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What makes a team effective? 

How might coaching and other leadership 
development tools help improve teams?

What are the necessary and specific attributes 
of teamwork in different cultural and country 
contexts?

If you ask the right questions, you will receive  
the right answers. These are the questions that 
my colleagues and I in Ward Howell ask ourselves 
more and more often. Therefore, when Stanislav 
Shekshnia offered me the opportunity to be the 
Editor for the 12th Talent Equity Newsletter on 
developing executive teams — this very newsletter 
you are holding in your hands and gazing at with 
anticipation — I immediately agreed. Participating 
in Marshall Goldmith’s #100Coaches and spending 
around 10 years at various executive education 
programs at Yale University, INSEAD, CEIBS, 
SKOLKOVO and other global business schools has 
allowed me to get to know experts in the leadership 
development field who practice around the globe. 
I decided to turn to them to research different 
aspects of this exciting theme. 
 
Success in leadership is often best measured by 
comparing end results to initial goals. I have three 
goals for this newsletter: to give the reader different 
perspectives on leadership; to show readers the 
challenges of leadership in diverse global settings; 
and to help readers take immediate action to 
develop their own teams. I think we achieved these 
goals. On reading through to the end, I hope you 
will agree. Let us look at our goals in more detail. 
 
First, there are many ways to lead effectively.  
As a leader, you might have to combine different 
approaches toward leadership, or even choose 
between competing methods of leadership.  
In this edition, we give the reader an opportunity  
to look at various views on executive teams  
and approaches for developing them.  
Marshall Goldsmith, a world-renowned business 
coach, confidently stipulates that increasing  
team effectiveness is a realistic endeavor  
and shares specific, practical tools for achieving 
this. Harvard Business School Professor  
Amy Edmondson writes that teams often have  
deep flaws, and instead introduces new touches  

SERGEy SIRotENko 
ExEcutIvE coAch, coNSultANt At WARd hoWEll

note from the editor

Sergey specializes in developing executives  
and management teams to achieve their goals and 
successfully reach for new horizons. An executive coach  
at Ward Howell, a talent equity consultancy based  
in Moscow, he uses the methods of Dr. Marshall 
Goldsmith, recognized by Harvard Business Review  
as the premier expert in leadership development and 
creating positive, long-term, and measurable changes  
in behavior. In 2017, Sergey was acknowledged as one of 
Marshall Goldsmith’s #100Coaches, having been selected 
from a pool of more than 12,000 candidates. Currently, 
Sergey also serves as an Independent Director on the 
Board of Russian Aquaculture and as a Member of the 
Board for Big Brothers Big Sisters of Russia.

Between 2014 and 2016, Sergey was a Member  
of the Global Agenda Council on Russia with  
the World Economic Forum in Davos, where he helped 
in the preparation of several expert reports on Russia’s 
socio-economic development. Since 2015 Sergey has 
worked as a Director of Leadership Development  
at Yale University and has taught a course on 
Interpersonal and Group Dynamics at the Yale School  
of Management. Starting in 2010, Sergey also worked  
on various programs for executives as a trainer  
and coach at business schools such as INSEAD, CEIBS  
and SKOLKOVO.

From 2003 until 2014, Sergey worked at PwC,  
focusing on consulting projects on strategy, operations, 
and restructuring. Sergey’s clients included major 
Russian and international companies and government 
organizations, including the Sochi 2014 Winter Olympic 
Organizing Committee.

Sergey graduated from the Financial University under 
the Government of the Russian Federation in 2003 and 
defended his PhD dissertation in Law in 2011. In 2007, 
Sergey completed a leadership and coaching program 
with INSEAD Professor Stanislav Shekshnia, and in 2015 
completed a two-year Master’s program in Global Affairs 
at Yale University Jackson Institute focusing on China.

Why do we need executive teams?

Is a team a universal tool for managing  
a contemporary organization? 

How are relations between a leader  
and a team formed?

to her model of Teaming as a foundation 
for achieving results in both contemporary 
organizations and society as a whole. Jack Wood 
underlines the importance of unconscious 
processes in teams and leaders and teaches one  
to work with that part of the “iceberg that is under 
the water.” Betina Rama, INSEAD executive coach 
from Argentina, shares her experience of working  
in developing markets and discusses specifics 
of inter-gender dynamics in teams. Stanislav 
Shekshnia elaborates on the theme of how 
universal teams are as a management tool  
and challenges the reader with the provocative 
thought that teams can slow down their leaders. 
 
Second, both general principles and specific 
contexts need to be considered by leaders in 
today’s diverse world. Our experts are living proof 
that leadership development is a global field,  
but requires local knowledge. They have learnt  
this from working and travelling around the world 
and acquiring and testing ideas from different 
corners of the earth. In this newsletter, they 
reveal practical examples of effective leadership 
development and teamwork in unique settings. 
 
Third, leadership lessons are best absorbed if you 
can apply them yourself and keep using them time 
and time again. In this newsletter we also write 
about specific, measurable ideas and strategies  
that the reader can immediately begin to practice 
to develop effective leaders and teams. 
 
I am grateful to our experts and the whole 
Ward Howell team: Veronika Zagieva, Alexandra 
Matveeva, Alexei Ulanovsky, Ekaterina Ryasentseva 
and Evgeny Smirnov for their contribution.  
And special thanks to Michael Eastman for his 
wise edits for the English-language version of this 
magazine. I am confident that our readers will find 
this issue useful, insightful, and inspirational!
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INtERvIEW  
WIth AMy EdMoNdSoN
NovARtIS PRoFESSoR oF lEAdERShIP  
ANd MANAGEMENt, hARvARd BuSINESS School

I am increasingly thinking about extreme  
teaming – the process of teaming up between  
organizational lines, organizations and even  

industries in order to get ambitious and innovative  
projects accomplished.

?

“

 INtEREStING FAct:  
In the early 1980s, Amy worked as Chief Engineer  
for architect and inventor Buckminster Fuller.  
Amy’s book A Fuller Explanation: The Synergetic 
Geometry of R. Buckminster Fuller (Birkhauser Boston, 
1987) clarifies Fuller’s mathematical contributions  
for a non-technical audience.

GEoGRAPhIcAl ScoPE:  
The USA, Europe, Asia, Latin America

Who:  
Amy Edmondson

couNtRy:  
USA

EducAtIoN:  
PhD in Оrganizational Behavior  
(Harvard University),  
AB in Visual and Environmental Studies  
and Engineering (Harvard University)

AchIEvEMENtS:  
One of the world’s most influential  
business-thinkers (Thinkers50)

BookS:  
Teaming: How Organizations Learn,  
Innovate, and Compete in the Knowledge 
Economy (2012). Building the Future:  
Big Teaming for Audacious Innovation (2016)

7

“

TEI: Amy, you have extensive experience  
in conducting executive education programs  
with teams from all over the world. Is there  
a difference between teams from developed  
markets and those from developing markets?

Absolutely – but you need to know where  
the differences do matter and where they don’t.  
For example, western executives from  
multinationals might be put in charge of groups  
of people in Asia or Eastern Europe. This may be  
a completely different experience for them.  
The executives will often report back and say  
“My team in Asia just wants to be told what  
to do. They don’t work in teams and they don’t 
want to team up, either. They say that it’s  
more culturally appropriate not to team up.”  
My answer? “Just because it is harder to make  
these changes, it doesn’t mean you don’t  
need to make them.” Aspects of work in India  
or China are not very different from anywhere  
else in the world; companies in these countries 
still do distribution, sales, and R&D. These require 
diverse expertise and listening – only teams  
have that. It is extremely important to appreciate  
the cultural differences but they are not an excuse 
for not getting people to work together in the most 
effective way to create value. That is through  
a team.

TEI: You have written a book entitled Teaming. 
What are the key components of this approach?

Human interaction is the key to accomplishing 
shared goals. Most types of work require  
cooperation. I begin with the premise that it is best 
to collaborate as a team from the outset in order  
to do work which cannot be done by one person – 
that is to say, most work. 

To team up, you need a common goal. This com-
mon goal needs to be defined because otherwise 

people tend to forget about it. Once the goal  
is defined, leaders should keep checking in to ensure 
that everyone is on the same page and understands 
the common goal. It may be to help a patient  
or to develop a new product. Importantly, this helps 
create a source of meaningfulness in the work.  
I call this framing. If a group of people team up,  
they need to have a shared framework for their 
roles, purpose, and the nature of their work. If you 
don’t have a shared framework, and instead have 
the leader saying that the work is really challenging 
and uncertain, the team will no longer believe  
that they are expected to be absolutely perfect 
because the leader just told them that they’re  
involved in a huge challenge with lots of uncertain-
ty, and so people should no longer be afraid  
of making mistakes. 

