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Introduction
Performance is how well work is 
performed (quality). Productivity is how 
much work gets done (quantity). 

People — the human spirits — are the 
source of the work that gets measured. 
My guess is that if you hold an executive 
position in an organization, you will find 
yourself in this report at least once. All 
personal stories are true accounts of real 
situations and real costs. Names changed 
to protect the innocent.

Every one of these seven costly mistakes 
finds its source in either faulty thinking 
or faulty communication or both. 
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Seven costly mistakes executives make  
that cause performance, productivity and  
profits to suffer.

1. Poor communication, in particular: 
a. Being unwilling to have difficult conversations
b. Not communicating expectations
c. Making statements when questions are in order
d. Not Listening

2. Acting as if your assumptions are the truth

3. Lack of focus and a plan

4. Lack of clear thinking that leads to poor decisions

5. Using the wrong measures of performance

6. Using poor systems (or environments) and expecting people to overcome  
them to produce superior results

7. Ineffective, off-putting or damaging relationship management with  
employees and/or service providers
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Poor Communication Mistakes:

A. Unwillingness to have difficult 
conversations

B. Uncommunicated (withheld either 
intentionally or unintentionally) 
expectations  

C. Making statements when questions are 
in order

D. Not Listening

1

“
“

Poor communication
Most senior executive mistakes have an aspect of poor communication in them. 
Because we need effective communication in organizations to produce results, solving 
communication problems always require attention and resolution.  

A.  Unwillingness to have difficult conversations
The first communication challenge, being unwilling to have difficult conversations, is a very 
typical communication barrier.  In fact, it is human nature to avoid communication, which 
perpetuates the painful or destructive pattern. Excellent communication requires the 
courage of commitment to excellence and the willingness to be uncomfortable.

This true story, from a public biotechnology company, illustrates the cost of avoiding 
difficult conversations.  

Paul knew that Curt was arrogant and not listening to his colleagues about the 
risks of completing the clinical trial successfully. He looked the other way because 
Curt was liked by the doctors, was a great presenter to investors on Wall Street and 
Paul considered Curt a friend. Curt was a very bright scientist but a poor manager. 
Several people under Curt complained to Paul that he did not listen to them and 
said that Curt made decisions without full input. Some people left because of Curt’s 
management style. Paul put up with Curt for too long.  

The trials failed and the drug candidate was rejected by the FDA. Paul had to fire Curt 
– too late. It cost the company $40 million dollars and almost cost the company’s 
survival. If Paul had talked to Curt about his poor listening skills when he first 
recognized them and stepped up to address Curt’s poor management style earlier, he 
may have been able to salvage the clinical trial and the drug approval.
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Costs of avoiding difficult conversations include wasted time sharing gossip and all the 
negative energy of unhappy employees, confusion about what is important, and turn-over, 
which includes the unfortunate potential of degrading to legal complaints from disgruntled 
past employees. 

Actions: This antidote does require some soul-searching about what is important. 

Rather than having to be right, having the courage to speak up about differences can 
provide much needed stress relief. What works?

• Straight talk, 
• Not waiting until too late to solve differences, 
• Looking proactively for possible upsets, 
• Identifying inappropriate interactions in meetings and addressing them privately 

are all positive contributions to improving communication.

If this is an area of need, you might consider getting support. Do it yourself or do it with 
help options can be found here:

https://accountabilitypays.com/download-your-sample-today/

https://accountabilitypays.com/
https://accountabilitypays.com/download-your-sample-today/ 


AcountabilityPays.com Page 6

ACCOUNTABILITY PAYS

An Accountability Pays eBook©
Seven Costly Mistakes Executives Make that Cause Productivity, Performance and Profits to Suffer

If left untended, the results 
manifest as silos, lack of 
cooperation, additional upsets, 
outbreaks of frustration, perhaps 
even anger…

“

B.  Uncommunicated expectations 
A second communication pitfall is uncommunicated expectations. Managers and even 
senior executives can have an expectation of an employee, or a department, that is not 
EXPLICIT, but is implied. It lives in the attitude, the tone of voice, not in the spoken words.  

These expectations are little poison pills that create a subtle, damaging blame game. “He 
said.” “She said.” “That’s not my job.” This blame game results in shutting people down. They 
stop talking and start sabotaging, sometimes unintentionally, sometimes intentionally. The 
relationship degradation is, unfortunately, more common that you would think. 

A friend recently recounted a situation where he understood that he had been brought 
in at a peer level by a contract organization, working with a woman project manager who 
was treating him as a subordinate. In his view, she is neither his superior nor his boss. As he 
said it, “She clearly does not understand that, and I am about to tell her the next time she 
steps over the line where to…. but I know my politics and I’ll do that through our mutual 
contractor boss.” 

John did not believe when he agreed to sign on as VP of Technology that he was 
getting into a “for better or worse” commitment. His intent and expectation were to 
do good work and receive support so he could continue to do more good work…and 
to grow as a valued participant in the business.

Similarly, Mary, the CEO assumed output, cooperation, commitment, and loyalty 
without having to guide and assist John. After all, John was the chief technologist, 
not her.

