many books I have in 
stock; how many items each customer purchases; how many times 
I’m asked for something that is out of stock; how many times I’m 
asked for something that is in stock; how many people call every day 
with questions; how quickly I answer the phone when they call. The 
list could go on and on. The key isn’t measuring everything. The key 
is sorting through all the possible measures and identifying the ones 
that if focused on and improved really make all the difference in the  
world.

“Here’s my challenge to both of you. Go back to your company, 
talk to your teams, talk to those who matter the most to your teams, and 
try to answer the questions for the top three customers you support. 
Second, seize the opportunity the next time the twenty-four measures 
are discussed to ask the question, ‘Of all these measures, which ones 
really matter the most?’ You can fully expect at first that you will be 
told that each one is essential. I encourage you not to accept that as 
the final answer. Push back a little bit by saying something like, ‘Okay, 
I imagine they are all important—otherwise we wouldn’t be talking 
about them. But if you had to identify the few critical ones, which 
would they be?’”

Surprisingly, Bill responded first with a hearty, “You know what, 
Oliver? We’ve got nothing to lose. I’ll commit to both tasks and to 
coming back here next week if you’re willing to discuss how things 
are progressing.”

Susan added that she would do the same. They wrapped up their 
discussion as they walked out of the back room and through the store. 
Trailing behind them, Oliver called out, “I look forward to hearing 
how things go. Let’s plan on getting together the same time next week. 
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After we discuss how things are progressing, I’ll share the second step 
with you.”

As they walked out the door, both turned and smiled at Oliver. 
Susan mouthed a quick “Thank you” to him as they stepped into the 
afternoon sun.

Chapter 8: Gaining perspective

As they drove back to the plant, Susan and Bill talked about the 
session with Oliver. They both agreed that, over the next day, they 
would spend some time on their own working to answer the questions 
he had outlined for them. Both felt that they could take a fairly good 
stab at answering the questions for those individuals or teams that they 
felt represented the top three most important customers. They also 
agreed that they would get together prior to the next Monday morn-
ing staff meeting, share their progress with each other, and decide how 
they would tackle asking questions about Mr. Morgan’s twenty-four 
metrics.

Friday morning arrived early for Susan. She was up well before 
dawn and was in her office long before the overnight production 
team finished its shift. Despite her initial reservations about answer-
ing Oliver’s questions, she found the process invigorating. She started 
by creating an exhaustive list of all the people who mattered to her 
team. Admittedly, had she answered the question, “Who matters to 
your team?” off the cuff, she probably would have replied that there 
were only a handful of people or teams that mattered. However, after 
ten minutes of pondering the question, she had a fairly exhaustive list 
of over thirty individuals or teams that mattered. Now the hard part, 
she thought. Somehow, she had to narrow the list down to the few 
that mattered the most. Her first pass through the list quickly cut it 
to less than fifteen names. A second time through and she was down 
to eight. Eight isn’t bad, she thought, but it’s a far cry from three, and Bill 
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and I agreed to three. Then she remembered something that Oliver said. 
He mentioned that when prioritizing, you have to separate the merely 
important from those that matter the most.

She looked down at the list of eight names and said to herself, 
“Okay, Susan, if my team failed to deliver on our responsibilities to 
three teams or individuals on this list, which ones would have the 
biggest impact on our future?” The answer jumped out at her. She 
crossed out five names, leaving herself with the name of Sam Finch 
(her boss), Mel Taylor (the operations manager), and the name of a 
JWL Adventure’s team she was recently assigned to. Leaving Sam’s 
name on the list made sense. She figured that, if the boss wasn’t happy, 
nothing else mattered too much. She added Mel’s team because he 
was understaffed and faced several HR-related challenges. Lastly, she 
included the JWL team because the team members were working to 
help restructure several HR policies that would influence both her 
company and the entirety of the JWL corporation. The powers that be 
called the team IMPROVE. It stood for Internal Management, Policy 
Review, and OVersight Enhancement. When she first saw the name, 
Susan had chuckled to herself, thinking, Welcome to the world of large 
companies where it isn’t a real project team if it doesn’t have a catchy acronym.

She set out to identify what mattered most to each of them. 
She started with Sam and listed a number of things that she felt were 
important to him. Some were items that she had heard him talk about 
numerous times. Others were assumptions that she had made based 
on what had mattered in the past to Barbara. The list was becom-
ing rather lengthy and, as she tried to assess current performance, she 
began to realize that there were a number of blanks on the page. She 
decided to transition to Mel’s team and quickly found herself in a sim-
ilar predicament. Susan then turned her attention to the IMPROVE 
team. She found this one to be a bit easier to address. The team was 
fairly new, but they had developed some initial project outcomes they 

were looking to achieve. Thus, listing what mattered most was easy. 
Identifying current performance was quickly accomplished too, since 
other than establishing their initial charter, they had really failed to 
accomplish anything of value to date.

Staring down at a piece of paper peppered with names, some 
sketchy assumptions, and plenty of blank spaces, Susan decided her 
next step was to talk to Mel. She figured that she could wait to talk to 
Sam until she better understood the process. As for the IMPROVE 
team, that might need to wait a bit longer until she had a chance to sit 
down and talk to the team’s leader, who, frankly, was out of her office 
on business travel more often than not.

* * *

That afternoon, she managed to catch up with Mel. Susan and 
Mel spent the better part of an hour together. At first, he was distracted, 
and his permanently red face suggested the stress he was under. After 
five minutes or so, though, the conversation became very productive.

Susan started the discussion simply by saying, “Mel, I’m trying 
to help my team focus its energy on what truly matters the most. To 
do so, I have listed a number of customers that we serve, both within 
Outdoor Essentials and JWL Adventures, and then narrowed it down 
to the few that seem to be the highest priority at the moment. Your 
team landed on the short-list, and I was hoping to spend some time 
together making sure I understand your priorities.” She added a warm 
smile, conveying her sincerity.

Mel responded enthusiastically to her inquiry. He looked at 
the list of issues she had identified for his team. He confirmed most, 
deleted a few, and added a couple. He then assessed how his team was 
performing in each area and helped her think through where the HR 
team might be able to provide some support. In the end, they came up 
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with four or five areas where the HR team might be able to provide 
both short-and long-term assistance.

As she walked out of Mel’s office, he stopped her and said, “You 
know, Susan, the last thing I like to do on a Friday afternoon is add 
another meeting to the calendar, but I’m surely glad you stopped by to 
talk. I’ve been up nights trying to figure out some of the performance 
issues we’re facing and never seem to get to the staffing and training 
challenges. I’m glad that we took the time to discuss them. I know we 
didn’t solve anything specifically, but I feel as if we might be on our 
way.”

Susan replied, “Mel, I should thank you. I appreciate you helping 
me to better understand the challenges you guys are facing. It really 
helps me to put things into perspective.” The word “perspective” had 
barely left her mouth before she found herself smiling a bit. At the 
same time, she swore to herself that Mel’s ever-red face had lightened 
a few shades over the course of their conversation.

* * *

First thing Monday morning, Susan was sitting at her desk reflect-
ing on her conversation with Mel the previous Friday. Bill Engleman 
arrived at her door. “Boy, you’re in early this morning. Are you scram-
bling to get your perspective homework completed?”

Bill’s question brought her back to the present. She spun around 
in her chair and responded to his inquiry. “To be honest, I didn’t get all 
of my homework done, but I did make some really good progress. I’m 
excited to compare notes about what I’ve learned so far.”

In his typical fashion, Bill responded with a somewhat cynical, 
“Well, I would say that I’m excited to share what I learned. But frankly, 
until my second or third cup of coffee, I barely get above ‘disinter-
ested’ on a Monday morning. However, I did learn some interesting 

things over the last couple of days, and I want to hear how things went 
for you.” He glanced at his watch to check the time and, realizing he 
only had a few minutes, he excused himself, saying, “Susan, let me run 
to my office, drop off a few things, grab my perspective notes and a 
cup of coffee, and meet you back here in ten minutes.”

Before she could respond, he was gone.
As promised, Bill was back in ten minutes, and the two sat down 

at a small table in the corner of her office to share their work. Susan 
went first and described her approach to identifying her team’s cus-
tomers and then narrowing the list to the top three. She discussed 
her challenges with filling in the form and her decision to meet with 
Mel in person. Susan emphasized the value of the conversation, and 
Bill even seemed to smile when she mentioned that Mel’s face had 
appeared to lighten by the end of the discussion.

When it was Bill’s turn, his explanation was less descriptive than 
Susan’s, but it was clear that he had made some great progress. He 
too had narrowed his customer list to three. Like Susan’s list, Bill’s 
included Sam, the interim president. He too had decided to wait until 
a later time to approach Sam. They immediately agreed that they 
would approach Sam together later that day, after his conference call 
with Mr. Morgan. Bill continued with his customer list. He had iden-
tified two groups within the company that required attention because 
of the specific ramifications their current actions had on the budgeting 
process. Like Susan, Bill had seized the initiative to talk to the group’s 
leaders and had used the discussion to complete his Perspective Matrix.

Both were pleased with their progress and agreed that the pro-
cess of putting things in perspective was valuable.

The discussion turned to how best to approach the Monday 
morning staff meeting. Although Bill was rather hesitant to come right 
out and ask Oliver’s question to Jane Hudson, Susan was willing to 
address the issue straight on with Mr. Morgan’s surrogate and let the 
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chips fall where they may. She added, “Bill, we go in there every week 
and get beat up by Jane. What’s the worst that can happen if I ask a 
question or two?”

The comment had barely emerged from Susan’s mouth when a 
reminder popped up on her computer screen along with a chime to 
catch her attention. “Well, we’re about to find out,” Susan said. “The 
meeting starts in five minutes. We need to get going.” The two of them 
sprang to their feet and headed to the conference room.

Chapter 9: staff Meeting with a twist

As per usual routine, the leadership team filed into the meet-
ing room and took their seats. Susan’s mug rested in its customary 
position, and once again, the casual conversation about the weekend 
ensued. This time, however, Bill and Susan were clearly absent from 
the discussion. Instead, they were focused on the task at hand. Their 
job was to use Oliver’s suggestions to challenge Jane Hudson, Alex 
Morgan’s surrogate, about the twenty-four metrics and identify which 
ones mattered the most. The meeting continued as usual until it was 
Jane’s turn to present. The chart with Mr. Morgan’s metrics appeared 
on the screen. As she worked her way to the front of the room, every-
one sat in silence, waiting for the weekly thrashing. Jane had barely 
begun her presentation when Susan interrupted. “Excuse me, Jane,” 
she said. “May I ask a quick question before you get too far into your 
report?”

Jane turned toward the voice. The room was silent for a moment, 
not because of any particular tension, but simply because all were sur-
prised that someone actually had a question. Frankly, the team had an 
unspoken agreement about the metrics discussion, whereby, as Jane 
produced the latest results and shared Alex’s disappointment in their 
lack of progress, the leaders remained quiet, took their dose of weekly 
feedback, and got out of the room as quickly as possible. What was 
Susan thinking, breaking protocol? Any question asked was only going 
to slow down the process and make the pain last longer.
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Jane was as shocked as the rest of them. “Please go ahead,” she 
replied.

Susan cleared her throat, sat up a bit straighter in her chair, and 
began. “I’ve been thinking about the metrics we review each week. 
If you had to identify those that were most important to Mr. Morgan, 
which ones would they be?”

Just as Oliver predicted, Jane responded, “Well, they’re all impor-
tant. If they weren’t important, Alex wouldn’t have asked us to track 
them.”

Following Oliver’s suggestion, Jane replied, “Oh, I didn’t mean 
to suggest that they some weren’t important. I just wonder if you 
could name the top few. You know, the three or so that matter most at 
this moment, what would they be?”

Surprisingly, Jane had an answer. Without hesitation, she said, 
“Okay, I see what you’re asking, and frankly had you asked that ques-
tion last week, I probably wouldn’t have had a good answer for you. 
However, late last week, I met with Alex to discuss the beginning of a 
business planning effort he’s about to start. In the discussion, he iden-
tified his top four objectives, or pillars, as he calls them. Please keep 
in mind that these aren’t solidified and will likely change somewhat 
as they are refined; however, since you asked, I’m willing to share. I 
don’t think Mr. Morgan will take issue with my sharing his prelimi-
nary ideas with you in an effort to answer your question.”

In an instant, the mood in the room changed. First, in the 
group’s eyes, Jane moved from Mr. Morgan’s minion to someone who 
appeared to be, even if only slightly, on their side. Second, instead of 
wanting to run for the door, the entire leadership team was anxious to 
hear what Jane had to say.

“Let me pull up a presentation I’m working on, as it captures 
the essence of my discussion with Alex.” Jane purposefully walked 
over to her laptop, which was connected to the projector in the back 

of the room, to search for the file. As she looked for it, Jane thought 
that Alex might very much care that she was sharing the information 
with the Outdoor Essentials’ team. In fact, he hadn’t even seen, much 
less approved, the materials she was about to share. But in that instant, 
Jane was concerned less about possibly upsetting her boss than she was 
about helping the new acquired company’s leadership. It was her hope 
from the start that she would be able to help them win on the metrics. 
This was her first and perhaps only chance, and she wasn’t going to 
let it pass.

