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Summary Report: Dr Patricia Pryce1, Cranfield School of Management 

 

Bob Mackenzie (Founder of Benchmark for Business) kicked off with an introduction to the 

Executive Masterclass before introducing the key speaker for the morning, Shay McConnon 

and making reference to the afternoon speakers Colonel Kevin Farrell and Mike Mister. 

 

Morning session: Shay McConnon 
 

After an amusing and engaging introduction, which involved a mixture of wry humour and a 

selection of magic tricks, Shay McConnon led us into the serious topics of conflict, mistrust 

and other difficulties at work which create inefficient behaviours and which, in turn, have a 

negative impact on profit, performance and motivation. 

Thus he introduced the key subject area for the morning – how to build a positive work 

culture leading to employee engagement and resulting in lower levels of absenteeism, a 

reduction in unhealthy conflict and an increase in self-esteem and work performance.  In a 

nutshell, Shay argued that the secret to creating a positive culture (both within work and 

more widely in society) was based on meeting individual needs.  Although he was quick to 

point out that business needs always took priority, he argued that unmet individual needs 

led to conflict, lower-levels of self-esteem, reduced motivation and, ultimately, to poorer 

levels of performance. 

 

To back up his argument he quoted some interesting statistics: 

 75% of people leave jobs because of the quality relationships within the workplace 

(often the relationship with their direct line manager) 

 25% of a manager’s time is lost due to dealing with dysfunctional conflict 

 Only 30% people trust their boss  

 Most stress within the workplace is caused by management 

 

Shay posited that, because poor working relationships are seen to be the biggest source of 

inefficiency in organizations, the importance of meeting individual needs is a key leadership 

issue. 
                                                           
1
 This is a summary of the day’s events and does not necessarily represent Dr Pryce’s views on the subject of 

leadership capability 
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The importance of needs 

 

After a series of questions around the topics of needs, conflict etc. from Shay, which 

required members of the audience to interact with each to discuss their own experiences 

and opinions, he set about providing us with information, ideas and guidelines that would 

help us negotiate this tricky area. 

 

The following ideas were presented and in many cases these were accompanies by an 

amusing anecdote (and/or a magic trick) to illustrate the point being made: 

 

 As individuals, we can be the source of conflict without realising it 

 We have a tendency to shift our conflict onto others 

 Individuals have different listening needs – some need their feelings to be listened 

to, others need their solutions to be listened to   

 When conflict occurs as a result of needs not being met each person involved should 

articulate their needs 

 We often have difficulties recognising what our own needs are so have an increased 

difficulty in recognising the needs of others – instead we try to mind-read needs or 

make assumptions that others needs are the same as ours 

 £34bn is spent on leadership development each year with minimal impact on 

transfer to the workplace (massive difference between knowledge and application) 

 We suffer from information overload 

 We have a desire to universalise (whereas needs are personalised) 

 There is a bias towards inspirational leadership (but not everyone responds to this 

style) 

 The best place to learn leadership is in your team (the information you need is held 

by your people) 

 We need to understand people and what’s going on inside them (the use of 2 food 

cans without labels identifying their contents was used effectively to illustrate this).  

We can find out needs by asking 2 questions: 

 What is your need? 

 Is your need being met? 

 Behaviour is always functional – it is always meeting a need (although it may not 

always be meeting the other person’s need and they may then feel a need to protect 

themselves).  Therefore there is a requirement to: 

 Respect the validity of difference 
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 Recognise that you don’t have to tolerate or agree the behaviour 

 Accept that every villain is a hero in his/her own story 

 The more unapproachable you are the less effective you are 

 

 

Strengths Deployment Inventory 

 

Using the three profiles identified by this psychometric, Shay was able to demonstrate the 

differences between different types of people: 

 Blue people – ‘people people’ who are focused on relationships and harmony within 

them.  They are genuinely interested in people; they work for people not for 

organizations 

 Red people - motivated by success and not so bothered by people (they pick up 

trophies not friends).  They value recognition from people with high status; they like 

challenge and being able to achieve and the rewards that go with these 

 Green people - need to get things right; they don’t need other people (little eye 

contact and no small talk, prefer their own space) but do need information and 

details about what they have to do (and then leave them to get on with it); they 

need order and hate chaos 

 

We are a mixture of all of these types but in different proportions. 