It is important, however, not to be afraid of failure –  
people can understand the difference between 
intelligent failures and unintelligent failures. Intel-
ligent failure is something we did which couldn’t 
be avoided despite our best efforts. If you are 
innovating or on the leading edge of any domain, 
something will almost certainly go wrong and this 
is called intelligent failure. If we have a shared  
understanding of acceptability and even the value 
of intelligent failure, this helps us to team up.  
This is a really useful foundational concept that 
people need to grasp when they are teaming up.

When you are part of a team you should still accept 
responsibility as an individual for your work and 
your contribution to the team. That does not mean 
that you are supposed to do something alone.  
No one is all-knowing or all-capable. No one knows 
all the answers.

TEI: What lies at the foundation of your approach?

My approach is a mix — just like teams should be! 
A psychodynamic approach requires the interpreta-

?

?
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«Another important aspect is the level of psychological safety: if people spend 
a significant portion of their time just protecting themselves, they are not doing 
their work. Self-protection generally reduces the ability to perform and focus.»

«If you are innovating or on the leading edge of any domain, something will 
almost certainly go wrong and this is called intelligent failure. If we have a shared 
understanding of acceptability and even the value of intelligent failure, this helps 
us to team up. This is a really useful foundational concept that people need to grasp 
when they are teaming up.»

GoAl AlIGNMENt

GoAl coNFlIct

ShAREd  
INFoRMAtIoN

dIStRIButEd 
INFoRMAtIoN

Pic. 1  

?tion of both the mental and emotional processes  
of a team and its members. In this, the interperson-
al impact of relationships is crucial. If I say some-
thing that makes someone else feel discounted  
or unimportant, yet I didn’t mean to do so, I need 
to ensure that I understand the impact of my words 
on that person. In addition, the other person needs 
to discover what my intentions are because I did 
not make them obvious. This happens through 
good conversation. The reason we are doing this is 
not to be nice, but because by working with trans-
parency, openness, and vulnerability we can start  
to discover what our team might be missing,  
we can fix that problem, and improve. 

I consider teams to be combinations of structural 
assets, such as appropriate skill sets, certainty  
of goals and some clarity and flexibility in terms  
of their roles. Another structural asset is the art  
of good conversation. A good conversation  
is one that has, again, transparency, openness,  
and vulnerability and allows us to understand  
the differences between advocacy and enquiry  
or very abstract statements and very concrete 
statements. People need to learn the art of good 
conversation. With this in mind, a really good book 
to read is Difficult Conversations by Douglas Stone, 
Bruce Patton, Sheila Heen and Roger Fisher.  
The way we have conversations helps us share skills. 

Social skills are also not about having a good face; 
they are about transparency, openness, vulnera-
bility. If everyone understands that their point of 
view is valid and important and we are missing 
something, then by definition we would approach 
each other with more humility and curiosity. If you 
realize you are missing something, you want to 
discover what it is.

TEI: Let’s suppose a CEO has just read your book 
and realized that he/she wants to improve teaming. 
What type of challenges will he/she face?

Even senior leaders need to learn that it is better 
to work in a team. Only part of their work will be 

routine, repetitive, predictable, and confined  
to their area of expertise. However, a decision  
that is strategic in nature, whether it is related  
to launching a product, acquiring a company  
or hiring a senior colleague, would likely benefit 
from multiple areas of expertise being put together. 
That cannot flow from one person. It only comes 
from a team.  

Regrettably, many leaders feel tension when it 
comes to this dichotomy: I can make a decision 
myself and risk being seen as dictatorial or I can 
open it up to consensus and waste a lot of time  
and maybe even come to a worse decision in the 
end. And yet, I would argue this is a false dichot-
omy. Effective leaders can, and I would say must, 
invite input from others with regard to meaningful 
strategic decisions. However, they can, and some-
times must, reserve the right to make the final call. 
Inviting people’s input is more likely to generate 
commitment. Research suggests that if people feel 
the process is open and fair, they are more likely  
to contribute to the actual work.

Another important aspect is the level of psychologi-
cal safety: if people spend a significant portion  
of their time just protecting themselves, they are 
not doing their work. Self-protection generally 
reduces the ability to perform and focus.

TEI: How often do you see teams that really  
improve?

I’m optimistic about the possibilities for success.  
I have seen evidence of teams’ ability to learn  
and improve. Sometimes, just through some simple 
exercises, a team can gain an understanding of how 
an effective team behaves. For example, by ensuring 
only one person talks at a time. Even a fairly small 
type of intervention can make a big difference. 
Working in a business school, I have to think that 
people can learn and improve – and I do think that.

TEI: What are you most passionate about  
at the moment?

There are two things about which I am passionate.  
I am increasingly thinking about extreme teaming –  
the process of teaming up between organizational 
lines, organizations and even industries in order 
to get ambitious and innovative projects accom-
plished. It is even harder to talk and work with peo-
ple who are not only across the functional domain 
of your own expertise but who also have a very 
different mindset due to their work in a different 
industry or company. However, we are seeing more 
and more of these types of projects.
 
The other thing I started to think about more  
deeply is the concept of psychological safety –  
how do you create it? What can organizations  
and managers do? I have thought about this for 
many years but I think the time is right for a better 
model because people have begun to become more 
interested in this topic.

TEI: Teaming between competitors – it’s  
counter-intuitive, right? Why should we do it?

It is counter-intuitive, but I think the nature  
of competition is changing. Companies are interde-
pendent; they may compete with each other,  
but they still have incentives to work together. 
Moreover, the inter-firm dynamic becomes even 
more complex and important when organizations 
team up to do something really different  
or unusual, such as developing a new smart city  
or an innovation district. Last year in the Harvard 
Business School, we wrote a case study about man-
go farmers in Haiti. Different players such as NGOs, 
Coca-Cola, the International Development Bank, 
and some of the farming cooperatives were working 
together to help farmers learn new practices  
to upgrade their mango output so that they could 
sell more as a real fruit rather than just pulp.  
This is a real example of a group of people suddenly 
coming together to work on a specific project for  
a short period of time. 

?



Ward Howell    Talent Equity Newsletter #12 Ward Howell    Talent Equity Newsletter #1210 11

?

«In extreme teaming, I think the difference is that the compelling vision has to be 
deliberately designed. It should also be expected to shift as we learn more - a vision is 
not something that stays absolutely stable.» 

TEI: Could you share some innovative ideas  
about extreme teaming?

People need to have a shared goal, and a compel-
ling and motivating vision. In extreme teaming,  
I think the difference is that the compelling vision 
has to be deliberately designed. It should also be 
expected to shift as we learn more; a vision is not 
something that stays absolutely stable.

I think the need to create psychological safety  
is just as great because in some ways fear is even 
greater when people don’t know each other very 
well, if they represent different organizations,  
or when they may be that much more concerned 
about looking good as representatives rather than 
creating safety. To improve, you should seek to 
build relationships on purpose. Finally, in extreme 
teaming, you have to try “execution as learning.” 
You know you are going to try a lot of new things 
that don’t work out perfectly but you don’t see this 
as a failing, you see it as the way you have to work 
to learn. In a sense, it’s R&D.
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INtERvIEW 
WIth MARShAll GoldSMIth
WoRld-RENoWNEd BuSINESS EducAtoR  
ANd ExEcutIvE coAch

Leadership is a contact sport. It is important  
to get your stakeholders involved in  

your development  
and measure its effectiveness.

Who:
Dr. Marshall Goldsmith

couNtRy:  
USA

EducAtIoN:  
Ph.D. in Organizational Behavior, UCLA

AchIEvEMENtS:  
One of the world’s most influential  
business-thinkers (Thinkers50), #1 Executive 
Coach (Harvard Business Review)

BookS:  
Over 30, including the bestsellers: Triggers: 
Creating Behavior That Lasts–Becoming the 
Person You Want to Be; What Got You Here 
Won’t Get You There: How Successful People 
Become Even More Successful;  
Mojo: How to Get It, How to Keep It,  
How to Get It Back If You Lose It.

INtEREStING FAct: 
Marshall asked his wife for a “feedforward”  
suggestion on the always-relevant subject 
of “What can I do to improve as a husband?” 
She replied “Pick up after yourself.” 
Then Marshall added this question 
to his Daily Questions system.

“

“

70% - othER couNtRIES  
Mostly lectures

?

?

!

30% - uSA  
Мostly coaching

GEoGRAPhIcAl ScoPE: 

TEI: Marshall, what are you most passionate  
about at the moment?

I’m most passionate about my exit plan for life  
and how I can make the biggest positive difference 
in the years I have left. I’m also passionate about 
giving back and trying to reach as many people 
as I can. A few months ago, I decided to begin 
mentoring 15 people at no charge and teach them 
everything I know. In return, these 15 would do the 
same for 15 others, also for free. I’m pleased to say 
that I’ve received more than 12,000 applications,  
so I have expanded the idea and created the  
“Marshall Goldmith’s #100Coaches” project.