But John kept running into roadblocks, procedures and systems that prevented him from 
doing what he felt must and should be done. He overcame some but obstacles remained 
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for which he received no support or helping hand from Mary, as she preferred to work on corporate governance rather than technical or 
operational issues.

His psychological contract with Mary was broken. The problems festered and others got added. Soon John “hated” coming to work 
everyday and could hardly wait to go home to escape the pain and frustration.

And Mary only saw John’s non-performance to her undefined expectations. Rather than uncover the issues for examination and 
resolution, John received added scrutiny and Mary focused her expectations higher, finding even more shortcomings,like a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. Her hopes for John were dashed.

John soon left the company and went on to be a star technologist at a competitor. Mary blamed John for not performing up to expectations 
and spent another $100,000 recruiting and hiring his replacement. Perhaps the new hire will read her mind and do better.

One senior executive succinctly expressed the value of good communication and communicating expectations when he said, “There are 
two things I always told my direct reports and those I was about to hire.

1. Never, ever lie to me. If you do, you can’t work for me.

2. If you make a mistake, tell me first. We’ll work together to fix it. I’ve got your back. If you hide it or deceive me, you’re on your own.

“For these reasons, and some others related to knowing your people and showing them you care about them as people, not just workers doing 
a job, my teams would move mountains for me. They would work all hours of the day or night or weekend when we had to complete a project, 
overcome a setback, or rescue a customer. The point is not how much or how hard we worked, but that we were a team and we believed in each 
other, supported each other, and each played our role on the team to the benefit and achievement of everyone on the team.”
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Costs:  If left untended, the results manifest as silos, lack of cooperation, additional 
upsets, outbreaks of frustration, perhaps even anger which needless to say damages 
productivity in its wake. 

Actions:  First, look within to see if you are expecting something but you have not 
clearly communicated it. Be responsible for having not been clear (which will be addressed 
later in this report as its own mistake). When the “energy” is not right between you and 
someone else, stop and ask clarifying questions of the person who works for you.  Ask 
questions like, “There seems to be something between us, do you know what it is?” 
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C. Making statements when questions are in order
A third communication pitfall is making statements when questions are in order. This 
mistake has elements of arrogance, which is addressed separately as its own mistake 
in this report, and overlaps with not listening as well. Someone who continually asserts 
him/herself as the one with the answer disallows contributions from others. Those who 
unsuccessfully try to speak truth to power will stop trying. Eventually the company could 
become bureaucratic and people get treated as cogs in a wheel. Partnerships won’t last. 
The interpersonal damage is great when someone does not feel free to speak their truth.

Asking questions leads to learning something you don’t already know, which is important 
to the strategic value of the company. Answers can, and should, come from the front lines 
as much as anywhere else in the company.  

A very large company with a household name you would know was poised to go public 
the next day. That particular day, a senior executive wandering the warehouse happened 
to ask a warehouse worker, “What do you think is going to be the biggest challenge facing 
the company in the coming year?”  The worker said, “I think the current wage freeze in 
this country is going to damage profits.” On the basis of that one comment, the senior 
executive went back to his executive suite and stopped the planned IPO dead in its tracks. 
Sure enough, profits were flat for the next three years.

In the book Transparency, the authors write, “A few thousand businesses have decided 
to mechanize transparency by installing so-called whistleblower software. Offered by 
such companies as EthicsPoint and Global Compliance Services, the software allows 
employees to report anonymously to management any suggestions, complaints, concerns 
about safety or other matters, and evidence of wrongdoing. Some systems also send any 
complaint about the CEO or other key executives to a member of the board for further 
inquiry.”
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Yolanda was finally promoted into the executive ranks on the strength of her stellar 
individual contributions. Her rainmaking in international markets accounted for most of 
the company’s growth for the past three years while U.S. operations were lucky to be only 
down as much as her gains due to the recent financial crises and recession.

Her new U.S. area managers were anxious to provide complete briefings on their market 
segments, the challenges, the opportunities, and their suggestions for turn around and 
growth. But instead of asking what they knew, what they assumed, what alternative 
courses of action existed, and what they recommended, she informed the assembled 
group that her success in international growth would be used as the template for them to 
execute to get U.S. growth. She repeated the old homily, “if you keep doing what you have 
been doing, you will keep getting the same results!”

Yolanda’s way was in, and whatever they were going to say or recommend was out. They 
would be out too if they did not hit the numbers corporate was expecting.

Instead of asking important questions, Yolanda failed to get the lay of the land to properly 
assess the U.S. situation, to give her area managers the sense that they were viewed 
as important contributors and that they would be essential collaborators in achieving 
renewed growth, she alienated all and doomed herself to an uncertain future.

Some of the area managers soon left finding other opportunities that gave them a voice 
in the business. Some stayed but kept their heads low, doing the bare minimum hoping to 
survive until the recession ended. Today we call that “quiet quitting.” Some really tried to 
do the needed good but were always in an uphill battle to get Yolanda to listen.

Yolanda was frustrated that her track record of success had been halted by people who 
just would not listen to her one way communications.
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AcountabilityPays.com Page 11

ACCOUNTABILITY PAYS

An Accountability Pays eBook©
Seven Costly Mistakes Executives Make that Cause Productivity, Performance and Profits to Suffer

Costs: Leaving opportunities and contributions on the table, disrespecting the value of 
people’s contributions could make them leave the organization taking their good ideas and 
good will with them. Loss of productivity.

