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I’ve held several management 
retreats with my leadership team 

and relied on Seth Kahan’s expertise to 
help me develop a vision for the meeting, 
craft the agenda, and facilitate the 
sessions. Time and time again he helped 
flesh out the issues, home in on the critical 
pressure points, manage the internal 
conflicts, and when needed dragged us 
out of rabbit holes. My staff loved him.”

Stephen Gold, CEO
Manufacturers Alliance for
Productivity and Innovation

In this short piece I turn special attention to improving performance of 
the senior team. By senior team I mean your 2nd tier of leadership, all 
those who report directly to the CEO.  

Three important points regarding the senior team:

 1. Operationally, the senior team is your greatest asset or your 
greatest handicap. When there is fragmentation or difficult 
personalities, it exacts a terrible toll on organizational 
performance.

 2. They are the most important team in your organization. To the 
extent they are on point and in sync, so will the rest of your organization be. However, it’s not the usual 
state of affairs, especially in larger organizations. Each member of the senior team often pays more 
attention to their reports. This can come at the expense of time invested with their executive peers. This 
negatively impacts overall performance of the organization.

 3. Because the senior team is potentially your greatest liability, and simultaneously the most important 
team in your organization, it is prudent to prioritize their professional development. 

In the pages that follow I lay out the most important elements of developing your senior team and conclude with 
a recommended approach.

Looking forward,

Seth Kahan

Senior Team Development
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KEY ELEMENT

1. Strategy
My team understands the organization’s priorities, 
where synergies matter, and has a scorecard for their 
performance that is easy-to-understand and view by 
all team members.

2. Teamwork
My team operates in seamless collaboration backing 
each other up and helping each other deliver major 
successes, without undue need for individual 
recognition.

3. Professional Self-development
Each member of my team has a plan for increasing 
their experience and expertise, which they meet 
consistently.

4. Strategic Foresight
My team continuously scans for emerging trends and 
disruptive innovations. This information is shared 
regularly and evaluated for both urgency and value.

5. Disruptive Innovation
My team has identified potential market disruptions 
and regularly reviews our ability to pivot as needed. 
We also take time to design our own disruptive 
innovations to maintain our market position.

6. Change Leadership
My team understands the primary changes our 
organization is undergoing and is skillful at both giving 
voice to the change mandate as well as helping staff 
get on board.

7. Crucial Communication
My team has a methodology they use for the most 
challenging conversations.

Assessment:
Senior Team Performance

RATING
worst                              best

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5

1        2        3        4        5
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The complaint I hear most often from CEOs is that the 
members of their senior team are more focused on their unit’s 
results than the organization’s.

It’s easy to understand why. For every position they have held 
before they became an exec they have been judged by their 
ability to deliver on their work program. It is not until a high 
potential employee reaches the executive level that they are 
expected to turn their energy to enterprise results. Because of 
this, training is required.

When your team begins to worry as much about the 
organization’s results as you do, you will experience the lifting 
of a massive burden. It will be much easier for you to leave 
things in their hands when travel or personal time requires it. 
There’s nothing like having a top team that understands 
organizational priorities and regularly delivers on them.

This includes identifying the biggest constraints your 
organization is facing and working together to effectively 
neutralize it. This is the essence of strategy. Further, 
ownership of your strategic priorities must not only penetrate 
the senior team, but take up residence in their minds resulting 
in effective action.

Strategy

JOHN C. MAXWELL

Teamwork makes the 

dream work, but a vision 

becomes a nightmare when 

the leader has a big dream 

and a bad team.
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The best way to establish stellar teamwork is to have 
something compelling that requires trust to be achieved. This 
draws out the best people have to offer. It becomes clear that 
no one person or unit can do all that is required. 

A compelling vision calls on leaders to go beyond giving their 
all, addressing the formidable by generating the kind of group 
response that can only happen when everyone pulls together.

When it comes to teamwork, the anecdote to mediocre 
performance is a powerful vision that compels urgency. 

You can train people in how to collaborate, but nothing 
achieves it like pressure.

Teamwork

ANTOINE DE SAINT-EXUPERY

It is in the compelling zest 

of high adventure and of 

victory, and in creative 

action, that man finds his 

supreme joys.
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The greatest source of personal happiness is progress. Each 
member of your team should have a plan they author, which 
describes new experiences they will accrue to become better 
professionals.

Self-development is the obsession of high achievers. This is 
because our greatest limitation is our own mental models, 
what we believe is possible. It’s one thing to know this and 
another to break through it. That is what excellent professional 
development does.

New experiences are better than studying for new skills. 
Study creates incremental improvement and often does not 
challenge the ways people think about what is possible. New 
experience done right can transform the capabilities of your 
most important staff members.

Professional
Self-development

ANTHONY J. D'ANGELO

Become addicted to 

constant and never-ending 

self-improvement.
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In our current market the leaders experiencing the highest 
levels of success—as innovators and entrepreneurs—are 
fiercely proactive. Rather than tinkering with today’s models, 
they are building tomorrow’s. 