TEI: What is an effective leadership team for you?

I believe it is all about doing the basics properly.  
In effective teams its members listen to each other, 
draft and share common goals, etc. However,  
the areas in which the team is effective or inef-
fective in the beginning are less important to me. 
What I find vital is the team’s willingness and drive 
to work hard in improving its effectiveness. To give 
your readers a specific tool, I have developed  
an effective group facilitation process called  
Team Building without Time Wasting to help  
teams take that next step. Through my research, 
I have learned that teams who practice this very 
efficient process can gain more improvement 
in teamwork – in very little time – than teams  
that spend hours (or even days) on traditional  
‘team building’ activities.
 
team Building Without time Wasting*.  
the steps in the process are:

1. In a team meeting ask each team member  
to rate “How well are we doing?” vs. “How well  
do we need to be doing?” in terms of teamwork.  
Have each member do this on paper. Have one  
of the members calculate the scores (without 

identifying anyone). On a 1-10 scale (with 10 being 
the highest score) the average evaluation from over 
1,000 teams is “We are a 5.8. We need to be an 8.7.”

2. Assuming there is a gap between “we are” and 
“we need to be,” ask each team member to list two 
key behaviors that, if each other individual team 
member improved, could help close the gap and 
improve teamwork. Do not mention people – only 
behavior – such as listening better, clear goals, etc. 
Then list the behaviors on a flip chart and have the 
team pick the one that they believe will have the 
biggest impact.

3. Have each team member conduct a three-min-
ute, one-on-one meeting, with each of the other 
team members. Do this while standing and rotate  
as members become available. In these sessions 
each person should ask, “Please suggest one  
or two positive changes I can make individually 
to help our team work together more effectively.” 
Then have each person pick one behavior to focus 
on improving.

4. Begin a regular monthly follow-up process in 
which each team member asks each other member 
for suggestions on how to continue their improve-
ment based on their behavior the previous month. 
The conversations should focus on the specific 
areas identified for improvement individually as 
well as general suggestions for how to be better 
team members.

When asking for input the rules are that the person  
receiving the ideas cannot judge or critique  
the ideas. He must just listen and say “thank you.”  
The person giving the ideas must focus on the 
future – not the past.

* Source: Harvard Business Review, 1 October 2007, Dr. Marshall Goldsmith.
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«Employees need to take responsibility for their own mindset and behaviour. Rather  
than ask your employees whether they have had clear goals set for them by the company, 
ask them every day whether they did their best to set clear goals for themselves, build 
positive relationships, be fully engaged, and find meaning and happiness in their work.» 

Pic. 2

TEI: What is the main difference between coaching 
people as individuals and coaching teams? 

There is little difference. I use the same approach  
for coaching individuals and coaching teams.  
This is because most of what my clients learn they 
do not learn from me, but from their own stake-
holders, such as their work subordinates or peers. 
Both individuals and teams have stakeholders  
and, therefore, learn in the same way. For example, 
the team coaching process is structured so that 
everyone is coaching and supporting everyone 
else on the team. Team members don’t get better 
because of me. They get better because they get 
help and input from each other with regard to their 
behavioural changes. I simply orchestrate their 
learning process. I’m not the change-maker;  
I’m the facilitator. They are the change-makers.

TEI: Is there a theme in organizational development 
that was not relevant, say, 5–10 years ago?

I think the theme of employee engagement is one 
of the new issues of organizational development.  
I didn’t see this 20 years ago. As you know, the 
level of workforce engagement is at an all-time low, 
worldwide.

TEI: So what is your to approach to employee  
engagement in organizations?

To increase our level of engagement, we must ask 
ourselves if we are doing our best to be engaged.  
I try to find a way of making people engage them-
selves (active approach), instead of talking about 
what a company can do to make them more active 
and committed (passive approach). Employees 
need to take responsibility for their own mindset 
and behaviour. Rather than ask your employees 
whether they have had clear goals set for them by 
the company, ask them every day whether they did 
their best to set clear goals for themselves, build 
positive relationships, be fully engaged, and find 
meaning and happiness in their work. My daughter, 
Professor Kelly Goldsmith, and I call this tool  

Daily Questions. As our research has shown, this can 
be a very powerful technique not only at work but 
also in everyday life.

TEI: What is unique about your approach to leader-
ship development?

Teaching is easy; changing behaviour is hard. Most 
people in the field of leadership development have 
not achieved much success in helping their clients  
improve their behaviour. It is incredibly difficult  
to get people to achieve a positive, measurable,  
and sustainable behavioural change. There is an 
illusion that if someone teaches their clients for  
a period of time, the clients are going to improve. 
You have to recognize that you are a facilitator only. 

Moreover, we need to understand the difference 
between achievers and leaders. Achievers are 
focused on “me” and individual goals, and they can 
be very effective in reaching them. But that is not 
leadership. Leadership is all about “we” and the 
success of the team. Most leadership literature  
aggrandizes the leadership’s contribution, but  
I think the better the leader, the less people should 
notice them. When a good leader’s work is done, 
people should say “we did it ourselves.”

TEI: What is one key message that our clients need 
to hear in order to better understand your system?

Giving motivational speeches is nice, but it doesn’t 
help. Behavioural change requires action on the 
part of the participants. Even the best executive  
educational programs need to follow up to ensure 
the results are sustainable, especially when we 
speak about behavioural change.

TEI: What is stakeholder-centred coaching?

My approach to executive development and coach-
ing includes a strong emphasis on the involvement 
of a leader’s stakeholders. The leader and his  
or her coach select one or two specific behaviours 
that are important for their leadership growth.  

We use behavioural interviews and various leader-
ship assessments (180–360 degrees) to determine  
the developmental focus. Then, the leader selects 
stakeholders – bosses, direct reports and peers – 
with whom they will communicate on a monthly 
basis to assess their leadership growth progress. 
This creates accountability for the leader to imple-
ment the change, as well as accountability for the 
stakeholders to support and take part in the change 
process, which impacts and benefits the leader’s 
team as a whole and starts changing the culture  
of the organization.
 
At these monthly meetings, chosen stakeholders  
provide a few practical ‘feedforward’ suggestions  
for the client’s chosen leadership growth areas. 
Then, the coach checks in with the stakeholders 
approximately every quarter to measure their  
perceptions of how the leader’s effectiveness  
has been changing in the selected one or two  
leadership growth areas. 

This process enables the measurement of growth  
in leadership effectiveness. Without measurement, 
the results of your efforts will be unclear. That is 
why stakeholders are so vital for true leadership 
growth. 
 
TEI: Do you think it is important to measure  
not only objective indicators but also some  
subjective ones, such as the client’s satisfaction 
with the leadership development activities?

No. Measuring the client’s satisfaction from the 
coaching sessions does more harm than good be-
cause the clients are focused on the coach  
and not themselves. I tell my clients “I don’t get 
paid because I’m a good coach. I get paid because 
you are a good client. I’m not here to measure me. 
I’m here to measure you. This is not about me being 
good. It’s about you being good. Do not make this 
all about me.”

?



Ward Howell    Talent Equity Newsletter #12 Ward Howell    Talent Equity Newsletter #1216 17

?

?

!

TEI: What would you recommend to someone  
who needs to lead a team?

I suggest that they try the model Leader as Facilita-
tor. Here are some ideas on how to become one.
To set the scene, I’ll tell you the story of Alan 
Mulally. When he became CEO of Ford, which had 
just posted the largest annual loss in its history, the 
management team and employees seemed to be 
paralyzed by fear. Alan arranged a weekly meet-
ing with all 16 members of the leadership team 
and asked them to do two things: one, develop a 
strategic execution plan and, two, assess current 
progress against the plan using markers – green (on 
plan), yellow (not currently on plan, but on the right 
track) and red (not on plan and not sure how to get 
there). During the first meeting, all 16 executives 
reported using only a green marker, indicating that 
they were on plan, even though there was a disas-
trous situation within the company. That could not 
be right. After a while, Mark Fields (the next CEO 
at Ford) was first to confess he had a “red marker” 

situation. Alan considered this to be a vital point in 
the subsequent successful turnaround of Ford.  
At that meeting, he literally stood up and applauded 
Mark. He told him: “That’s okay. Just to be clear,  
I don’t have the answer to your problem either.  
But we will all try to help you now.”

We called this model Leader as Facilitator.  
here are a few lessons we could we learn  
from this story. 
 
first, target transparency and applaud when you  
get it. Sometimes, bosses say “Don’t come to me 
with just the problem, come with a ready solution.”  
This is exactly what an effective leader should 
never say. 