Actions: Communicate that you will not kill the messenger. Thank people for 
disagreeing with you. Ruminate on their comments, ask questions, get further details, ask 
them for a study on the topic. Be grateful for your dissidents. They care deeply or they 
would not muster up the courage to challenge you.
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D. Not listening
Not listening is the fourth communication issue. Two typical symptoms of not listening are 
reacting too quickly to what another said, and listening for what you want to hear.  

Steve was new at being a CEO and relished the idea of his position and power. His 
company had a new technology and he believed that the market was ready for the 
breakthrough it could provide. To launch the company, raising significant capital was 
needed, and more data on the technology was required. Steve wanted to prove himself 
and didn’t want to look bad or inexperienced. A member of his board offered to mentor 
him on raising capital and on completing the data gathering necessary to market the 
product. Steve ignored the director and excluded him from meetings where the seasoned 
director could have contributed to successfully raising capital.  

When the director pointed out Steve’s questionable decisions and practices that were 
doomed to fail, Steve became aggressive toward the director and worked to marginalize 
him for dissenting and eventually got him off of the board. Several months later Steve 
was dismissed from his CEO position, the company was on the verge of bankruptcy, and 
bringing to market the technology that could make a major contribution to patients with a 
neurological disorder was jeopardized – all because of Steve’s unwillingness to listen to a 
dissenting opinion in order to protect his image and try to “look good.”
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Costs of not listening can range from investor financial losses to diminished employee 
morale, which leads to diminished performance and turnover.  Turnover has significant 
costs that are addressed later in this report. When evaluated for all the collateral damage 
that is created, turnover is more financially costly than most executives could even 
imagine.

Actions:  Ask people who work for you, “Are you feeling heard?” Slow communications 
down to include paraphrasing what another has said, particularly in a heated moment, so 
that you have time to think about your response. Planning your response while the other 
person is still talking is not listening. Pause to think, saying, “Give me a minute, I need to 
think about that.” Make sure that the rank-and-file workers are included in strategic thinking 
and planning in some organized way so they experience being heard and contributing.





https://accountabilitypays.com/


AcountabilityPays.com Page 14

ACCOUNTABILITY PAYS

An Accountability Pays eBook©
Seven Costly Mistakes Executives Make that Cause Productivity, Performance and Profits to Suffer

2 Acting as if your assumptions are the truth
In a word, arrogance. This particularly applies to CEOs/owners of businesses who can think 
of themselves as kings/queens.  Arrogance includes, by definition, the pretense that the 
arrogant one knows all. A pretense can last a long time. Consider the married couples you 
know who are pretending to love one another. Living inside of a pretense is exhausting and 
eventually self-defeating.

I am reminded of the Hans Christian Andersen myth about the Emperor who hired a 
couple of (lazy) tailors to make him some royal clothing. They agree that the clothes would 
be invisible to anyone who is incompetent or stupid. When the Emperor picks up his new 
clothes, he sees nothing.  It is a ruse. The Emperor has been duped by these thieves, but he 
has bought into their story. So the Emperor pretends to be delighted with his new clothes 
and parades the town naked.

Everyone else pretends to see clothes until a child yells, “He has no clothes on!” 
Analogously, in business people who point out the pretenses of powerful people and 
institutions are often compared to the child who points out that the emperor actually has 
no clothes. These courageous people are, as the book Transparency addresses, speaking 
truth to power.  

Arrogance can quickly translate to a lack of discipline — ignoring the systems, the advisors, 
the rigor of self-examination. In the article, “The Price of Arrogance,” Steve Forbes and John 
Prevas point out, “The ugly stepsister of success is often a loss of discipline. The same drive 
to win that propels an Alexander (the Great) to unimaginable heights of power and wealth 
can just as easily result in out-of-control behavior with disastrous consequences.”  
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King Alexander the Great was an early example of the arrogance of a king out to conquer 
the world. The authors then give some real-world examples of CEOs who destroyed, by 
their arrogance, the very empires they created.

An unfettered villain of poor decision-making (dealt with separately in this report) is 
assumptions that are not recognized as assumptions but treated as truth. An easy example 
is the many Americans who purchased real estate on the assumption that real estate 
values would go up. Or how about the assumption that the financial markets will be stable? 
Or that your sources of information–particularly social media—are reliable?

This real-world example of an Environmental Services Company with a bright future and 
an arrogant leader makes the point.  

Dave, CEO and founder, was very enthusiastic about his new technology and 
believed that it would change the world of aquatic water testing. He sounded 
convincing when he successfully implored several “family and friends” investors to 
back his new company.   

As Dave began to run low on cash, he was forced by investors to begin seeking the 
first customers for the new invention. After several months no one had ordered a unit. 
Dave made several excuses for why no sales. It was soon learned that the market did 
not value the technology the way he designed it and didn’t see the value in it.  

Dave had assumed he knew what the market wanted and needed, but he did 
not perform a marketing study and he did not ask potential customers what was 
important to them. Further inquiry by the investors in Dave’s company revealed 
that this was the second time Dave had tried to introduce his technology without a 
proper marketing study to determine what the market needed and valued. Dave’s 
company went bankrupt, which was a shame because his technology likely had 

“
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Limited information sharing and 
too much arrogance at the top can 
end the life of a company when it 
is young.

