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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/
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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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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.
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About the Author:
Accountability Pays President and Founder Pamela Stambaugh, has practiced as a 
Behavioral Change Master for over 30 years. Her focus is Growing Leaders Inside Growing 
Companies. 

In addition to coaching, Pamela delivers three programs: 1) Executive Strategic Support 
with CEO Tools, 2) an Emerging Leader Accelerator, and 3) Success Accelerators for 
the Time-Challenged Leaders, an on-line Leadership Mastery course. (See links on the 
following page for more information on these programs.)

Client outcomes have included improving operating results, upgrading team performance, 
and creating a culture of trust and open, authentic communication. She has worked with 
global, small and mid-sized companies across many industries. 

Her clients have included Kodak worldwide, SKF worldwide, Coca Cola in Greece, Efes 
Pilsen in Turkey, The Old Globe Theater, The Ken Blanchard Companies, GE Healthcare, 
CBIZ, and the University of San Diego, to name a few. 

Pamela has spoken and trained around the world on topics related to accountability and 
developing high performance teams and is co-author of two business books. She is an ICF 
Certified Executive Coach, and a Certified Woman Owned Business. In 2023, she is Chair 
of the San Diego WBEC-West Forum, and is a member of the Board of Governors of the 
University Club atop Symphony Towers.
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