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FOREWORD

I am unusual for a person of my age in that I have never 
learned to drive a car. I haven’t got a licence. (It’s a long 
story.) I recently decided that I wanted to learn about modern 
computer programming, which I hadn’t done in anger for 
about 20 years. I picked up a book about the Python language, 
and began working my way through it. (Don’t ask how far I got 
before I got distracted.) But, for both driving and programming 
in Python, I know what the skill is, I understand its scope, I 
knew I didn’t know it, and I knew what it took to learn it, and 
how to learn it.

Leadership, and leading teams in particular, is a much more 
slippery thing. People are usually a bit unsure what it entails 
and what the exact scope of it is. They might kind of think they 
know how to do it. And they might confuse it with other skills, 
like project management, or just having good interpersonal 
skills.

Unfortunately, that just isn’t good enough. You can have all 
the flashy technology, processes, projects and even talented 
people in the world. If you can’t lead the people, and can’t get 
them to work effectively, efficiently and happily in teams, the 
value won’t come, for the company, the team or the individuals. 
Conversely, if you get the team leadership part right, all other 
good things follow: productive work, good choices, positive 
work environment, reputations, profits, sustainability.

The rub is that leadership isn’t an area where we can benefit 
too much from just reading the theory. We need practical 
advice, grounded in real experience that we can experiment  
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FOREWORD

with. What Brian and Robina have done here is written a very 
concise, structured, pragmatic guide to leading teams. The 
simple, repeated structure of this book ensures that there are 
real world examples, exercises and questions, and further 
resource links for each of the areas covered. I believe this will 
be a very handy guide to those new to team leadership, and a 
nice reminder for those in the thick of it. 

I have known Robina for 10 years, and am just getting to know 
Brian. It is no surprise to me that they have pulled off this feat. 
Well done to both.

To the reader, I wish you a fun and successful experience 
leading teams.

Dave Aron
Global Research Director, Leading Edge Forum
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PREFACE

Most people who find themselves in a leadership position 
for the first time are lost and unprepared. The challenge 
of stepping up to leadership is not something that can be 
overcome by attending a course or reading a book that 
abstractly talks about planning or motivation or delegation. 
There is a big difference between understanding the theory 
of how something works and being able to apply those ideas 
in practice, especially if things are going wrong and you are 
under pressure to get results.

We work extensively with mid- and senior-level leaders in the 
IT sector across national boundaries and cultures. We find 
common issues whether we are working with technical team 
leaders or the senior leadership team – they all ask us similar 
questions and they always start with the words ‘How do I…?’

But we have come to realise that generally they are not asking 
for theory; they already have the knowledge of what to do, they 
just have no idea of how to go about doing it in their particular 
situation and circumstances. 

When you engage with someone as their leader, you are 
not simply directing work; you are engaged in creating and 
sustaining an environment within which those people can 
deploy their various talents to collectively achieve great 
outcomes – outcomes that make a real difference in the lives 
of business partners, clients, customers and constituents.

Successful leaders realise that success comes more through 
their ability to create and sustain positive emotional spaces for 
their people than from implementing best-practice processes.
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PREFACE

Every situation that you face as a leader will have an element 
of uniqueness; every interaction will be coloured by the hopes, 
fears and aspirations of all parties. What makes leadership 
so difficult is that all too often you are unaware of your own 
driving forces, let alone those that drive the people you are 
leading.

When we are consulting with IT leaders at all levels we hear 
the same complaints – too much work, too few resources, too 
much change, conflicting priorities and customers who don’t 
understand our problems. We see good people running faster 
just to stay in the same place and too many people facing ‘burn 
out’. It need not be like this but it takes courage and focus from 
the leader to change the situation for everyone’s benefit. In 
this book we look at five areas of focus that we have come to 
believe are critical to building and sustaining a winning team, 
getting the best out of yourself and everyone who works for 
you. The first thing to realise is that no leader can make a 
difference alone. To make a difference you need your team 
to follow your lead, to willingly commit their time, effort and 
talents to achieve great outcomes for your business partners. 

In Chapter 1 we explore why someone would want to follow 
you. One reason they follow is because you, by virtue of your 
position, can bring them things; this may be tangible things 
such as resources or it could be more psychological support 
such as recognition. Either way you are best placed to help 
them if you are well connected and well respected in the wider 
organisational context. As such, Chapter 2 deals with building 
your circle of organisational influence. Sometimes your team 
will be engaged in routine tasks which are familiar, on other 
occasions they will be taking on new challenges in complex 
or politically charged situations; either way you need to get 
the right person with the right aptitude and attitude on the 
right task at the right time. Chapter 3 therefore looks at how 
to delegate for maximum impact. For a variety of reasons 
people don’t always perform to expectations or to their own 
best ability; a leader cannot ignore these lapses and hope they 
get better on their own. In Chapter 4 we address the issue 
of dealing with poor performance. We are all under pressure  
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PREFACE

to produce more with less. The answer is not to work longer 
hours, skip meals and run everywhere; what is required is 
focus. You need laser-like focus on your own activities and 
a similar approach to the activities of your team members. 
Focus on doing what matters to achieve the agreed outcomes 
and get rid of activities that eat time without contributing 
to results. We call this state behaving with a true sense of 
urgency and this is the focus of our final chapter.