“
“

a place in the market if he had properly addressed the market needs instead of 
thinking he already knew.

The world only works when agreement is present. The previous examples are dramatic. 
Unfortunately, the Dave’s of the world are not rare. The more subtle impacts can be felt 
every day in not distinguishing between someone’s opinion or assumption, and a tested, 
agreed-upon reality. In the case of a difference of opinion with no reality to test against, 
shaky ground does not get more solid.

Limited information sharing and too much arrogance at the top can end the life 
of a company when it is young. Linda, along with a second in command, started a 
company that grew to include offices in several countries. Linda played the founder 
role of the “outside guy” who was responsible for all of the growth of the company. 
The “inside guy,” Brett, was very good operationally.  For example, if they needed 
four new employees, he would find them.  

Linda was the one who found and held every business relationship while Brett kept 
the business operationally solid. They started their relationship with an agreement 
on percentages of pay for each of them, which was negotiated further in favor 
of Brett, at his insistence. It was the beginning of the end because despite the 
adjustment, Brett never was satisfied with his percentage.  

Linda described Brett as “a hot-headed Spaniard, so oh did we communicate!” 
What they did was hurl words at one another. But of course, you know I’m going to 
point out that was not communication; that was talking at one another from each 
one’s right and righteous position, and Linda is quick to point out that she did adjust 
the percentages once, while clearly not being in agreement but “giving in” to the 
demands. Their partnership eventually broke apart. 
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At one point in this tumultuous process, a large contract 
was not renewed, so Linda wanted to lay off some 
employees. Brett did not agree, at which point he offered to 
buy Linda out of the Spain and Italy offices. The business 
relationship did not survive their disagreement over what is 
“fair.”

I recently worked with a coaching client, George, who complained 
of an employee being disruptive in production meetings with 
inappropriate comments, a constant source of irritation for George. 
I suggested George find a private moment with Frank, the disruptive 
employee, to ask if there was some dissatisfaction that was not 
getting heard and that was coming out inappropriately in the 
meetings. Contextually, George needed to come from curiosity, 
as opposed to judgment and ask open-ended, probing, caring 
questions. 

Depending on what George heard, he could then make an informed 
decision about next actions. But until he gave Frank an opportunity 
to 

1. be aware of his behavior, and 
2. express for himself what he thought was the reason for it, 

any action on George’s part would be coming from an assumption.

“
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Costs:  Limited information sharing and too much arrogance at the top can end the life 
of a company when it is young. In other instances, it will take longer for someone to point 
out that the Emperor has no clothes, in which case everyone lives in the pretense that all is 
well. There is another potential cost to this one, and it is deadly; the loss of trust.  

In speaking about the loss of trust of CEOs with a friend recently, he commented, “When 
the wealth starts to accumulate with male CEOs some strange behavior can surface. What 
I mean is that they start to get tempted into believing their own headlines and thinking 
like they are some sort of god. All the rules and restrictions somehow don’t apply to them. 
They get lured into believing they are invincible and that they are ‘the Masters of the Universe.’ 

“The resulting behavior and superiority complex leaves those around them in a place of 
distrust. They will only take care of themselves when the pressure of poor performance 
and job/pay cuts need to happen. In other words, they don’t create a safe work environment.

“I have an old saying that men leaders who lack character will eventually be humbled and 
brought down by one of the three G’s:  1. Greed,  2. Glory or 3. Girls.  

If you look back on all the CEOs in the ‘Hall of Shame’ one of those three was in play. I have 
personally witnessed several good CEOs get tempted by one of three G’s and lose the trust 
of their people and have a big fall. I also believe the higher you climb the more frequently 
these temptations get put in your path.”

Actions:  Put in practices that challenge assumptions of everyone on the executive 
team and have them do the same on their teams. For example, ask for feedback from the 
senior executive team in regularly scheduled meetings. Look for people whose opinions 
you particularly trust, and bring them into your confidence early and often when making 
decisions that impact many people. Use an executive coach to keep you looking in the 
mirror of reality. And for heaven’s sake, keep your values foremost and your ego in check.
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It isn’t even the plan so much that 
is of value, but rather the thinking 
process that gets an executive 
team to the plan.

“
Lack of focus and a plan
This is a particularly virulent problem today because the rules of the game are changing so 
quickly with the economic and regulatory environments shifting dramatically, especially 
post-Covid. Even the best of leaders could be lost, given the pillars of business have been 
challenged with the banking squeeze on lending, investor dollars shrinking, and the cost of 
worker’s compensation and health insurance escalating. Commercial real estate hasn’t even 
seen all the hardships that are to come.

With all those circumstances facing leaders, it is easy to be in reaction mode, function 
from fear, and spend insufficient planning time at the executive level. Too many priorities, 
communicated randomly cause mayhem when employees need confidence the most.

Nancy, the co-founder of the company, was arguably a genius — a most inventive 
person. She hardly had a day go by without a new idea and had filed many 
patents on her inventions. However, the company was substantially in the red 
financially.

