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CHAPTER 1

You Are
Not Alone

Lena entered the executive leadership team meeting with her direct
reports, prepared to discuss the necessary changes to strategically align
the business. On her way to the meeting, she passed the company’s core
values, which were prominently displayed on the wall, yet none seemed
ingrained in her team’s behaviors. The team had been deliberating on
these changes for several weeks without reaching a final decision. Lena
had taken on the CEO role at Covara Global, a publicly traded multi-
billion-dollar company, one year ago. Her direct report team consisted
of superstars who all possessed a high level of expertise. It had been diffi-
cult to understand why they were not functioning as a high-performing
team. She had observed a decline in the team engagement scores over
the past year, with no clear understanding of the root cause. Given the
falling stock price, industry pressures, and shareholder frustration,
Lena needed this team to operate at their full capacity. If she couldn’t
shift the team dynamic soon, Lena knew the board’s confidence and
perhaps her tenure could be next.

As the meeting began, she kept waiting for the real conversation

to start. Everyone was saying half-truths, polished fragments of their
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perspectives, and not expressing their complete viewpoints. The dis-
cussion felt unproductive, circular, and frustrating. Lena knew people
weren't fully sharing their perspectives because over the past four weeks,
every single person in that room had been in her office at some point
to weigh in on what this new structure should look like. She repeatedly
pushed to get the team to speak up, share their viewpoint openly, and
drive toward a decision. Unfortunately, the conversation stayed on the
surface, with no progress made toward a resolution.

Lena was exhausted and unsure how to get this team operating at a
different level. She had been trying hard to determine where to focus to
get these talented executives to collaborate and stop operating in silos.
Over the past year, the company had been diligently working to shift
from a fear-based culture, which was focused on order-taking rather
than true leadership, to one that was founded on trust, where people felt
empowered, valued, and encouraged to lead the business.

At that moment, Lena wondered if, despite her best efforts, fear was
still holding her team back. After the meeting, she watched the team
break off into selective one-on-one conversations. She knew in her gut
that the “meetings after the meeting” had started—the sessions where
each executive turned to their most trusted colleagues and actually
spoke their mind. Lena felt a sense of dread, not knowing where to start
with her team. If she couldn’t even get them functioning at the right
level, how would she change the company’s culture?

Watching her team splinter into hallway huddles instead of standing
united made something clear to Lena: They didn’t just need align-
ment—they required transformation. And it had to start with her. She
didn’t need another reorg or slide deck. She needed a way to build trust,
surface truth, and get this team working together like never before. She

needed a new kind of road map.
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The CEO Weight

Covara Global and Lena are not a real company or CEO, but rather
representations of the many clients I have had the opportunity to
coach over the years. If you're like Lena, you've recently stepped into
the CEO role and worked hard for this moment, with many twists and
turns along the way. Perhaps you have walked into a company that
doesn’t yet reflect your hopes, dreams, or heart. The legacy you want
to leave here feels miles away. You know the culture is lacking, fear
feels pervasive at every turn, and your team—who you believe are the
right people—is nowhere close to a cohesive unit. You feel the pres-
sure from your board, employees, shareholders, and most intensely,
yourself. It is a lot to take in all at once, especially when your wiring
means failure is not an option.

As you stare down this massive undertaking, the business strategy
feels more accessible than the people system, but you know that Peter
Drucker’s quote “Culture eats strategy for breakfast” is true. So the
question in your mind is, where do you start when it feels overwhelm-
ing, elusive, and convoluted?

Here is the good news: I've got you. I mean it. I will help you, step-
by-step, create the kind of team and organization you've dreamed
about. As a public company CEO coach and organizational psycholo-
gist, I have had the joy of coaching extraordinary leaders just like you.
You are not alone in this journey.

Within these pages, I will introduce you to a framework for creat-
ing a cohesive, high-performing team and a culture that people wake

up on Monday morning excited to belong to. I have spent my career
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working with leaders just like you, helping them side by side on the
path to becoming the kind of CEO they knew they could be.

Culture Starts at the Top

How you and your team show up daily and interact with one
another and the organization as a whole set the tone. As CEO, your
behavior becomes culture. What you reinforce, what you tolerate, and
how you respond all signal what your team takes as truth. What con-
stitutes organizational culture? The mission, vision, purpose, and core
values are often included. These elements are the visible aspects.

There are also invisible elements—such as norms, beliefs, and prac-
tices—that are equally important but aren’t always given attention.
They drive how work gets done. The culture must be experienced
day-to-day to be most impactful. This includes rewarding people for
demonstrating behaviors that align with it. When individuals aren’t
living the culture and being rewarded for the associated behaviors,
there is a disconnect.

For example, when leaders speak to their teams about the impor-
tance of taking time to recharge from work, yet frequently expect
them to respond to emails during evenings and weekends, it sends
a conflicting message. This can be based on a disconnect between
the invisible and visible cultural elements. The leader’s message is
based on what the culture says it stands for, the visible aspects, yet the
leader’s actions reveal how the culture actually operates, the invisible
aspects.

Defining the core values and behaviors you want to see in your
organization is not enough. You and your team must embody them

every single day. The spotlight is on you. I know this is a lot to handle,

10



You Are Not Alone

but it is the reality of leading a company. It’s why you chose to be a
leader: to create an impact that aligns with who you are.

Research consistently shows that the behavior of senior leadership
directly impacts organizational performance and culture. Studies
from McKinsey indicate that companies with cohesive leadership
teams are 1.9 times more likely to outperform competitors’ and 1.7
times more likely to have higher levels of organizational health.® Addi-
tional research from Russell Reynolds Associates supports that when
CEOs and C-suite teams model desired cultural values and operate
cohesively, they set a mirrored standard in the organization, leading
to enhanced performance, employee engagement, and overall success.’