“Yes, here it is.” Jane motioned toward the screen. On it appeared 
a slide that read, “Preliminary Business Planning Direction.” “Again, I 
should include the caveat that this is a draft and hasn’t been fully vet-
ted by Alex, so please keep the information to yourselves. In the com-
ing weeks, he will refine these thoughts as he prepares for a business 
planning session that will take place soon.”

Glancing at his calendar, Sam added, “Yes, I believe the session 
is scheduled for three days in mid-April. I’ve been asked to be there; 
however, other than putting the dates on my calendar, I have little 
insight into the agenda.”

“My understanding,” Jane responded, “is that you and Mr. Morgan’s  
other direct reports will be going through a planning session focused 
on the development of a two-year business plan. The discussion will 
include reviewing the results of an internal and external assessment 
that is underway and the creation of strategic goals and objectives that 
build on Mr. Morgan’s preliminary strategic direction.” Jane moved 
onto the second slide, which displayed the words “Pillar One: Opera-
tional Excellence.”

What transpired from the time Jane put up the “Pillar One” slide 
until Sam made his adjournment announcement amazed Susan and 
Bill. They watched Jane explain Mr. Morgan’s four pillars of success. 
In addition to the ‘operational excellence’ pillar, pillars two through 
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four focused on sales, innovation, and people development. The dia-
logue was robust. The team members were energized and began to 
see how the twenty-four metrics tied or, in some cases, didn’t tie to the 
newly stated priorities. Suddenly, the complex metrics began to make 
sense to the leaders.

At one point, Michael Thomas, the former basketball player and 
current Sales VP, grabbed a flipchart and started capturing items on the 
paper. He looked like a basketball coach sketching out the final play 
for the win at the buzzer, as he drew lines connecting the twenty-four 
metrics to the four pillars. From the time Susan asked her question, 
the meeting continued for another hour, ending only when Sam stood 
up and said that he had to run in order to get ready for his session with 
Mr. Morgan. Had it not been for that announcement, the conversa-
tion would have continued.

Sam departed, but an informal discussion continued for a few 
minutes longer until one by one the leaders filed out of the room and 
only three people remained. Bill and Susan stood by the door briefly, 
chatting about what had just happened while Jane packed up her com-
puter and shut down the projector. She caught up with them on her 
way out. “Well, that was an interesting discussion,”

Jane said.
“Yes, it was,” Bill responded with enthusiasm.
“I have to admit,” Jane added, “I’m glad you asked your ques-

tion.” This was the first time Susan had seen Jane smile.
“So am I,” replied Susan.
With that, the three of them said their goodbyes and headed out 

to their respective offices.

* * *

Two nights later, Susan and her husband Greg enjoyed a quiet 
dinner at home. Greg had been out of town since early Monday morn-
ing, and the two were glad to be back together. Susan found Greg to 
be a great listener and advisor when it came to thinking through the 
challenges she faced at work.

They finished the meal, cleared the dinner table, and began to 
clean up the kitchen. As they washed the dishes, Susan shared with 
Greg the events of the week. She picked up where their conversation 
had last ended as the two of them rushed out the door Monday morn-
ing prior to her meeting with Bill. She shared with him her discussion 
with Bill and how her question at the Monday morning staff meeting 
started a much-needed conversation among the leadership team. She 
also filled him in on the conversation she had the following day with 
Sam about his goals and how her team could help him achieve them.

“Did you tell him about Oliver and show him the Perspective 
Matrix?” Greg asked.

“No, I decided to hold off on that conversation until I had 
another chance to meet with Oliver and had learned some more.”

“What made you decide to hold off on telling Sam?”
“I do feel that we can learn a lot from Oliver, but I don’t want to 

get Sam’s hopes up. I’d rather wait to see where things go and bring 
Sam up to speed when the timing seems right.”
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Chapter 10: New student

When the time for Thursday morning meeting at Oliver’s Spot 
arrived, the store’s owner was surprised to see that a third student had 
joined the class. After the staff meeting, Michael Thomas had stopped 
by Susan’s office to talk about the discussion and to inquire as to what 
had motivated her to ask Jane the question. Susan told Michael about 
the previous week’s meeting that she and Bill had had with Oliver 
and briefly conveyed what they’d learned. Susan was shocked when 
Michael nearly insisted that he attend the next session. With that, the 
group of two grew to three, and Michael found himself wedged into a 
seat in Oliver’s back room. Unlike the other students who seemed rel-
atively comfortable in the surroundings, Michael was crammed into 
his space at the table. Nonetheless, he was seated and ready to start 
when Oliver made his way into the room.

“Before we start the next step, I’m curious how things went this past 
week. Were you able to look into the issue of perspective?” Oliver asked.

Bill and Susan provided Oliver a quick update of the week’s 
events. They explained the progress they had made and some of the 
challenges they’d encountered. When the discussion turned to the 
weekly staff meeting, Michael added to the conversation by sharing 
that Susan’s question about the twenty-four metrics truly ignited the 
leaders with an energy he had yet to see since Jane Hudson started to 
monitor performance. Michael stated, “At one point, it even felt as if 
Jane was on our team, helping us to figure out what truly mattered to 
Mr. Morgan. I, for one, started to see what really mattered to those 
above our boss. The complex metrics began to make sense to us.”
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Oliver was pleased with their progress, and after a ten-minute 
recap of the week’s events, he worked his way to the old chalkboard. 
He erased the words “Your Team” from the middle circle and replaced 
them with “Step 2: Define Purpose.”

Oliver ran his hand through his hair, turned to face the team, 
and began his lesson. “I recognize that each of you has some work to 
accomplish in order to gain a true perspective, but you’ve made some 
great strides, and I trust that you’ll continue your efforts.” He made 
his way to the open seat at the table and said, “The second step is about 
defining the purpose for your team. That’s articulating why your team 
exists, what you do, and who you serve—”

Michael interrupted, “Oliver, I have a quick question. Excuse 
me if I’m off base, but don’t people already know why my team exists? 
After all, our group’s title is pretty clear.”

“That’s a fair question,” Oliver responded. “Indeed, most people 
think that everyone, both inside and outside the team, knows their 
team’s purpose. After all, the team is listed on the organization chart, 
and as you said, the team title often conveys its function.”

He paused for a moment to gather his thoughts before he con-
tinued. “Michael, let’s take your team as an example. You said that you 
are in charge of sales. Is that correct?”

Michael nodded and responded with a short, “Yes.”
“Would you agree with the statement that there have been times 

in the past when people have misunderstood the purpose of your 
team? This might have occurred when they expected your team to 
do something you believed was outside the scope of your team’s role, 
such as handling shipping issues, or if they criticized your team for not 
accomplishing something that, in fact, you had little or no control of.”

Now Oliver had Michael’s attention. He sat up even straighter in 
his chair, making his already large frame appear bigger, and responded 
with a strong, “Yes, that happens all too often.”

Oliver continued, “This type of situation occurs for a number 
of reasons. Sometimes it’s simply people trying to get you and your 
teams to accomplish something they don’t want to do. Other times, 
it’s a new task that has no clear home within the organization and 
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by default ends up on your team’s plate. However, more often than 
not, people simply aren’t clear on the purpose of your team. From my 
years of studying the subject and my own personal experience, I have 
observed that, left to their own devices, people will define the role 
your team to be whatever they want it to be. This can be a very danger-
ous situation. It can lead to all sorts of communication and perfor-
mance breakdowns. These breakdowns are often the result of a lack of 
shared expectations. Clarifying your team’s purpose is all about creat-
ing shared expectations both inside and outside your team.”

Oliver observed the group’s reaction. From the looks on their 
faces, all three seemed to agree with his comments. “Just between the 
four of us, on a scale of one to five, with one being low and five being 
high, how well would your team members agree with these three 
questions? First, what score would your team members give to the 
question, ‘My team has a clearly defined purpose’?”

Oliver paused while everyone gathered their thoughts. Then he 
went around the table to get a sense of where each person stood. Sit-
ting to Oliver’s immediate left, Susan was the first to respond, admit-
ting that she might struggle herself with clearly articulating her team’s 
precise purpose, and that she imagined her team would do the same. 
She scored her team a three. Next was Bill. A man of few words, he 
simply said that his team was a four. Michael agreed with Bill’s assess-
ment and gave his team a four as well.

After going around the table, Oliver provided the second state-
ment. “How well would your people score the statement, ‘My team 
members know our team’s purpose’?”

Another pass around the table revealed two three and a halves 
and one three.

“Now, the last statement,” Oliver said. “Using the same one-to-
five scale, how would your team members score the statement, ‘Our 
stakeholders know our team’s purpose’?” He wasn’t surprised when 

all three ranked their teams below three on the one-to-five scale. “I 
applaud your honesty,” Oliver said. “The reality is that most teams 
don’t do the hard work of communicating their purpose and rarely 
take the time to assess how well others within and outside the team 
know the team’s purpose.”

Although quiet for most of the discussion, Bill took the pause in 
the conversation to add his thoughts. “I must admit, I had never really 
given this issue much consideration. I guess, I always figured that 
people knew what my team did, but I’m often surprised at how few 
people can distinguish the various roles we perform. In fact, my expe-
rience suggests that most people can’t tell me the difference between 
accounting and budgeting. The reality is that it’s all money to them, 
and as long as I help them get what they need, they’re fine with me. If 
they don’t like what I tell them, they just go around me.” Susan and 
Michael both chuckled at this assessment. “I do think that it would 
be beneficial if everyone was clear on my team’s purpose,” Bill added.

“Bill’s right,” Susan said. “We run into the same problem. My 
question is, if defining the purpose of the team is so important, how 
does a team go about doing it? Is it something that I create and share 
with them, or do we do it together?”

“That’s a great question,” Oliver responded. “I have found, and 
the books I have on my shelves suggest, that the best way to define the 
team’s purpose is for the leader to draft a statement, two or three sen-
tences in length, and then share it with the team for them to provide 
feedback and to put their own touch on the purpose statement.”

“Okay, that makes sense,” Susan added. “So what goes into a 
good purpose statement?”

“Another great question,” Oliver said. “Team purpose statements 
focus on why the work of the team matters. They help team members 
and external stakeholders understand how the team connects to what 
matters most to the organization and define the customer needs that 
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the team addresses. Teams that explain these items in a few sentences 
and ensure that every team member can explain the team’s purpose 
statement are in a far better place than those that can’t.

“My suggestion to each of you is that you reflect on the purpose 
of your team, couple that with the information you gathered during 
the perspective step, and draft a statement. I’ve found that it takes a 
leader some time to draft the statement, followed by about an hour or 
so of reviewing it with his or her team to get feedback. Any more time 
spent than that becomes an argument over using the word ‘happy’ ver-
sus ‘glad.’ Let’s face it, trying to write a few sentences by a committee 
can be painful. Just get your team’s input based on your initial attempt 
at the statement. Then take all of their thoughts under consideration 
and finalize the statement. If you’d like, you can float the revised ver-
sion past everyone one more time for comments before you accept the 
final version.”

“That sounds like a pretty good plan,” Susan replied. “But what 
do we do with the perspective information we have developed so far?” 
She rested her chin on her hands with her elbows on the table.

“What do you think?” Oliver asked.
“I guess, we share it with them to help them better see what’s 

going on. I know that clarity helped me; it would probably be useful 
to them as well.”

“Certainly,” Oliver confirmed. “That’s exactly what you need to 
do. I do have one last thought. You and Bill made great progress in 
one week with the perspective piece. I’m sure Michael will work hard 
to catch up with the two of you. Keep the momentum. Draft your 
statements today, if possible, and meet with your teams in the next 
few days. Teams that do well at implementing the five steps tend to be 
proactive.”

The three agreed that they would follow the same schedule Bill 
and Susan established last week. They would work to draft their pur-

pose statements and talk to their teams and then get together on Mon-
day morning before the staff meeting to discuss their progress. They 
also agreed to meet with Oliver the following Thursday morning to 
discuss progress and to learn about step three.
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Susan took Oliver’s suggestion and set up a meeting for early 
Friday afternoon with her three direct reports. Before the meeting, she 
didn’t give many details but simply explained that she wanted to spend 
some time together talking about the direction of the HR team and 
doing a little team building. With only minor resistance, each agreed 
that they could move a few things around on their calendars to accom-
modate the short-notice meeting.

All three respected Susan as a leader. Two of them, Kimberly 
and Chris, rarely second-guessed Susan’s decisions. The third, Todd, 
seemed to push back on any and all requests he received from her or 
anyone else. Susan knew that he was competent in his role, but she 
had concerns about his attitude. She felt that, if they were going to 
really advance as a team, Todd’s attitude would need to be addressed. 
At the time, she didn’t realize that the five steps Oliver was taking her 
through would have such a dramatic impact on Todd’s attitude and 
performance.

