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‘Company culture seeks emotional consistency at scale, which 
is a thing that very few actually achieve. It aims for an identical 
experience in London or Manchester. In so doing it eliminates 

nuance, it eradicates variance, and by consequence, it deletes 
the human element of its expression. What sets out to be a 

culture quickly becomes a script. Company culture becomes 
the mask we put on to show we’re along for the ride. If we’re not 
careful, we can spend millions on trying to instigate a collective 

mindset that is insincerely held by most employees’ 
Bruce Daisley

Performance improvement happens quickly and sustainably when 
you drive it bottom-to-top and side-to-side.

We are not suggesting that you do not drive performance 
improvement from top-down as well. However, just adopting a top-
down approach is tough. The graveyard of failed cultural-change 
initiatives grows bigger each day. The problem with culture is that 
humans are complicated. Establishing a coherent, consistent ethos 
across a large organisation is tricky!

So, what should companies do? Instead of focusing on ‘mass 
culture’, leaders should focus on improving the ‘climate’ of small 
teams. For clarity, we are not saying corporate culture is not a thing - 
or that it is not important. It’s just very tough to change. Focusing on 
team climate is far easier and can reap greater rewards.  

This is probably a good time to distinguish between organisational 
culture and team climate. In his book ‘The Joy of Work’, Bruce Daisley 
explains:

‘Corporate culture is a topic filled with feel-good, fluffy ideas and a 
lot of empty promises. Everyone strives for it, but it’s rare to deliver 
well on it. There are identifiable factors that affect culture; the true 
source is as complex and varied as the organisation itself’. 

Think about how many outstanding company cultures you can reel 
off in your heads right now.

While Simon Sinek says in ‘Start with the Why’: 
‘Your company doesn’t have a culture. It is a 
culture.’ 

This may seem an unnecessary distinction, but 
many truths are hidden in this sentence. Culture 
is ever-changing - evolving minute by minute. 
Your culture is the outcome of decisions made 
by your organisation, and it is the input for the 
next decisions made by your organisation. 
Sinek’s quote suggests cultures cannot be 
transferred, installed, or added. They can only 
evolve from the culture you already have. The 
starting conditions have already been set. Also, 
let’s not forget the benefits of a strong corporate 
culture. According to J Heskett, culture ‘…
can account for 20-30% of the differential in 
corporate performance when compared with 
‘culturally unremarkable’ competitors.’

At Elev-8, we liken culture to personality. 
As Edward T. Hall’s Cultural Iceberg Model 
demonstrates - it is how people experience the 
organisation. Underneath the personality, there 
are a lot of complex things happening that 
show on the surface and people experience. 
Buckingham & Goodall suggest there is a big 
problem with the idea of overall company 
culture: 

‘It doesn’t actually help us understand what 
to do more of, less of, or differently. It won’t tell 
you, or your leaders, what to do to make things 
better.’

If culture is the personality, then the climate at 
team-level is the current mood. It is how your 
people experience the culture in the here 
and now - their feelings, perceptions, mindset, 
and choices in-the-moment. Colleagues and 
customer experience the output of the team 
climate. If people work in a team climate where 
leaders micromanage, do not develop their 
people, do not care about their people or where 
deficit-focused feedback is habitual, don’t 
expect your people to show up and perform on 
a day-to-day basis.
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Building on the foundation of culture, it is 
a team climate that drives engagement, 
commitment, and effort. It is shaped by what 
leadership and management say and do 
and is influenced by their communication, 
meaning-making, levels of appreciation, 
challenge, support and role-modelling. Team 
climate guides discretionary behaviour, and 
it picks up where the employee intranet 
leaves off. Climate tells us how to respond to 
a challenging service issue and customers in 
general. It tells us whether to risk telling our 
bosses about our new ideas, and whether to 
surface or bury problems. Employees make 
hundreds of decisions on their own every day, 
and team climate is their compass for this. The 
team climate tells us what to do when the boss 
is not around. 

Great organisations recognise this. They identify 
the differentiators that make high performing 
teams work, and they bottle and replicate 
them. Simple - and it costs very little to do - but 
the ROI, Return on People (ROP) or Return on 
Energy (ROE) is enormous. 

‘A local team culture 
matters much more than 
company culture does; 
simply because the 
overall company culture 
is often way too abstract, 
and too vague. Local 
team culture, however, is 
real. It’s tangible. It’s our 
day-to-day work. Both 
in the work we do and in 
the interactions with our 
direct colleagues, our 
teammates, with whom 
we do most of our work’ 
Joost Minnaar

Changing team climate changes performance and team health. 

Performance and team climate are inextricably linked. The local climate sustains 
employee enthusiasm, passion, the desire to do their best work and get results. Let’s 
face it - the workplace should not be something that people dread every day. 
People should look forward to going to work. They should have a hard time leaving 
because they enjoy the challenges, their colleagues, and the atmosphere. While 
work objectives or tasks may be challenging, the climate shouldn’t add to the stress 
of the work. On the contrary, the climate should be designed to alleviate work-
related stress and increase employee happiness. 

A group of UK researchers have provided the first scientifically controlled evidence of 
the link between happiness and productivity. 

The study found that ‘happy people’ are about 12% more productive than ‘unhappy 
people.’ 

A business that facilitates employee happiness, through creating the right climate, 
means lower turnover and better company performance. Employees are loyal, 
customers are happier, and companies perform better. 

It’s a win-win. 

Are you sold yet?

Team climate is everything    

All the research and our experience indicate that leaders 
have the most significant impact on employee engagement, 
and therefore the service customers receive. The harsh reality 
is that 75% of people voluntarily leaving an organisation, 
don’t quit their jobs - they quit their managers! 

Research from Accenture finds that 80% of the variation in engagement is 
attributable to leadership. Professor Beverly Alimo-Metcalfe’s research reports that 
the attitudes and behaviours of leaders were ‘formidable blocks’ to engagement. 
We know that engaged employees lead to happy customers and that, in turn, leads 
to better profit. How important are employees to an organisation? They might be the 
most important thing! 
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Estimates show that 80% of a business’ market-value is 
now accounted for by ‘off-balance sheet’ assets. What 
this means is that most of a business’ value lies in its 
human capital – or, in plain English, its people.