The idea is to appreciate differences between us and look at things through the other 

person’s eyes and understand their needs.  If our needs are not being met we tend to focus 

more on that need (rather than the overall business need) and this results in conflict 

between people (leading to arguments, alienation, divorce, violence, war etc.). 

 

Tackling unmet needs 

 

After the break, Shay talked about the importance of taking a systematic approach to 

understanding and aligning needs and that engaging with the system will lead to leadership. 

Part of the system is being able to engage with our own needs (and taking ownership for 

them) before we are able to engage with the needs of others.  

This can be facilitated by using the on-line tool created by Shay and his team called “An even 

better place to work” http://www.anevenbetterplacetowork.com/ . 

The most important part of this systematic approach is taking a problem-solving/solutions-

based lens, which focuses on indicators that measure and improve employee engagement.  

http://www.anevenbetterplacetowork.com/
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People within the organization engage with a series of activities, measures and resources 

over a period of time. When the system is used by different teams throughout a company a 

variety of different reports can be produced highlighting ‘hotspots’ which need to be 

tackled. Essentially, this involves teams working together to identify, and then talk about, 

their individual needs to discover which needs are being met and unmet and then looking at 

what can be done to resolve the resulting issues.   

 

Shay summarised the morning by reiterating that unmet needs leads to moaning, criticism, 

arguments, disputes, strikes and resignations and that to prevent this we should aim to 

provide proactive feedback (on an on-going basis that encourages dialogue) rather than 

reactive feedback (usually given when things go wrong and is one-sided).   

Altogether Shay had provided a class act in ‘edutainment’ – telling us something very 

important but with a ‘light touch’. 

 

Afternoon session: Colonel Kevin Farrell and Mike Mister 
 

After a delightful lunch, when delegates were able to take advantage of networking 

opportunities, Bob Mackenzie introduced the afternoon speakers. 

 

Colonel Kevin Farrell and Mike Mister drew on the concept of ‘history as metaphor’ and 

provided a compelling presentation which gave the audience a different experience in 

understanding the challenges of making relationships work (particularly in difficult 

circumstances).  Drawing on the explorations of Sir Ernest Shackleton and the military 

experiences of Lieutenant Dick Winters (“Band of Brothers”) and using video presentations, 

Kevin and Mike drew us into two very different worlds, one of which portrayed the 

importance of engaging leadership (Shackleton) and the other the damage created when 

leadership goes wrong (in the form of Captain Herbert Sobel – Winters superior officer). 

They were quick to point out that the afternoon’s presentation was not going to be based 

on military or Antarctic exploration tactics but on effective leadership based on the 

perspective of time and reflection and decision-making based on the information available.  

They argued that leadership ‘happened in the moment’ and that effective leadership relied 

on recognising those moments and being able to balance opportunity with risk/cost (in the 

context of an ever-changing environment). 
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Key points coming out of the video screenings and subsequent discussions 

 

Shackleton as Leader 

 

 It is the leader’s responsibility to ensure clarity of intent and what success will look 

like (this should be made known 2 levels above and below the leader to ensure 

flexibility and alignment within the organization) 

 Honesty is important as is the need to accept the situation (no matter how difficult) 

and work with it – balancing the likelihood of survival with the gravity of the 

situation, using clear and simple language and focusing on the core issue(s) 

 In difficult situations morale can be kept up by celebrating small successes and other 

things (e.g. Shackleton and his men celebrated birthdays etc.) 