Second, recognize that knowledge is power.  
Today, leaders are working with knowledge workers.  
As Peter Drucker stated “Knowledge workers are 
people who know more about what they are doing 
than their boss does.”

third, be wary of making suggestions without true  
expertise. Sometimes when facing a problem  
bosses start to ask whether you have “tried this”  
or “tried that,” partly because they are trying  
to maintain their image as problem-solvers.  
In our story, Alan made it clear that it would not be 
him providing the solution. Just accept that you  
are not an expert, and be comfortable saying  
“I do not know” instead of pretending that you do.

fourth, actively involve others, calling for collabo- 
rative action. This concept is at the centre of my 
coaching system. Finally, and probably the most 
difficult lesson, check your ego at the door.  
Focus on achievement.

TEI: As a prominent executive coach, what advice 
can you give to your fellow coaches?

To the degree that you can, do not take on a bad 
business and try to make it work. Sometimes,  
you may have to take on a bad business. In this 

case, just try to make everyone happy and accept 
that you probably won’t change anything. Try to 
take on good businesses that have room for im-
provement. There, you can work with people who 
care and who are willing to try. Vitally, don’t be too 
hard on yourself. You can’t fix the unfixable.

My advice for coaches is to build a brand. Marketing 
is a large part of your business. A lot of coaches  
are good coaches, but they are terrible at market-
ing. You need to write, you need to communicate, 
and you need to reach people.
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In every business discussion, there is always both  
an official agenda of items on the table and several unofficial 
agendas lurking under the table. What you should do is create 
a framework where you can discuss what is really being said – 
text on the table as well as subtext under the table – and put 

the covert material on the table.

Who:  
Jack Denfeld Wood

couNtRIES oF RESIdENcE:  
USA, Switzerland

EducAtIoN:  
BA in Government (Colby College),  
MA in social psychology 
(Syracuse University), MA, MPhil and PhD  
in organizational behaviour (Yale University)

ExPERIENcE:  
30 years as a group and organizational 
consultant, 25 years as a personal analyst

cuRRENt AFFIlIAtIoNS:  
Professor of Leadership and Organizational 
Behaviour at CEIBS (China) and at Moscow 
School of Management “SKOLKOVO”

REcoMMENdEd ExtRA REAdING: 
Jack’s articles in Forbes on peculiarities  
of Chinese mentality and way of doing 
business. For example, You Can’t Save  
Face If You Never Had It, Doing Business  
In China: Political Chess Game.

INtERvIEW  
WIth JAck Wood 
PRoFESSoR oF lEAdERShIP, chINA EuRoPE INtERNAtIoNAl BuSINESS 
School (cEIBS), MoScoW School oF MANAGEMENt “Skolkovo”

“

“

?

GEoGRAPhIcAl ScoPE:  
The USA, China, Russia, Europe.

 INtEREStING FAct:  
Jack has an academic background in political science  
and psychology and formative background in athletics  
mostly with team sports, and military experience  
as an officer and fighter pilot.

TEI: What advice would you give someone  
who is going to consult a team?  
What are the basic concepts about teams  
that every team coach should know?

A small group is the basic decision-making element 
of all social organizations. Understanding what  
they do best and how they function is vital.  
Regrettably, however, there is a lot of sloppy  
thinking about groups and teams. Too often they  
are confused with each other or thought to be  
the same thing. They are not the same. A group  
is a more comprehensive concept than a team –  
all teams are groups but not all groups are teams.  
Teams are a narrower kind of group.

By small group I mean a collection of individuals 
who (1) have significantly interdependent  
(face to face) relations with one another;  
(2) perceive themselves as a group, reliably  
distinguishing members from non-members;  
(3) have a group identity recognized by non-mem-
bers; (4) as group members acting alone  
or in concert, have significantly interdependent 
relations with other groups; and (5) have roles  
in the group that are, therefore, a function  
of expectations from themselves, from other group 
members, and from non-group members. 

By team I mean a particularly narrow kind  
of small group: think of a sports team – teams are 
competitive. They wear uniforms to negate indi-
viduality, to discourage internal team competition, 
and to highlight the differences between their own 
team and the external competitor teams. Teams  
are disciplined to accomplish some narrowly 
focused primary task. Teams follow the narrow per-
formance criterion of winning. Teams usually have 
a team coach whose role is markedly different from 
that of members. The team coach is a member of 
the larger organization, but the team coach is not  
a member of the team itself. A coach is not a player.  

Their role stands alone and apart. Players come and 
go, but the coach is the incarnation and incorpo-
ration of the larger organizational system. A team 
coach holds all of the formal authority for decisions 
about staffing, playing, hiring and firing. Being 
different, a group consultant will work with  
a group in a different way than a team coach works 
with a team. 

The primary task of a team coach is to assemble and 
supervise a winning team in a simple and straight-
forward competition. Winning is the end goal. 
Team coaches come from, and remain, inside the 
organizational system.  

The primary task of a group consultant, is not  
the accomplishment of a narrow performance goal 
of beating other groups. Instead, the primary task  
of a group consultant is to facilitate the develop-
ment of both individuals and the group, improve 
the collective capacity to exercise leadership,  
and to help a team function autonomously  
to achieve the primary task of the organization. 
Group consultants come from, and remain, outside 
the organizational system.

If you work exclusively with the head of a group, 
you will limit your effectiveness with the group  
as a whole. You will often be perceived as colluding 
with that senior individual and will therefore not be 
trusted. If I were a group consultant, I would make 
my client the whole group within the organisation, 
and I would not make my client one single indi-
vidual – for example, the CEO who asked for the 
intervention. 

When you work with a group, it is essential to build 
a relationship with all of its members and formulate 
a “psychological contract” with them. That way, 
you can bring to the surface difficult questions that 
various members are avoiding. In every business 
discussion, there is always both an official agenda 
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of items on the table and several unofficial agendas 
lurking under the table. What you should do  
is create a framework where you can discuss what  
is really being said – text on the table as well  
as subtext under the table – and put the hidden 
material on the table.

TEI: Could you provide our readers with one  
effective piece of advice for team leaders?  
It could be just something to start thinking about – 
a concept, a story, a question.

During a class I teach at SKOLKOVO, I sometimes 
draw an organization chart on a board, putting  
the student “box” in the middle, and ask the ques-
tion “From where do you derive your authority?” 
They answer “From the boss.” Then I reply, “Ok,  
so what happens if you want to do something  
and people under you don’t want to do it?”  
After thinking for a moment, they answer again 
“Well, you derive your authority both from your 
supervisor and your subordinates.” That’s correct, 
but it isn’t the whole answer. You also derive your 
authority from your peers. If you are unaware  
that the sources of your authority originate and  
are sustained by authorization from three directions 
– those above you, those at your level, and those 
below – then you won’t be able to exercise your 
authority and leadership effectively.

It is important to understand the difference be-
tween a leader and leadership. I usually explain this 
to my students by showing them a picture of the 
Matterhorn mountain with the word leader written 
at the top. The leader occupies a formal role at the 
top, but leadership is the process whereby decisions 
are made at all levels in any organisation. Leader-
ship is different from a leader. The real leader in  
a group is not necessarily the formal leader but 
those who are exercising informal leadership as 
well. Executives want to believe that their formal 
roles give them the power to do what they want, 
but it doesn’t. It gives them the formal authority 
but they need to be authorized by those around 
them. There is always leadership in any group but 

there isn’t necessarily a formal leader. Think of 
your own groups or teams you have played sports 
in. Even in school as children: there was no formal 
leader in a kindergarten at recess on the play-
ground, but leadership was still exercised!

TEI: What is the difference between the roles  
of team coach, group consultant, and therapist  
in group therapy?
 
Group therapy, team coaching, and group consulta-
tion have different goals. Group therapy is aimed  
at solving individual psychological turmoil by 
helping individuals by getting support and instilling 
the sense that they are not alone and can find help. 
The task there is to address their pain and suffering. 
Team coaching is focused on increasing the perfor-
mance of the team. Group consultation is  
to build a more autonomous – efficient and effec-
tive – group. Group consultation can only be effec-
tive if the members of the group are well aware of 
their group’s dynamics – and are able to address 
the primary task of the group and be aware of the 
importance of interpersonal and group relations.
At Yale, I observed that, in most cases, a group’s 
configuration doesn’t change – regardless of the 
topic that is under discussion. Individuals tend  
to work well together with those who are similar  
to them, and individuals tend to work in conflict 
with those who are different from them. 

So subgroups inevitably form in a group depending 
on their similarity to each other. This configuration 
of the group does not change when different  
issues come up. We agree with the same people 
and disagree with the same people regardless  
of the topic. That means that group decision-mak-
ing is not rational – if it were rational, we would 
change affiliation depending on the topic under 
discussion. But we don’t.

TEI: What do team coaches and group consultants 
need to focus on in order to be better?  
Can you recommend an effective exercise  
to be used when working with teams?