In an excellent team climate, leaders focus on people - 
not just the profit and the numbers. Leaders need to stop 
seeing people as only a number on a spreadsheet. They 
are assets. Assets that are undoubtedly more valuable 
than most that you’re tracking right now! 

Great leaders understand the importance of performing 
in the short-term and long-term. They genuinely care 
about the people they serve. They know that, by 
coaching people on ‘how’ to improve, they will drive 
the performance needed sustainably. Their people are 
recognised for the great work they do; they have a 
sense of purpose, empowerment and feel valued. The 
customer is at the heart of everything. Divergent thinking 
is encouraged, and the status quo challenged. People 
have the autonomy to step outside of the boundaries 
and make the right decision for the customer. The result 
is a truly human customer experience (and a great 
place to work). 

Does that sound like a place you 
would like to work? It may sound like 
nirvana, but it is possible - and costs 
very little to achieve. 
If you are a leader who manages a team, you can 
make a difference from today. You can create a 
‘micro-climate’ in your area. This is within your control 
and influence. It is fantastic to see the ripple effect 
across a business, by just a few leaders changing the 
way they think and operate. New social norms are 
created, and social proof fuels change. As leaders, we 
are in a privileged position. We have people’s lives and 
happiness in our hands every day. How we act and lead 
impacts the people we work with, and broader society. 
It is time to make a conscious choice around what kind 
of leader you want to be? One that will ‘wait and hope’ 
that this climate will show up? Or one who will make it 
happen? Elev-8 studies organisations for a living. It is easy 
for us to look from the outside in and know the steps 
required to create the right climate. When you’re in the 
thick of it though? It’s a different story. 

The good news is that it is much easier to change the team climate than it is to change the 
companywide culture. If you can fundamentally change and maintain the climate, ultimately 
the culture will follow. 

Research by Marcus Buckingham and Ashley Goodall (in their book, ‘Nine Lies About Work, A 
Freethinking Leader’s Guide to the Real World’) offers answers. They say people do not care 
what company they work for, but they do care which team they’re in. Their research shows 
that the experiences we have at work, with our closest team-members, have much more 
impact on engagement than experiences we have with remote colleagues.

‘When people choose not to work somewhere, ‘somewhere’ 
isn’t a company. It’s a team. If we put you in a good team at a 
bad company, you’ll tend to hang around. But if we put you in 
a bad team at a good company, you won’t be there for long.’ 
Buckingham

If you set the climate at a team level, you can send ripples across an organisation. People 
want to be part of a tribe, where they feel safe - where they belong and feel valued. 
Companies continue to waste £millions on culture change programmes; changing their vision 
and values every three years etc. There are some much simpler things you can do. Focusing 
at a local level and changing the team climate will directly impact the results, performance, 
and health of your people. The latter is essential. It is all very well having great team 
performance, but if your people ‘burn out’ then it will be unsustained - and people will leave. 
It is, therefore, critical to focus on performance and ‘health’.  

Team climate eats corporate 
culture for breakfast
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You need both.  

Leaders need to start managing ‘health’ as rigorously as they do their KPIs. 
Health is not just about building resilience in people; the fact they have 
to be resilient in the first place says the climate is harsh going. Think about 
sportspeople? They train hard to perform at the top of their game once 
or twice a week. In businesses, we expect people to be at the top of their 
game all the time. People cannot sustain peak performance indefinitely. 

Team health is more than just employee engagement. It’s the team’s 
ability to align around the ‘WHY’ (its purpose). Then how they execute 
against that purpose effectively, how they perform consistently, renew 
themselves through creative thinking and constructive challenge. It is about 
nourishing the wellbeing of every individual in the team, making them feel 
safe, empowered, with an innate sense of belonging and where they are 
encouraged to be the best they can be. It is about shifting and reframing 
mindsets and developing the capability of individuals in the team. Healthy 
teams operate with minimal politics and confusion. Toxicity is absent, and 
stress is reduced. Healthy teams, we know, dramatically outperform their 
peers in the long term. 

Leaders who create healthy teams engender behavioural cohesiveness. 
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‘Many companies are made up of ‘working groups’ 
rather than real teams. Working groups are like 
golf teams in that people play to the best of their 
solo abilities and combine their scores. Real teams 
resemble football squads, playing in harmony to 
win or lose together. Teamwork is not a virtue. It is a 
choice – and a strategic one’ Lencioni

If health is to be nurtured and improved quickly, it needs to be monitored 
regularly. Annual engagement surveys have their place, but they create a 
data lag by being retrospective. It is leaders (at a local level) who have their 
fingers on the pulse day-to-day. They are the better barometer of the current 
climate. They are the ones that have access to fast feedback loops. They 
have the information that enables corrective action, and they are the ones 
who can inspire people to perform healthily. 

With the right team climate, people will fly and do 
extraordinary things for your business and your customers.  

How do you create the right 
climate?
A big part of it is leadership, and we are not talking CEOs. This is about leaders closest to 
the frontline teams. After all, these are the individuals who are leading the people who 
are closest to your customers. And without customers, you have no business. Remember, 
people do not leave an organisation - they leave their boss. Research backs this up 
time and again. Leaders are the ones that set the climate, enhance it, and get people 
to perform. Let us put to bed the manager vs leader debate at this point! You manage 
things or tasks. You lead people. When we talk about ‘leaders’, we are referring to anyone 
responsible for a team, at any level of the business and in any function. It is leadership, not 
management, that inspires people to bring their best selves to work.  

Our expectations of leaders are changing. We are more cynical and less trusting of 
leaders than we have been in the past. We are less likely to be impressed by positional 
power or authority. Instead, we are influenced by personal attributes of authenticity. By 
being human or by simply doing what they said they would. We now expect a different 
style of leadership and management. We want to be listened to, to be understood, to 
be involved, to be heard. And yet, at the same time, we feel personally vulnerable in this 
changing landscape, so we still look to leaders to provide us with meaning, hope and 
safety. Good leaders connect with their teams on a human level. They make decisions, 
plan, coach, nudge, stretch people, create meaning, inspire, care for, and motivate the 
team.
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Now let’s take a look 
at the four things 

that leaders can do 
to create a team 

climate, and develop 
a capability that 
drives employee 
passion and high 

performance.