Each of the chapters follows the same structure. Each chapter 
contains short anecdotes of how real people have applied 
some of the ideas in this book. We point to resources for you 
to develop a deeper engagement and understanding and we 
provide a series of simple things you can do now to start to 
develop into a more successful team leader.

Throughout the book you will see icons in the margin to focus 
your attention to particular aspects. Below you will find the 
key.

GOLDEN RULE

The golden rule to remember, even if you don’t remember 
anything else about the chapter.

ANECDOTE

An anecdote or case study; real-life experience from leaders 
who have faced these situations and taken purposeful action

KEY IDEA

Key ideas to unlock potential. Things you should be trying to 
build into your professional practice 
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PREFACE

QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

Get into the habit of asking yourself these questions before 
you take action.

EXERCISE REGIMES

Things you can try immediately together with hints on how to 
adopt and adapt the ideas to your unique situation

RESOURCES

Links to resources where you can find additional helpful and 
inspiring ideas

We are always fascinated to hear of your experiences in 
applying the ideas we have presented. Please email us with 
examples from your personal experience and we will seek to 
include them in future editions of this book series.

Brian Sutton and Robina Chatham

drbriansutton@gmail.com
robina@chatham.uk.com
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1 HELPING YOUR TEAM TO 
SEE YOUR VALUE TO THEM 
AS A LEADER

The focus of this chapter is helping your team to see your 
value to them as a leader. This involves learning to listen more 
than speak, to ask rather than tell, to open doors so people 
can shine, becoming attuned to the unusual or unexpected and 
above all making sure credit for good things always lands in 
the right place.

WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?

Many IT people get promoted to a leadership position because 
they are good at their current job and that job is likely to be a 
technical one. The role of a leader is, however, very different 
from that of a ‘doer’. Often IT people are expected to perform 
as a leader with little training, guidance or preparation and 
just to make this even more difficult, there are seldom good 
role models to follow. Sometimes you may find yourselves 
having to lead former ‘workmates’ and, other times, you may 
find yourself leading very intelligent technicians with little 
respect, or regard, for the leadership role. As you become a 
more experienced leader, you also become more distant from 
your technical roots and soon find that the people in your team 
know much more than you do about the technical aspects of 
their job. Whatever your circumstances, you need to earn the 
respect of your team. 

Leadership is an art, rather than a science; it is not just about 
process and procedure: it is about communication, influence, 
teamwork and the ability to inspire and motivate others. It is 
about keeping your eyes open and your hands off, rather than  
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BUILDING A WINNING TEAM

your eyes down and your hands on. It is about asking the right 
questions, rather than searching for or providing the right 
answers.

THE IMPACT OF THE ISSUE

If your staff don’t respect you or your role as their leader, you 
will not get the best out of them and sometimes you will get 
the very worst due to boredom, frustration or simply because 
‘they can’t be bothered’.

If you are ineffective in your leadership role the organisation 
will have suffered a double whammy; it will have lost a 
valuable team member while gaining a poor leader. Principal 
reasons for this include:

 y Poor communication – staff don’t know what is 
expected of them or how they are meant to do it.

 y Lack of teamwork – staff expend effort in ‘doing their 
own thing’; there are no guiding principles to bring the 
individual members of the team together.

 y Lack of a shared and compelling vision – there isn’t 
anything for the team members to believe in; no group 
purpose or vision to see where they are heading.

 y Lack of urgency – there is no drive, energy or 
motivation to perform and achieve.

MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL

Leadership is not about having all the answers or always being 
right; in fact one of the best ways of gaining trust from your 
team is to openly demonstrate some humility. Increasingly this 
is being termed ‘Humble Leadership’ and is characterised by 
a willingness to admit mistakes, empower followers and take 
risks for the greater good (that includes putting the needs of 
your organisation or team before your own needs).
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HELPING YOUR TEAM TO SEE YOUR VALUE TO THEM AS A LEADER

Remember your success rests on the willingness of your team 
to volunteer their energy and initiative to your cause. Telling 
them what to do may produce short-term compliant behaviour 
but gaining their trust and releasing their potential is the only 
sure way of producing long-term commitment and results.

Your first duty should always be the welfare and growth of 
the people in your care. You should aim to create a climate 
in which others can shine.