Both situational awareness and self-awareness are 
needed. The professional background and training 
for an effective consultant or coach doesn’t really 
matter. What matters is their capacity to work 
behaviourally and psychologically. By working psy-
chologically I mean working at more than one level 
at a time – not just the overt level, but also at the 
covert level of what is happening. An effective team 
coach or group consultant needs to understand 
what is going on in the larger context. Sometimes,  
I use an exercise that reveals how group decisions 
are really being made. 

I give coloured pens to group members and ask 
them to draw not only the formal organisational 
chart of the group but also the informal connec-
tions that exist within their executive group  
or project team. By doing this they become more 
aware of not just the conscious way that things  
are supposed to work but also those unconscious 
and unspoken things that are occurring in the 
group. 

Developing leadership skills in a group is done  
partly by giving participants different lenses with 
which to view and understand what is happening. 
You can’t develop leadership or any other skill like 
skiing or playing tennis merely by reading books 
and articles or listening to lectures. That is not 
enough. You must provide groups with opportuni-
ties to practice and learn from experience.

At CEIBS, in China, we do a lot of outdoor exercises 
with different tasks for our students. The goal  
is not to teach them how to accomplish the tasks 
(getting across an obstacle) but to help them im-
prove their capacity to develop leadership respon-
sively and to understand what is going on in their 
group – and between their group and other groups. 
So we are not really concerned with whether  
our students “succeed” at a particular task because 
that is not the point. The task is a means to help 
them develop, not an objective to be achieved. 

TEI: There is a tension between the immediate 
results that are sometimes demanded by  
a formal leader of a group and the need for  
a developmental incubation period for the  
individuals and the group. How do you strike  
the right balance between immediate results  
and the long-term development of the team?

It frequently happens in the life of an organisation 
that its formal leaders will demand immediate 
results from their groups – but it’s short-term  
performance thinking. In the same way, those  
leaders might demand immediate results from  
you as a coach. 

It is important to illustrate this dilemma. Once,  
I was asked to cut my ten-day program to five days 
by a new HR manager taking over the program  
as part of his training portfolio. After I told him  
that I couldn’t do that and fulfill the learning agree-
ment that I had made with his predecessor,  
he accused me of not being customer focused.  
I explained that he was not my customer, neither 
was the organization or the participants in the  
program I was directing – they were my clients.  
I told him that there was a difference between  
a customer and a client, and that we often confuse 
the two at our peril. Customer relationships can be 
found in an ice cream shop or clothing store.  
If a customer wants green trousers with pink shoes, 
the shop assistant will provide them. If a customer 
wants pickles and anchovies on an ice cream cone, 
a provider will sprinkle them on top, no matter 
what it might taste like. Customer relationships  
are premised on the customer always being right 
and the service provider giving the customer what 
they want. But client relationships are different. 

Client relationships occur in professions such as law, 
medicine, education, and psychotherapy – client 
relations are ones you have with your lawyer, doc-
tor or psychologist. These are relationships that are 
characterized by the professional skill and judgment 
necessary to guide a client to the right decisions, 
even if they are unpopular. You don’t make  
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demands in client relationships. You make requests. 
Sometimes the professional will agree with you  
and sometimes not. That agreement and the action 
taken will always be made ethically and in your best 
interests. To illustrate, suppose you ask your doctor 
to remove your heart and liver and kidneys, the 
physician has a professional obligation is to say 
“No, I won’t do that for you.” I consider coaching 
and consulting to be client relationships. This dis-
tinction between customer and client relationships 
needs to be explained in your coaching relation-
ships. Coaching a person or a team without them 
understanding complexity of the whole system  
is just asking for trouble.

TEI: As a professor at CEIBS, what have you  
observed of unique Chinese socio-cultural needs?

I’ve written several blogs for Forbes where  
I comment on “Doing Business in China” from  
a Western as well as a Chinese perspective. One  
of the articles is on the Asian concept of face.  
Face was not what I had thought it might be before 
moving to Shanghai. I had thought it was not  
embarrassing someone publicly, as one might  
do with saving face in a Western sense. But  
Chinese parents, teachers, and executives humiliate 
children, students, and subordinates all the time – 
and in a somewhat brutal way. Having face  
is actually about showing others how successful  
you and your family are, and so everything  
is exaggerated: car size, wealth, and academic suc-
cess. And it’s not only about you and your family.  
It is also about giving face to others. So while peo-
ple can be genuinely and selflessly generous, giving 
face to others is often a self-serving maneuver. 
Chinese want to appear to be doing well depending 
on the changing metrics of their society. Under 
Maoist Communism, it might have been a publicly 
professed conformity to a political doctrine – like  
in North Korea today. But in China today, having 
face appears to be making money. If it is, this 
means accumulating material goods and striving  
to buy expensive cars and clothes. They would nev-
er buy a fake Rolex or Louis Vuitton scarf. It’s my 

impression that the Chinese are rather materialistic 
and obsessed with making money. In that respect, 
modern China is a little bit like the Wild West.  
In China, you can do what you want in order  
to make money as long as you stay within certain 
social-political boundaries. 
 
TEI: From your point of view, is there anything that 
the rest of the world (or the West) misunderstands 
about China? 
 
I suppose the West overemphasizes China’s  
aggression. From my perspective, the Chinese  
are not particularly aggressive. They are proud  
and yet deeply insecure. The Chinese don’t want  
to be the loudest voice in the realm of global 
affairs. They just want to have their rightful seat 
at the international table. We don’t see Chinese 
troops in Europe, Canada or even in Southeast 
Asia, while we see American troops are all over the 
place. I am not naive about the Chinese potential 
for disruption – there is that potential, specifically if 
the West, and in particular the US, misunderstand 
the Chinese mentality and miss the signal they are 
giving off, which is that they want to be respected 
and treated as equals. This is particularly problema- 
tic with the rigid ideological positions that the new 
Trump administration espouses. There’s lots of 
room for misunderstandings.

TEI: As you work in both CIEBS and SKOLKOVO, 
could you compare and contrast the Chinese  
and the Russian approaches? 

The Chinese are disciplined; they fall in line with 
authority, hardly ever stick out, or disagree or argue 
publicly. To illustrate this, Chinese students go 
jogging as if they were in basic military training, 
moving their left and right feet at the same time,  
in unison.

In China, if formal leaders give obviously incorrect 
instructions, no one will stop or question their lead-
ership. This doesn’t mean that those subordinates 
don’t have their own point of view, but the dissent 

is done privately among close friends – like in Russia 
– in chats or in personal, trusting discussions.
By comparison with the Chinese, Russians are far 
less disciplined, much more emotional, and consid-
erably more outspoken. Russian student executives 
generally do not suppress their individual energy 
and it sometimes spills over into the group – and 
then the group has to figure out how to manage 
the disturbance created by the outpouring. Another 
difference is that Russians tend not to consider 
“leaders” as individuals occupying a role rather than 
leadership as a process. This view of leading often 
means those thought to be “leaders” are really just 
dominant.

In small group work, Russian executives tend not 
to argue with this type of dominant leader, but 
that doesn’t mean that they respect the person’s 
authority and hierarchy, it only means that they 
fear being shut down. In a group leadership training 
situation where there are two dominant guys in a 
group, they usually collude rather than openly com-
pete. They’ll challenge the consultant as a pair  
and say that they are protecting the team from this 
outside influence, but in fact they are establishing 
a hold on the group for themselves. On the other 
hand, when you work with Russian executives and 
they start to trust you, they stop playing so many 
games, put their macho personas aside, and open 
up personally and really try to figure out what’s 
going on. There is a lot of sensitivity and even pain 
in that process. The Chinese tend to hang back and 
not express their emotions as openly, even if they 
trust you.

TEI: Are there any strong trends in leadership  
and team development in China? For instance,  
in Russia, everyone is obsessed with being “agile.”

I wonder if Russians should admire agility? When  
it comes to being agile, for me it is nearly the 
same as being opportunistic, which is a short-term 
behavior. That is not necessarily a good trait. It’s 
like the mantra change is good. Well, some change 
is good and some change is disastrous. Civiliza-

tions develop and civilizations fall apart. Brexit is 
a powerful example of an agile domestic political 
dynamic. But it’s going to backfire on the British 
and the rest of the world. 