Professors Edward Deci and Richard Ryan worked to identify the six main reasons why 
people work. From their findings, the six main reasons people work were: Play, purpose, 
personal potential, emotional pressure, economic pressure, and inertia.

The first three seemed to be positively motivating, the final three detract from our 
motivation. They found that the best companies used the first three to motivate people, 
but this directly translated to their customers feeling more satisfied. It’s almost like 
workers who seemed more alive, made customers respond more positively to them.’

Leaders play a huge role in creating a playful 
climate, cultivating purpose and developing peoples’ 
potential. 
Leaders need to develop their craft. It is leadership skills and not just technical skills that 
you’ll need in this constantly changing landscape. Most of us who have leadership 
roles in organisations have never received much in the way of formal development. 
The adage is that sportspeople spend 99% of their time practising and 1% of their time 
performing. For leaders, it is the other way around. We know that the role of leadership 
in creating a high performing organisation is unquestionably the most critical element. 

Research shows there is a direct correlation between the quality of your leadership 
and the results you produce through your team. Consider what you could achieve 
if you actively develop your leaders, rather than stick with what you have? If you 
equipped them with skills, behaviours and beliefs that were directly linked to creating 
high performance. A conscious choice to develop mastery of your leadership team 
can make an enormous difference. When organisations decide to build their leadership 
(and when each leader makes a conscious choice to become the best they can be), 
then the ROI will be self-evident. After all - you get the team you deserve! 

To achieve a high-performing team climate, you must have the right recipe or formula. 
From our experience, supported by behavioural science, we know that creating the 
right team climate (coupled with developing the ‘right’ mindsets and capabilities) 
results in high performance.
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What enables one organisation to capture the imagination 
of its people and customers? Why do others, operating in 
the same market, with access to the same talent, resources 
and opportunities, fail? 

What made Winston Churchill, Mother Theresa, Martin Luther 
King, Steve Jobs and Barack Obama stand out and inspire 
people to follow and commit to them? It is meaning and 
purpose. A sense of meaning and belonging to something 
more important than themselves as individuals. Something 
worth committing to - something that engages you. These 
stand-out leaders could communicate with (and connect 
people to) their message. They fostered and built a great 
team climate. 

Having a great business plan and vision statement isn’t 
enough if your people are not enveloped and carried along 
in a blanket of meaning. Why does what they do matter? 
Why are they doing it?

Frankly, it really shouldn’t surprise anyone anymore when 
they hear that a sense of purpose matters more than a 
massive pay cheque when it comes to getting people to 
do good work. But it does surprise some. It is still challenging 
for leaders to believe that a sense of purpose is more real 
than pounds and pence to the human brain. Overcoming 
this bias is essential if you want to control your team climate. 
‘Purpose’ is the invisible electricity that powers people at 
work - human ‘WhyFi’, if you will. The problem is - it only 
electrifies when it’s felt.

  

Create the why    

1
‘Employees who did find meaning 
in their work also reported being 
2.8 times more likely to stay with 
their organisation, 2.2 times more 
satisfied with their jobs, and 93% 
more engage’ HBR
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This focus on purpose is supported by Deloitte’s study of more than 7,800 millennials. This 
found that, for 60% of millennials, a ‘sense of purpose’ is part of the reason they chose 
to work for their current employers. This number rises to 77% for those with relatively high 
social networking use.  Thinking about your frontline teams, how many of them would fall 
into the millennial category? Probably quite a few?

Great leaders recognise this and are fanatical about creating purpose and meaning for 
people. They do this regardless of the company they work for. You do not have to be a 
doctor to find meaning in the work people do. In great companies, leaders build and 
cascade their stories - not just the what and how - but the WHY. 

As humans, whether we’re millennials, generation X or beyond, we all need to be inspired 
and motivated to change or excel. The relevance and importance of this in a business 
context is brilliantly articulated by Simon Sinek’s theory of the ‘golden circle’ and why you 
must ‘start with why’. Simon’s theory is that most leaders and organisations focus on what 
they do and how they do it - neglecting the why (the inside of the golden circle). They’re 
working from the outside-in. Inspiring leaders communicate from the inside-out. As Simon 
puts it ‘people don’t buy what you do, they buy why you do it…what you do serves as 
the proof of what you believe’.  

This is not just a theory either. Neuroscience shows us that the part of our brain that drives 
our behaviour and makes all of our decisions, the limbic system, doesn’t understand or 
process language. All the facts, figures, and arguments of the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ are 
lost on our limbic system. It is only concerned with feelings - or the ‘why’.  Have you ever 
hesitated over a decision, despite it appearing fine on paper because it didn’t feel right? 
That is your limbic system stepping in, not your gut!

Business plans and vision statements are all about the 
pursuit of the result - the ‘how’ and the ‘what’.  Leaders 

need to find ways to communicate the ‘why’ in a 
compelling way that inspires people to be the best they 

can be. If you want to learn about a team climate - 
listen to the stories. If you’re going to change a climate 
- change the stories. This adage might sound obvious, 
but when you really start to explore it, you realise how 

powerful it really is.

So, how do you do it?
The first step is to know what your why is. What is the reason your organisation and team exists? 
What is its purpose? Plot-spoiler alert! It is not to deliver a profit. That’s the result, not the ‘why’. For 
a tech company, it might be to innovate, challenge and change. It might be to save lives and 
create a safer patient setting in a hospital. Whatever it is, it cannot be borrowed or replicated; it 
is unique, and you must work out what it is if you are to create a great working climate. These six 
guiding questions are helpful to establish the team’s WHY:

Why do we exist?1
How do we behave to demonstrate congruency with our ‘why’?2
What do we do?3
What will success look like?4
What is most important right now? If it is not essential or not in our 
control, why focus on it?5
Who needs to do what?6

Politicking, misdirection, and confusion considerably diminish when employees know where a 
team is going, why they are going there and what their role is. It captures hearts and minds. It is 
the stuff that lights fires in people, rather than under them. It creates high performance. 