After setting up the meeting with her team, Susan spent half an 
hour late Thursday afternoon and another one that evening working 
on a draft purpose statement. Her husband, Greg, helped her put the 
finishing touches on it. Susan and Greg had been married for almost 
twenty years, and she always trusted his advice and counsel. As she got 
ready for bed, she felt good about what she had accomplished so far 
and looked forward to sharing with her team and gaining their input.
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* * *

Friday morning quickly passed. When she arrived at work, two 
urgent voicemails awaited her, and she worked until noon putting out 
the proverbial fires that tend to creep up in the workplace. She was 
barely able to print out copies of the draft statement before meeting 
with her team.

When she arrived, all three of her team members were present. 
She grabbed the fourth and final chair in the small conference room 
and pulled it up to the table. Susan and her team members had worked 
together for the better part of the last three years. They had grown 
close and, for the most part, got along well with one another. Reflect-
ing earlier that morning on the closeness of her team, she had decided 
to start the meeting with a little exercise.

“Thanks for dropping everything and meeting with me on such 
a short notice,” Susan started.

“Did we have a choice?” Todd added, somewhat sarcastically. He 
saw that his comment wasn’t well received and offered a quick, “Just  
kidding.”

Susan shot him a glance and continued. “I’m hoping that each of 
you will find the next hour very interesting.” She looked around the 
table at her three direct reports. Chris sat to her left. He was in charge 
of Outdoor Essentials’ training and development initiatives. Chris was 
young and energetic. In his late twenties, the position was his first stop 
in what promised to be an outstanding career. Next was Kimberly. 
Kim, as everyone called her, was responsible for recruitment, hiring, 
and new employee orientation. With the introduction of JWL Adven-
tures into the equation, her role would likely grow to include promo-
tions into the larger corporate structure. To Susan’s immediate right 
was Todd. He ran the company’s award and recognition program, 
handled many of the general HR activities, and was actively engaged in 

a new initiative to integrate Outdoor Essentials existing performance 
management system into JWL Adventures program. Despite Todd’s 
cynical nature, he appeared as eager as the others to hear what Susan 
had to say.

Susan passed out three blank pieces of paper. She explained the 
importance of a team purpose statement and told them that she had 
spent some time drafting one for the team; however, before she shared 
it with them, she wanted to see how they saw the HR team’s pur-
pose. She gave them fifteen minutes to draft a team purpose statement 
individually and asked that each of them be prepared to share their 
thoughts when the time expired. Susan kept track of the time, and 
everyone dove into their drafting.

When fifteen minutes had elapsed, Susan said with a grin, “Okay, 
time’s up—pencils down please.”

“What are we, back in school?” Todd joked.
Chris latched on to the humor. He looked down at his paper and 

added, “Based on what I wrote, I hope Susan is grading with a curve.”
Everyone laughed.
Susan invited each person at the table to read what was written on 

their page. She was amazed at the differences in the three statements. 
While Chris’s attempt was short and to the point, Todd’s was much 
longer. He listed almost everything that the team did in every aspect 
of their roles. Kim’s was somewhere in the middle in both length and 
detail. When all three finished reading, Susan passed out a copy of her 
take on their purpose statement. She admitted that she had taken lon-
ger than fifteen minutes to craft the statement, but she felt that their 
versions were as good as or better than what she’d put together.

Everyone took a moment to read Susan’s attempt. Once they 
all had a chance to digest it, they launched into a conversation about 
how they might adjust Susan’s example to include a few aspects of the 
other team members’ versions. The next forty-five minutes flew by as 
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they talked about, adjusted, and began to own their purpose statement. 
They then discussed how they could use the purpose statement to 
better explain to people their individual roles and how they function 
as a team to support the company and its employees. Susan found the 
conversation invigorating. It was filled with energy and passion she 
had not observed in her team in a long while. She was most amazed 
at how Todd joined in the discussion. Sure, he cracked a joke or two, 
but much of the cynicism that had been present was no longer there.

Wanting to avoid the concern Oliver mentioned about trying to 
write a sentence by committee, Susan looked for a pause in the discus-
sion and brought the meeting to an end, saying, “I just looked at my 
watch and realized it was running late. I appreciate everybody’s efforts 
and input. How about I take all of this information and come up with 
one last version for each of you to review?”

“That sounds great!” Kim said. Her colleagues nodded in agree-
ment.

“One last thing before we finish. I’d like us to get together again 
next Friday to talk a bit further about our team and to build on today’s 
efforts. Once I have something, I’ll send out the statement we drafted 
today for everyone’s review. So let’s plan for the same time next week.”

* * *

Susan Greg took a much-needed getaway over the weekend. The 
demands of their jobs created the need to reconnect. Normally, work 
was off-limits on these types of trips, but Susan was so excited about 
the progress she was making with her team that Greg agreed that they 
would make an exception, eager to listen to her talk about the exciting 
developments at work. They did agree, however, to limit work discus-
sions to their time in the car. Thus, once they reached the hotel, work 
was off-limits.

Staying true to the agreement, Outdoor Essentials, Oliver’s 
teaching, and the progress she was making with her team were not 
discussed after arriving at their hotel. However, as the car worked its 
way north along the winding road, the conversation covered little but 
Susan’s work-related topics.

Greg found himself particularly interested in what she had to say, 
as he planned to apply what she was learning to his own team at work. 
They spent the drive up talking about what she had learned thus far 
and most of the drive back guessing what Oliver would teach the fol-
lowing Thursday. They figured that since perspective and purpose started 
with a P, there was a good chance that whatever the topic this week, 
step three would also start with a P. They were right.
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Five minutes before starting time, Susan and Michael were set-
tled into their seats. Although the discussion hadn’t officially begun, 
Bill and Oliver were already engaged in deep conversation about how 
things were going with Bill’s team. Susan listened as the two men 
exchanged thoughts. Her ability to focus on their discussion was ham-
pered by her interest in watching Michael fold himself into his seat. 
After working his way into his chair, he apparently decided to remove 
his coat. For some reason, he elected to accomplish this without stand-
ing back up and moving to where there was more space for him to 
maneuver out of the jacket. Susan laughed aloud as she watched him 
struggle with his jacket and nearly break his hand as he banged it against 
the back wall. He hit the wall so hard that Bill and Oliver stopped their 
discussion for a moment to see if he was okay. He assured them that he 
was fine, and the two continued. As he finally extracted himself from 
his coat, Michael caught Susan’s eye, giving her a sheepish look.

Right on time, Oliver brought his conversation with Bill to a 
close and began the session. “All right,” Oliver said, “I’ve had a bit of 
an update from Bill, and I’m encouraged by how things went with his 
team. I’m keen to hear about the progress the two of you made.”

Michael responded, “I have to admit that I didn’t cover as much 
ground as I’d hoped.” Oliver listened intently as Michael continued. 
“Perhaps I had expected too much, but I had a hard time getting both 
perspective and purpose accomplished this week. Frankly, the problem 



oliver’s spot

74

Chapter 12: progress Check

75

wasn’t with covering the two steps as much as it was with getting the 
right people together for a discussion.”

Bill and Susan nodded in agreement.
“We’re right in the middle of launching a new product line. 

Three of my sales people had to drop everything and take a quick trip 
to a customer in order to attend to some major issues. Consequently, 
I was without a few key people for our discussion. I really want to get 
their input before I finalize anything.”

When Michael paused to catch his breath, Susan jumped in. “In 
addition, early Monday morning we learned that our staff meeting was 
canceled, as our boss, Sam, received notice of a last-minute meeting 
with his boss. Getting ready for the meeting required all of us to jump 
through hoops to pull reports together before he caught a flight out 
of town. So not only were we unable to learn more about the metrics, 
the three of us had no time to share our progress with one another.”

Michael and Susan finished their updates, and Oliver responded 
to the situation. “You know, folks, I’m not at all surprised that you ran 
into some roadblocks this week. Day-to-day work often causes teams 
to have a hard time getting through the five steps. In fact, that’s why so 
few of them do it. They either figure that it is too hard to accomplish 
from the start, or they hit a bunch of scheduling conflicts and decide 
to give up before they really start to gain traction.”

“Well, I’m not going to give up,” said Susan. “The last few days 
have been tough, and I missed having our Monday morning discus-
sion. But I’m optimistic about the progress my team has made thus far, 
despite the challenges of the day-to-day work.”

“Go on,” Oliver encouraged her. “Tell us more.”
Susan explained how her week progressed. She shared how she’d 

drafted a team purpose, brought it to her team, asked them create their 
own versions, and how they worked together to finalize the product. 
She also explained how she spent much of her weekend with her hus-

band talking about the progress and about how having the discussion 
about purpose had allowed her team to start feeling a collective sense 
of direction. She ended by saying, “I don’t mean to be too dramatic, 
but I really felt that all three of my people, including the person who 
has been driving me a bit crazy lately, seemed to enjoy the discussion.”

“Thanks for the update Susan. Would you be willing to share the 
rest of the story?” Oliver asked.

“I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“May we hear your team purpose statement?”
Susan looked a bit surprised by the request. “Sure, I’ll share, but 

I have to admit that it still needs some work. The latest version of the 
statement is currently with the team for feedback, and we’re going to 
meet tomorrow to hopefully finalize it and get to work on the step 
three.”

She opened her binder and took out a sheet of paper that was folded 
in half and tucked into a pocket inside the binder’s front flap. Susan 
unfolded it, cleared her throat, and read from the paper, “The Human 
Resources team leads recruitment and on-boarding, provides training 
to our employees, and develops and sustains critical workforce devel-
opment programs. We leverage our abilities to meet the ever-changing 
demands of Outdoor Essentials’ leaders, employees, and customers. The 
skills, tools, and resources we provide allow everyone to focus on our 
mission of being the world’s leading outdoor clothing and equipment  
company.”

When she finished, Oliver, Bill, and Michael all applauded her 
efforts.

“That was great,” Oliver said. “You should be very proud of your 
team’s efforts. I think your write-up provides a clear picture of what 
your team does for the organization, who you do it for, and why it 
matters. I do have a couple of minor suggestions for you to consider.”

Pen poised, Susan waited for his input.
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“First, remember that less is more. You may want to remove 
any unnecessary words from the statement.” He paused to look at the 
notes he’d jotted down as Susan had read her team’s statement. “For 
example, as long as it doesn’t lose the meaning of what you’re trying 
to say, consider changing provides training to the staff, to provides staff train-
ing. It cuts out a couple of words and shortens the statement. Shorter 
statements are easier to remember.”

Susan nodded in agreement. “That makes sense,” she added.
Oliver continued, “I’d also suggest that you remove some of the 

jargon. You used the phrase leverage our abilities to meet the demands—that 
sounds like a lot of consultant double-talk. I’d just put it in plain Eng-
lish, saying something like we work together to. Well, those might not be 
the right words; thus consider my thoughts here, not my vocabulary.”

He paused while Susan finished her notes. When she was done 
writing, she looked up at him.

“Susan,” Oliver continued, “let me be clear. These are just minor 
suggestions to help you with the language. The most important thing 
is that you and your team put a stake in the ground and proclaim, ‘This 
is what we do, who we do it for, and why it matters.’ That’s big stuff, 
and I can see why you were so excited.” 

Susan smiled at Oliver and her colleagues.
Oliver then turned to Bill. “You gave me a pretty good rundown 

of how things went for you and your team this week. Why don’t you 
share with the group and, if you don’t mind, read your team’s purpose 
statement.”

Bill provided the group an update on his team’s progress. Just 
like Susan, he had met with his team and crafted a purpose statement. 
He admitted that he wished he had tried Susan’s approach because, 
instead of giving them something to start with, he simply brought his 
team into a room and had them work together to create a statement.

“It was like writing a sentence by a committee, which was pretty 
painful at times,” he explained. “It took twice as long as I had planned, 
but we did get through it, and in the end everyone seemed pleased, 
although exhausted, with the result of our efforts.”

With that, he shared his team’s purpose statement. Oliver pro-
vided him feedback, and Bill committed to working with his team to 
finalize it over the next week. Michael also agreed to spend time with 
his team finishing steps one and two. Oliver suggested postponing the 
discussion of step three for a week to allow all of them a chance to 
finish the work on the first two steps. Surprisingly, all three of his stu-
dents firmly declined his offer, suggesting that Oliver move onto step 
three now and that they meet again in two weeks to share progress, 
agreeing that they would complete all three steps in that time.

Oliver agreed that the schedule made sense and prepared to 
launch into step three.
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“Just like the first two steps,” Oliver began, “Step three begins 
with the letter P. In fact, I’ll go further and confirm that all five steps 
begin with the letter P. The third step focuses on defining your team’s 
priorities.”

Oliver paused as he watched Susan, Michael, and Bill jot down 
the word priorities in their notes. Returning to his trusty chalkboard, 
he added the words “Step 3: Determine Priorities” to the graph he’d 
started during the first session.
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He waited for Susan, Bill, and Michael to add this to their graphs. 
When all three were ready, he said, “By priorities, I mean what are the 
key goals your team must accomplish to positively affect what matters 
most to those you serve, and to simultaneously affect your purpose. 
As you can see,” he pointed to the board “determining priorities sits 
between the outer circle of perspective and the inner circle of purpose 
because your priorities are influenced by both. The challenge to step 
three is to identify these priorities.”

