Leadership Development Questions
Nearly 20 years ago, Max DePree, then CEO of Herman Miller, Inc, wrote Leadership Is an Art.  Although I have long since lost the book, I still use DePree's list of leadership questions with my team.  Here are a dozen of my favorites from the book. 

Use these questions in leadership development discussions with the folks who work with you.  

1. What mistakes have you made lately? What did you learn from them? 

You don't want zero mistakes in your organization, unless you want to cease improving.  The key is to acknowledge mistakes and learn from them.  Bob Sutton often calls this "forgive and remember."

2. In the past year, from the perspective of integrity, what most affected you personally, professionally and organizationally?  

If you ask this regularly and sincerely, and then listen carefully to the answers, it will do your organization a world of good.

3. Who are you? How do you see yourself personally, professionally and organizationally?

4. What do you want to do (to be)?  What are you doing about it?  

Most of the responsibility for developing a leader falls to that leader himself.  You want your folks to know what they are trying to become and to be working toward that goal.

5. What are three examples of budding synergy in your area and how can we capitalize on them?  Synergy is a buzz word from the era of big M&A, but it still has use today.  The more we can take lessons from one area and apply them elsewhere, the quicker we can improve our organizations.
6. What significant areas are there in the company where you feel you could make a contribution but you cannot seem to get a hearing?  

Especially with people who are good leaders and have a strong team performing well, you want to see them stretching to help elsewhere in the organization.

7. What is your dream for your part of the company?

8. Who are your three highest potential people and what are you doing to develop them?  

I believe the highest calling for any supervisor at any level is to develop the people on her team.

9. Does this company need you?  Do you need this company?  
This one often elicits a bit of fear. The point is to understand the employee's view of the value he brings to the company, and what he gets in return.

10. What have you abandoned lately?  

The higher up a leader goes, the more she must bring focus to her organization.  That can't happen unless she consciously abandons projects and priorities that are not central to the success of her part of the organization.

11. What three signs of impending entropy do you see at the company? What are you doing about it?  
I love this question, perhaps because I began my career as an engineer.  Entropy is a measure of disorganization and chaos.  Natural systems and the unnatural systems we call companies tend to decay into disorganization without the input of organizing energy.  This question helps you see where chaos and disorganization are beginning to creep in.
12. What are five key projects or goals of yours on which I can be of help or support?

Evaluating Your Team

As a manager I have the duty - maybe even the honor - of evaluating the people who work with and for me.  It's my role to try to further their development and to acknowledge the good work they've done and the areas where they can grow.  Here's how I look at a person on my team.

1.  Are they right for the company?  Does this person "fit" in the culture of the organization.  Let's ignore for a minute the responsibilities and roles.  Does the person have the cultural characteristics of the organization and will he or she be a good "fit" over time?  If not, can the areas of concern be modified or changed?

2.  Are they right for their role?  Is the person in the right role - one which hopefully capitalizes on their strengths but leaves enough room for personal growth.  Are they delivering at the expected level within the role, and what avenues of growth exist?

3.  When do they "top out" in the role they are in?  Many people achieve deep competency in a role and prefer not to move out of the role into a newer, more challenging role.  That's OK if they are determined to stay in the role - it can mean career stagnation - but some people choose this.  Otherwise, what's next for the person who has achieved and demonstrated competency in their existing role and responsibilities?

4.  How much can you stretch?  I like to see people move beyond their comfort and existing competencies to grow.  How flexible is the individual and how willing to take on something very new and possibly unknown to them?

5.  How do others interact with this person?  I may manage people, but other people in the organization interact in a hundred different ways with that person every day.  What's the interaction like?  Do people actively seek out the person for advice and leadership, or do they avoid the person and develop work-arounds?

6.  If the role was open today, would I hire this person for this role?  If so, would I be happy in the choice?

7.  What skills/competencies does the individual need, regardless of whether or not the firm needs the person to have those skills?  We owe it to everyone we work with to help them achieve everything they can achieve.  Rather than look narrowly at an individual and their ability to contribute to our firm, we need to examine the skills and capabilities they'll need for success within our firm or in another firm and help them get those skills.

8.  How can we devise measurable objectives that don't become Pavlovian treats to measure improvements?  This is a catch-22.  I know several people in other firms that are slaves to their MBOs.  They WILL achieve those MBOs at any cost to the firm or rational thought.  However, it is important to establish reasonable, measurable goals and milestones to help a person grow and achieve the goals set out as part of an evaluation.

9.  Ask them what I can do to help them more effectively.  Every manager is inadequate in their own way, but the inadequacies are usually experienced differently by different individuals.  Some people want more leadership, some less.  Some want more hand holding and direction, some less.  Some want specific instructions and timeframes.  Some want general guidelines.  What a good manager needs to understand is how to tailor his or her management style to the needs and requirements of the people around him (or her).