HELPING A TEAM MEMBER

A new project manager saw an opportunity to support 
one of his team members. Bill was a brilliant technician 
with great ideas but was highly introverted and sought 
the background rather than the foreground. This lack of 
visibility meant that nobody outside the team knew how 
good he was. Bill’s project manager helped him create 
a ‘personal brand’ highlighting his values, the reason to 
believe in him, the benefits of working with him and what 
made him unique. He also worked to help Bill see how his 
knowledge and insight related and contributed to wider 
issues within the business. As Bill started to engage more 
openly in the team his project manager worked to give him 
the opportunity to ‘live his brand’, first by sharing his ideas 
within the team and, as his confidence grew, by inviting 
him to a number of meetings with business partners, 
not as the tame ‘techy expert’ but as a valued colleague 
who could add an extra dimension to understanding and 
solving key issues. This increased Bill’s visibility without 
ever stretching his comfort level too far. As wider exposure 
grew so did Bill’s self-confidence. Six months later Bill 
received a well-deserved promotion.

As the leader, you enjoy levels of organisational access that 
are not available to your team. You get to hear things that 
they don’t, you are invited into discussions that are closed to  
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BUILDING A WINNING TEAM

them and your level of organisational autonomy allows you 
to access resources and leverage relationships that can help 
your teams work with much less stress. Your team has to play 
the hand of cards that it is dealt, but your position allows you 
the opportunity to stack the deck slightly in its favour.

Learn to exercise your position and influence for the 
benefit of your team. Ensure your team members take the 
credit for their achievements and get the exposure that 
they deserve.

BRINGING DEVELOPMENT AND OPERATIONS TOGETHER

A new team leader told the story of how animosity 
between Development and Operations was getting in the 
way of his teams’ project implementations. He adopted the 
role of mediator or ‘marriage counsellor’, bringing the two 
sides together. The team leader facilitated a discussion 
whereby the Development manager agreed to follow the 
process as laid down by Operations willingly in exchange 
for a commitment from Operations to introduce a new 
‘fast track’ process for urgent changes. Both parties were 
pleased with the outcome and general relations and 
results improved significantly.

PRACTICAL ADVICE

Successful team leadership requires you to simultaneously 
operate at multiple levels of both attention and abstraction. 
You need to be able to focus on important details whilst 
never losing sight of the greater goal; this ability to zoom in 
and zoom out is a key skill and not a simple one to master. 
You also need to exercise your influence and relationship-
building skills in every direction: downwards, sideways and 
upwards.
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HELPING YOUR TEAM TO SEE YOUR VALUE TO THEM AS A LEADER

QUICK WINS

A new IT manager identified the 10 key influencers and 
adversaries of IT. She then engaged in a relationship-
building exercise whilst at the same time gathering 
information about pain points, irritating niggles and what 
was keeping the team awake at nights. Armed with this 
intelligence she identified a number of quick wins. This 
won her much credibility and demonstrated the value of 
her leadership role; it cemented relationships within the 
team and with the wider organisation that came to value 
and view IT in a different light.

Increasingly as you move to more senior positions, technical 
ability counts for less than your relational skills; it becomes 
less about knowing ‘stuff’ and more about a way of seeing 
differently, communicating widely and wisely and evoking a 
passion within your listeners. Ultimately you need to find a 
new way of being in the world. 

As a personal health check, which of the behaviours listed in 
Table 1.1 best describe your current leadership behaviours?

Table 1.1 Dos and don’ts of team leadership

Do Don’t

ü  Value your staff and 
take an interest in them 
personally.

ü  Demonstrate, through 
action, that you can do 
things for them that 
they could never hope to 
achieve without you.

ü  Try to be one of the lads, 
but neither should you  
distance yourself.

ü  Do their jobs for them, 
micro-manage them or  
abdicate responsibility.

(Continued)
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BUILDING A WINNING TEAM

Table 1.1 (Continued)

Do Don’t

ü  Ensure they have the 
tools, resources and 
necessary access to 
training to do the things 
they commit to.

ü  Give the credit to your 
team and open doors for 
them to demonstrate their 
capability in more senior 
circles.

ü  Leave room for creativity 
and innovation, and give 
them the opportunity to do 
it their way.

ü  Monitor their progress, 
coach and develop them 
and give them feedback.

ü  Nurture and reward 
talent, and involve them 
in selecting and growing 
new talent.

ü  Build mutual trust through 
supportive actions.

ü Be open and honest.

ü  Look for opportunities to 
praise.

ü  Shut them out or overtly 
take credit for their 
successes.

ü  Expect your staff to read 
your mind.

ü  Be too prescriptive about 
how to achieve a certain 
task. 

ü  Blame your team when 
things go wrong – you can 
delegate authority, but not 
accountability.