Michael interjected, “I hear what you’re saying, but the reality is 
that we have more things to work on—what you call priorities—than 
you can imagine. Every day, we seem to have new items handed to us 
by our customers or our parent company that we must prioritize into 
our daily work. Now you want me to capture all those things we need 
to do?”

Oliver replied, “That’s a great question. I’m not talking about 
coming up with an exhaustive list of all the work you and your people 
need to do and calling those your priorities. I’m talking about deter-
mining, out of all the things you can do, which are most important. 
When I say most important, I mean those goals that will give the orga-
nization and the customers you serve the biggest bang for your buck, 
as the saying goes.”

“I have to agree with Michael. We’ve gone through the prioritiz-
ing drill a hundred times, and it seems as if all we do is create a longer 
and longer list of tasks we must accomplish,” Bill added.

“Let’s try this,” Oliver said, “instead of trying to explain to you 
what I mean by priorities, let’s just do it. Would each of you please take 
a clean sheet of paper from the stack I put out this morning?”

He waited while Bill, Michael, and Susan each secured a fresh 
piece of paper from the pile on the table. When everyone had a sheet, 
Oliver continued. “Take five minutes on your own to brainstorm a 
list of all the possible goals you and your team could accomplish. You 

can include items that are already on your plate, those you’ve been 
thinking about in the back of your mind, and perhaps some tasks that 
you’ve yet to consider, but might make sense to visit.” He paused for 
a moment to let each of them digest what he said, and then he added, 
“Any questions? No takers? Okay, start.”

Susan, Bill, and Michael immediately began creating their lists. 
Susan seemed to have no problem creating a laundry list of possible 
goals. She began work at the word “start” and continued writing down 
items until Oliver told the group that the five minutes had lapsed. 
Bill and Michael started off more slowly; however, Michael picked up 
steam as time went on and created a fairly lengthy list. With less than 
ten items, Bill’s list was the shortest.

After time had expired, Oliver said, “Okay, now that each of 
you has created your list, please take a moment and put a checkmark 
next to the items you believe will have the greatest impact on your 
customers’ top priorities. Please limit yourself to no more than six  
checkmarks.”

As he watched them work, Oliver reminded himself that this is 
where things would start to get interesting. For most people, all the 
items on their list represented important accomplishments of their 
team and were thus hard to discard. Susan, who was unwittingly pre-
pared to prove his point, interrupted these thoughts.

“Why do we have to narrow the list to six?” she asked. “My paper 
is covered with priorities that I think are important for us to accom-
plish.”

“Let me see if I understand you,” Oliver replied. “As you look 
down your list, you see many items that would be good for your team to  
accomplish?”

“Absolutely!” she enthusiastically responded.
Oliver nodded in acknowledgement of her excitement. “The 

reality is that this is where the problem begins for many teams. No one 
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wants to say no to a good idea. In all likelihood, accomplishing good 
ideas is what has made each of you so successful in your careers.” All 
three seemed to agree with this statement. “Your accomplishments are 
what gets you promoted and increases your responsibilities. However, 
I’m trying to get you to separate the merely good ideas from the truly 
great ones. So as you look down your list, try to pick the six best pos-
sible ideas that you and your team can accomplish in the next twelve 
months or less.”

His response seemed to satisfy Susan, and she returned to the 
task of placing a checkmark next to the top six items. As he watched 
her, Oliver chuckled to himself thinking, Wait until I ask her to cut that 
list  further.

When they finished placing checkmarks next to the items, Oliver 
asked each person to take a moment to share the list they had created, 
placing  special emphasis on the six items that received checkmarks. 
Each person went through their list and shared their ideas.

Everyone seemed to agree with the others’ decisions. The only 
exception came when Michael explained that he had placed a check-
mark next to the goal called “improve communication among sales 
team  members.”

Oliver stopped him, saying, “Michael, I totally agree that improv-
ing communication is very important, but I think you are going to find 
it hard to keep that as a goal for several reasons.”

He paused and waited for Michael’s response. Although Michael 
didn’t verbalize his disbelief, it was evident in his facial expression that 
he questioned Oliver’s comment.

By way of reassurance, Oliver said, “The problem with goals like 
communication, collaboration, trust, and so on is that they are hard to 
measure and often hard to impact in a way that doesn’t distract from 
driving the organization forward. I can imagine that you can think 
of several ways to improve communication. However, I also believe 

that, in the end, you would find that they might result in too much 
busywork for your team. Don’t get me wrong, I’m all about improving 
communication, collaboration, and trust. I’m just not all about making 
them one of your top  goals.

“What I’ve found,” Oliver continued, “is that when you create a 
compelling goal for your team to work on and they work together to 
accomplish it, the by-product of that effort is improved communica-
tion, collaboration, and trust.”

Oliver leaned in closer to Michael and said, “You played basket-
ball in college. Think about the difference between a winning and a 
losing basketball team. My bet is that teams that win also experience 
higher trust, collaboration, and communication both on and off the 
court.” With that comment, Michael put a line through the commu-
nication goal— enough  said.

Oliver went back to his trusty chalkboard. He turned the knobs 
on either side and rotated the entire surface to reveal the opposite side, 
on which he had pre-drawn instructions for the next step.

Pointing at the chart, Oliver explained, “You can use a chart like 
this one to help you finalize the six remaining ideas, to find which 
ones are truly the best.”

“Hold on,” Susan exclaimed. “Are you saying that we need to 
shorten the list more?”

“Yep, that’s exactly what I’m saying,” Oliver responded with a 
warm smile. “My view is that less is more here, and my research sup-
ports that. I’d recommend that you shorten the list to the three to five 
most important goals. Listen, I know that narrowing the list of goals 
is tough, but it’s essential and it’s what the most effective leaders and 
teams do.”

“Alright,” Susan stated. She continued hesitantly, “I’ll give it a try. 
How do we use the chart?”
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“The first thing you do is list your six potential goals on the left side. 
Then going from left to right, score each of the potential goals based on 
how strongly you believe the possible goal is feasible, measurable, mean-
ingful, easy to understand, effective, and financially doable on a scale of 

one to five, with five being high and one being low. Then tally the score 
for each potential and compare the scores. The form is pretty simple to 
follow. Let’s take five minutes or so for each of you to complete it.”

All three copied what was on the board and worked quickly to 
complete the Prioritization Matrix. They then shared the results with 
each other. As they shared their selected goals with their colleagues, 
they became more confident in the selections they had made and their 
rationale behind each decision. Oliver told them to hold on to that 
confidence, as it would be vital when discussing the goals with their 
teams and their boss.

Oliver’s comment about sharing the goals with the teams raised 
a question in Bill’s mind. “Oliver, when we work with our teams, 
should we simply walk in and say, ‘Here are the goals, deal with them,’ 
or should we ask for their input?”

“Yet another great question,” Oliver said. “Both approaches have 
their pros and cons. Sharing the goal with the team and explaining that 
it is written in stone is certainly the fastest way to move through the 
process. It also allows you to provide clear direction about what you 
expect from them. The negative side to this approach is that you might 
lose buy-in from your team members if they feel this is your goal, 
rather than theirs. On the other hand, asking them to create the goals 
can often slow the process down and may take more than one meeting 
to solidify them. Of course, it’s worth the investment of time if that is 
what it takes to get everybody’s commitment to the right goal.”

As his students finished their notes, he said, “Like everything 
else you approach in your job, it’s about which approach is right for 
your situation. If you believe the goals are the right ones to tackle at 
this point, you may want to go in and say, ‘Folks, I’ve been thinking 
about our priorities, and here are the five things I believe we need to 
accomplish.’”

“Ah, but won’t that kill buy-in?” Michael asked.



oliver’s spot

88

Chapter 13: defining the What

89

“It could if you do it in a way that turns everyone off; however, as 
long as you can justify your selection, you will be fine. Moreover, when 
we get to the next step, you’ll be asking them about how to accomplish 
the goals, and that’s where the real buy-in takes place. Anyway, you 
know what I’ve found really kills a team buy-in?” Oliver asked.

“What?” Michael replied.
“When a leader acts as if he or she wants input, but in reality 

expects the team to simply accept the given priorities without any 
objections,” Oliver explained.

“I’ve seen that on more than one occasion,” Susan added. “You’re 
right, people can’t stand that. They like it much better when someone 
comes out and tells them what needs to be done.”

Oliver glanced at his watch and noticed that they were way over 
time. “Although we’re running late, I’d like to share with you one 
more thing before we call it a day.” As there were no apparent objec-
tions, after a slight hesitation, he added, “A goal isn’t a goal unless it is 
well stated. There are several different ways to do this, but you have 
to make sure that you make it very clear what needs to be done and 
when. Let me give you an illustration. Let’s say that I told you my goal 
was to improve my health. What would you say to that?”

“Well, I’d probably say that improving your health is good, but 
what do you want to improve?” Susan asked.

“You hit the nail on the head. I’d need to tell you what measure 
I was going to use to determine if my health improved. I could reduce 
my weight, improve my cholesterol, decrease my body mass index, 
or any number of other possible measures. The key is that I need to 
pick one. So, Susan, how would you feel if I said that I was going to 
decrease my weight? How would that settle with you?”

Susan appeared excited to respond. “I would say that was better, 
but how much weight do you want to lose?”

“And when do you want to lose it by?” Bill added.

“That’s exactly right. A well-stated goal needs to tell you the gap 
and when you want to close it by. More importantly, it needs to be 
realistic, and if you look at my waistline over the years, you will see 
that my commitment to accomplishing this goal is not very good.”

Everyone laughed as Oliver patted his belly in jest.
They wrapped up the session by agreeing that each of them 

would meet with their teams to finalize their goals and to set up a 
meeting with their boss Sam to bring him up to speed on the work 
they had been doing with the process. Each felt confident that they 
would be ready to share with Sam by the following Wednesday, and if 
they could get time on his schedule, they were sure that he would be 
open to the conversation.

As they walked out the door, Oliver said, “Oh yes, one last 
thing—don’t get caught up in the ‘how discussion’ when you talk to 
your teams.”

“How discussion? What’s that?” Bill asked.
“The priorities discussion is about what you want to accomplish, 

not how you are going to do it. Your people will want to figure out how 
they will do it. Ask them to hold off on that by saying that you will get 
to that in a week or so.”
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Early Friday afternoon, over lunch at her desk, Susan reflected 
on Todd’s involvement during last Friday’s session and his quick, pos-
itive feedback on the team purpose statement. She felt that his partici-
pation indicated that he valued the discussion and wanted the team to 
have clarity of purpose. Her excitement about Todd’s involvement was 
somewhat muted as she reminded herself that new habits take time to 
form and that Todd’s enthusiasm might turn out to be short-lived. As 
she finished her salad, she vowed to remain adherent to Oliver’s pro-
cess, in hope that it would continue to have positive impact on Todd 
and the team.

A couple of hours later, Susan’s team was assembled for their 
second session. She looked around the table at her teammates. “Let’s 
get started,” she began with a warm smile. Being creatures of habit, all 
four of them sat in the same seats as the week prior.

“Thank you for your quick feedback on our purpose statement. 
I appreciated your input and believe that we created a statement that 
explains who we are, what we do, and who we do it for. If his schedule 
allows, I’m hoping to meet with Sam Finch next week and share with 
him our purpose statement and the result of today’s meeting.”

“So what are we going to talk about today?” Kim asked.
“We are going to talk about our priorities. These are the top goals 

we need to accomplish in the next year or less to fulfill our purpose 
and to maximize our impact on our customers,” Susan explained. 
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Deciding to maintain the momentum with Todd, she turned to him 
and thoughtfully inquired, “Todd, are you ready for another exercise?”

“Sure, why not?” Todd’s positive response brought a smile to 
Susan, Kim, and Chris. As an HR professional, Susan often wondered 
why some people started their careers with such passion and potential, 
only grow cynical, almost resentful, as time goes by. She had seen it 
several times and  wondered if the process they were going through 
truly might help people like Todd return to an earlier enthusiasm 
about their jobs.

Pressing forward, Susan handed each of her team members a 
piece of blank paper. “Alright, I’m going to give each of you five min-
utes to complete our next activity.” She paused for a moment, fully 
expecting Todd to object. As no complaints emerged, she continued, 
“I’d like each of you to write down a list of possible goals our team 
can tackle over the next twelve months. These can be projects we’re 
already working on, tasks we have discussed but have yet to accom-
plish, or simply anything you think might be a good goal for us to 
accomplish.”

She asked if everyone was clear on the task, to which all responded 
affirmatively. Susan glanced at her watch and waited for the second 
hand to tick into the twelve position. When it arrived, she announced, 
“Okay, begin.”

Her team members jumped into the exercise with even more 
enthusiasm than the past week’s activity. Time passed quickly as she 
watched their lists grow. After five minutes, Susan announced that it 
was time to stop. Following Oliver’s lead, Susan asked each of them 
to place a checkmark next to the ideas they thought were the most 
important, limiting each of them to no more than six checkmarks. 
Todd, Kim, and Chris each selected six items from their lists. She then 
asked them to rank the six items using the criteria Oliver had shared 
with her the previous day and then narrow the list to the three to five 

most important goals. Not being an expert at the process, a couple of 
her instructions required clarification, but all three of her team mem-
bers eventually completed the activity.