In the sphere of leadership, the trends in China 
don’t really differ from those in the West. The basic 
principles of leadership will work everywhere.  
Be it in Europe, in Russia, in China, leadership is 
timeless and universal. What is interesting, perhaps, 
is the perception that Chinese students have of 
where long- and short-term thinking is located 
in society. The responses to a questionnaire that 
I recently gave my EMBA students showed that 
Chinese students perceive Western business as 
long-term oriented, stable and systemic, and with 
effective regulating mechanisms, institutes and 
rules. By contrast, they perceived Chinese business 
as being short-term oriented and very flexible, and 
to some extent agile, but also lacking discipline, 
long-term focus, stabile systems, effective HR, etc. 
Chinese students’ concept of the Chinese govern-
ment, however, is completely the opposite. They 
consider it to be long-term focused and stable in 
comparison with Western governments, which they 
perceive as short-term, somewhat unreliable, op-
portunistic, and, in effect, lacking the kind of com-
mitment to stable relations. You just have to look at 
the aftermath of the recent American elections to 
see where this kind of short-term thinking – if think-
ing is the right word – will lead. If governments and 
businesses have a short-term focus, then turmoil 
will be created. There will be no successful building 
and deepening of our civilization. This includes the 
United States. And it includes Russia and China. It’s 
my impression that the Chinese are playing a much 
longer game that the Americans or Russians.
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Who:  
Stanislav Shekshnia

couNtRy:  
Russia, France

EducAtIoN:  
Ph.D., Moscow State University (Russia);  
MBA, Northeastern University (USA)

cuRRENt RolES:  
Stanislav is a coach and consultant for senior 
business executives and teams; leads INSEAD’s 
“Independent Director Program” and “Leading 
from the Chair” programs; is a Senior Partner 
at Ward Howell; currently serves on the boards 
of several companies, including Russian Fishery 
(as an Independent Board Chair), NIS, Dentsu 
Aegis Network, NLMK (Independent Director).

ExPERIENcE:  
In his first part of career, Stanislav held various 
top business leadership positions, including 
CEO, chairman of the board of directors, 
executive director and director of human 
resources at companies such as Alfa-Telecom, 
VimpelCom, Millicom International Cellular, 
Otis Elevator and SUEK. In his second stage 
of life, Stanislav became an executive educator 
and pioneered coaching in Russian-speaking 
countries. Stanislav also was the first Russian 
Professor at INSEAD.

BookS:  
Managing People in Contemporary Organization 
(7 editions released since 1995); How to 
Effectively Lead Free People: Coaching; New 
Russian Business Leaders; How to Say it in 
Russian? (Kak Eto Skazat’ Po-Russki?); Corporate 
Governance in Russia; Stanislav has also 
published more than 50 articles in leading 
business and academic journals.

In a fast-changing environment, teams may pull  
the leader back.
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INtERvIEW  
WIth StANISlAv ShEkShNIA
SENIoR AFFIlIAtE PRoFESSoR oF ENtREPRENEuRShIP ANd FAMIly 
ENtERPRISE At INSEAd, SENIoR PARtNER At WARd hoWEll

 INtEREStING FAct:  
Stanislav has played football and hockey since 
childhood, mostly as a goalkeeper. 

GEoGRAPhIcAl ScoPE:  
Russia, Europe, Asia, the Middle East  

TEI: What trends in team development do you see 
in the emerging markets? 

From my own experience, I can talk about Russia, 
Ukraine, Eastern Europe, the Balkans, Turkey  
and the Middle East. That’s a wide enough range 
to suggest that the trends there will be more or 
less similar to those in other developing countries.  
There are five main trends. 

the first trend concerns the high level of fragmen-
tation among organizations and teams. There are 
both progressive companies with intelligent, strong, 
and experienced leaders, and absolutely old-fashi 
oned organizations. The team and leadership con- 
sultancy market is also fragmented. While there 
are highly qualified experts, there are also many 
charlatans. 

the second trend involves the acceleration  
of processes and the increasing need of clients  
to achieve a desired effect as soon as possible.  
As a result, in general, the duration of coaching 
interventions is reduced. If previously it was normal 
to work with one team for 10 years, today clients 
expect results in 3–6 months.

the third trend is the client’s focus on specific 
requests. In the past, requests were vague and gen-
eral, such as “How do I increase the team’s effec-
tiveness?” Now they are more specific. Clients ask, 
for example, “How should our management team 
work within the new organizational structure?” 
or “How should our management team integrate 
three new members?”

the fourth trend is the dramatic increase in the 
number of providers over the last 5 years. Today, 
team development services can be provided by 
anyone who wants to do so. They include strategic 
consultants, psychologists, sports coaches and even 
sportsmen.

And, finally, the fifth trend concerns the increas-
ing number of requests for effective collaboration, 
not only within a team but also from the outside. 
Clients want to know how to work horizontally, di-
agonally, and vertically in organizations but without 
being a traditional team per se.

TEI: You work with teams in Russia, Europe  
and the Middle East. Can you highlight any cultural 
specifics for the Russian teams?  

The difference is in the level of civility and how 
people talk and listen to each other. In Russian 
teams, people often speak in a raised voice but in 
the West this is an exception. The Russian context 
is characterized by extremes. Team members may 
have close relations but at the same time they may 
actively compete. Russians are very loyal to their 
teams although they can quit easily. These are be-
havioural techniques that are a product of differing 
cultures.

Another difference relates to the attitude towards 
rules. Russian executive teams tend to create rules 
for interaction but they soon forget about these 
rules. Russians often have a number of different 
rules for interacting with various groups of people: 
one rule is for interacting with “ours,” another is 
for interacting with neutral members of the team, 
while completely different set of rules can exist for 
interacting with “outsiders.” Europeans, by contrast, 
treat rules with respect and try to adhere to them. 
For them, there is a single set of rules for everyone. 

I believe in group coaching, not only in group talks, 
but in coaching itself – with its holistic philosophy, 
rules and instruments.
 
TEI: To what extent do these rules help people work 
in a team?  

Rules can help a team, but the extent of success 
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depends on a number of factors. First, if an inter-
action is dynamic, it is difficult to establish stable 
rules. Second, if the level of experience of the team 
members is average, then rules will be useful.  
However, if the team members are very “complex” 
and seasoned, rules won’t help. 

In order to help teams work effectively, rules  
should be articulated on a daily basis and some-
times revised. They should also be live and subject 
to rethinking; you can’t establish ten rules and leave 
them stable and unchallenged for the next five 
years. 
 
TEI: How have your views towards leadership  
and team development changed as you shifted 
roles from a top executive to a consultant  
and coach?

When I was a CEO, I believed that a team should be 
directed by the ambitions and will of the leader.  
He should establish the goals and rules. In addition, 
the leader should develop the team members, 
defend them, care about them, and help them  
to satisfy their material needs.
 
A few years later I started to take teams as some-
thing temporary, needed only for accomplishing 
a specific important goal – a “supergoal,” as Amy 
Edmondson puts it. In this model, the leader’s role 
is to support team members without being too car-
ing: the team members are mature enough to solve 
their own problems. The leader’s goal is to provide 
them with the necessary resources, network of con-
tacts, advice and emotional support, but recognize 
that the team is temporary and adjust his invest-
ment accordingly.

When I stopped being a top manager, I took the 
opportunity to think in a more abstract way.  
What emerged was the need to perceive a team 
not only as an instrument for accomplishing tasks 
(functional aspect), but also as a group in which 
people spend a lot of time (social and, subsequent-
ly, psychodynamic aspects). 

Most recently, I began to think that traditional 
teams are gradually becoming a thing of the past, 
not only because there are other ways to work but 
also because in fast-moving times teams can hold  
a leader back. This can happen because team mem-
bers may already have everything they need and 
may not want to leave their comfort zone. Imagine 
the situation: deputy CEOs understand that they 
will never get the CEO position and at the same 
time they do not have their own bright ideas.  
So, the team decides to unite around the common 
goal - to maintain the status quo. In turn the CEO, 
who has ambitions and great plans, is caught  
in a trap with an unresponsive team. So, without  
a team, you have a higher degree of freedom. 
Maybe a modern leader should possess this higher 
degree of autonomy?
 
TEI: Do you follow any foundational principles  
when working with teams? 

First, I believe in diagnostics, because without this 
tool it is impossible to work with teams effectively. 
By diagnostics, I am not talking about traditional 
coaching diagnostics when you analyse a team 
before working with it. Diagnostics is an ongoing  
research process that can help a team to under-
stand itself better with the help of the coach. 

Second, I believe in group coaching, not only  
in group discussions, but in coaching itself – with  
its holistic philosophy, rules and instruments.

third, I believe in cooperative work as a deve- 
lopmental paradigm. A team should work on real 
problems that require significant effort and trigger 
strong emotions. This work should provide visible 
results. It shouldn’t be a game. 

Fourth, I believe in keeping a limited number  
of priorities that determine the tasks for the whole 
group and for each member. 

Finally, I believe in establishing and following 
through on commitments. Often, it seems that 
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«Leaders are often people with strong convictions who tend to talk rather 
than listen and to give guidance rather than to help others to come up with a 
decision. Therefore, you should have someone in your team who can take on 
the facilitation role so that the CEO can participate in the discussion.»

everything is clear and that there is no need to fix 
agreements, but when the session ends, the routine 
day-to-day activities begin again and the commitment 
is forgotten. Then you need to start all over again.
 