ü  Say one thing, but do  
another.

ü  Lie to them – you will 
be found out and it will 
destroy trust.

ü  Play one team member off 
against another.

ü  Look for opportunities to 
criticise.

THINGS FOR YOU TO WORK ON NOW

Below are some questions to help you diagnose where you are 
now and what aspects of your professional persona as a team 
leader are most in need of development. Think carefully about  
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HELPING YOUR TEAM TO SEE YOUR VALUE TO THEM AS A LEADER

these questions and regularly build in time to reflect honestly 
upon how you are performing against these criteria.

KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK YOURSELF

 y How do my staff view my role as their leader? What do 
they think I spend my time doing? Do they feel I justify 
my salary?

 y What do my team think of me personally? What do 
they say about me when I am not in earshot? Do they 
feel they can talk to me about their problems or ask 
for help when they need to?

 y Do I genuinely care about my team? What do I do to 
encourage and develop them?

 y What behaviours earn me respect? What more could 
I do?

 y What behaviours earn me trust? What more could I 
do?

 y Do I show favouritism or do I treat everyone equally?

 y Do I unconsciously recruit in my own likeness or do I 
genuinely value diversity in all its forms?

 y Does every member of my team feel that they have 
grown in the past year? If so, what can they do now 
that they could not do a year ago, and what specific 
action of mine was the key enabler of that growth?

Reflect on your answers and build yourself a prioritised action 
plan to make progress on your top three areas of concern. Give 
yourself tangible and measurable goals.

Below are some simple practical steps that you can start to 
build into your routine. If some of this is alien to your natural 
character and demeanour you may want to build up slowly. 
Just be sincere and be consistent.
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BUILDING A WINNING TEAM

MINI EXERCISES YOU CAN TRY IMMEDIATELY

 y Do the rounds every morning for a month and see 
the difference. Ask how your team is getting on; take 
an interest in their work and them as individuals. 
Take a note of key people and events in their lives. 
Ask questions like ‘How did Andrea get on with her A 
levels?’, and so on.

 y Listen twice as much as you speak. Show that you 
value what you have heard. Look for opportunities to 
build upon ideas that come from your team and then 
make sure that you publicly attribute the source of the 
idea if it proves successful.

 y Engage privately and thoughtfully with each member 
of your team and ask them what more you could do 
to help them deliver in their roles. Take simple actions 
that liberate their talent and develop their skills.

 y Make it very clear that mistakes are ok, indeed 
valuable when you are trying something new or 
innovative. Mistakes are not ok when you are doing 
routine tasks that are not complex and which you have 
done many times before.

 y Be open about your own failings and say and do things 
that demonstrate your own commitment to learning 
new things from any source.

 y Keep them informed – provide messages from on 
high, insights about the company, your industry sector 
and the market you operate in.

 y Tell the truth and nothing but the truth, recognising, 
however, that you will sometimes need to be 
economical with the truth. If you can’t tell them, be 
honest and tell them that you can’t tell them.

 y Always speak well of others in front of your team – 
that way they will think you will speak well of them 
(rather than badly) when they are not within earshot.
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HELPING YOUR TEAM TO SEE YOUR VALUE TO THEM AS A LEADER

If you are inspired to find out more about any of the themes 
covered in this chapter we suggest that you start by reviewing 
the resources listed below.

FURTHER FOOD FOR THE CURIOUS

Chatham R. (2015) The Art of IT Management: Practical tools, 
techniques and people skills. Swindon: BCS:

 y Combining simple models and powerful examples, 
this book is a must read for new and more seasoned 
IT managers alike.

Collins J. (2005) Level 5 Leadership: The triumph of humility 
and fierce resolve. Harvard Business Review, July–August. 
Available from https://hbr.org/2005/07/level-5-leadership-
the-triumph-of-humility-and-fierce-resolve [21 March 2017]:

 y An excellent insight into what makes a leader truly 
great – a paradoxical mixture of personal humility and 
professional will.

Prime J. and Salib E. (2014) The Best Leaders are Humble 
Leaders. Harvard Business Review, 12 May. Available from 
https://hbr.org/2014/05/the-best-leaders-are-humble-
leaders [21 March 2017]:

 y An interesting report of the findings of a wide-ranging 
international study that points to ways in which 
leaders can increase feelings of involvement and 
belonging in their teams.

Valcour M. (2016) How to Know Whether You’re Giving Your 
Team Needless Work. Harvard Business Review, 26 August. 
Available from https://hbr.org/2016/08/how-to-know-
whether-youre-giving-your-team-needless-work [21 March 
2017]:

 y This identifies the concept of ‘illegitimate tasks’ and 
shows how they arise and proliferate. Some good 
practical tips for how to keep these illegitimate tasks 
in proportion.
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