 Adjusting routines to suit the needs of the current situation and making sure that 

everybody has a part to play in these 

 Recognising who are good leader substitutes when you are not there and sticking 

closely to any potential troublemakers (keep enemies close?) 

 

Kevin and Mike used certain theories to underpin their discussions: 

 

David Rock – neuro-leadership based on our movement towards reward and away from 

punishment; recommends leaders need to consider the following: 

S – Status, our importance relative to others 

C - Certainty, the need for certainty within the near future 

A – Autonomy, illusion of control over events 

R – Relatedness, ‘in’ or ‘out’ groups 

F – Fairness, equitable treatment 

 

Robert Greenleaf’s concept of servant leadership based on the following: 

 Service to others 

 Having an holistic approach to work (considering more than just work) 

 Promoting a sense of community 

 Sharing power in decision-making 
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Winters/Sobel as Leaders 

Differences were identified between the leadership styles of Winters (effective leadership) 

and Sobel (ineffective leadership), particularly when they were confronted by unexpected 

situations (circumstances change!) 

 

Lieutenant Dick Winters Captain Herbert Sobel 

 Well-developed sense of self-belief 

 Integrity – did what he needed to do 

and what he said he would do 

 Strived for self-improvement and was 

open to input from subordinates – he 

studied continuously to make himself a 

better leader 

 When faced with interpersonal conflict 

he identified with the higher purpose 

(as Shay said ‘business needs take 

priority’) and acquiesced to the higher 

authority yet influenced what he was 

able to  

 

 Inner fear of being wrong led to 

putting fear into others – this may 

have been driven by knowledge of 

his own weaknesses 

 Ego-driven and shut out other 

sources of information 

 Subordinates found ways to 

undermine what they recognised as 

poor leadership 

 Sobel had little self-awareness as he 

was leading ‘in the moment’ 

(awareness came at the end) 

 

 

 

Kevin and Mike argued that leaders need to be aware of their presence and what they bring 

to the situation and to ask themselves ‘How do others experience themselves in your 

presence?’, perhaps reminding us of what Shay had said about how we can create conflict in 

relationships without being aware of it. 

 

They then defined a team as a group of people acting cohesively and aligned behind a 

common purpose and that every time a person leaves a team, and/or a new person joins, 

you have a new team and that it is impossible to recreate the team as it previously was.  

Trust had to be rebuilt. 

 

Mutually felt trust, they explained, was essential for effective team performance and used 

the Stephen M R Covey model to explain how trust was built. 

 

 



Battlefield Leadership and Shay McConnon 

Profiles for Success 

 

 

 

 

Character 

Integrity 

Intent 

+ 
Competence 

Proficiency 

Performance 

  

= 
 

 Credibility  

  

+ 
 

 Connectivity 

Interest 

Involvement 

 

  

= 
 

 TRUST  

 

They also used the expression ‘nobody cares how much you know until they know how much 

you care’ as a way of building trust. 

 

Drawing on the work of Pat Lencioni (The 5 dysfunctions of a team) Kevin and Mike added 

that trust is a critical factor in effective relationships and emerges when: 

 

Results are based on accountability which leads to commitment (to the outcome) and which 

may involve healthy conflict but where: 

 

 Intentions are made clear (what is needed and why) 

 Integrity is evident (say what you are going to do and do it) 

 And do it with consistency 

  

Kevin and Mike recommended taking an ‘after action review’ after each event within 

business asking the following questions: 

 

 What did we set out to accomplish? 

 What did we do? 
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 What happened and why? 

 What will we do to adapt our strategy or refine our execution for a better outcome 

next time OR how do we repeat our success? 

 

Summary of the day 

In style and delivery, the two presentations could not have been more different – however 

the messages they conveyed were aligned – successful leaders need to be clear on the 

overall purpose and what needs to be achieved.  But in getting there they need to bring 

other people with them and that this will be happen if they build effective working 

relationships built on trust, integrity and the understanding and satisfaction of individual 

needs in the many different contexts in which leadership takes place.   

 
 

 