TEI: What is the most striking case in your career  
as a team consultant?

I remember working with one rather large orga- 
nization which had a leader who was little more 
than 30 years old and the average age of the group 
was approximately the same. This team achieved 
success, both in terms of efficiency and enjoyment 
from working together. A powerful combination  
of factors enabled this. First, there was a high ener-
gy level and the working capacity among the team 
members. Second, they believed in their objective 
and they had a deep desire to create the best 
management team in the country. Third, the leader, 
despite his lack of experience, understood that  
he had to create a strong, competitive team.  
All of these factors, together with an intensive 
coaching programme, diagnostics, cooperative 
work, and team coaching, produced the desired 
result. I should note that this team didn’t exist  
for a long time, which strengthens my belief that 
teams should not be built for the long term.

A second example involves a similar company 
in another country but the outcome was much 
less positive. I had been working with the execu-
tive team for many years but we hadn’t achieved 
great results. The team members were not happy 
working together and although the goals were 
being achieved, it was not due to the team. I have 
three hypotheses about why this happened. First, 
there was a high level of staff turnover and team 
members were changing too quickly. Second, the 
team was very big (25 members) and too diversified 
and different in their backgrounds. Third, the leader 
refused to follow the “strong team makes  
me stronger” model.

TEI: What kind of teams do you most enjoy  
working with and why? 

I prefer working with boards of directors. In contrast 
to traditional executive teams, boards of directors 
meet infrequently, generally four times a year  
(but no more than ten times). Board members  
usually spend 5-8 working days together, roughly 
ten times fewer than executive teams. Consequent-
ly, the immersion level is quite different. Managers  
are fully engaged in the day-to-day activities  
of an organization while board members are not.    
 
The fundamental difference between the two 
involves the format of the work. Activities of the 
boards of directors are more about reflection, 
analysis, and observation while the work of execu-
tive teams is more about creation and operations. 
Moreover, boards of directors observe what  
is happening and try to direct the team and prevent  
it from making incorrect decisions and so are en-
gaged in value protection. Executive teams develop 
plans for what and how to change in order to create 
added value.
 
When we conducted a Chair survey at INSEAD, 
we often heard from chairmen who said that they 
didn’t need to create a team, but instead needed ef-
fective collaboration. This may correlate with Amy 
Edmondson’s thesis about the disappearance of 
teams, in which people who do not work together 
on a regular basis do not necessarily need to be 
a team in order to be effective. However, some 
lessons can be learnt when working with boards 
of directors and can be useful when working with 
executive teams:

1. Engagement is crucial. An effective chairman cre-
ates an atmosphere in which all board members feel 
as if they are equal and have the same responsibilities 
towards the company. This may sound like common 
knowledge, but it is surprisingly not. All directors 
are different. One director may have created the 
company and in this sense it is his life. For another 
director, it may be his first time as a board member 

and he may be very nervous about whether he fits 
the position. Working with executive teams, I often 
come across the situation where team members do 
not feel responsible for the results achieved by the 
whole team. For instance, the sales director cares 
only about sales and does not really worry about 
execution of the business plan. These problems can-
not be solved solely by creating collective economic 
incentives. Instead you need personal engagement. 

2. Every group needs a working process which has 
to be clear for everyone within the group and which 
gives them an opportunity to collaborate effec-
tively. For a board of directors, this process can be 
described through a set of behavioural rules. For 
example, we carry one conversation with one topic, 
we don’t interrupt each other, we don’t get distrac- 
ted by mobile phones, we discuss one problem until 
we find the decision, we follow time boundaries, 
we present less and discuss more, we come to the 
board meetings well prepared. For many teams, 
such rules of interaction can be useful.  

3. You should have someone in your team who 
can take on the facilitation role so that the CEO 
can participate in the discussion. Generally, leaders 
take the facilitation role. Undoubtedly, team leaders 
have to set the direction for the team. However, 
after setting the direction, they often step back  
and take the role of “a man without thoughts.”  
This is because facilitation is such a complicated 
task that it can hardly be combined with participa-
tion in discussion, generating ideas and defending 
one’s point of view. However, leaders are often  
people with strong convictions who tend to talk 
rather than listen and give guidance rather than  
to help others to come up with a decision.  
They need to be given space to participate. 

4. It is extremely effective to conduct a follow-up 
session immediately after a meeting and answer 
such questions as “What have we managed to do 
well?” or “What have we failed to do?” and “How 
can we improve the meeting next time?” These 
questions help participants understand that their 
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practical ideas. 
 
TEI: What can an executive team leader learn  
from a chairman? 

In my practice, I observe three types of executive 
teams. The first type is a team in which everyone  
is equal. Generally, this is a small team and the role 
of the leader is rather similar to the role of  
a chairman – he is a facilitator who does his work 
and also helps others to do their work. The second 
type is a team with a leader and a group of close 
advisors whose points of view are important for 
the leader, as in Seigniorial thought. In this case, 
the leader makes all the decisions and takes all the 
responsibility. This type of leader can learn to be 
more attentive to other members’ ideas, provide 
them with an opportunity to speak up, and clearly 
articulate the decisions that were made and the 
consequences of these decisions. The third type  
is where the team exists merely on paper and is 
only a nominal union. Here, the leader can learn 
how to document the minutes of ceremonial meet-
ings in the right way!

TEI: What advice can you give to coaches?

Coaches should learn to be businessmen otherwise 
they will not have a future. In addition, they should 
be acquainted with digital technology, understand 
its influence on business and people, and learn how 
to implement it in coaching. Finally, coaches should 
specialize. Today, there are too many coaches and 
almost all of them are generalists. I think that 
specific industry focus will appear because it’s im-
possible to understand all businesses on a sufficient 
level. As with many other professions, specialization 
is required. 

TEI: How should a team choose a coach?

To choose a coach, it is important to understand 
why you need a coach. Is it to integrate new mem-
bers? To increase the effectiveness of the existing 
business model? To reach new milestones? Your 
choice of coach should be based on the experience 
and profile required to perform the task.  
And of course, there should be chemistry between 
you and the coach. You can check this only when 
executing a project together; you cannot find it 
during an interview. So, you should probably first 
organize a short session with a coach. Finally,  
you should collect recommendations to see what 
the coach is good or bad at – unfortunately, certifi-
cates won’t tell you everything.
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It is generally hard for women to accept hierarchy 
 from other women because the natural feminine  

culture is “flat.”

Who:  
Betina Rama

couNtRy:  
Argentina

EducAtIoN:  
Executive Master in Consulting and Coaching 
for Change and a Diploma in Clinical 
Organizational Psychology (both from 
INSEAD) and a Practitioner Certificate  
in Consulting and Change from 
The Tavistock Institute.

ExPERIENcE:  
Over 20 years of corporate management  
and academic background. Different roles  
in the headquarters and regional offices  
of Procter and Gamble (Switzerland, 
Venezuela and Chile). Multicultural 
experience, including studying in the USA 
and France and working for 6 years  
in a team comprising 17 different 
nationalities.

Book:  
Feminine Leadership: Career Learnings of Latin 
Executives (in Spanish, 2015), a nonprofit 
project aimed at sharing the experiences  
of 31 executives with the objective of helping 
the next generation. In the book, successful 
leaders answer the question “What do you 
know now that you would have liked to know 
when you started your career?”
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INtERvIEW  
WIth BEtINA RAMA
coNSultANt, FAcIlItAtoR ANd coAch FoR lEAdERShIP 
dEvEloPMENt, chANGE ANd dIvERSIty

GEoGRAPhIcAl ScoPE:  
Latin America, the US, Canada, Europe

TEI: Who are your clients? What problems do you 
face when working with them?

I work mainly with multinational companies, family 
businesses and not-for-profit organizations. I also 
work as Team Coach at the INSEAD Global Leader-
ship Center. One-third of my time is devoted 
to one-on-one coaching and the rest I spend  
on team coaching and facilitating executive leader-
ship teams conversations or in-company leadership. 
Most of my clients are from the Americas  
and Europe. 70% are general managers or C-suite 
executives who come via word-of-mouth referen- 
ces, and the rest are HR-related managers.

The extent of the challenge of working with a team 
will depend on two main factors: the maturity  
of the organization and the regional context. 
Probably, it would be much easier to work with 
mature organisations which operate in a country 
with favorable conditions, but that is not generally 
the case in Latin America. We are used to crisis and 
changing political and economic outlook.

Another common problem I encounter is that  
when the team leader seeks the consultants’ help, 
his or her team may be quite skeptical. This is why 
preparation is important. To counter skepticism, 
before proposing a program to an organization  
I will interview as many people as possible, both 
inside and outside the team. I will also use instru-
ments that can provide more robust information 
about the organization, such as a 360 questionnaire  
or an organizational culture survey. I consolidate 
and share the data and only after listening to the 
client comments and ideas do I go back and pre-
pare the proposal and future steps. Through this  
the client and I co-create the solution. It is an itera-
tive process, a dialogue to find together what is the 
best for the client.