A report by the Society for Human Resource Management
(SHRM) in 2019 found that toxic workplace cultures caused 58 per-
cent of employees to quit their jobs. This turnover cost US employers
approximately $223 billion over five years." The SHRM report also
highlighted that toxic cultures adversely affect employee well-being,
decreasing productivity and increasing absenteeism. Employees in
such environments are more likely to experience stress and burnout,
further impacting organizational performance.

Eagle Hill Consulting surveyed C-suite leaders and found that 72
percent of executives agreed that corporate culture impacts financial
performance. Still, less than half (46 percent) hold themselves and
their teams accountable for the culture." This research indicates a dis-
connect between the importance executives place on team and culture
and the investments and actions they make.

I often share with leaders that it is essential to focus on controlling

the controllables. The good news is that creating a high-performing,
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cohesive team and thriving culture is within your control. It is some-
thing you can positively impact every single day. It takes intentionality,
focus, and care. When executive teams work seamlessly together, mod-
eling effective Collaboration for the organization, it creates a positive
ripple effect. Ultimately, the executive teams that function at peak
levels deliver superior results and have the workplaces and cultures
that people want to be a part of.

In the upcoming chapters, I will give you the road map to make

this possible, and I know you will make it happen.

Our Journey Ahead

The 5Cs Model is the result of years of research and hands-on
experience, bringing together decades of academic insight and real-
world lessons from working with leaders, teams, and organizations.
Partnering with expert psychologists and psychometricians, we ran
multiple rounds of testing to ensure the model was both scientifically
valid and practical to use. What emerged is a framework that hadn’t
existed before: clear, evidence-based, and grounded in what actually
drives thriving teams and organizational cultures. It not only gives
leaders a road map, it is also a reliable way to measure progress along
the way. In this book, I will explain the framework in detail, showing
you how to take each step forward at a pace that makes sense for you,

your team, and the organization.
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The 5Cs of Team Cohesion and
Thriving Organizational Culture

CONTRIBUTIo),

co\_\-ABO RA Tio, N

CLARITY

CONNECTION

Before we dive into the 5Cs, it’s important to know they aren’t
standalone concepts, they’re deeply interconnected. Each one
strengthens the others, and together, they create the conditions for
teams and organizations to thrive. What follows is a brief overview

of each factor, which we’ll explore more deeply in the chapters ahead.

Connection within a team and organization reflects the ties that
everyone feels with the entity’s ethos and with their colleagues. It
encapsulates a deep sense of mutual trust that goes beyond mere
association or involvement and well-being, including the team and
organization members’ physical, mental, and emotional health.

Why It’s Important: Trust and the sense that people care about
each other as human beings are the two key aspects of all

13



Connected Culture

high-performing teams. Although it may seem straightforward,
these elements enable teams to integrate into every single layer of
the model.

Candid Communication is about straightforward, unambiguous dis-
course among all team and organization members. It can be fostered
through psychological safety, which is seen in people’s willingness to
take interpersonal risks, the two-way processes of healthy conflict and
feedback, the transparency and openness of information sharing, and
an idea meritocracy that reflects leaders’ and managers’ willingness to
listen to ideas.

Why It’s Important: Having a trust foundation is essential for

Candid Communication. The more teams are open and honest

with each other with care, the better they perform.

Clarity within a team and organization refers to how clear people
are about their responsibilities, the processes they follow, and the
overarching goals. Clarity can be achieved by delineating roles and
responsibilities and their associated expectations, providing well-
defined workflows and processes, and creating and constantly striving
toward shared goals.

Why It’s Important: When teams and organizations understand

what they are trying to accomplish together by knowing their

roles, goals, and how to achieve them, it minimizes conflict and

optimizes efficiency.

Collaboration measures how well people support (and hold each
other accountable for) their performance. It is reflected through the

existence of strong team support, commitment to accountability in
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a fair and consistent way, and a drive toward excellence in team and
individual performance.
Why It’s Important: Effective Collaboration allows teams and

organizations to work together seamlessly, helping each other be

the best individually and collectively.

Contribution reflects how team actions align with the organization’s
core values, goals, and impact. It incorporates the impact that the
team and organization have on the broader community, the existence
and acceptance of key core values that drive actions and discussions,
and the recognition of meaning and mattering. Contributions include
the company-wide alignment around a shared vision that provides
both direction and purpose.
Why It’s Important: Employees and teams often feel their work
isn’t meaningful or recognized. One key reason this occurs is
that they don’t understand how their Contributions align with
the bigger picture. When organizations recognize employees
effectively and align individual roles with the company’s broader
values, goals, and impact, the results are increased motivation

and performance.

The 5Cs Model provides a holistic view of both organizational
and team culture. The five elements are key to fostering a healthy,
high-performing team environment and workplace. Our research sug-
gests that they account for roughly half the variance in all employee
job satisfaction and nearly 80 percent of the variance in employee
satisfaction with the organization’s culture. Research from Kotter &
Heskett found that companies with high-performance cultures can

achieve remarkable financial growth as well. These organizations
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outpace their industry peers in net income growth by up to 756 per-
cent over 11 years, while those with weak cultures barely grow at
around 1 percent."” Furthermore, companies with strong, high-trust
cultures consistently outperform their industry by factors as high as
3.68 times in stock market returns.”

Throughout this book, you will learn how to implement the 5Cs
Model and bring it to life within your team and organization. I am
honored to be your partner on this journey, and I know this frame-
work will help you leave a legacy that you can be proud of, along with

lasting financial success.
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