When a new CEO came into Nancy’s company, he questioned the 64 projects 
in development within Nancy’s team. The CEO also noted that the company 
was experiencing high growth, however several customers of the company were 
complaining about the quality of service they were getting. Morale was bad and no 
one at the company was thinking strategically, they were merely responding to the 
daily “hair on fire” environment of too many projects.    

The new CEO reduced the research team’s projects to three and reorganized the 
company around planning and restructuring of the company to address the new 
growing markets.  As a result, the company soared from an unknown laboratory 
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to world leadership within three years. Productivity increased through intense training programs, active recruiting of top people to the 
company and open transparent communications that allowed all associates to participate in making changes in the company. The 
morale changed from rumors and gossip to one of teamwork and superior customer satisfaction. 

The company made more money in the next three years than it had lost in the prior fourteen years.

I have spoken with leaders of all sizes of organization that operated without a business plan. Some have justification and validation for why 
their business is “too fast-paced” or some other perfect explanation. Others are more sheepish, recognizing the hole in their logic.

It isn’t even the plan so much that is of value, but rather the thinking process that gets an executive team to the plan. Get away for a day 
or a weekend and be thoughtful about the future and how the company will get there. I have thought of writing an e-book called It’s Not 
Rocket Science, the point being if you go through the thinking process you will have to be more consciousness about moving forward than 
if you don’t. Though it does require time and attention, planning provides the consideration for prioritization and for addressing changing 
environmental impacts.
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Cost:  Spread too thin, failure to develop adequately where strengths exist, putting the 
entire organization at risk; growing through the stages of an organization more slowly than 
could be possible with better focus.

Actions:  
1. Follow a business planning process that includes formal steps that challenge your 

company’s assumptions.  Accountability Pays offers the CEO Tools™ structure, which 
stands for Communicate, Execute, and Optimize, a customized strategic planning 
process. 

2. Speak and write so that what, by when, and the consequences get completely 
communicated.  

3. Get into a peer group or hire a coach who will challenge your thinking.  

4. Do your research.  

5. Ask lots of questions.  

6. Listen deeply and thoroughly.  Value the opposing position for its contribution 
to deepening your thinking.  Don’t rely 100% on “data”; learn to check in to your 
inner sense of right and wrong, what “feels” right, balancing intuition with the 
facts.  Appreciate your critics, they care enough to say what they see at great risk to 
themselves.  

7.  Make  reflection time a regular part of your routine.   

8.  Close the door, turn off the phone, put your feet up, and spend time in deep, 
considered thought.
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Lack of clear thinking leads to poor decisions
Lack of clarity is one of the reasons a leader fails to focus and plan. In essence, someone 
who is not clear does not know the right thing to do, so cannot provide direction to the 
executive team and therefore to the organization.  

The Financial Times article, September 20, 2010, titled “When to turn a blind eye to 
the facts” provided this classic, timeless advice, offering, “Ideally you want to base your 
decisions on sound evidence. But often, managers make a decision then rustle up the 
evidence to support it. As Peter Tingling and Michael Brydon of Simon Fraser University 
wrote recently in the MIT Sloan Management Review, it is the difference between 
evidence-based decision making and its ugly sibling, decision-based evidence making.” 
The point of the article raised the delicate question of “how to encourage the use of data, 
while leaving room for the occasional inspired decision? Not all decisions require the same 
degree of evidence.”

Roger Martin, dean of the Rotman School of Management at the University of Toronto 
with a book about the same topic, wrote an insightful article called “How Successful 
Leaders Think,” published in The Harvard Business Review in June of 2007, one of the 
classics. I make sure all my clients read it, and I often quote from its wisdom to groups of 
leaders. 

Martin points out that we have an opposable thumb as humans, making it possible to pick 
things up that other creatures in the animal kingdom cannot. That point is followed closely 
with a quote from F. Scott Fitzgerald who, more than 60 years ago, saw “the ability to hold 
two opposing ideas in the mind at the same time and still retain the ability to function” as 
the sign of a truly intelligent individual. But as Martin notes, “We often don’t know what to 
do with fundamentally opposing models. Our first impulse is usually to determine which is 
‘right’ and, by process of elimination, which is ‘wrong.’”  
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That relieves the discomfort of not knowing, but likely does not 
produce the best decision.

Martin is a proponent of integrative thinking, which is defined by four 
steps. The first step is figuring out which factors to take into account, 
whereas conventional thinking discards as many factors as possible to 
reduce the discomfort of complexity. 

The second step is to analyze causality, considering multidirectional 
and nonlinear relationships in the mix. This is not traditional linear 
thinking that if “a” leads to “b”, then more of “a” will lead to more of “b.” 

The third step is envisioning the decision architecture, seeing 
problems as a whole rather than applying band-aids to symptoms.  

The fourth step entails achieving resolutions, creatively resolving 
tensions among opposing ideas to generate innovative outcomes. 
Without thoroughly thinking challenges through, conventional 
thinking often results in unattractive trade-offs.  

Lack of clarity is exacerbated by arrogance, pretending everything 
is fine when it is not. The greatest sin a leader imposes on the 
organization at this point is not reaching out for help and guidance.

