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BUILDING A LEADERSHIP TEAM 
THAT HUMS 
Simon Dowling 
In the world of elite team sport, a distinction is often made between a ‘champion team’ and a 
‘team of champions’ – with a dominant belief that the former will always beat the latter. Sporting 
teams spend huge amounts of energy developing not just their technical ability to play the 
game, but also how they can best unite and work as a team to outdo the competition. To get 
there, these teams work hard to stamp out a culture of individual heroes and egos – not always 
easy when the public loves to celebrate a sporting legend.  

These are the teams that “hum”. Teams that hum have a chemistry that is the envy of everyone 
else. They are the teams that everyone wants to emulate, if not join. Not just for their team 
dynamic, but for their ability to achieve great results. 

Which teams do you admire most, for their ability to hum? And where do you look to for your 
answer? Sport, the arts, business… your own team? 

Teams that hum have the ultimate advantage  
In the world of business, teams that hum have the ultimate advantage. They are untouchable. In 
one sense, it’s easy for competitors to design products or strategies aimed at stealing your 
market share. But the dynamics of your own team aren’t something your competitors can 
replicate (and vice versa).  

The most effective teams have a special ability to: 

! Continually challenge themselves and raise the bar  
! Identify and respond to threats and opportunities faster, and break through obstacles 

more effectively 
! Continuously improve the way they work, improving productivity and outcomes 
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! Leverage each other’s skills and talents, and share learnings 

And the best part? These things happen without being driven by the senior manager. Rather, 
the teams drive success themselves. 

But teams can be hard work  
Before we take a closer look at the power of teams that hum - and what it takes to create them - 
it’s important to acknowledge that many people have spent their fair share of time in teams that, 
well… clunk. Or fizz.  

Teams can be hard work. The level of collaboration and shared ownership that it takes to 
become a high performing team is not always easy (or necessary) to grasp. This is especially true 
in workplaces where disparate managers or technical operators are brought together and 
suddenly branded a “team”. In reality, the only thing these individuals have in common is that 
they all report to the same boss, and team meetings are being convened so that they can share 
updates with one another. Meanwhile, an undercurrent of “can I get back to work now?” 
pervades these meetings… except perhaps in the case of those who welcome the safe harbour 
from having to do anything too taxing.  

In clunky leadership teams, individual leaders struggle to see the value of time spent away from 
their own team or business division, when there’s so much to be done. As one frustrated 
executive once said to me, “I spend an awful lot of time sitting in leadership team meetings 
listening to other leader’s problems. I shouldn’t be saying this, but isn’t it their job to sort them 
out? I’ve got enough problems of my own!” 

So let’s be clear. A team is not simply a group of people; it’s not even a group of people who 
are all working towards a similar objective. Rather, a team is a group of people who make an 
active choice to work collaboratively, because they believe that collaboration is essential for 
their success.  

And this distinction couldn’t be more important than in the case of leadership teams.  

“As goes the leadership team, so goes the rest of 
the organisation” 
There’s an old adage that says a fish rots from the head. Charming. Well, as unpleasant as that 
analogy may be, the good news is that the opposite is also true. High performing organisations 
with strong, collaborative team dynamics are often a reflection of the example being set in the 
executive suite. And that comes as no surprise, when you reflect on the fact that senior 
management can make or break collaboration in a wide range of ways, including: 

! The way they measure success  
! Whether they reward collaboration or individualism  
! The way different business divisions interact at the most senior levels – especially in how 

they share information and resources 
! The level of respect shown by one part of the business for the other 
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! Consistency of leadership and messaging across different business divisions 

With this in mind, senior leadership teams need to do what may often seem counterintuitive. 
Despite being some of the most experienced and talented individuals in the organisation, they 
must put themselves under the microscope. 

What does it mean to be a team that hums? 
It’s one thing to be a team; it’s another thing to become a team that really hums. One way to 
understand that distinction is to look at the following Leadership Team Spectrum: 

 

 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

THE 4 LEVELS OF LEADERSHIP TEAM EFFECTIVENESS 
! LEVEL 1: INDIVIDUALISM. At the bottom end of the spectrum sits Individualism. At 

this level, a team hasn’t really formed at all. Instead, you have a bunch of individual 
leaders, all of whom are working under the same roof for the same manager. Beyond 
that, each of the individuals is focused on themselves: their own outcomes, their own 
rewards, their own careers, their own reputations. The result is competition, politics and 
silos. Some of those silos may be successful in their own right, but the competition and 
distrust between them makes it almost impossible to tap the combined talents and 
resources of the individuals. 

! LEVEL 2: COORDINATION. At the next level sits Coordination. Here, the key 
distinction from Individualism is that the senior manager is working hard to ensure that 
the individual leaders and their teams are operating consistently with one another. The 
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focus is on managing through policies, systems, meetings and rules to “smooth over” 
self-interest. The aim at this level is to mitigate the destructive effects of organisational 
politics and competition for resources, but we haven’t yet got to a place where 
individual leaders are themselves finding ways to work together. For that reason, Level 2 
doesn’t even constitute a true team, but is best described as a “working group”.   