When everyone finished, Susan explained, “I would like each 
of you to share the goals that you ranked the highest. When you’re 
done, I’ll explain the items I selected when I did this activity yesterday. 
Chris, if you don’t mind, will you please capture everyone’s ideas on 
the  board?”

“My handwriting isn’t very good, but I’ll give it a shot.” He 
sprang to his feet and grabbed a marker to use on the dry-erase board.

Each team member explained their selected goals. Susan facili-
tated the discussion, asking the presenter to pause occasionally to 
ensure everyone understood what was being said and to ask for clari-
fication where necessary. Susan went last, explaining her list. When 
everyone had finished, they looked at the board to survey the results. 
Their seventeen “best” ideas were listed in Chris’s barely legible hand-
writing.

Susan thanked Chris for his excellent work as the group’s scribe. 
She stood and walked to the board as Chris returned to his seat. 
“Alright, we have seventeen items listed on the board. Clearly, that’s 
way too many,” she explained. “We need to somehow narrow this list.”

“I have a suggestion,” Todd said, pointing to the board as he con-
tinued. “If you look, each of us talked about the need to improve train-
ing delivery. Those can probably be combined into one goal, don’t you 
think?”

All agreed, and the four items were surmised into one concise 
goal statement. For the next half an hour, they continued to reduce 
the list. In the end, the team had five well-written goals listed on the 
board.

With their newly defined goals, Kim made the comment that 
Oliver had said was coming. “Susan, I think we can all agree that these 
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are good goals for us to achieve, but I’m wondering how we’re going 
to get these done. As we’ve been talking, I’ve created a lengthy list of all 
the things we need to do in order to accomplish each of these goals.”

Susan’s response would have made Oliver proud. “Kim, you 
raised an excellent point; however, our task today is to decide what 
we want to do, rather than how we are going to do it. When we get 
together next time, we’ll discuss the hows for each of these goals.” 
Kim’s expression conveyed her willingness to follow Susan’s lead. 
Susan continued, “So, I have two tasks for all of us. First, if you have 
ideas about how to accomplish these goals, please hang on to them for 
our next meeting. Second, as we discuss the hows, we need to be will-
ing to adjust the goals to account for workload, available funding, and 
a number of other constraints. I want to ensure that when we finalize 
these goals and our plan for making them happen that we are all con-
fident that we will be successful. Does that make sense?”

“Not only does it make sense,” Todd declared, “it makes perfect 
sense. I feel as if we’re often chasing our tails, responding to whatever 
new idea somebody else dreams up for us. But these goals,” he said, 
gesturing toward the board, “these are the ones that really matter. If we 
can really figure out a way to make them happen, I’m fully on board.”

The meeting ended a few minutes later, but Todd’s comment 
stuck with Susan for the next several days. On a number of occasions, 
she caught herself thinking, Oliver is really onto something here!

Chapter 15: status Meeting

Outdoor Essentials’ interim president arrived in the upstairs 
conference room a few minutes before the meeting was scheduled 
to start. Sam wasn’t exactly sure of the gathering’s purpose, but after 
receiving the third of three invitations from members of his leadership 
team to attend a one-hour “Status Meeting,” he knew a coordinated 
effort was underway. Typically, Sam would decline an invitation that 
didn’t come along with an agenda. He learned this trick early in life, 
and he was confident that it had saved him hundreds of nonproduc-
tive hours over the course of his career. However, on this occasion, he 
was willing to make an exception because he valued Susan, Bill, and 
Michael. He was confident that they wouldn’t ask for the meeting and 
violate his “no agenda, no meeting policy” if they didn’t have a good 
reason.

He entered the room to see his three direct reports already seated 
around the table. Susan stood up and walked towards a screen with the 
words “Status Update” plastered across it. Sam grabbed his usual seat 
at the end of the table.

“Okay,” Sam said. “I’m not exactly sure what this meeting is all 
about, but I learned a long time ago that when the three of you have 
something to say, it’s always best to listen.” His face brightened. “So 
what are we here to talk about?”

Without hesitation, Susan began. “Sam, first, I would like to 
thank you for taking the time to meet with us. We know that you have 
a busy schedule, but we think that you’ll find what we are about to 
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share with you interesting.” She paused for a moment, watched her 
colleagues nod in agreement, and then continued. “Do you remem-
ber a couple of weeks ago when several of us went out to lunch at the 
sandwich shop across town?”

“Yep, I remember that day well,” Sam said. “The food was good, 
and the conversation was certainly interesting. Why do you ask?”

“Well,” Susan said, a smile emerging on her face, “after we fin-
ished our meal, I slipped into a nearby bookstore to look for inspiration. 
Frankly, the discussion had left me a bit drained, and I was hoping to find 
something in there that would help me better understand our current 
situation and how we might better perform on Alex Morgan’s metrics. 
I believe that you would agree that we were all struggling that day as we 
grappled with how to meet his goals.” She looked to Sam for a response.

“Yes, I’d agree. I guess you must have found a pretty interest-
ing book, given the discussions we’ve had during our recent Monday 
morning staff meetings,” Sam said, referring to the conversation that 
had started a couple of weeks earlier when Susan had asked Jane Hud-
son, Alex’s surrogate, to identify which of the metrics mattered most. 
That one question had started the best dialogue to date on the subject, 
and it had seemed to change the relationship between Jane and the 
company’s leadership.

The moment Susan asked the question, Jane had stopped her 
usual briefing and shared a draft of Alex’s strategic vision for JWL 
Adventures. The sharing had continued during the most recent staff 
meetings when Jane presented a revised version of the metrics and pro-
vided further explanation. In the new presentation, the metrics were 
aligned to Alex’s “Pillars of Success,” and Jane had added a weighting 
system for the metrics. This allowed the Outdoor Essentials leaders to 
see which goals had the greatest influence on the pillars. At once, Sam 
Finch and his management team began to better understand where 
they should put their  efforts.

Sam’s thoughts returned to the room as Susan answered his 
question. “Actually, it wasn’t a book. It was a person. To put it more 
accurately, it was a person who has read a lot of books.”

“A person?”
“Yes, a person. Actually, he’s the store’s owner. His name is Oli-

ver Stanton. I asked him to suggest some books that covered the topic 
of organizational performance. Instead, he invited me to meet with 
him, saying that he had read numerous books on the subject of man-
agement and leadership, and at their essence, most of them say the 
same thing.” A grin appeared on Sam’s face, indicating that he’d had 
the same thought himself. “Oliver explained to me that he had learned, 
both form theory and practice, that there were five steps every leader 
should follow in working with a team.”

Sam’s face turned from agreement to skepticism as he listened to 
her presentation. “Susan,” he interrupted, “it’s great that Mr. Stanton 
is well-read, and I’m interested in what you have to say, but does he 
have any practical experience?”

“The same question was running through my mind when I 
started talking to him,” she answered. “Actually, he has a great deal of 
experience. Years ago he started, expanded, and then eventually sold a 
chain of bookstores called AC’s.”

“Oh yes, AC’s, I remember that chain. I think it was a pretty big 
business at one point, before some other company came along and 
bought them.”

“That’s exactly right,” Bill interjected. “But there’s something 
else about this guy that makes him different. Beyond reading many 
books and growing a business of his own, he has an uncanny ability 
to teach business concepts in a way that really resonates with people. 
Plus, he really seems to have the desire to help our team. ”

Susan nodded in agreement with her colleague. “Now, Oliver is 
back in the book business, but working with just the one small store. 
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He says that he’s very content with keeping it that way and occasion-
ally likes to share what he has learned with others.”

“And you’ve been meeting with him?” Sam inquired.
“Yes, we’ve all been meeting with him.” Susan motioned to her 

two colleagues.
Michael added, “I was the last to join the group, and I have to 

admit, Sam, it has been a very interesting and challenging experience.”
Sam seemed to lose his skepticism as he listened to Michael. 

After a moment of reflection, he motioned for Susan to continue.
Susan used her presentation slides to prompt her efforts. With 

each click of the remote, a new slide appeared revealing another step. 
She briefly explained the three steps they had learned, the importance 
of each, and that Bill, Michael, and she had been working with their 
teams to complete each step.

Following the quick overview, Susan, Michael, and Bill shared 
their efforts to date with Sam. They then asked Sam for feedback on 
their work, explaining that they wanted to ensure that they were mov-
ing in the right direction before going on to steps four and five. They 
admitted that they weren’t certain as to the last two steps but that they 
had a pretty good feeling what they might entail.

Sam was completely engaged in the conversation. He was amazed 
at the accuracy of their perspective assessment. Offering only a few 
minor suggestions, Sam believed their Perspective Matrix captured the 
most important points. “I have to admit,” he said, narrowing his eyes 
as he concentrated on his thoughts, “I have been through many strate-
gic planning sessions where experts have shared the results of lengthy 
external and internal studies, and I have yet to come across something 
as simple and straightforward as this.”

When they presented their draft purpose statements, the trio 
explained that they had worked with their teams to craft and refine the 
statements. Susan highlighted that the discussion with her team was 

very positive and had helped all of them gain clarity. Michael added 
that his team members had already started posting the statement in 
their workspace as a reminder of what the organization wanted them 
to do.

“This last week,” Bill began, “we started work on step three—
determine priorities.” He turned to face Sam. “I have to admit, this has 
been a challenging step for my team. Walking in the room, I assumed 
that we all knew the most important tasks to focus on. Boy, was I 
wrong! Everyone had a different opinion of what mattered the most.”

“Different in what way?” Sam asked warmly.
“The first thing I did,” Bill explained, “was to ask them to grab 

a blank piece of paper and write down their ideas for the top goals the 
finance team must accomplish in the next twelve months. The results 
were embarrassing.” Bill paused to consider the fact that he had just 
told his boss that his team didn’t agree on what was most important. 
His moment of concern quickly faded as he realized that Susan and 
Michael would likely reveal similar results. So he pressed on. “Keep in 
mind, there were four of them in the room, and I asked each of them 
to give me the top three to five priorities. I knew that in a worst case 
scenario, we would end up with twenty different goals; actually twenty 
five, including my own.”

“Well,” Sam asked excitedly, “what did you get?”
“I got twelve different answers. Honestly, they were all over the 

map. And you know what the most amazing thing was?”
“Go ahead,” Sam prodded.
Sheepishly Bill continued. “As they went through the different 

priorities, all of them came from me. I was the source of all the ideas. I 
was the cause of much of the confusion on my own team.”

Before Sam could say a word, Michael added, “Sam, I had the 
same experience on my team. There was much confusion about the 
top priorities. Don’t get me wrong, the people could recite Outdoor 
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Essentials’ mission statement from memory, but they were not in 
agreement about what we needed to accomplish in the short term to 
make everything else come together.”

“Ditto,” said Susan. “When I asked my people the same question, 
I was confident that they would come up with the same answers, but 
they didn’t. It became clear that the daily work, ongoing meetings, 
shifting priorities, production schedule changes, and overall chal-
lenges of their jobs, and my own role, were causing confusion.”

Susan clicked the remote, and the screen displayed, “Step 3: 
Determine Priorities.”

As her colleagues turned to face her, Susan said, “With your per-
mission, Sam, we’d like to share with you the top priorities each of our 
teams identified. Our hope is that you will provide us your feedback 
and direction to ensure that we’re on the right track.”

They followed the same format used for the first two steps. Susan 
went first and explained her team’s priorities, followed by Michael and 
Bill. Susan presented four priorities, while Michael and Bill each pre-
sented five. On occasion, Sam would stop the presenter to clarify an 
item or to challenge their thinking. The discussion was collaborative, 
and Sam found little that wasn’t in alignment with his understanding 
of the business. He was surprised that most of their priorities required 
very little, if any, funding. Of the fourteen items presented, only one 
had the potential to require funding beyond what was currently in the 
team’s budget. At first, he considered rejecting the priority because of 
the financial requirements, but he agreed to let the team continue to 
work on it in order to identify exactly how much financing it would 
require. Then he would make a final decision about approving or dis-
approving the effort as stated.

Although the entire conversation was of great interest to Sam, 
it was the final slide that caught his full attention. Susan clicked the 
remote one last time, revealing a graph of how the three leaders’ priori-

ties tied to Alex’s metrics. Two things became immediately clear. First, 
everything the teams had picked affected at least one, if not multiple 
metrics. Second, the bulk of the selected priorities connected directly to 
Mr. Morgan’s top goals Jane shared with them.

Michael, Bill, and Susan had hoped that this final slide would 
“seal the deal.” They wanted it to convince Sam to approve their teams’ 
priorities and to encourage them to continue the process with Oliver. 
Sam didn’t disappoint. “So what do you need from me?”

“Glad you asked,” Susan said with a smile. “We’d like your 
approval on these goals, subject to the changes you provided today, 
of course. Also, we’d like to meet with you next week to share our 
progress.”