Bud knew that the bank was in trouble but he was not clear 
what would save the bank.  Loan delinquencies were rising 
at an alarming rate and the regulators were beginning to put 
pressure on the board to address the low capital at the bank. 
Bud, an old-time banker, believed that aggressive collection 
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The greatest sin a leader imposes 
on the organization at this point 
is not reaching out for help and 
guidance.

“action was the answer and further, he believed that was what the regulators 
wanted. He also immediately lowered the rate he was paying on deposits to help 
offset the loan losses. (These are assumptions, another critical mistake leaders 
make because they are undistinguished as faulty assumptions).

When customers began filing bankruptcies at unprecedented rates leaving the 
bank without a possibility of collection and depositors at the bank began leaving 
to place deposits at competitor banks over the low rates, the regulators stepped in 
and took over the bank. New management was brought in. 

The first step the new President took was to access the reasons for the high 
delinquencies and then establish work out programs for debtors to get them back 
on their feet so that they could pay their loans. The bank also increased their 
deposit rates to stop a run on the bank and return confidence to the community 
that the bank would survive. The results of these thoughtful actions were that the 
bank became the number one bank in the community in the second year and 
returned to good profitability.
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Cost:  In extreme cases, the regulators can step in as was the case with this bank. In the 
United States in 2009 and 2010, failed business models were being bailed out by the 
government, creating a financial drag on the U.S. public for years to come. More recently, 
similar “save the consumer, save the business” actions from Covid expressed as PPP loans 
and/or EIDL loans. As a business owner, it would be crazy not to take advantage of these 
business hand-outs, business had been so adversely affected by the pandemic. 

In individual companies, a milder effect of poor thinking or lack of strategic considerations 
is the drag on productivity and morale that can lead to increased turnover, gossip, and 
other time wasters that sabotage results.

Action:  Ask for help. Do the research. Check your views against multiple sources, from 
trusted advisors to peers in your industry. Have many conversations that can lead to clarity. 
Challenge your assumptions and ask others to do the same. 
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Using the wrong measures of performance
This costly mistake can be applied to the organization’s goals and how they measure 
achieving those goals. For instance, a service company that trains executives could 
measure the number of people who come for training, which impacts revenues, but 
neglect to account for the quality of training that those who came, received. Both are 
important, and the trainer who is measured only on numbers of attendees without notice 
of the quality of performance could be discouraged.  Attitude kills aptitude. Further, deeper 
analysis would attach the training to results produced!

Using this same illustration, having the wrong trainer for the attendees would damage 
the experience of the customers as well as the trainer. A wrong hire sets the hired person 
up for failure, yours and theirs. A new hire taking a job that does not align with his or her 
preferences is an expensive mistake for the company as well, because eventually that 
individual will sabotage his or her own performance and the company will suffer the 
consequences.   

Leo was enthusiastic, willing to work long hours and wanted to please his boss. He 
graduated at the top of his class in college and landed a job as a staff person at a 
very large professional services company. Leo soon understood that the way to get 
ahead at the firm was to complete his assignments under budget, on time and get 
along with the client. One of his early jobs he got caught by his boss short- cutting 
work to make budget, which exposed the firm to the risk of a poor work product.  

When this happened a second time, Leo was fired. A couple of years later his prior 
boss and Leo bumped into one another. Leo thanked his former boss for firing 
him and getting into a career path that better suited his skills and one in which he 
could flourish. Leo explained how happy he was with his new career in sales. He 
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acknowledged that at the professional services firm he was in the wrong job for him 
and he didn’t know it.  

One significant impact on measures of performance is the company’s values. If, when 
hiring or when creating projects, or when planning for the future, the values reality check is 
superficial or non-existent; there will be an impact on productivity. Why? Because values 
drive human behavior, whether those values are distinguished or undistinguished.  

For four years I coached the senior executive team of a very large company with three 
offices in three different states. The company did not have any explicit company values 
expressed anywhere. I continually encouraged the CEO to allow me to introduce a values 
analysis. His response was, “Show me the ROI on values and I’ll support this initiative.” I am 
still seeking any quantitative data on the impact of values in an organization. It is difficult 
to find because it’s like distinguishing the air we breathe, or fish distinguishing the water in 
which they swim.  

Since I couldn’t quantify the impact on ROI, I was not successful in getting a company-
wide values initiative. I was successful in introducing and gaining agreement on values 
in some departments of the organization, but not company-wide. Nor could I get the 
executive team together for continuous strategic planning events to follow the initial two-
day strategic planning event.  Two years after I left, the company had gone from being one 
of the top companies in its field to bankruptcy. If you hire a coach, it is a good idea to be 
coachable. Shooting the messenger does not improve the company’s performance.

I also coached a client who had hired a manager for a distant branch without having 
checked to see if their values matched. They did not. After hours of counseling and 
considerable angst on the part of each of these individuals, I introduced the Harrison 
Assessment, which is a predictor of job success, in part because it distinguishes what 

“
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people like and don’t like and also how they manage paradoxical choices. (Simplistically explained, an example of a paradoxical choice: in 
communication, a preference toward being frank or being diplomatic.)  

The Harrison Assessment revealed, among many other things, that the hired distant branch manager placed a very high value on making 
independent decisions. Additionally, she placed a high importance on alignment with her superior. Yet in the interview this had not surfaced. 
Over time, their very different priorities and values surfaced. After investing countless hours working to reconcile their differences, the 
distant branch manager quit.  