With rapidly changing market demands, these businesses are 
developing the capacities required to sense tomorrow before 
it is here. They are learning to grow with or even ahead of their 
customers. If you want to lead, being responsive is not 
enough.

Harnessing these skills requires more than anticipation of the 
obvious. For several decades organizations have been refining 
techniques for mapping the future before it emerges and 
preparing to leverage inflection points before they arrive – 
sometimes even creating the inflection points. 

The healthiest organization wants its customers feeling secure 
in the most turbulent of times. Strategic foresight is an 
investment in the inevitable ups and downs of the 
marketplace, enhancing your customers’ circumstances by 
providing them with the insights they need to succeed. Make 
sure your senior team understands and utilizes this powerful 
practice.

Strategic
Foresight

DENNIS GABOR

The future cannot be 

predicted, but futures can 

be invented.



MICHIO KAKU
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It is critical to distinguish disruptive from sustaining 
innovations. Sustaining innovations are all about improving 
upon existing value, making your products and services 
better. Disruptive innovations are game changers. These are 
the disruptions that will shift your position with your 
competitors, win back lost customers, attract younger buyers, 
and create market esteem.

In today’s world a critical leadership competency is 
understanding disruptions—where they start and how to 
identify those that threaten to topple your value propositions. 
What’s better than coping with disruptions? Developing and 
introducing your own into the market!

Ensure your leaders study disruptive innovations including 
how they create new markets and value networks, displace 
leaders, and alter the economic landscape. Case studies are 
an excellent tool that not only provide useful insights, but can 
function as templates for your application.

Disruptive
Innovation

The lesson here is that it is 

very dangerous to bet 

against the future.



©
 S

et
h 

K
ah

an
 2

02
0 

   
 S

et
h@

Vi
si

on
ar

yL
ea

de
rh

ip
.c

om

Change is now a fixture in the organizational landscape. It is 
imperative that your senior team is skillful at creating 
engagement and support among critical constituents.  They 
must know how to work together to introduce new business 
processes, reconfigure the organization to best deliver on 
your strategic priorities, and gain the genuine buy-in of staff.

Change leadership is all about influence. It is much more than 
change management, which is about preparing, helping and 
supporting staff in making needed changes. Change 
leadership is about wielding the influence and motivation 
required to get your people to step up and achieve a new 
level of results.

Key change leadership skills include creating rapid, 
widespread engagement; communicating so people get it and 
spread it, energizing your most valuable players, 
understanding the territory of change, accelerating change, 
generating dramatic surges in progress, and breaking through 
logjams or obstacles.

Coincidentally, these are the major topics of my business 
bestseller, Getting Change Right.

Change
Leadership

Effective leadership is not 

about making speeches or 

being liked; leadership is 

defined by results not 

attributes.

PETER DRUCKER



STEVEN GAFFNEY
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It’s widely accepted that every great leader is a great 
communicator. Exceptional leaders know how to get their 
message across. 

Yet, the vast majority of senior executives are left to their own 
devices, including exposure to poor communication styles 
throughout their careers. This can be remedied by specific, 
targeted development that includes practical frameworks and 
the opportunity to role play some of the most difficult 
conversations they need to have in the course of their work.

Are you called in when there is a political problem, an 
emotional customer, or trainwreck between two important 
constituencies? Imagine what it would be like if your senior 
team could handle these situations with aplomb. Your time 
would be freed to take on much more important issues.

Crucial
Communication

It’s not what people are 

saying that holds them 

back. It’s what they’re not 

saying.



Getting the
Best Results

Follow Seth:

Retreats are a powerful way to step aside from the daily whirlwind and pursue new team performance. My best 
clients go farther. That’s because a single event can quickly fade into the background when day-to-day 
demands take over again.

The format I see working best to instill new levels of performance is two retreats separated by 4-6 months, so 
there is time for support and follow-up. Individual or team coaching fortifies and integrates new behaviors, 
especially when there are particular challenges that being addressed. 

But, that’s not the only way to do it. There are as many approaches as there are individual leaders.  I would be 
happy to learn more about you and your needs and think together with you about the right way to go about it.

I have been working with senior teams since I began 
working with CEOs in the late 90s. This is because 
the senior team has an outsize impact on the CEO’s 
performance. Because of this CEOs ask me to 
work with their teams to achieve specific 
performance goals. 

If you would like to explore the best way to raise 
the performance of your executive team and 
what it would involve, send me an email or give 
me a call. I would be happy to discuss this with 
you with no obligation to buy.
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Seth Kahan has worked hand-in-hand with 
100+ association CEOs. He worked at the 
World Bank for 13 years including with 
President Jim Wolfensohn, helped 
spearhead a $20m change 
initiative at Royal Dutch Shell, 
consulted on 3 large-scale 
change initiatives for the 
director of the Peace Corps. He 
is the author of three business 
books, Visionary Leadership, 
Getting Change Right and 
Getting Innovation Right. More 
information and resources can 
be found at 
VisionaryLeadership.com.

301-229-2221
Seth@VisionaryLeadership.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/sethkahan/
https://twitter.com/SethKahan
https://www.facebook.com/sethkahan
mailto:seth@visionaryleadership.com