TEI: How often do you see effective teams and how 
often do you encounter teams that improve their 
effectiveness?

When I am asked to work with a team it usually 
means that it has problems, so my statistics are 
rather biased! My experience shows that if a team 
wants to improve, it will improve. I have a rule  
to meet with the team three months after  
the first intervention and then again six months  
after the first intervention. It is so encouraging  
to see long-lasting positive changes! That’s why  
I do my job.

TEI: What was the most striking case in your career?

A couple of years ago the Argentinean branch of 
an international organization changed the top two 
leaders at almost the same time. Our consultancy 
team was asked to help the new leaders integrate 
into the local team and country. On top of this,  
the headquarters demanded the execution of a new 
strategy that had been delayed in that geographical 
area. There would be severe legal and PR implica-
tions if the new strategy was not implemented in 
the upcoming year. To add to the complexity, two 
more senior directors left within three months, which 
was a shock for a large part of the organization.

Our consulting team worked both jointly and in 
parallel with the Leadership Team (LT), facilitating 
LT and staff meetings, allowing people to voice  
their concerns, process the loss of their bosses  
and at the same time create action learning teams 
to solve pressing issues. Most members of the LT 
had individual coaching sessions, too. It was  
a bumpy ride, with highs and many lows, but at the 
end the balance was positive. This case strength-
ened my belief that even experienced consultants 
do not have all the answers. But what they know  
is how to co-create the best solutions. Therefore, 
it is fundamental to build trust with the teams we 
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«I like to ask my clients whether they have a clear vision of the competition they are facing, 
what are the new trends in the market or what are the most recent academic papers published 
in their field. And I rarely get a positive answer.» 

«One important aspect of an effective leadership is to be aware careful with 
the “naked emperor syndrome,” like in the Hans Christian Andersen children 
tale, “The Emperor’s New Clothes.”»

work with and ask questions to challenge them. 
Sometimes the feedback we provide or the ques-
tions we ask might make our clients feel a little bit 
uncomfortable, and that is fine. Like the innocent 
child in the tale who says that the emperor with 
no clothes is naked, one of our objectives is to help 
them with a reality check. Executives should guard 
against being surrounded by “yes men” and instead 
seek honest feedback if they want to create a cul-
ture that fosters innovation and growth. 
 
TEI: What are the main characteristics  
of an effective team?

Effective teams have a drive to learn, are not afraid 
to make mistakes, have a certain dose of modesty 
and have fun working together.
 
The research conducted by Deborah Ancona  
and Henrik Bresman published in their book 
X-Teams: How to Build Teams that Lead, Innovate,  
and Succeed showed that the most effective teams  
look not only inside but also outside themselves.  
I agree. On the subject of looking outwards, I like  
to ask my clients whether they have a clear vision  
of the competition they are facing, what are the 
new trends in the market or what are the most 
recent academic papers published in their field.  
And I rarely get a positive answer. That is why  
what TEI is doing by sharing best practices and 
latest industry developments is very valuable.

I am a firm believer that organizations that have  
a distributive type of leadership perform better 
than organizations with a more hierarchical lead-
ership structure. Distributive leadership does not 
mean that everyone in the organisation has the 
authority to make final decisions or that everybody 
is the boss. It means there exists an environment 
that allows opportunities for people to come up 
with better ideas or solutions, discuss them, and see 
that the best option wins, no matter where it came 
from. I have observed that in organizations that 
are too focused on maintaining a formal leadership 
style, it is harder to innovate. 

TEI:  What makes an effective leader?

An effective leader appreciates honest feedback.  
It is often the case that the higher the leader is in 
the organizational ladder, the less feedback she  
or he receives. And yet that is exactly when feed-
back is needed the most. To test this you can ask 
yourself “when was the last time that people asked 
me an uncomfortable question?” Many people do 
not get such questions and are used to receiving 
only good news. This means that the culture in 
which they operate is not open enough to allow for 
an honest conversation. This silence could be dan-
gerous for the business, as might keep you ignorant 
about what is going on inside your organization, 
with the competitors, and with the market. And 
silence definitely does not foster innovation.

Giving and accepting feedback is essential for  
a healthy business. You may remember Nokia  
and how they lost the smartphones battle.  
The staff knew that the Symbian platform would 
not work but they were afraid to communicate that 
to upper management. Symbian’s failure doomed 
Nokia. Maybe the story would have been different  
if they had the opportunity for frank communica-
tion. Creating a work environment where people 
can communicate bad news clearly puts organiza-
tions at a lower risk.

Professor Hal Gregersen of M.I.T. says “Leaders 
that wake up thinking ‘what am I deadly wrong 
about?’ inspire innovation.” It means that they 
understand that there are things that “they don’t 
know that they don’t know” and consequently they 
are constantly observing the world around them, 
learning new things, connecting with others and 
understanding that mistakes are part of the learn-
ing process.

The higher the leader is in the organizational struc- 
ture, the less feedback she or he receives. And this 
is exactly when feedback is needed the most.  
To test this you can ask yourself “when was the last 
time people asked me an uncomfortable question?”

TEI: You also specialize in feminine leadership.  
How does the presence of women in a team  
influence its dynamics?

The presence of women influences not only the 
group dynamics but also the company’s perfor-
mance. There is research showing that gender 
diversity is a competitive advantage. For instance, 
there is a study made by Catalyst on Fortune  
500 companies demonstrating that return on sales 
and return on capital investment are 16% and 26% 
higher, respectively, in companies that have women 
on their boards. Furthermore, in companies with 
three or more women in executive committees for 
at least five years, the return on sales is 84% more 
and return on capital is 60% more, respectively. 
Plus, you know that women stand behind most 
spending decisions. I worked in P&G when  
A.G. Lafley was the CEO and he always called the 
consumer “she.”
 
We need both the skills and talents of men and 
women in the workplace and it is important to rec-
ognize and accept the differences between them. 
Both bring their own rich view and life experiences. 
Since ancient times women had to fulfill the needs 
of their children to increase their chances  
of survival. For example, knowing when a baby 
would cry because he was hungry or painful was 
key to survival. Women learned to differentiate 
between non-verbal cues, and passed their DNA  
to the next generations. This is one of the reasons 
why women are generally very good in terms of 
empathy, understanding non-verbal signs, and 
being compassionate. Empathy is a key skill for  
any leader as it helps them connect, understand, 
and communicate with others.

Women are also generally good in creating  
a friendlier and more work-life balanced environ-
ments. That benefits all of us. In general, women 
tend to be more collaborative and participative.  
For example, women generally try to arrange meet-
ings in a way that everybody has a chance to speak 
instead of few people monopolising  

the conversation. This allows more people to ex-
press their points of view, which in turn might bring 
forward more data that allows a team to make a 
more informed decision or to come up with a novel 
idea.

TEI: When a woman becomes a boss in a Russian 
company, she tries to behave as a man and prefers 
to hire men to her management team. And what  
do you think about women as leaders?

The first women who managed to get top roles  
had to work really hard to earn their positions.  
It comes as no surprise that many of those women 
started behaving in a more masculine way as it was 
the only effective way back then. Even today, when 
people think of a leader they imagine a man. Time, 
awareness, and education are needed to change 
this reality.

Millennia ago, men had to be concentrated to hunt 
in order not to be killed. So the genes that we have 
today are from highly-focused men that were aware 
of all the risks and were able to focus. Women pro-
vided 40-50% of the family meal as gatherers  
and moved along with men. If a woman needed  
to pick up fruits she had to ask another woman 
to take care of her baby. These relationships were 
based on trust as the life of the baby depended  
on it. Even when we look at how girls play with 
dolls, there is no “boss” in the game. Female culture 
tends to be more egalitarian. Men accept hierarchy 
really well. Just look what happens when a soccer 
coach asks a player to do something. The player 
does what the coach says, no discussion. But when 
you ask something to a woman, generally her  
first reaction is a question. It is normally hard  
for women to accept hierarchy from another wom-
an because the natural female culture is “flat.”
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This could be one of the reasons why there is great 
difficulty for some women to accept another wom-
an as their boss. Something that we do not talk 
about often is that there are women that tend to 
attack other women when the “flat culture” is bro-
ken. If a woman gets a promotion, the other wom-
en may put her down. This may be by gossiping 
or making negative comments about the way she 
dresses. However, we are not in the caves anymore 
and this is not useful in 2017. We need to be aware 
of this and understand that unless we help each 
other and learn to work together, discrimination will 
continue to exist and there will be women who will 
prefer to work with men, and for a reason.

TEI: If you had an opportunity to put  
an advertising board all over the world for 24 hours 
what would it say?

Talk to each other!

?
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