Sam agreed to both requests, stating, “I had no idea what I was 
getting into when I walked into the room, but I’m glad that I came. 
Please send me a final copy of the last slide once you insert the changes 
we discussed today. Also, shoot me an invitation for our next meeting. 
I look forward  to it.”

“Our pleasure,” Susan replied.
Sam thanked them for their time and was, as usual, on his way 

to another meeting.
Susan, Bill, and Michael spent a few minutes basking in the 

moment. “Well, I don’t think that could have gone any better,” Bill 
stated, delivering a rare high-five to his colleagues.
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Oliver was deep in thought when his students arrived at the 
store. Even the jingle of the door’s bell did not stir him. Susan’s “Good 
afternoon, Oliver,” startled him though. He looked up from his book 
to see Susan, Bill, and Michael standing at the counter. In his typical 
form, Oliver ran his hand through his disheveled hair and peered at 
them over his reading glasses.

“Well, hello there,” Oliver said, clearing his throat. “I didn’t hear 
the three of you enter the shop.” Turning to Susan, he added, “I told 
you when we first met that I could get lost in a book.” He glanced at 
the regulator clock hanging behind him to check the time. It indicated 
that it was fifteen minutes from their normal start time. “The three of 
you are early.”

“We have lots to share,” Susan responded enthusiastically.
Bill added, “It’s been an interesting two weeks.”
“You’ve piqued my curiosity,” said Oliver as he walked from 

behind the counter. All three noted that he was dressed in his usual 
attire of starched khaki pants, blue button-down shirt and a smock. 
Per usual, everything was in place except the crop of hair perched like 
a nest on his head. “Let’s get started.”

As the four walked to the store’s back room, Oliver stopped 
along the way to say something to his colleague who would watch 
the store in his absence. While Susan, Bill, and Michael secured their 
usual seats, Oliver poured himself a cup of tea. Always a gracious 
host, he offered tea, coffee, or water to his guests. All three declined.  
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The host interpreted their rejection of a beverage less an indication 
of how thirsty they were and more as a desire to get the discussion 
started. He was right.

As soon as he secured the last seat at the table, Michael began. 
“Each of us met with our teams over the last two weeks. Although 
bumpy at times, the discussions went well, and we were able to come 
to an  agreement with our team members on our goals. After we solid-
ified our goals, we then met with our boss to bring him up to speed on 
our efforts and gain his feedback.”

Not one to let a question pass through his head without asking 
it, Oliver inquired, “I definitely want to hear about how the discussion 
went with your boss, but I’d first like to learn a bit more about your 
team meetings. May I ask a couple of questions?”

“Of course,” Michael answered.
Oliver began questioning in his typical quizzical style. “When 

you say that the discussions were bumpy at times, what bumps did 
you run into?”

“I’d say we ran into two key issues, one of which came from the 
discussion I had with my people, whereas the other surfaced as Bill 
worked with his team.” Michael explained as he turned to Bill and 
asked, “Would you prefer to go first?”

“You’ve got the floor,” Bill replied. “Just keep going.”
“Fair enough. My team had no difficulty coming up with pos-

sible goals. In fact, they came up with a very long list of ideas. At first, 
I was surprised by how many potential goals they listed. As they went 
through the list, though, I started to see that all of the ideas were well 
thought out and each of them could certainly make a difference. Thus, 
trying to narrow the list was painful to say the least.”

“I see,” Oliver said. “It sounds as if you were having a difficult 
time separating the good ideas from the great ones.”

“Yes, that’s exactly it,” said Michael. “We have many great prod-
ucts to sell and a number of distribution methods to explore, all of 
which have the potential to make a big difference.”

“So what did you do?”
“Well,” Michael responded, “I did what you suggested. I remem-

bered you saying that it’s hard to say no to good ideas and that people 
who are high achievers typically take on many tasks. I explained this 
to the group, and they agreed. Nonetheless, we hit a stalemate. Sens-
ing that we weren’t going to make any more progress, I suggested we 
stop at seven goals, take a break, and reconvene after the weekend. I 
encouraged each person to truly consider what mattered the most and 
come back with the two items they would take off the list if they had 
to remove something.”

“That sounds like a good approach,” Oliver added. “How did 
that turn out?”

“We met on Monday, and everyone came with the two items they 
would remove. Guess what?” Before anyone could respond, Michael 
answered his own question. “With the exception of one person, every-
one listed the same two items. The guy who didn’t agree on both 
items did match on one, though. A brief discussion ensued. In the 
end he agreed with the group, and we shortened our list to the top five 
things.”

“Michael, I have to tell you, this is excellent work; you learned a 
great lesson,” said their instructor. “And you accomplished two goals 
that some leaders struggle their entire lives to achieve. First, you dem-
onstrated to your team that they needed to make the hard decision in 
order to place their best energy on the most important things. Sec-
ond, you allowed them to work together and with you to make that 
informed choice. That’s great work.” Oliver turned to Bill and asked, 
“What was the challenge you ran into with your team?”
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“I have to admit,” Bill replied, “it was almost as if my people 
were reading from a script, Oliver. They did exactly what you said they 
would do.”

“And what was that?” Oliver asked.
“They kept getting into the weeds. Every one of them wanted to 

talk about how we would do this or how we would do that. Finally, in 
an effort to get them on track, I offered an analogy. Please forgive me if 
this was off target, but it seemed to work,” Bill added sheepishly.

“No need to apologize,” Oliver said. “We’re in this together.”
“Well, I told them that we were talking about finish lines, not 

how we were going to get there. I asked them to imagine that we were 
runners on a track team. Thus, if we were asked to run a relay race, our 
first questions would probably be, ‘How far?’ and ‘How fast?’ I told 
them that was the purpose of the prioritizing step.”

“Yes, I like that. Go on,” Oliver urged.
“I then said that a future discussion would be about arm swing, 

stride length, and baton handoffs. It took a few minutes to sink in, 
but they got it. From that point on, anytime someone started getting 
too far into the details, someone would say, ‘That sounds like a baton 
handoff,’ and like magic, the conversation would work its way to the 
right spot.”

“Wow! That’s a great lesson too,” Oliver stated. He stood and 
began walking toward the chalkboard. He reached for a piece of chalk. 
After selecting one from the trough at the base of the board, he turned 
to the others, saying, “That’s exactly what we are going to talk about. 
How you and your teams will accomplish these priorities. The baton 
handoffs, if you will.” He flashed a smile at Bill.

Susan interrupted. “Oliver, hold on one second. We definitely 
want to learn about that, but we have yet to tell you the best part of the 
last two weeks.”

She stopped him in his tracks. Oliver put the chalk down and 
retreated to his seat. “I’m sorry; I thought the three of you were fin-
ished. Please continue.”

Over the next several minutes, Oliver learned about the meeting 
with Sam. They told their teacher about the decision to invite him to 
the status meeting and of how Sam reluctantly attended. They shared 
their approach to presenting the information, Sam’s engagement in 
the discussion, and ultimately his approval, with slight modifications, 
to their priorities. Susan ended with, “And the best thing is that he 
wants us to continue to meet with him to discuss our progress.” She 
looked Oliver directly in the eyes and with a slight smile added, “So…
no pressure here, but we have to deliver.”
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Oliver added the words “Step 4: Formulate Plan” to his evolving 
model on the chalkboard. In addition to the words, he added an arrow 
showing a connection between steps three and four.
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“The fourth step is to develop a plan for accomplishing each goal.” 
As he spoke, he returned to the board and wrote, “Project or Process.”

“To do so, you must determine if you are dealing with a project 
or a process goal. Project goals have a specific start and stop time-
frame and involve a very specific deliverable. On the other hand, pro-
cess goals deal with improving an existing process to reduce waste, 
improve up-time, and so on.”

He waited a few minutes for Susan, Bill, and Michael to complete 
their notes and then continued. “I’m sure the three of you remember 
the example I gave the other day about setting a goal to lose weight.” 
All three nodded. “Do you think that is a process or a project goal?”

After several silent moments, Susan decided to take a stab at the 
answer. “At first I thought it was a project goal, because you have a spe-
cific start and stop date and I could argue that your reduced weight was 
the deliverable. However, after thinking about it some more, I came to 
the conclusion that it’s a process goal because there are things that you 
can do over and over to hit your target weight.”

“That’s exactly right,” Oliver said enthusiastically. “To win on 
a process goal, you typically need someone to do something to some 
standard at some frequency. For example, to lose weight, I might need 
to run three miles at nine minutes each four times every week. Or I 
would have to eat no more than two thousand five hundred healthy 
calories per day. Does that make sense?”

“Yes, that makes perfect sense. How about a project-type goal?” 
Michael asked.

“Why don’t you tell me?” Oliver responded.
“Always quick with the Socratic turn,” Michael answered. He 

paused for a moment and responded, “Okay, I’ve got one. Let’s say 
instead of setting a goal to lose weight, you set a goal to set up an exer-
cise room in your home. In that situation, you would be dealing with a 
project where you wouldn’t do the same things over and over.”

“Yes, that’s right; please continue,” Oliver encouraged.
“If I were setting up a home gym, there’d be a list of things I 

would need to do, like design the layout, construct walls, pick out and 
install flooring, and purchase and set up the workout equipment.”

“Right,” Oliver interjected. “In the case of a project goal, you 
would need someone to do something by a certain date.”

He returned to the board. Under the words “Project or Process,” 
he drew two tables to capture the information they had just discussed. 
He then asked if Bill would be willing to help them complete the tables 
for each example goal. Bill rose from his seat and navigated his way to 
the board. Oliver handed him a piece of chalk and, with Michael’s and 
Susan’s input, he completed the matrices.
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“So here’s the next step. Meet with your people and have them 
help you create a plan to realize your goals. As you do it, use your 
experience as a leader to determine if the plan is viable given the avail-
able resources and time required. I would suggest that you then take 
the plans to your boss to gain his input and support.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Susan said. “Do you 
have any final words of advice?”

“I surely do,” Oliver replied. “Work to create a plan that is doable, 
not too complicated, and captures the repetitive behaviors that will 
have the biggest impact on the goal, or in the case of project goals, 
identify the most important milestones that must be achieved. Finally, 
listen to your people. They often have the best ideas about how to 
accomplish goals; the problem is they’re rarely asked.”

Chapter 18: developing plans

Susan’s Friday was a busy one. Typically, the end of the work 
week was a bit less hectic than the beginning. However, from the time 
she returned to the office on Thursday until the start of her team’s 
session on Friday, she found herself running from one activity to the 
next, with barely enough time to squeeze in the requisite paperwork, 
e-mails, and phone calls.

She was disappointed when it dawned on her late Friday morn-
ing that she was going to have to postpone her team meeting by at 
least an hour to get her head above water and attend the last min-
ute meetings added to her schedule. The last thing she wanted to do 
was send a message to her team that the process didn’t matter, or that 
she would simply push it aside because of other demands. En route 
to a late morning discussion with a shift supervisor, Susan swung by 
her team’s workspace to let them know of the delay. She found Kim, 
Chris, and Todd all at their desks.

“Folks, I hate to do this,” Susan said with a slight grimace on her 
face, “but I need to postpone our afternoon meeting by an hour or so.”

In typical form, Chris and Kim both said that the delay would 
be fine. Not surprising, Todd objected, “Do you really need to change 
the time?”

Susan felt herself stiffen as he asked the question. Over the past 
few weeks, Todd had become more positive about work and was start-
ing to turn into the team player she’d envisioned. Trying to not be 
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defensive, she said, “Yes, Todd. I’m sorry, but we will need to start an 
hour or so late. Will that be a problem?”

She braced for his response.
“It is not a problem per se,” Todd answered. “It is just that we’ve 

made some great progress the last few weeks. I’d just hoped that we 
could roll our sleeves up this afternoon and start working on our plans. 
I, for one, find it very helpful to get our priorities straight, and I’ve 
been working on some ways for us to accomplish our goals.”

Susan was speechless. She just stood there.
Todd filled the dead air. “Is it okay with you if the three of us 

meet at our scheduled time to get things started? You can join us as 
soon as your schedule allows.”

Susan responded, “Um…sure, that would be fine. Let me take a 
few minutes to share with you what we were going to do today so that 
way you can get going on your own. I’ll join you as quickly as I can.”

Susan pulled out several sheets of paper that she had put together 
after her last session with Oliver. One side of each page showed a 
table labeled “Process Goal.” The reverse side had one labeled “Project 
Goal.” The tables had columns labeled as per Oliver’s instructions. 
Susan quickly explained how to complete each table. After answering a 
few quick questions, she headed off to her meeting, promising to join 
them as soon as possible.

* * *

After her meeting, Susan hurried to meet her teammates. When 
she arrived, she found all three wrapped up in discussion. In less than 
an hour, they had managed to draft plans for each of the four HR 
priorities and were discussing how to present them to Susan. Her 
entrance brought the conversation to a close.

Obviously out of breath from her sprint across the facility, Susan 
announced her arrival. “Sorry for not being here earlier. I made the 
mad dash here as soon as the other meeting ended, but, as usual, 
couldn’t make it across the production floor without a couple of ques-
tions along the way. How’s it going?”