Putting existing employees into new wrong jobs, or hiring the wrong person into a job in the first place is very expensive.  The cost of 
turnover for one person can easily exceed one year’s salary.  

Calculating and adding all the replacement and related costs, a $50,000 person can easily reach $75,000 to replace them.  Bliss said, “As 
you can see, the costs and impact associated with an employee who leaves the company can be quite significant. This is not to say that all 
turnover should be eliminated. However, given the high cost and impact on running a business, a well-thought-out program designed to 
retain employees may easily pay for itself in a very short period of time.”
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Costs:  Turnover. Producing unintended results. Rewarding the wrong behavior. 
Misalignment between intended results and actual results.

Action:  Use Harrison Assessment for recruitment, so that all three legs of the decision 
stool provide a solid foundation for making a new hire—eligibility, suitability and the 
behavioral interview, all generated from this software as a service (SAAS).  
https://accountabilitypays.harrisonassessments.com to learn more.

Use the available feedback as the basis of performance improvements. Once new 
employees are in their positions, the Harrison Assessment provides the basis for team 
building, executive development and succession planning. It also provides organizational 
analytics for determining who needs what training. 

Have current  employees take the Harrison Assessment. I have profiled over 3,500 senior 
executives using the Harrison Assessment as the baseline for my coaching relationships, 
particularly for identifying blind spots and developing compensating strategies.   

Make sure the executive team discusses values and how to put values into action. 
Constantly challenge your assumptions about what you measure and whether it is 
matched with your desired results. Ask those being measured whether those measures are 
motivating or de-motivating. Study your high performers to determine their processes, 
then duplicate what they do.  Encourage internal mentoring programs. Celebrate 
successes. Ask a lot of questions. Watch morale — if it is poor, there could be some wrong 
measures in place.
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“
Using poor systems (or environments) and 
expecting people to overcome them to produce 
superior results
Systems and people work together. Having to overcome constant breakdowns or 
consistently poor systems is discouraging, disheartening, and disempowering.  

According to author Lee Thayer, a sick or dumb system rewards “A” while you were hoping 
for “B.” It provides an adversarial environment in which work is trying to be produced. This 
from a frustrated client:

Jim had not seen his financials in several months, pending the installation of 
software that would produce reports more automatically than in the past. When 
the software installation was stalled because the on-site expert left his job and 
cash got tight, the person responsible for creating the reports balked at the extra 
work required to input all the data by hand.  

Simultaneously, the inventory was not controlled well and this new software 
installation was supposed to be able to give an accurate inventory count. 
Meanwhile, raw materials were at risk of being stolen, with no way to track these 
materials in inventory.

Additionally, this particular manufacturing facility was in poor repair and the 
accounting person was also the human resource person, who complained of poor 
space planning. She didn’t feel she had sufficient privacy to deal with delicate HR issues.
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Earlier that year Joey, the owner’s son began running a division of the company.  
Joey said he hadn’t seen any financials since July and didn’t trust the ones he had 
seen. He was working off of excel spreadsheets he created for himself because the 
tracking system software he inherited was 25 years old.

The manufacturing supervisor was injured and out of his job on worker’s 
compensation. Because of poor safety precautions, although this individual was 
not productive, Jim didn’t dare replace him for fear of a lawsuit.

“SAS was listed as the number one best company to work for in Fortune Magazine’s 100 
best companies to work for. In fact, “SAS has been one of the best companies to work 
for all of the 13 years of the list. SAS boasts a laundry list of benefits — high quality child 
care at $410/month, 90% coverage of the health insurance premium, unlimited sick 
days, a medical center staffed by four physicians and 10 nurse practitioners (at no cost to 
employees), a free 66,000 square-foot fitness center and natatorium, a lending library, 
and a summer camp for children. The architecture of this culture — based on ‘trust between 
our employees and the company’— is Dr. Jim Goodnight, its co-founder, and the only CEO 
that SAS has had in its 34-year history.  

“Even with all those perks, SAS is highly profitable and ranks as the world’s largest privately 
owned Software Company. Turnover is the industry’s lowest at 2%.”

Superior employee support creates the opportunity for superior employee performance. 
It would seem that SAS is over-spending, but consider the saved costs keeping turnover at 
2%. Remember, a $50,000 person can easily reach $75,000 to replace them. Given SAS 
employed 5,487 people in the US alone, at the time of this wrinting, with job growth of 
2%, those perks saved SAS money. That is a paradox worth getting your mind around.

Superior employee support creates 
the opportunity for superior 
employee performance. 
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Cost:  Lack of sensitivity to employees needs leads to low productivity and poor morale 
that can lead to turnover. In some settings, it can obviously also lead to injury, worker’s 
compensation claims, and lawsuits.

Actions:  Set a high standard; bring integrity to processes and systems.  Attend to both 
the culture and the systems at the same time. Get expert guidance in these areas if you 
discern that you are weak.  
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Ineffective, off-putting or damaging relationship 
management with employees and/or service 
providers
Extremes on either end of closeness to employees can be dangerous. Like the fable 
Goldilocks and the Three Bears, some porridge is too hot, some too cold, and some is 
just right.   