! LEVEL 3: COHESION. At the next level up the Team Spectrum, you have Cohesion. 
Here, the focus is on aligning individual members, by ensuring they share a common 
vision and direction. Once this has been defined, all of the team’s members need to 
understand how the sum of the parts will work. This understanding of their “collective 
success” means that they are respectful towards one another, and probably spend time 
at team meetings patiently listening to one another’s reports. Team members are willing 
to cooperate when needed, and to negotiate when their own focus clashes with that of 
another team member’s. But ultimately, the individual’s focus is on their own functional 
area of expertise.  

Heads of State syndrome.  You can often tell a leadership team caught at Level 3 by 
observing the way their leadership team meetings play out. For example, the Sales 
Manager may present the month’s sales figures, and take questions, but ultimately she 
doesn’t expect anyone else in the room to tell her how to run her part of the business. 
We often call this the “Heads of State” syndrome: where each member of the 
leadership team attends as the leader of their own “state”, and while they’re happy to 
play along, ultimately they will do anything to protect their sovereignty.  

! LEVEL 4: COLLABORATION. At the top of the Team Spectrum is Collaboration, and 
this is where a team truly hums. At this level, leadership team members move beyond 
mere alignment (unified direction) and now commit to something more: collaborative 
responsibility and interdependence. At this level, an important shift happens. The 
team’s senior leader takes a step backwards, as team members now commit to one 
another. Already clear on what they are trying to achieve as a collective (this should be 
clear for any Level 3 team), the team now reaches agreement on their collaborative role 
as a team, and what they need and expect of one another as contributors.  

So, for example, while a Sales Manager and Operations Manager in a Level 3 leadership 
team may have a clear understanding of each other’s role, and a clear understanding of 
how they might assist one another, at Level 4 these two leaders will understand and 
prioritise the role of the leadership team itself, and will both commit to that 
responsibility over and above their functional roles of (in this case) sales and operations. 
For instance, they may agree that one aspect of their collaborative role is to work 
together to build a culture where all parts of the business operate with a clear 
understanding of their customer.  

These represent the 4 levels of leadership teams (and, in fact, the spectrum can apply to any 
team). Where does your own team sit on the spectrum? 
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BUILDING A COLLABORATIVE TEAM 
Most teams we work with are already mindful of the importance of working as a team, but for 
one reason or another have become stuck at Level 3 or Level 2. This in turn breeds habits, 
mindsets and processes that can make it hard to break through to the next level. 

So what does it take to build a Level 4 collaborative leadership team that hums? It requires the 
leadership team to forge strong alignment across 3 key dimensions: Intent, Energy and 
Ownership (see the model below). 

	  

	  

	  

	  	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

 

 

Building that alignment requires focus, hard work and persistence, as you might expect. Here’s 
an overview of what’s required across all 3 dimensions. You’ll notice that there are 3 
recommended areas of focus within each of those domains: 
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 Alignment around … What this means… 

Role 

 

Determine and commit to the collaborative role of the 
leadership team. 

Success How and when will the leadership team measure its 
success? (This is different from how they will measure the 
success of the business or the department they lead.) 

IN
TE

N
T 

Expectations Agree on the most important behaviours the leaders expect 
of themselves, if they are to successfully play their role and 
achieve their desired outcomes as a team. Typically, a 
leadership team will establish “Rules of the Road”. 

Action Are all the team clear and committed to the specific actions 
required to perform the leadership team’s role? This is 
different from the action each leader will take in managing 
their own functional team. 

Relationships What can the team do to better understand one another 
and to build highly effective working relationships? 

EN
ER

G
Y 

Cadence What rhythms and processes will the team put in place to 
support its collaborative role and maintain its focus on 
success? 

Accountability It’s important for all members of the team to recognise their 
commitment is to one another, not to their boss. How can 
the leaders hold one another accountable?  

Solidarity Debate and disagreement is healthy in any leadership team. 
What are the rules of how decisions are made and then how 
solidarity is maintained outside meetings? 

O
W

N
ER

SH
IP

 

Feedback and 
challenge 

It’s critical for any collaborative leadership team to have the 
skills, the permission and a regular forum for giving one 
another feedback and challenging one another. 
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Summary 
Most organisations have a huge opportunity waiting to be seized. That opportunity is to move 
beyond the strength of their product and the technical smarts of their people, and to foster an 
organisation where its teams truly hum. If they succeed in doing so, then they will have an 
advantage over their competitors that’s exceptionally hard to replicate. Most importantly, that 
advantage is the key to long term success. 

Before they can ask others in the company to make this happen, senior leadership teams must 
start with themselves. This feels counterintuitive to many executives. The experience and 
seniority of the people at the table can make it seem self-evident that the team will perform 
well. But the paradox is that their seniority is likely to cause team members to operate with a 
strong sense of autonomy and independence, culminating in the “Heads of State” syndrome 
referred to earlier. 

This white paper offers a simple but powerful model for understanding the different levels of 
team effectiveness, and asks you to reflect where your own team sits on the Leadership Team 
Spectrum: at Level 1 (Individualism), Level 2 (Coordination), Level 3 (Cohesion) or Level 4 
(Collaborative)? It’s my belief that every leadership team should be at Level 4.  

Just as any elite sporting team will invest in ensuring it is a champion team, rather than a team of 
champions, so too can every leadership team focus on ensuring alignment and commitment 
around the 3 key dimensions of teams that hum: INTENT, ENERGY and OWNERSHIP. 
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