“Great,” Kim replied.
“Absolutely,” agreed Chris, with the enthusiasm Susan had 

grown to expect.
“It’s going very well,” Todd added. “In fact, if you’ll allow us, 

we’d like to share with you our plans for making our goals happen.”
“Sure, that would be great!” Susan exclaimed.
One by one, they addressed the goals. Using a sheet of large 

white flipchart paper with hand-drawn versions of the tables on them, 
Susan’s three direct reports presented how the team would work 
towards accomplishing the three project goals and one process goal. 
She was amazed at their work! For each goal, they had set a clear plan 
for accomplishing it. The timelines were realistic, the distribution of 
tasks appropriate, and the budget requirements minimal. On a few 
occasions, she asked for a clarification and provided feedback as appro-
priate, but overall the plans were solid.

Oliver was right, Susan said to herself, it is important to listen to your 
people.

When they finished, Susan thanked them for their time and 
effort, adding, “Bill Engleman, Michael Thomas, and I are scheduled 
to meet with Sam Finch next Wednesday to provide him an update on 
our progress. Would one of you like to join me and present our plans?”

Todd chimed in immediately. “If it’s okay with you, and if Kim 
and Chris don’t mind, I’d like to volunteer.”

With a smile, Susan replied, “That would be great!” Chris and 
Kim agreed.
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* * *

That night Susan talked about the day’s events over dinner with 
her husband. Greg listened with great interest. He then shared with 
her how well things were going with his team as he too applied Oli-
ver’s teachings. Both sat in amazement at the simplicity and power of 
the steps.

Chapter 19: An Unexpected Guest

Prior to the Monday morning staff meeting, Susan, Michael, and 
Bill conducted their weekly progress update, which also gave them a 
chance to help each other through any struggles or challenges.

All conveyed that they were surprised with how quickly the 
plans had come together. “It was interesting,” Bill noted. “My team 
struggled with identifying the goals, but once we nailed those down, 
they were able to create plans fairly quickly. Oliver’s right, teams do 
understand the details of how to get the work done…we just have to 
ask.”

Michael agreed. “You’re right, Bill, the plans did come together 
fairly well. One thing that stood out to me was that the goals that were 
deemed too tough by some people last week seemed doable to them 
this week once we started putting a plan together. To help them break 
out of their thinking on the subject, I built on Oliver’s example. I 
explained to them that I was told to lose thirty pounds by my doctor.”

“That’s highly unlikely,” Bill interjected. “I don’t think you’ve 
put on a pound since your college playing days.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Michael said with a grin. “Now where 
was I? Oh yes, thirty pounds. So if the doctor told you to lose thirty 
pounds, you might feel overwhelmed, but if I said for you to run three 
times a week and watch what you eat, you would probably say that you 
could do that.”

“I really like that example,” Susan said. “How did they react?”
“They liked it too,” Michael said excitedly.
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“I had an interesting experience too,” Susan continued. “One of 
my team members volunteered to attend the review session with Sam 
this week. Actually, he did more than volunteer. He nearly insisted 
that he join.”

“Who was that?” Bill asked.
“Todd,” she replied.
“Really? I always thought he had a bit of a bad attitude. I’m sur-

prised that he signed up for another meeting and face time with the 
boss,” Michael said.

“Well, I won’t talk specifics about his performance, but suffice it 
to say, he has been very enthusiastic lately.”

Always the HR professional, Michael thought. Susan would be the last 
person to talk about someone else’s work performance without that person pres-
ent. He had always admired her for that.

The conversation came to a close as the start of the weekly staff 
meeting approached. Susan was the first to stand up from the table. 
She looked at her colleagues as they gathered their paperwork. “It’s 
interesting,” she said.

“What’s interesting?” Bill asked.
“Not that long ago, I dreaded going to our staff meetings. Today, 

I see progress and a path we can take together. I’m actually looking 
forward to this morning’s discussion.”

* * *

On Wednesday afternoon, Susan, Todd, Bill, and Michael waited 
for Sam’s arrival in the conference room. The words “Status Update – 
Part Two” appeared on the screen behind Susan. Sam arrived right on 
time. They were surprised to see that he wasn’t alone. Most surprising 
to them was to see who he had brought with him.

“Please sit down,” Sam said as he entered the room. “I hope you 
don’t mind, but I decided to ask a guest to join us today.” No one 
could miss Jane Hudson in her bright red pantsuit.

Sure, the last few Monday morning meetings have been going well, but 
did Sam have to invite Jane to attend our status meeting? Susan thought to 
herself.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Jane said. “I’m not here to pres-
ent any slides or share anything on behalf of Alex. I’m simply here for 
my own education.”

“Your own education?” Michael managed to ask.
“Yes, my own education,” Jane replied. “During Alex’s weekly 

conference call, I shared with him the improvements I’ve noticed at 
Outdoor Essentials. I then asked Sam what he thought was the source 
of the difference in attitude and focus of some of his leaders. He told 
me about the meeting he’d had with this group.” She gestured to those 
in attendance. “I thought that it would be great if I could tag along to 
your next session so I could learn more about the process your teams 
are going through. In other words, I’m here to learn.”

“Well, I don’t know if we have much to teach you, but you’re 
certainly welcome to join us,” Susan said, and with that, she started 
the presentation.

For the better part of the next hour, Susan, Michael, and Bill 
shared their teams’ efforts to date. They emphasized the work their 
team members had put into developing realistic and timely plans to 
make their priorities come to fruition. At one point, Todd joined the 
conversation, explaining how he found the process very helpful to him 
and his colleagues as they worked with Susan to better understand 
their customers, clarify their purpose, and establish top priorities, with 
a clear path to realizing them in practice. He added that he had already 
seen some positive changes in their team.



oliver’s spot

122

As the session drew to a close, Jane thanked everyone for allow-
ing her to participate and said, “It’s interesting…as part of my job, I 
read a lot of books and attend seminars on performance improvement, 
but what you presented here seems to cut to the essence of what all 
those writers and presenters are trying to explain. I, for one, am very 
impressed with your progress and can’t wait to see your plans put into 
action.”



Step 5: Drive Performance
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Chapter 20: it’s More  
than Flipcharts on Walls

As usual, Oliver started the session punctually. “Welcome back, 
folks. Today marks our last session together. I’m going to share the 
step five with you, but before we start to talk about the last step, let me 
give you a warning. This is the hardest step and is really what separates 
the excellent teams from the mediocre ones. When performed cor-
rectly, these teams truly embrace excellence.”

Oliver returned to the trusty chalkboard and added the words “Step
5: Drive Performance” to his evolving image.
He paused and waited for his three students to write down the 

words. “The fifth step is where the rubber meets the road, or as I like to 
say, it’s where teams realize that it’s more than flipcharts on walls. What 
do you think I mean by that?” He waited a minute for a response. The 
blank stares around the table suggested that one wasn’t coming, so he 
continued. “I bet over the course of your careers that each of you has 
spent much time in meetings, albeit in more appropriate surroundings 
than what I have to offer.” He motioned to the cluttered back room in 
which they sat. “You’re probably more accustomed to meeting rooms 
in a better looking facility. I also bet that in those meeting rooms, you 
sat with colleagues and came up with big plans that you wrote on flip-
chart paper and placed on the walls. The words on the sheets repre-
sented hours of discussion and debate. Does this sound familiar?”

“Absolutely,” Bill replied, “that sounds exactly like our compa-
ny’s annual planning session.”
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“I agree,” Michael confirmed.
“I also bet,” Oliver continued, “that you can think of a time 

where six months after the planning meeting ended you found your-
self wondering what happened to all the great ideas you discussed. 
Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying you weren’t busy over the last 
several months. You were. However, you and your team simply lost 
sight of some of those goals due to the daily demands of your jobs. 
Does this sound familiar?”

“Sadly, it does,” Susan replied. “Okay, so we’ve all experienced 
something like this?” Oliver asked. All three nodded in agreement. “I 
have one last bet to make,” Oliver said. “I bet that, at a later time, you 
found yourself in another conference room, filling out more sheets 
of paper, and that those papers contained many of the same items that 
you had previously discussed. But this time you vowed that things 
would be different. Am I off the mark?”

“Not at all,” Bill answered. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve 
seen this type of scenario. We get excited about a goal and the plan to 
make it happen, but we quickly find ourselves losing sight of both.”

“I had this type of conversation during our team meeting this 
past week!” Michael exclaimed. “We were talking about our goals, and 
one of my more seasoned salespeople challenged me, saying that we’ve 
talked about many of these ideas for years and never turned them into 
reality. He wanted to know what would be different this time.”

“And what did you tell him?” Susan asked.
“I told him to give me a week to think about it. Then I prayed 

that Oliver would provide some insight that would help me answer 
his  question.”

Susan and Bill both let out a nervous laugh, suggesting that they 
shared Michael’s sentiment.

Oliver said, “I’m going to use an illustration to explain what 
needs to happen for your team to accomplish your top priorities in the 
face of the day-to-day work. And I’m going to pick on you, Michael, 
to do so. Will that be okay?”

“Sure.”
“Good. Now, pretend for a moment that you’re ten years old 

again. You and three of your friends are shooting baskets in your drive-
way. You are just having fun, throwing up shots, acting silly, perhaps 
talking about a new song you heard or something you saw on televi-
sion. Can you picture this?”
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“Absolutely, that’s how I spent most of my days as a kid.”
“Okay, now after a while, one of your friends says something 

like, ‘This is getting boring. Let’s play a game.’ He then points to one 
of the two other boys and says to you, ‘He and I against the two of 
you.’ The first team to score ten points gets a free ice cream from 
the losers.’ Now, what happened to you at that very moment?” Oliver 
asked.

“A little switch in my head just flipped.” Michael made a flipping 
a switch motion with his thumb and forefinger. “It went from we’re just 
playing around to game on, this really matters.”

“That’s exactly right. Immediately, the intensity goes up, your 
desire to score increases, you improve your shot selection, you start 
talking to your teammate, you come up with a game plan, and the 
list goes on. You simply become much more focused.” Pointing to 
Michael, Oliver added, “Susan and Bill, look at Michael. Do you see a 
change in him right now as we talk about this?”

They both turned to look at their colleague. Oliver was right. 
Michael was now leaning forward in his seat, and he had become 
much more engaged in the conversation.

“That’s the type of engagement teams need to achieve their best. 
Every person on the team needs to realize that the goal matters. Their 
individual contributions matter. We’re keeping score, and they all have 
a role to play.”

Oliver turned back to the board and drew two vertical lines mak-
ing three columns. He labeled the columns “Individual,” “Team,” and 
“Leader.” Under the word “Individual,” he wrote, “Understand role 
and complete tasks.” Below “Team,” he wrote, “Discuss and track 
progress.” In the “Leader” column, he listed “Facilitate process and 
assist team members.”

“Just like the players on any sports team, the members of your 
team must understand their roles and complete critical tasks every 
week. This might sound easy, but it’s not common practice.”

The three students nodded in agreement.
“For example, my wife and I have two grown up sons,” Oliver 

explained. “I remember that when they were school age, they would 
sometimes wait until the last minute to complete a class project. Even 
if the teacher assigned the work six weeks earlier, they would often be 
up the final night, trying to get the project done. They would be frus-
trated and so would my wife and I.”

“That sounds familiar,” Bill said.
“All too familiar, I’m sure,” Oliver continued. “It wasn’t because 

they were bad kids; it was just because their daily activities of school, 
friends, sports, and family kept their attention off the long-term goal 
of the course project. The only way to break this cycle was to get the 
boys to break the work up into segments and to complete the neces-
sary daily and weekly tasks to get the project completed on time. My 
job as the parent was to make sure the process was moving along and 
that they had what they needed to succeed. This wasn’t something I 
would do at the beginning of the assignment and then wait for the 
grade to show up on the project—it was something I would do every 
week.”
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“What do you mean, ‘something you would do every week’?” 
Susan asked.

“I mean that every week, as the leader, I would have a huddle 
with my sons. We would discuss where things stood, how they were 
progressing, and what I could do to help. We’d talk about the good, the 
bad, and the ugly. What was and wasn’t working well for them.

“To use another sports analogy,” Oliver continued, “making this 
work for your teams is very similar to a football game. What happens 
after each play?”

“The team huddles,” Michael answered.
“That’s exactly right. In a huddle, they quickly discuss how the 

last play went. A player might say, ‘Great catch,’ or ‘You missed that 
block.’ Then they look at the scoreboard to see where things stand and 
decide what play to run next. They confirm each person’s assignment, 
saying things like, ‘Run this route,’ or ‘Make sure you block that guy.’”

“And this is similar to what we should do?” Susan asked.
“Yes, it’s very similar. If you want to accomplish your goals with-

out losing focus on everything else that needs to happen at work, you 
move with the speed and intensity of a football huddle. Once per 
week, you need to check in with your folks and see how things are 
going to ensure that the process and project goals are staying on track 
and that you are getting the expected results.”