10.  Hold people accountable to the outcomes of the evaluation.  If there are discrete steps in the evaluation, hold both parties accountable to the successful completion of those steps.

Diagnostic Questions for Teams

I wrote an earlier post on Fast Fights about the great d.school teaching team that I was part of last term.  I have been getting some questions about team effectiveness since then, and when we did our "postmortem" for the class, one of the students asked for more systematic frameworks to help them with group dynamics and effectiveness issues.  There are no magic answers to the problem of team effectiveness.  The problem of how to avoid dysfunctional team dynamics runs rampant and, even though thousands of studies have been published on groups and teams, it remains mysterious and unsolved problem.  One of the best books on the subject is Leading Teams, by Harvard's J.Richard Hackman, who has been studying group effectiveness for at least 35 years. But Richard would be the first to say that there are no magic answers to this problem, most teams are pretty dysfunctional, and the "magic" that happens in great teams is a rare surprise that can be impossible to replicate the next time (I hope to be part of another team as great as that d.school team soon, but I am also a realist..).

I have found, however, that groups can be more effective -- and more fun -- if they take time at the outset to consider their design and operating principles, take time to deal with "group dynamics" problems when they arise, and do "postmortems" to analyze what went right and wrong when a team disbands, so the organization can do a better job of with teams in the future and so that people on the team can be more effective team members in the next group.

A few years back, I wrote a list of diagnostic questions to help structure these discussions.  I reproduce it below as some teams and team members may find it helpful.  This list isn't exhaustive and I suspect that there better ones out there.  But it may be a useful starting point for some teams.

Questions to Think About When Designing or Repairing a Team

1. What do you consider a success at the end? For the team? For specific individuals? For the larger organization 

2. Diagnostic questions to ask yourself (and discuss openly with your team IF there is sufficient psychological safety and trust):

The conversation game. How talks the most? How talks the least? How interrupts the most? Who gets interrupted the most? Are these patterns destructive or constructive?

The power game. Who is the most influential in the group, who is the least influential? Do people get their way just because they are pushy or because they know better?

Do people in the group act like friends, enemies, or solo operators-- or some blend of the three? Do people get “points” for helping others and asking for help? Do you just watch people struggle and complain behind their backs? Or do you just do your own parts and paste them together somehow at the end (Note it depends on the level of interdependence required for the task – some tasks require a lot of interaction, others can be divided-up pretty easily).

Talk versus action. Do you hold people accountable for doing what they say? Or do you encourage and reward smart talk alone?

Performance norms. Do you ask people to make specific commitments? What do you do when someone drops the ball? Forgive and forget? Forgive and remember? Talk about it? Simmer?

Conflict. Do you know how to fight? Do you fight over ideas or personality issues? Do you know when to stop fighting?

“Full speed ahead” problems. Are you charging ahead, with your project idea or with your division of labor, or do you stop regularly and ask if it is working?

Other norms. Are you unwittingly encouraging each other to be procrastinate, to snivel, to fight about silly things, to arrive late, to be mean to each other? Think about what you are allowing and encouraging in the group – is it getting in the way?

3. Types of Members. Some questions about different kinds of “personalities” in the group, inspired by “Feuds in student groups: Coping with whiners, martyrs, saboteurs, bullies, and deadwood,” an article that David Jalajas and I wrote years ago.

Whiners: What should you do with someone who complains about everything?

Martyrs:  What should you do if one of your group members insists on doing everything, and constantly complaining about how little others are doing?

Saboteurs:  What can you do when a group member undoes or changes others’ work without permission and in a way that conflicts with prior agreements about how it should be done?

Bullies. What do you do when a group member is so bossy and pushy that they constantly insist that others do it their way?

Deadwood:  What do you do with “deadwood,” people who don’t pull their weight?

Note: Effective teams spend most of their time talking about the content of the work and the logistics of getting it done. Talking about the above question at the outset or when the team hits a rough spot makes a lot of sense. These questions are also useful for  doing “post-mortems” when project is over and the team is disbanding, so the people and organization can be more effective in the next project.

BUT beware that too much attention to these questions can be just as dangerous as none at all.  Some of the worst teams I have been on have spent so much time talking about these and other “process” issues so much that they fail miserably: The task doesn’t get done at all or is done badly. Ironically, because too much time is spent on interpersonal and personal issues, the dynamics problems that the team is trying to resolve get worse because –and a lot of research backs this up – task failure is a powerful causes of dysfunctional conflict, nasty episodes of “blamestorming,” and personal dissatisfaction. So although I believe strongly in thinking about and raising group dynamics issues, especially at the beginning and when a team is broken, too much of this good thing can be very bad.