You knowing ‘why’ is not enough, however. You can soon fall foul of the ‘curse of knowledge’. 
Elizabeth Newton, a psychology graduate at Stanford University, did a study based on a 
game called ‘tappers and listeners’. She would assign the role of tapper or listener to her study 
participants and then ask the tappers to tap out the rhythm of a well-known song. Listeners were 
then asked to identify the music from the taps. When asked (having completed their rendition) 
to predict whether their listener would be able to guess the song, they envisioned a 50% success 
rate. However, out of 120 pieces, only 3 were correctly identified - a success ratio of just 2.5%!
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So, what was going on? Try tapping out 
Happy Birthday on your desk. It is impossible 
not to hear the tune in your head, but 
anyone listening would only hear a series of 
random taps. The tappers were suffering from 
the curse of knowledge - once you know 
something, it is impossible to imagine not 
knowing it (Source HBR).

You must communicate the ‘why’ 
repeatedly. People fully comprehend 
and assimilate information only when they 
hear the same message again and again, 
from a variety of sources over time. For this 
reason, leaders must become CROs - ‘Chief 
Reminding Officers.’ Leaders may think they 
have fulfilled their obligations when they 
make a speech on Teams or send out an 
email. Yet employees will only believe their 
bosses are sincere and committed to what 
they are saying when the leaders repeat 
and reinforce their messages. Role-modelling 
behaviours that are congruent with the ‘why’ 
are vital. 

People do not judge your intent - 
they judge your actions!

Connecting people to why the team and the 
company exists is something greater than just 
the task. This makes people feel the job they 
do is purposeful. Great leaders are ‘Meaning 
Makers’. They dispel the myths and legends 
that arise and impact how people think. 
False rumours spread like wildfire - so leaders 
must communicate by spreading ‘truths’ via 
inspiring stories, which is the most effective 
way to send messages throughout any 
organisation. Great stories create movements 
- they connect people and get them in sync 
with each other. Stories engage people and 
change performance. 

Changing 
the stories, 
changes team 
climate and 
performance.

How many times has a good story enthralled you? 
Maybe you stayed up late to read a novel that 
you couldn’t put down, or watched a movie that 
you couldn’t switch off? Perhaps you pushed 
yourself harder because you heard a story about 
a colleague’s success? Maybe you changed your 
opinion after watching an inspiring tale on TED?

Stories can change the way we think, act, and 
feel. They form the foundation of entire workplace 
cultures and shift climate at a team level. They 
have the power to break down barriers and turn 
bad situations around. Stories can capture our 
imaginations, illustrate our thoughts, arouse our 
passions, and inspire us in a way that cold, hard 
facts often can’t. Stories can be powerful tools, 
and successful leaders use them to engage their 
teams. If you want to tap into the human ‘WhyFi’ to 
motivate others effectively? You need to learn how 
to tell a good story!

Too many leaders forget to pay attention to their 
stories. Rather than crafting clear narratives that 
carry their values and spread the behaviours they 
want to see, they let a whole army of rumours 
and half-truths take hold. This demotivating 
folklore colonises the minds of their people and 
dictates how they behave. If you want to change 
behaviour and performance, you must first change 
the stories. It isn’t easy - but it’s one of the most 
potent performance tools you have.

Throughout history, humans have used stories to 
make sense of the unknown and create meaning 
in their lives. In teams, this is largely the same 
principle. 

We need to create a clear 
understanding of purpose and 
connection for everyone to understand 
and engage with. It enables a sense of 
belonging, safety and trust. 
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Build psychological    

2

safety and trust  

Every few seconds our brain is asking one question - Is it safe 
here or is it dangerous? People then quickly ask themselves 
- Is there a risk or reward? Are you with me or against me? 
Do I know what is going to happen? Do I feel more or less 
important than you? Do I have some choice here?

If it feels safe, people develop a sense of belonging and 
stay engaged. We use our prefrontal cortex, making us 
smarter and more likely to bring our full self (and talents) to 
what we are doing. If we feel danger and it feels like we are 
in a place of risk, then we move into fight-or-flight mode. 
In the amygdala, where everything gets a bit more black 
and white, everything is against us, and we move into self-
protection mode. The more we can make an experience 
feel safe, the more engaged people around you will be. 
The safer people feel, the better the team climate - and the 
greater the team performance. 

Leaders often fail to eliminate fear and make employees feel 
safe. Research from Dr Megan Reitz, at Ashridge business 
school, shows that leading through fear not only leads to an 
unhappy team but also actively diminishes cognitive ability. 
As Simon Sinek says ‘The leaders control the circle of safety. 
To be a leader, you have to belong to our tribe. We have 
to feel like you serve us, and we would happily serve you’. 
The Circle of Safety that we create is rooted in trust. Simon 
explains:’ Only when we feel we are in a Circle of Safety will 
we pull together as a unified team, better able to survive and 
thrive regardless of the conditions outside.’ 

According to a Pew Research survey, 89% of adults 
say it is essential for today’s business leaders to create 
safe and respectful workplaces. Feeling safe does not 
mean ‘not being held to account or unchallenged about 
performance’. It is about creating a high-support and high-
challenge climate. In this environment, there is an absence 
of corridor conversations, political game-playing, personal 
agendas, command and control, criticism, and hostile 
conflict etc. 
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The phrase ‘psychological safety’ is taking the 
corporate world by storm, but for once, this 
‘buzz word’ is vitally important (so ignore it at 
your peril!). 

Psychological safety has a robust empirical definition (‘…a shared belief that it is safe to take 
an interpersonal risk’) and can be distilled into behaviour that can be learnt and rooted into 
everyday habits that create a sense of belonging and trust.

According to Amy Edmondson, a leading Harvard Business School researcher on the 
topic, psychological safety ‘describes perceptions of the consequences of taking 
interpersonal risks in a particular context such as a workplace’. Edmondson has identified the 
importance of psychological safety in the areas of workplace collaboration and teamwork. 
Psychologically safe team members ‘feel confident that no one on the team will embarrass 
or punish anyone else for admitting a mistake, asking a question, or offering a new idea.’

Brown suggests that psychological safety means an absence of interpersonal fear. When 
psychological safety is present, people can speak up and be themselves. Experiencing 
psychological safety means that you feel comfortable making yourself vulnerable in front 
of the people you see every day. And vulnerability, for most people, is terrifying. Yet, at the 
same time, it is liberating and brings enormous rewards in terms of performance and the 
working climate. Safety, trust, and vulnerability grow together and strengthen over time.
 