“So we need to add another meeting?” Bill groaned.
“Not another meeting, a football-type huddle. Make it quick, 

engaging, focused, and brief. A meeting like this is the only way to 
keep the goal moving and to not cause yourselves to sit back in another 
conference room a year from now talking about the same old goals 
you failed to accomplish this year.”

“Okay, I get it,” Bill said. “I’m the last guy who wants another 
meeting, but I agree.” He glanced at his notes to ensure that he under-
stood the key points. “If we really want to accomplish these priorities 

and move the metrics in the right direction, we have to make time for 
these huddles. I also agree that my job is to facilitate the process and 
to help my people win. Their jobs are to understand their roles and to 
perform them in the face of all the other tasks we need to accomplish. 
It won’t be easy, but it does make sense to me.”

“To help keep your teams focused,” Oliver explained, “I suggest 
creating and using a goal tracking matrix. The simplest way to accom-
plish this is by building on the process and project goal matrices you 
completed during step four, planning.”

Oliver rotated the chalkboard to reveal the back side of the sur-
face. The information Bill had printed about losing weight and setting 
up a home gym during their last meeting remained. However, Oliver 
had some additional information to help with goal tracking.

“The first goal we talked about was a process goal,” Oliver 
explained. “It focused on my losing fifteen pounds by December 31. 
I’ve added a couple of things to what Bill wrote down during our last 
meeting. First, I placed ‘Where I should be’ and ‘Where I am’ under 
the explanation of the goal. This allows people to see where we cur-
rently stand, compared to where we should be. This tells us if we are 
on or off track.

“Second, I added columns to the table for me to write down 
whether I met the daily or weekly requirements or not. I added four 
columns, because that’s all I had room for on the board. You would 
need to put a column down for every week through the end of the goal. 
For this simple example, I put down a plus sign when I met the require-
ment and a minus sign when I didn’t. It’s quick and easy to read.”

Process Goal Tracking Matrix 
Overall Goal: Lose 15 pounds by December 31 

Where I should be: Down 2.5 lbs (as of September 1) 
Where I am: Lost 3 pounds
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“Could we use something like a smiley face or a checkmark 
instead of the plus and minus symbols?” Susan asked.

“Absolutely!” Oliver responded. “I’m just showing the basic 
information. You can add whatever you want as long as it helps your 
team track progress. Now, let’s take a look at the project goal.”

Oliver pointed at the second table on the chalkboard and said, “The 
second goal dealt with setting up a home gym in Michael’s house. Again, 
I kept this simple; and, as Susan pointed out, you can add other items to 
help your team stay focused. For this one, I included an ‘as of date’ under 
the goal and ‘Status’ and ‘Notes’ columns to the table. You can see that 
I added information about what has been completed, whether or not it 
was done on time, and activities that are currently under way.”

Project Goal Tracking Matrix 
Overall Goal: Set up an exercise room in home by November 15 

Results as of: October 1

Bill, Michael, and Susan copied Oliver’s additions to their notes 
from the previous session.

“Along with conducting huddles and using a tracking tool,” Oli-
ver continued, “I suggest you pick a date in the future, say in three to 
six months, for your team to present their progress to your boss. Hav-
ing this date on the calendar is similar to having to turn in the home-
work assignment. It provides another level of accountability and lets 
the team know that we are not going to forget about the goal.”

“That makes sense to me. Is there anything else?” Susan asked.
“Yes, the three of you and your teams have put much time and 

energy into the last several weeks, and you’ve made great progress. As 
I look at each of you, I get the feeling that you are both encouraged 
and discouraged by this final step. I understand—there is no quick 
fix. You’re going to have to do the hard work of carving out time to 
talk, holding yourselves and your teams accountable every week, and 
making decisions that move teams from mediocrity to excellence. 
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This might mean saying no to ideas you have said yes to in the past. 
This will also mean being a bit uncomfortable when someone misses 
a obligation and you have to address the situation. However, you will 
have the ability to celebrate successes like you have never celebrated 
before and to build a team that can accomplish anything they choose to  
tackle.”

He returned one last time to the chalkboard and rotated it so his 
five steps model reappeared for the group. He then added an arrow 
that connected step five to step three.

Oliver added, “As your teams accomplish their plans, each of you, 
as a leader, must ensure that the desired results are achieved, changes 
in the environment are considered, and new priorities are established 
to ensure ongoing success.”

Oliver paused and looked each of his students directly in the 
eyes. “It has been an absolute pleasure getting to know each of you. 
Each week, I have looked forward to our meetings together and it has 
been thrilling to witness your accomplishments. Please promise me 
that at least one of you will stop by at some point in the future and give 
me an update on how things are going.”

“Wait a second, Oliver,” Susan interrupted. “When we first met, 
you asked me about our goals, then we met each week and discussed 
our progress, learned new information, and you helped us think 
through our challenges. Now you’re asking us to come back in a few 
months and provide you an update on our progress. It sounds like 
you’re using the five steps to teach us the five steps. Is that right?”

With a wink Oliver replied, “That sounds about right!”
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The door swung open, and the old bell rang once again. Susan 
recognized the familiar sound. Although she hadn’t entered the store 
in over four months, the memorable noise transported her back to the 
first time she entered the store. The shop hadn’t changed a bit. She 
glanced at the piles of books scattered throughout the store. Susan 
smiled to herself as she realized that the place she once viewed as a 
disorganized mess was now one of warmth and learning.

She saw Oliver sitting on the stool behind the counter. More 
accurately, she saw Oliver’s full head of hair behind the counter. As 
always, he had his head down and his mind lost in the book that lay 
open before him.

Susan waited a few minutes before she let her presence be 
known, simply watching the man who had become her friend and 
teacher doing what he enjoyed most. When it became evident that he 
was not going to notice her, Susan made her way from the door to the 
counter. Her arrival occurred at the same moment as a particularly 
humorous part of Oliver’s text. He lifted his head in laughter at the 
author’s jest and caught a glimpse of Susan.

“Well, look who’s here,” Oliver said. “It’s been way too long. 
How are you doing?”

Oliver sprang to his feet and worked his way out from behind the 
counter. His outfit didn’t disappoint. The pressed khaki pants, blue 
button-down shirt, smock, and glasses were exactly the attire Susan 
expected. They gave each other a brief hug as Susan said, “I’ve been 
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doing great. I’m just sorry I haven’t stopped by sooner.” She offered a 
warm smile.

“That’s okay. I know you have a lot going on. What brings you 
by today?” he asked.

“Yes, I’ve been very busy, but before things get busier, I wanted to 
share with you what has happened since my last visit and our discus-
sion about driving performance. Do you have a few minutes to talk?”

Not surprisingly, Oliver answered, “My time is your time.”
Susan explained that a great deal had happened since the last time 

they met. She, Michael, and Bill met with their teams and discussed 
what it would take to perform at the highest level. The discussion with 
her team went well, and she received everyone’s commitment to the 
process. From the very first huddle and a progress review, she saw a 
marked difference in the team’s performance.

“As we’ve implemented the five steps, I’ve seen my team more 
engaged in this process than ever before. Sure, we have some chal-
lenges, and it’s a bit uncomfortable when we get behind schedule on a 
project goal or fail to perform as agreed upon for a process goal, but we 
talk about, learn from it, and recommit to staying on track.”

“That’s wonderful,” Oliver responded.
“It is indeed. In fact, one of my team members, who had the 

worst attitude and was on his way to losing his job, has really turned 
a corner over the last six months. He has gone from a person I was 
happy to avoid to someone I seek out when the toughest tasks come 
our way.”

“Do you mind if I ask a question?” Oliver asked in his usual 
polite manner.

“I’d be surprised if you didn’t,” Susan replied.
Oliver smiled and said, “What do you think has caused him to 

change?”

“I asked him that exact question,” Susan replied. “He told me 
that he changed when he saw that we were going to get clear on what 
mattered most to the team and that he and his colleagues had a voice 
in setting both the priorities and the plan to accomplish them. He 
said that, until that point, he was simply moving paperwork across his 
desk each day and it really didn’t matter if he showed up for work or 
not. Now he tells me that he feels a sense of purpose in our work and 
knows how our team will drive the organization’s results.”

“Susan, that is wonderful. I’m so happy for you and your team. I 
bet you’re also more fulfilled.”

“Absolutely! I now look forward to the Monday morning meet-
ing and seeing how we, as a company, are advancing on our goals.” 

“So is everyone at Outdoor Essentials on board with the five 
steps?” Oliver inquired.

“Not everyone,” Susan answered, “Although they’ll all be using 
them soon!”

“Tell me more,” Oliver prodded.
“About four weeks after we finished our last session with you, my 

boss, Sam, said that he began to see a real separation between the teams 
that Michael, Bill, and I lead from other teams in the company. While 
everyone else was still operating under the old model of doing things, 
we were more focused and our teams were beginning to accomplish 
things no one thought possible. Old ideas that were discussed for years 
were starting to come to fruition. It was very exciting.”

“I bet it was.”
“So, Sam asked the three of us to share the process with our 

colleagues. We didn’t do as good a job as you did, but we did manage 
to share the basics and get everyone started. It wasn’t perfect, but the 
entire company started making positive strides, and the metrics began 
moving in the right direction.”
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She continued, “I just came from a half-day meeting with Sam, 
his boss who created the metrics, and all of my colleagues.”

“How did that go?”
“All in all, I think it went very well. We’ve made some tremen-

dous progress over the last several months, and those above us at JWL 
Adventures expressed their pleasure with our efforts. Don’t get me 
wrong,” she added, “we still have plenty of work to do if we are to 
accomplish all our goals, but we’re seeing movement and the mood in 
the company seems different.”

“That’s wonderful, Susan. I’m so happy for you, Michael, Bill, 
and all of your people.”

“Well, there is one more thing,” she said.
“What’s that?”
“My boss has asked me to put together a training program for the 

entire company to teach everyone the five steps and to provide them 
the tools they need to follow the process time and time again. I still 
have work to do, but I came up with the title for the process. I’m going 
to call it The Five Ps of Team Success.”

“Wow! That’s amazing,” Oliver said, a huge smile appearing on 
his face. “Would you be willing to share the materials with me when 
you finish? I’d love to see them.”

“Absolutely,” Susan replied. “You will get the first copy off the 
printing press.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” He paused for a moment to gather 
his thoughts and continued. “Susan, I’m often delighted by the won-
derful people who find their way into this old bookstore, but you, my 
friend, are a cut above my other customers. I’ve so enjoyed our time 
together and hope that you have learned as much from the experience 
as I have.”

“I’ve learned so much more than you could imagine,” Susan said.

The conversation continued for a few minutes until Susan 
excused herself to get back to the plant. She promised not to let so 
much time pass between her visits. They hugged goodbye, and she 
walked toward the entrance.

As she reached for the doorknob, Susan looked over her should 
to see Oliver buried back in his book. Susan shook her head in amuse-
ment. At that moment, the door opened and she nearly ran headfirst 
into a man in his thirties. They exchanged pleasantries as they passed 
one another. Just before the door closed behind her, she heard the man 
ask, “Excuse me sir, do you happen to have any books on employee 
engagement?”

“Certainly, we have a number of books that address employee 
engagement,” the familiar response came. “But first, when you say 
employee engagement, what do you mean?”
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Author’s Notes

For more than 20 years, I have had the pleasure to work with 
amazing colleagues, lead exiting and diverse projects that have taken 
me around the world, and partnered with clients who are true profes-
sionals in every sense of the word. Although my name is listed on the 
cover of this book, the text would not exist if it wasn’t for the contin-
ual support of my wife and business partner, Jamie, our two children, 
Alex and Clay, and all of my colleagues. Jamie and I met in college, 
and she has been my best friend and the love of my life since our first 
conversation.

True, the characters depicted in this book are fictitious; however, 
the various concepts and processes outlined are very real. They rep-
resent a compilation of our efforts working with clients to help them 
maximize the passion and potential of their people and accomplish 
meaningful results. I appreciate each of my colleagues for the role they 
played in helping this book come to fruition.

The concepts outlined in this document stem from my time in 
the United States Army. As a young lieutenant completing infantry, 
ranger, and airborne schools, as well as leading an airborne platoon in 
the 82nd Airborne Division, I quickly learned the importance of under-
standing the situation, developing a clear mission, and executing with 
excellence. 
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the Five p’s of team success

Step 1: Gain Perspective
Determine what matters the most to those who matter to you

Step 2: Define Purpose
Articulate why your team exists, what you do, and who you serve

Step 3: Determine Priorities
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 Focus on identifying the key goals your team must accomplish to  
positively affect what matters the most to those you serve and 
simultaneously affect your team’s purpose

Step 4: Formulate Plan
 Listen to your team members when formulating plans;  
employees often have the best ideas about how to accomplish 
your priorities

Step 5: Drive Performance
 Ensure that team members are clear on the priorities and plans 
towards accomplishing them; use a tracking tool to measure and  
discuss progress

Visit OliversSpot.com to read Oliver’s insights, book reviews, 
and recommended reading lists.  You can also ask Oliver a ques-
tion and benefit from his wit and wisdom.