Being too friendly with employees does not provide objectivity. Too distant does not 
enable relatedness. Just right is just right, and a few experiences like the following, if you 
are paying attention to where the responsibility lies (hint: with you) will help re-draw those 
lines of appropriateness.

Barry was quite friendly with his employees. The guys would go have a beer after 
work on Friday nights and socialize, for example. When corporate convention 
time came around, although money was tight Barry determined it would be in the 
friends/managers best interests for them to be at the convention.

There was a moment when Barry’s two bosses, Barry, and several others were at 
the exhibit portion of the convention when one of Barry’s bosses asked, “Where 
are your two guys?” Barry covered for them saying, “Oh, they’re around here 
somewhere.” Underneath the bravado he was concerned because he was not sure 
where they were.  

When Barry learned that they had snuck away from the convention to attend a 
baseball game, he became angry with himself for having allowed this to happen. 
Had he kept a more professional relationship, he thought, they would not have 
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taken advantage of the opportunity and put his credibility at risk. He let some time 
pass so he could deal with his own upset before re-setting the boundaries with 
these two gentlemen and making his disappointment known.

Barry had the courage to have the difficult conversations, and since that time 
he has maintained a professional relationship with those who work for him. He 
recognized that he can like someone, but when it comes to lines of authority, 
he needs to clearly be the boss and not a friend. Blurring those lines creates an 
opportunity for taking advantage of a situation and worse.

Conversely, being too distant can be equally problematic. If employees do not know you, 
your values, your preferences, and your attitudes they can’t relate to you person to person. 
Allegiance, acceptance, and relatedness come from being authentic. People trust real 
people who demonstrate that they are trustworthy. Remaining a mystery, or keeping your 
own counsel insulates you from information they hold that is important to running an 
effective organization.

Another damaging relationship management problem is to ABDICATE rather than 
DELEGATE. Unfortunately, this is often an undistinguished problem that arises from lack 
of clarity in the first place but lands on the unsuspecting direct report like a ton of bricks 
with no place to get relief. To abdicate is to renounce responsibility, failure to fulfull or 
undertake the responsibility that is there. I have seen this happen when the abdicator was 
an alcoholic where, rather than providing the necessary boundaries and limits of delegated 
responsibility, this man was incapable of setting them for himself, let alone provide them 
for another. He owned the company. However, it doesn’t take alcoholism for abdication to 
result where delegation should be. Delegation of tasks while keeping responsibility for the 
results is the acceptable norm.

DON’T CROSS
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Unfortunately, often the person receiving the responsibility where a superior has 
abdicated is in a position to need the job so they do their own work and the work of 
the abdicator. The work may get done but the relationship will never be a healthy one. 
When the burdened individual moves on to another position, which if they are healthy 
themselves shouldn’t be long, they will often be FAR more diligent about interviewing 
future boss potentials for their leadership skills. A victim of abdication will most often 
seek employment elsewhere to get out from under the burden, costing the organization a 
productive employee.

A similar balanced approach is valuable with service providers as well.  Being one myself, 
I have seen many dysfunctional service provider relationships, both from speaking with 
other service providers and from watching my clients’ interactions with other service 
providers.

Recently, for example, a fellow service provider was sharing with me that he was trying to 
help a CEO recognize that his business had outgrown the professional level of expertise of 
a particular other service provider (not a competitor). This CEO’s loyalty to this particular 
service provider might be considered admirable in a prior era, perhaps, when the world was 
simpler.  

In today’s business environment employees, customers, suppliers and other stakeholders 
deserve the best counsel in response to the times we are in and the current challenging 
business conditions. Loyalty as a friend can be transferred to actually being friends, if both 
individuals are mature and aware, when the business needs a higher level of service and a 
different service provider.   

Equally responsible for this faulty relationship is the service provider, who should be 
advising his CEO friend to get advanced help for his advanced needs. A good service 
provider will be interested in your well being as a company and ensuring that you surround 
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yourself with other good service providers. However, at the end of the day it is the 
executive’s company that will pay twice—once for the time of the counselor, and a second 
time for the impact of bad counsel—when the inappropriate level of service isn’t identified 
and rectified.

Conversely, not staying with a service provider long enough, or not giving a service provider 
sufficient time to prove his or her worth is also a mistake.  Swinging freely between service 
providers, playing one against another to lower the price is unethical and doesn’t serve. It 
will damage your company’s reputation in the market, and good service providers won’t be 
willing to work for your company. You are not saving money to nit-pick on fees. Paying the 
bigger fee for a more experienced CPA might be smart, for example, because NOT getting 
the good advice is much more costly than any fee from an expensive CPA.
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Cost:  For employee relationships, losing good employees. For service providers, looking 
foolish, paying twice, the opportunity costs of poor choices and the many impacts of those 
poor choices based on bad counsel.

Actions: Challenge your assumptions, ask employees to comment, do an employee 
survey or 180° analysis. Watch for cues from your employees and your service providers. 
Have your executive coach review your other service providers with you. Re-evaluate 
each and every service provider relationship that has lasted more than five years. Ask for 
competitive bids, freshen your view of the service providers available to you. 
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