Without psychological safety, values like courage, trust, commitment, transparency, 
and inclusion are just words and noise. Talking about psychological safety is not going to 
magically create it - although it is a great start. For people to feel psychologically safe, 
they have to have proof that they are. This requires leaders to role-model and champion 
behaviour that supports psychological safety. Accountability needs to overtake blame. 
Mistakes need to be held up as opportunities, not failures. Learning agility should be 
promoted, and feedback welcomed. Curiosity needs to be encouraged, not repressed. 
Healthy conflict should be celebrated. Trust must be built and extended. Peoples voices 
should be heard and included. This will help create a sense of belonging and safety.

Google conducted a massive two-year study on team performance, which revealed that 
the highest-performing teams have one thing in common: psychological safety, the belief 
that you won’t be punished when you make a mistake. Studies show that psychological 
safety allows for moderate risk-taking, speaking your mind, creativity, and sticking your neck 
out without fear of having your head cut off - just the types of behaviour that lead to market 
breakthroughs.

This extract from the New York Times article on Google’s perfect team quest, sums it up perfectly:
‘No one wants to leave part of their personality and inner life at home. But to be fully present at 
work, to feel ‘psychologically safe,’ we must know that we can be free enough, sometimes, to 
share the things that scare us without fear of recriminations. We must be able to talk about what is 
messy or sad, to have hard conversations with colleagues who are driving us crazy. We can’t be 
focused just on efficiency.’ 

If the downsides can be so detrimental to performance and the upsides so positive, creating 
psychological safety should be a major focus for anyone leading others and trying to create a 
team climate of success. Companies will struggle to engage employees and create the right 
climate if they’re not committed to psychological safety first. The good news is that it can be 
created at a team level (for free) - all it takes is good leadership, effort, and focus. There is no 
team climate without trust.

‘Psychological safety is different than trust. 
Trust is when you are giving other people the 

benefit of the doubt when you’re taking a 
risk. Psychological safety is just a bit different 

because instead of you offering others the 
benefit of the doubt, you are relying on the 

fact that the people you are making yourself 
vulnerable to are offering the benefit of the 

doubt to you’. 
Karlyn Borysenko
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Despite our natural propensity to trust, a lack of trust is the number one underlying cause of 
dysfunction in teams. Trust is the glue that holds all teams and relationships together. The truth 
is that no matter how talented team members are if your team does not have trust, it will fall 
apart. A team without trust does not communicate well. They blame, avoid responsibility, and 
they waste effort on protecting themselves when they could be using it to make progress. Great 
leaders know that trust is hard-won and easily lost. 

Team members who strongly agree that they trust their team leader are eight times as likely to 
be fully engaged as those who don’t (HBR)

Trust thrives in an open environment. Teams achieve ‘vulnerability-based trust’ when all 
members are authentic and honest and can admit their mistakes or shortcomings. Team 
members form relationships that serve them in good and challenging times. When leaders show 
vulnerability, their people experience being moved and inspired. Therefore, they feel more loyal 
and committed and are more likely to go out of their way to be helpful and friendly to other 
employees. 

People will risk personal exposure only when their leader does the same. You cannot perform 
at your best if leaders do not acknowledge their weaknesses. In a climate of trust, people 
feel free to disagree. Rather than groupthink and ‘echo chambers’ you get free-thinking and 
healthy dialogue. This allows necessary disputes based on healthy conflict. Game playing 
and malevolent ‘conflict is destructive, whereas avoiding all conflict creates artificial harmony 
and causes people to withhold their opinions and harbour resentment. This leads to poor 
decision making because leaders cannot consider every viewpoint, as they can in a setting of 
productive conflict’ (Lencioni). Great teams can disagree, but once a decision is made, they 
commit to action. They understand anything less than 100% support is tantamount to sabotage. 

Trust is not just confidence in a teammate’s performance. Trust is a confidence that teammates 
will not slip a knife in your back as soon as you turn around. Trust costs nothing to build, but the 
cost of low trust is immense. 

Source: Based on the work of Stephen Covey - The Speed of Trust: The One Thing 
that Changes Everything - 2008

Just think about someone 
you do not trust, how hard is 
it to work with that person? 
How much energy is wasted 
covering your arse? When 
trust is low on a team, speed 
decreases with it. Everything 
takes longer. As Covey would 
say, nothing travels as fast as 
trust. His book, The Speed of 
Trust, offers a helpful model 
for leaders to think about the 
trust their teams will have in 
them. Stephen Covey states 
that people continuously 
evaluate how much they trust 
you based on your character 
and your competence (see 
image). 

Trust is confidence born of two dimensions - character and competence. Character includes 
your integrity, motive, and intent with people. Competence includes your capabilities, 
skills, results, and track record. Both dimensions are vital. When you study each of the four 
quadrants, you’ll see that it’s easy for leaders to become untrustworthy, especially when it 
comes to this topic. They may have slipped up in the past (track record), they may not have 
communicated their intent (intent), etc. 

Studies indicate that good ‘intent’ is much more likely to earn you trust than conveying how 
competent you are. ‘Brain scans, for example, show that when people are deciding whether 
or not to trust someone, they heavily use the parts of the brain meant for ‘mentalising,’ or 
thinking about the mind of another person’ (HBR). A huge part of how we gauge trust is by 
thinking about the intentions of another person. Showing warmth conveys that your intentions 
are probably good. All things being equal, a person who is seen as having good intentions 
will gain more trust than a person who is seen as having a good ability. That’s why charming 
people are easier to trust. From an evolutionary perspective, Amy Cuddy states that ‘it is more 
crucial to our survival to know whether a person deserves our trust’. It makes sense when you 
consider that, in cavemen days, it was more important to figure out if your fellow man was 
going to kill you and steal all your possessions than if he was competent enough to build a 
good fire. While competence is highly valued, it is only evaluated once trust is established.

Trustworthy behaviours can be learned, and low trust behaviours can be unlearned. It is 
something that you can get good at, something you can measure and improve and is a 
crucial ingredient of high performing team climates. You cannot be an effective leader 
without trust. Trust is the currency that fuels the team climate. Ignore it at your peril - it will not 
ignore you.

‘Without trust, we don’t truly collaborate, we merely coordinate 
or, at best, cooperate. It is trust that transforms a group of people 
into a team.’ Covey.

