
Want to improve your organization’s results?  
Focus on the Senior Leadership Team.

Imagine a CEO struggling with the idea of changing her company’s core product and service offerings.  Further, imagine that the CEO, while nervous about the prospect of making this decision is confident that her senior leadership team (SLT) will help her greatly in making the most informed choice possible that is best for the business as a whole. She knows that team members will advocate for their own ideas, inquire as to others ideas, build on one another’s ideas, and use structured decision making tools along the way.  In fact, on many occasions the SLT generates breakthrough ideas and has even created innovative new product lines thanks to their ability to “think with” one another. And, while there will be moments of stress she also knows that in the end each member of the team will support the decision made and do everything they can to make the chosen alternative work, including helping other departments attain their goals along the way.  
Now let’s imagine another CEO with the same issue, but this time the CEO’s nervousness is not only about the issue at hand.  She is dreading the next senior leadership meeting, not because of the likelihood of open conflict (that would be welcomed actually) but because she is pretty sure that her team will not be of much help to her in this dilemma.   She wonders how long it will take someone to say “Isn’t this R & D’s issue to solve with you?  I don’t think I could contribute meaningfully to that dialogue being in (insert department here).”  And when she is able to explain that this is an issue she wants to discuss with the whole group as a senior leadership team she further imagines the group quickly going off on a tangent by taking a more concrete “piece” of the issue and trying to solve it instead of focusing on the whole issue. This has certainly been the behavioral pattern this team regularly exhibits.  And in the end the CEO is pretty sure she will indeed solve the lion’s share of the issue on her own, just as one of her senior team leaders’ suggested was appropriate earlier in the meeting, resulting in an even deeper divide between what the CEO needs her SLT to do and what it actually does.
As important as the SLT can be to an organization’s ability to attain desired results, relatively little is written about this group as an “entity.”  In their book “Results” authors Gary Neilson and Bruce Pasternack identify the key to becoming a resilient organization capable of implementing strategy as the alignment between and among the following:  

· Decision rights (clarity as to who makes which decisions) 

· Information (who needs to know what)  

· Motivators (what objectives and incentives exist)  
· Structure (hierarchy formal and informal)
The authors refer to these characteristics as the four building blocks of organizational DNA.   In the example that opened this article - Which organization has a better chance 

of achieving alignment between and among the building blocks? Additionally, in which organization are there likely to be functional “silos” (Lencioni, 2006) that promote individual fiefdoms instead of stewardship for the organization as whole?   

Copyright 2007, Tad Dwyer, M.Ed. Consulting. All Rights Reserved. 

Page 2

Unfortunately, the SLT featured in the second paragraph is all too prevalent among the organizations I encounter and have worked in.  As a consultant I’ve heard countless senior executives, who are members of their company’s senior leadership team, tell me  that they aren’t really sure of what the senior leadership team actually does or are supposed to do. In fact, many senior leaders do not consider the SLT as their primary work team, or even one of their primary work teams! 

Archetypes of Senior Leadership Teams

I have found six basic archetypes that characterize an organization’s SLT.  Obviously, the unique make up human beings makes it impossible for any two teams, including SLTs, to be exactly the same.  And, in order to improve the functioning of the SLT it is critical to identify specific aspects of its current state. The table shown below summarizes the characteristics of each SLT archetype. 

Team Type



Characteristics

	1. Haphazard.


	Unclear/no team purpose.  Sporadic meeting times.  Meetings often cancelled.  Team membership not internalized.  

	2. Functionally Sound. 


	Clear purpose.  Supportive.  Presence of dialogue and stewardship for organization as a whole. 

Regular productive meetings.  Sense of pride/belongingness among most team members. Effective here and now dialogue – sporadic vision/future oriented dialogue.

	3. Turf protective. 


	Silos.  Individual agendas bog down meetings and block innovation. Lots of posturing and jockeying for position.  Of all the types this is the least focused on stewardship for the organization as a whole. 

	4. Reactive.
	Small picture focused.  Reactive rather than proactive. Meetings often get bogged down in to detail.

	5. Generative Powerhouse.


	Has the characteristics of “Functionally Sound” SLTs plus the following additional characteristics. Product and service innovation.  Resource sharing to attain larger goals.  Regarded as place at organizations where “big” decisions get made. 

	6. Leader Dominated.  


	CEO dominated.  Little to no real dialogue.  Silence taken to mean agreement.  Brief meetings.
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So what can be done to improve your SLT?

To answer this question we need to know both the differences between SLTs and other teams and what separates Generative Powerhouse SLTs from the rest. 
The differences between the senior leadership team (SLT) and all other organizational teams go far beyond the obvious observation that the SLT is made up of the organization’s highest level of executives.  Other key differences include the:

- Sheer magnitude and impact of the decisions that SLTs are called upon to make.

- Direct impact on key organizational results that depend largely upon the degree 

to which an SLT is effectively functioning.

- Message sent to all the departments and people led by members of the SLT as to

whether other groups are allies, foes, trustworthy, competent, etc. “Organizational 

Silos” exist within a large organization because of the relationship s among and 

between SLT members.

- Fact that many members of SLTs are unclear as to the “work” or purpose of the team.  With any other team the common bond is “the work of the department.”  

- Impact that “generative dialogue” can have on the business.   SLT dialogue can  lead directly and quickly to product innovations, intradepartmental fixes to wicked problems, resource sharing, policy changes, decisions to enter new markets for products, etc.  

Generative Powerhouse SLTs have the following characteristics.
Bias for Action – The team’s inclination is to act by way of making decisions quickly as opposed to waiting until the “ideal” amount of data can be collected.   
Clear Purpose – More than any team, the SLT needs to be clear as to its work products and its reason for existence. Usually that purpose includes designing new product/service innovations, setting policies, overall strategic direction, and the oversight of strategic company initiatives.  

Contributory Decision Making - The degree to which all members of the SLT contribute ideas and opinions before a decision is made, and then support the decision once made to bring about the desired result. 

Innovation & Idea Generation – New products, services, and ideas are generated and “built upon” through SLT dialogues. Since all functions of the organization are represented by the SLT,  results from SLT meetings have significant impact on the business’ short and long term trajectories.    
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Results – Desired outcomes established by the SLT are met or exceeded.

Stewardship – SLT members make decisions based on their impact for the organization as a whole rather that what can be gained by particular divisions or departments.   

Strategic Initiative Sponsorship – The SLT is the responsible party (project sponsors) for launching and tracking the progress of strategic initiatives.  

A starting point to address what can be done to improve the functioning of your organization’s SLT is to make sure that there exists clear agreement among all SLT members (shown as the second characteristic in the list above) as to the purpose of the team. This can take the form of a dialogue initially, asking each SLT member to share their view of the team’s purpose and responsibilities ultimately resulting in a shared written agreement.   Another activity consists of asking team members to assess the degree to which each of the characteristics of the best SLTs is present in the team.  A third method of gauging the degree to which the team can function is to look at the number of people that comprise the SLT.  Schwarz (1994) and others have noted that groups with more than 12 members reduce its ability to execute the “process” aspects so necessary in team decision making and problem solving.  The optimal number of an SLT is dependent upon many factors, but I have found that the best SLTs usually will have somewhere between six and nine members. 
I have focused a great deal of my consulting practice recently toward helping Senior Leadership Teams and am excited about the prospect of helping my clients SLTs become the key resource that can be counted upon to lead the organization in achieving results.  Please visit my website for more information about me and my consulting practice.   I would also really enjoy hearing from you regarding the usefulness of this article.  I plan to write others as well and would love to keep you on the contact list provided this information adds value to what you do! 
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