Trust your team members to do the right thing, and you will be amazed by the results. The 
command-and-control approach is outdated in a world that is continuously and rapidly 
changing. Instead, give people the accountable freedom and permission to do their job in 
the way they see fit. It highly improves performance and team health.

I trust you. 
Those three words are probably the most powerful words you 
can utter to your team. 
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Imagine an expert - a well-intentioned expert. They want to 
help all employees rise above their imperfections. They look at 
all the fumbling inefficiency around them, and they know that, 
if only people learnt some simple steps, the world would be a 
better place. Everyone would thank them! Do you recognise this 
person sometimes?

When someone has determined their course of action or their 
best way to progress a task or project, they are much more 
committed to its success. They are motivated and keen to make 
it work. If it is your idea that they don’t agree with or believe 
in, they will be less motivated and committed. As leaders and 
managers, we are often compulsive helpers. We love to help 
people. Sometimes in our desire to help people, we can over-
help them by giving them all our ideas. We constrict them - sap 
the life from them and shrivel their spirit and value.

Humans are infinitely unpredictable. We all have different skills, 
attitudes, behaviours, beliefs, needs and wants.  Employees are 
no different, and this is what makes leadership so challenging. 
People are not spreadsheets or numbers that you can just move 
around. Unfortunately, some leaders find it easier to hide behind 
a computer. They manage their team as ‘resources’ or numbers, 
rather than as individual humans. 

Remember, you manage things and tasks. You 
lead people. 

Companies often seek stability and control - the bigger 
the corporate beast, the larger the resource base and the 
geographic spread from the centre. There are often more 
imposed controls in place, in the attempt to mitigate risks, 
increase certainty and stop people stealing Post-It Note pads. 

Accountable 
freedom     

‘Businesses that create an 
empowered culture grew 4x 
more quickly.’ 
Cornell University
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Let’s be real here. This isn’t an easy journey for companies to undertake. It requires 
a shift in the day-to-day ways of working for many businesses - and it isn’t all smooth 
sailing. There are always going to be rules we need to abide by. That’s life! But 
companies have to be brave. The minute you go out there and say we are increasing 
empowerment - and then follow up the next day with what colleagues perceive 
as a silly and constraining rule - you lose people. They will no longer believe. So, the 
role of leaders and managers is to make sense of the regulations that are in place to 
genuinely safeguard, and also reduce friction by getting rid of ‘silly’ rules that inhibit 
empowerment.  

Increasing empowerment and permission is not about decreasing accountability - it is 
the opposite of this. Bob Chapman talks about empowerment as ‘giving colleagues 
Accountable Freedom’. 

Accountable Freedom encapsulates two ideas: 

Freedom 
The opportunity to 

exercise personal choice 
and judgement, to have 

ownership of the work 
that you do and the 
decisions you make.

Responsibility
Ensuring that individual 

choice is exercised 
with care and concern 

for people and the 
requirements of the 

organisation. 

Many businesses still cling to a 20th century ‘Taylorist’ view of the world, where there 
is a fixation on numbers, productivity and controls. This prevents stationary from being 
stolen. We have an increasingly-remote workforce, and expectations from employees 
align around having more autonomy. This is especially true for millennials who make up 
much of the front-line. By 2020, millennials will form 50% of the global workforce. By 2030, 
millennials will make up 75% of the worldwide workforce. 

This old-style leadership approach will not cut it and will 
damage team climates, customer experience and profit!

‘Our society is founded on freedom and 
capitalism, but ironically, the institution 

in which we see the least amount of 
freedom is business. Some might say 

that businesses are the last bastions of 
command and control dictatorships, 
where ideas are quashed and where 
permission is an occasional pastime.’

Bob Chapman

and 
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Have you ever called a company and been 
met with ‘Our process does not allow that’…
or ‘that’s just the policy’ or ‘there is nothing 
I can do’? I know I have! How often as a 
customer, do you experience service people 
who do not have the autonomy to make 
decisions? It can feel unaccountable. Or do 
they simply not have the permission?. Often, 
front-line service people want to do the 
right thing for you as a customer but cannot 
because they are constrained by ‘the 
process’ - or choose to hide behind it.

Companies seem fond of shackling front-
line people to processes and creating 
scripts for how customer-service contacts 
should proceed. Perhaps this reassures 
leaders that their service operations are 
under control and highly predictable? The 
thing is, the human mind is an empathetic, 
problem-solving agent. Without any silly 
rules or corporate policies, people will try 
desperately to make connections with 
people and help solve their problems. 
Companies get this valuable gift and then – 
inexplicably - suppress it! 

Many of us will have an unpleasant career 
memory from a time where we stepped 
outside of the process and felt the pain of 
the consequences. These experiences stay 
with us. We become weary of (and wise 
to) any situation where the boundaries 
are unclear. We become conditioned to 
follow the process, whatever happens, to 
avoid the pain. There is a school science 
experiment that you can find on any search 
engine which brilliantly demonstrates this. All 
you need is a glass jar with a glass lid… and 
some fleas.

The fleas are placed in the jar without the lid.  Unsurprisingly, the fleas quickly jumped out.  
The fleas are placed back in the jar (I have no idea how they are rounded up?) and a clear 
glass lid is placed on top. The fleas will again try to jump out. After a period of hitting the glass 
lid, they become conditioned to the presence of it - learning to jump just below the glass 
so as not to hit it. What’s interesting is what happens when the lid is then removed - and the 
fleas are free to jump out again. The fleas have become so conditioned to not being able to 
escape that they are limited by this belief and no longer try. It’s too painful! It’s the same with 
people. If you tell people, they must always follow a process, and they experience pain when 
they don’t, you can’t then suddenly say ‘it’s fine, just apply your own judgement’. They’ll think 
‘sod that, I’ve been there before and been bitten, I’m not going back’. It’s not something you 
can switch on or off like a light switch. It requires effort to change.

In a healthy team-climate, employees have the Accountable Freedom to make decisions that 
are in the best interest of the customer. 

People feel safe to step outside of the process (within reason) to 
act on the customers’ behalf. 
Leaders often get too hung up on outcomes and whether the outcome was ‘right’. That’s not 
going to help. The minute you coach anybody on whether what they did was ‘right or wrong’, 
they’ll never step outside of process again. The key is to move back up the thinking chain! Have 
the conversation about their thought processes that got them to that decision - because that 
helps you to understand how they got to their ‘judgement’. We call it ‘coaching judgement’.

In the ‘new normal’, empowerment is critical - employees 
will demand it. A health-warning to those companies 

that cling to the old ways - you may find that you get left 
behind! Just think about the brands that no longer exist? 

Woolworths, BlockBusters, Kodak etc. All of them failed to 
adjust and reinvent themselves. If they had listened to the 

front-line teams - those closest to the information - they 
may have not just survived, but thrived.  
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What did you notice? Granted - that was hard - and most 
people miss the error. Typically, we are pretty good at 
picking up on other people’s mistakes. But when we zero-
in on things people do not get right, we shrivel their soul, 
reduce their confidence, and impact their self-esteem. 
The climate people work in becomes one of fear, blame 
and arse covering. It is too easy to catch people screwing 
things up. When you recognise the positive in others, you 
make deposits in your ‘human relationship bank account’ 
with that person. Now, if he or she does something wrong, 
you can point it out without devastating the relationship. 
Unfortunately, most relationships deteriorate to the point 
that the primary focus seems to be on catching the other 
person doing things wrong. This will not create high team 
performance, nor lead to a healthy team climate. 

When someone tells you they want to give you feedback, 
what is your immediate thought?  Is it ‘oh good, I’m going 
to hear how fabulous I am’, or ‘oh God, what have I 
done wrong now?’ For most of us, I suspect it is the latter.  
When someone starts with some positive feedback, I 
wonder how many of us are waiting for the rest of the shit 
sandwich. Consider feedback in the workplace for the 
moment. How much of it is focused on negative critique? 
Maybe it is an epidemic? For most, I suspect the mere 
mention of the word feedback leads to a sinking feeling 
in our stomach. For so long, feedback has been the 
negative stuff. The stuff we do not want to hear about - 
and avoid at all costs.

Illuminate 
awesome     
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Can you remember the last time someone told you how much they appreciate 
something you do and what it means to them? It’s a lovely feeling. As human 
beings, we are hard-wired to feel good when we make a positive difference to 
people around us. When people tell us the difference we make, we love it - and 
we tend to do more of it as a result then.

It’s easy to focus on what we haven’t got, what we haven’t done, where we 
could be, how it would be better if..?, Sometimes it’s about asking the question 
‘What can we celebrate and appreciate around here?’ Start thinking about 
what is good now? Sometimes it’s as simple as just saying ‘thank you’ to someone 
for something. You might be surprised by how much people like that? Positive 
reinforcement is one of the easiest and quickest ways to improve employee 
happiness, team effectiveness and performance. And it is a simple coaching 
approach that costs nothing.  

In a Gallup study, ‘…a vast majority (67%) of 
employees who strongly agree that their manager 
focuses on their strengths or positive characteristics 
are engaged, compared with just 31% of those who 
indicate strongly that their manager focuses on their 
weaknesses.’
Most of us don’t give or receive anywhere near the amount of praise that we 
should. As a result, we’re much less productive - and in many cases - completely 
disengaged by our jobs. According to Gallup, one of the main reasons people 
leave their jobs is because they ‘do not feel appreciated’.

In the highest levels of the sports world, performance coaches work on a 7:1 ratio 
of positive or motivational feedback to negative or developmental feedback. 
That’s seven meaningful pieces of motivational feedback to one piece of 
developmental feedback. This is a massive shift for most leaders. Think about 
when was the last time you received that ratio of feedback - or delivered it? 
What we’re not suggesting is that you sit down with every person in your team 
once a week and tell them seven things that they’re doing well – just so that you 
can share important developmental feedback! 

It means proactively looking for (and catching) people doing it right – ‘in the 
moment’. This might sound difficult? You would be amazed by how many 
opportunities there are to do this in a day. Don’t believe me? Think about it now 
and work it out in your head. More than you expected?

This epidemic of negative critique is not our fault. ‘Negativity bias’ is, in fact, a 
well-documented psychological phenomenon. Many industries, from journalism 
to politics, exploit the fact that negative thoughts, emotions, or events have a 
greater effect on one’s psychological state and processes than their neutral or 
positive equivalents. 

It’s an instinct, hard-wired into our DNA. We’re experts at negative pattern 
recognition, thanks to the ancient part of the brain, we talked about earlier, 
called the amygdala. It’s otherwise known as the ‘lizard brain’. As we said, from 
the early days of human evolution, this primitive set of neurons has been trained 
to look out for danger in every new situation, in case we need to fight or flee 
- and this instinct is very hard to switch off. So, we create patterns of potential 
danger even when there aren’t any there. Our brain tricks us into thinking that a 
piece of feedback is as dangerous as a lion on the Savannah. It’s hard to crack, 
but essential if we are to spread organisational harmony, rather than disillusion 
and fear.

One study of healthcare workers found 
that when employees were working 
for a boss they disliked, they had 
significantly higher blood pressure. 

According to British scientist George 
Fieldman, this boss-induced 
hypertension could increase the risk 
of coronary heart disease by one-sixth 
and the risk of stroke by one-third.
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It does not mean people get a free ‘unaccountability’ pass - and this does 
not mean leaders must stop giving developmental feedback - or giving a 
bit of ‘tough love’. The latter is helpful if delivered skilfully and with the right 
intent. It’s critical for helping someone to learn, grow and develop their skills 
and abilities. Without constructive feedback, we’d never get better or make 
progress. Sharing ‘tough love’ with your team can be intimidating. Unless 
you’re cruel (or Simon Cowell!) no one really enjoys telling another person 
that they did something poorly, or that they made a mistake. Holding people 
to account for performance is important, though. People want to be held to 
account - and for others to be too. By no means should failure and difficult 
feedback be ignored - in fact, research around a concept called ‘Social 
Loafing’ suggests that not addressing it will lower overall team performance.  

‘Employees who strongly agree that their manager holds them 
accountable for their performance are 2.5 times more likely to be 
engaged’ (HBR)

‘Tough love’ doesn’t have to feel mean, scary or hurtful - to you or your 
people. Sharing feedback regularly helps your team get comfortable 
with a two-way conversation about their performance. It’s important to 
continuously share where your people perform well, as well as where they 
could improve. When the time comes to share uncomfortable feedback, it will 
be much easier on both of you. Making feedback a normal part of everyday 
conversations takes the fear out of sharing tough love. 

The feedback should focus on what exceptional performance looks like 
and what can be done to improve rather than focusing too much on what 
was done wrong. Looking ahead helps people focus on the behaviours 
that need to show up to improve performance. 

‘A longitudinal study by Lam et al. found that employees who 
received a primarily negative performance review reported 
lower job satisfaction and organisational commitment that 
persisted for six months after the review.’

Catching people doing things right is a new lens on the way you view 
others’ behaviour and performance. It’s about recognising effort and input 
as well as the final output. It is saying ‘thank you’ and expressing gratitude. 
It is commenting - even on seemingly small things that someone is doing 
to move things forward - even if incrementally. It is looking at strengths, 
like patience, perseverance, kindness and generosity - even if there is no 
positive outcome as a result. Think about the relationships you have with 
people as an emotional bank account. Any healthy bank account remains 
in credit when there are regular deposits – it’s the same for relationships. 
When there are too many withdrawals, it can sap people’s energy and 
slowly remove a person’s spirit.
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When an employee receives 
positive feedback, they will be 
encouraged to repeat whatever 
elicited it. 
‘If you think you’re too small to make a 
difference, try sleeping with a mosquito in the 
room’. The best coaches know this! 

One way to motivate action is to make people 
feel as though they’re closer to the finish line than 
they think. If you want to move performance, you 
need to shrink the change. One way to shrink the 
change is to think of small wins - milestones that 
are within reach. When you set small, visible goals 
- and people achieve them - they feel they can 
succeed and support it.

A small win reduces importance (‘this is no big 
deal’), reduces demands (‘that’s all that needs 
to be done’), and raises perceived skill levels (‘I 
can do at least that’). 

What can you do? 

Become an expert at spotting the small things 
that will make a big difference - and position 
it like that for your people. Celebrate the small 
wins. Make sure you notice results and celebrate 
improvement. This triggers the brain’s reward 
system and the release of dopamine. It then 
wants more, making us do more. Shrink the 
change and watch your team (and self) grow.  

Great leaders and managers inadvertently 
awaken the ‘inner leader’ in those around them. 
They ‘nudge’ the behaviour that is required and 
inspire greatness in others. This chain reaction 
is pure magic to see – light the fuse and watch 
them fly! Leaders who are great coaches inspire, 
encourage, ‘illuminate awesome’ and get the 
best from people. Great coaches leave an 
afterglow, not an aftermath.

It is a positive conversation - asking someone what they are doing to contribute to a 
positive outcome. It is asking them how they are feeling about their efforts. It is helping 
them to recognise that sometimes, doing the ‘right thing’ doesn’t always lead to 
immediate positive results - but it’s important to do the ‘right thing’ anyway. It is about 
praising progress - after all, praise lifts people. The more that you catch yourself and 
others doing things right, the stronger this ‘right-catching’ muscle becomes and the more 
focused that lens will be. 

Catching people doing things right is a relationship-building and self-efficacy 
enhancing tool. If done properly, it will build competences, skills, knowledge and mindsets 
that we all wish to see in our workplace, in our children, in each other and ourselves. It 
brings business benefits as well. Gallup found focusing on strengths resulted in:

2% to 10%

higher customer 
metrics

8% to 18%
increase in 

performance, 
including productivity, 

sales data and 
performance ratings

20% to 73% 

lower attrition

7% to 23%  

higher employee 
engagement
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67%  
Uplift in NPS

How Elev-8 
can help you 
deliver sustained 
performance 
uplift 
Everything we do is about improving performance, 
equipping people with the mindsets and skills for the 
here and now, and the future. This is where Elev-8 
can help your organisation be future-proof, fit and 
ready to ride the wave of change that is to come.
 
We solve our clients’ business problems, support 
their objectives and design bespoke learning 
approaches to develop their people. Within a 
change programme, we integrate consulting, 
development, coaching and digital learning. This 
unique blended approach ensures that results are 
sustainable.

Elev-8 is a dynamic and inspirational performance 
improvement company. We offer a unique 
combination of proven methodologies and 
creativity, delivering results at a behavioural and a 
cultural level. Elev-8 are passionate about people. 
For our clients, this means helping them improve 
sales and service performance (and other metrics). 
For their employees, it means helping them to reach 
their full potential.

Our focus is always on getting 
results and creating a healthy team 
climate. 
If you want a standard training course which delves 
into the boring theory, complex psychobabble and 
death by PowerPoint, Elev-8 isn’t the partner for you. 
If though, you want to work in true partnership with a 
team who will deliver fantastic learning that elevates 
results, Elev-8 is the partner you are looking for.

Don’t hunker down - now is the 
time to invest in people! 
With over £200 billion being spent on global corporate training annually, it is still a 
conundrum that some research shows only 10% of corporate training is effective. Harvard 
Business School Professor Michael Beer calls it ‘the great training robbery’. Today’s fast-
moving business landscape calls for organisations and their people to adapt to changing 
circumstances rapidly, and always be learning. Yet most organisational training is failing 
miserably.  

‘There is no other workplace issue on which so much money is spent with so little 
accountability as training.’ Brandon Hall

Brandon Hall has a point. Would a production department be allowed to invest in 
new machinery without providing a business case that projected the increases in 
output, productivity and profits? Yet, most organisations spend money on training and 
development, without proving any of it is worth the investment.

Only 17% of L&D leaders agree that they measure business KPIs as part of their evaluation 
(Towards Maturity)

Other research on the transfer of training to the job indicates that 80% of learning is 
not applied to the workplace. As leaders contemplate their strategy, they might be 
considering how to cut nonessential expenses and scale back their development efforts. 
Training and development are likely added to the list of things to downsize. 

That’s a mistake. 
Companies that have made a strategic investment in employee development report 
11% greater profitability and are 2X as likely to retain their employees. The impact of the 
‘right’ employee development process can have is massive. Remember, businesses don’t 
transform. People do. If you want to change your results, changing behaviour through 
impactful learning interventions is crucial. 

Hold fast, be brave and invest 
in your people - the payoff will 
be immense.

180%  
Uplift in NPS

20%  
Customer 

appointments

82%  
Employee 

engagement

75%  
Increase in 

upsell

67m  
Uplift in 
turnover

14%  
Revenue 
growth
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