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PERFORMANCE HEART

Most organisations today can deliver performance 
or care for their people, very few can sustain both.

One year, leaders double down on performance, the 
next, they swing back to heart by listening more 
and slowing down.

Each shift feels necessary. Even noble. Yet the 
organisation never really changes.

The problem isn’t the people. It’s the pattern.

WHAT 
DID WE 
FIND?

Organisations today are under relentless 
pressure - economic uncertainty, AI disruption, a 
rapidly shifting DE&I landscape. Ever increasing 
expectations from employees, customers and 
investors.  

An overriding sense of needing to deliver more, 
with fewer resources, whilst also maintaining a 
people-first culture.  

SO THE BIG QUESTION - how do companies 
achieve this? We asked over 80 organisations of all 
shapes and sizes - from 500 employees to 50,000.

WHAT LEADERS 
CALL ‘CULTURE 

CHANGE’ IS OFTEN 
JUST PENDULUM 

SWINGING, 
NOT TRUE 

TRANSFORMATION.



We are hearing this mantra on repeat. We need to 
be more decisive. Move faster. Raise standards. 
Our leaders need to communicate more clearly and 
directly and have a more commercial mindset. Our 
people need to show more grit - we’ve become too 
soft.

But doing this well is notoriously difficult, and there 
are often unintended consequences. More than 
80% of the companies in our research are trying to 
drive a greater performance culture, but in doing 
so experience serious negative consequences by 
over-indexing on it. Trust erodes. People burn out, 
or check out.

They become alienated - perhaps by decision 
making that moves at pace but doesn’t include 
them, or because they are fed up with the 
relentless ‘win at all costs’ or ‘never good enough’ 
culture.

We have 8 people out of 40 on long 
term sick leave. After a year I was 
completely exhausted - I had no 
choice but to leave

Our attrition rate is much lower 
than [key competitor] - but we’re 
completely wiped under the pressure. 
You end up with knackered horses if 
you keep beating them

You get people trying to protect 
themselves… protecting their 
individual metrics comes at the cost 
of collaboration, and the behaviours 
that you need to make performance 
sustainable in the long term

CPO, Professional  
Services Organisation

Global IT services company

Leader at a Global  
Pharmaceutical Company
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THIS ISN’T WRONG.
IT’S JUST HALF THE STORY.

These attempts at creating a culture of 
performance don’t produce sustainable results, 
because what’s really happening is pendulum 
swinging dressed up as strategy.

At some point organisations faced with the negative 
consequences of driving performance too hard, 
take their foot of the pedal, and re-focus on 
reigniting a more purposeful, caring culture. 

It’s understandable, because for decades we’ve 
been drinking the koolaid that greater performance 
will inevitably come from a people centred 
approach. We’ve had theories of Transformational 
Leadership, Servant Leadership, Authenticity 

Leadership, Values-Based Leadership, Adaptive 
Leadership, Ethical Leadership, Visionary 
Leadership, Positive Leadership - which all put 
the emphasis on leaders creating trust and 
psychological safety in their teams, and on 
connecting with people and a deeper sense of 
purpose - believing this will inevitably lead to 
greater performance in the long run.
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The harsh truth is that there are organisations that 
have pushed this too far, and over-indexed on 
their people-focussed ‘heart’ culture. They allowed 
individuals to get too comfortable, rather than 
stretching or challenging themselves. They have 
a culture which can’t handle change or disruption. 
They have leaders who have been too idealistic in 
their vision, ignoring the practical trade offs that 
come with commercial reality. We see teams with 
a scattergun approach to innovation, unwilling to 
let go of their pet projects, and leaders lacking 
challenge, unwilling to step into the difficult 

conversations & decisions that put the business first.

And when finances dictate that tough decisions 
need to be made, when the tide recedes, we soon 
see who forgot to put their bathing suits on.

We prioritised people at key moments, 
trusting that performance will follow
People VP (Global Mining  
and Luxury Goods Company)

It’s easy to be people focussed, and to focus 
on ‘heart’, when everything’s going well
Simon Hayward, Professor  
of Leadership Practice  
(Alliance Manchester Business School)
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Care, psychological safety and empowerment can 
only sustain performance in the long run when 
leaders create a culture of grit, high standards, and 
with appropriate control too.

A truly performance driven, and people first culture 
requires leaders to maintain a disciplined focus on 
both performance and heart dimensions - rather 
than be swayed by the latest management fad or 
executive drive.

The Performance with Heart leadership culture 
assessment tool identifies the 12 core tensions 
leaders must navigate to truly build and maintain a 
culture of ‘performance with heart’.

It gives you a snapshot in time with powerful 
actionable insights for how to develop your 
leadership culture.

IT’S EASY TO SWING A PENDULUM FROM ONE SIDE 
TO THE OTHER. WHAT’S CHALLENGING IS HOLDING 
BOTH PERFORMANCE AND HEART AT ONCE.



In order to make sense of the complex world we 
live in, our human brains are wired to break things 
down into categories. We have a strong tendency to 
simplify things into binary logic. We divide the world 
into good and bad. Right and wrong. We separate 
the mind and the body. We make distinctions 
between ourselves and others. 

We see lots of popular academic researchers and 
leadership gurus struggling to resist this binary 
either/or logic, insisting that more of something can 
only be a good thing.

Zen Buddhist monks have for centuries highlighted 
this fundamental human tendency to get attached 
to opposing categories, and believe that to achieve 
a true understanding of reality, we must challenge 
them, and embrace ‘dualistic thinking’. One of 
the tools they use is what’s called a ‘Zen Koan’, a 
paradoxical question and statement which can help 
the mind break through this dualistic pattern.

In more grounded, practical ways, our research 
found pioneering organisations, leaders and 
researchers have also been finding the ability to 
hold two contrasting ideas simultaneously is the 
key to innovation and performance. 

Amy Edmondson’s research on high performing 
teams for instance highlights one tension - that 
between accountability and safety - finding that it’s 
teams who score high on both that outperform all 
others.

The difference between average 
and outstanding firms is an ‘AND 
Mentality’. We must find and create 
tensions, force people into different 
space for thinking. This is not just 
a performance issue but a survival 
issue, because managing paradox 
helps foster creativity and high 
performance.

Paul Polman, ex-CEO (Unilever)

Perhaps the simplest understanding of this is 
acknowledging that every strength has within it an 
inherent weakness. 

It is possible to have too much of a good thing - 
and that might lead to negative consequences for 
the organisation.

The real work of leadership isn’t choosing one trait 
or one behaviour over the other. It’s managing these 
tensions. It’s finding a way to say ‘both, and’, and 
recognising where our focus has been.

The Performance with heart assessment gives you 
these tensions a puzzle to explore -  as a leader, as 
a team, and as an organisation.

It is a first step and an opportunity to reflect:

Where are we strong already? Where are we 
over-stretching? 

What aspects of our leadership culture do we 
need to keep on AS WELL as improve on?

Which tensions do we need to think 
differently about?

WHY THE CONSTANT
PENDULUM SWING?
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WE NEED TO
REPLACE THE
MINDSET OF
‘EITHER/OR’
WITH
‘BOTH/AND’.



THE PERFORMANCE WITH
HEART MODEL IDENTIFIES FOUR
ORGANISATIONAL ARCHETYPES.
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Based on where leaders’ focus, where their attention and overstretched areas are - we start to build a 
picture of an organisation’s leadership culture. Overall, we see four organisational archetypes: The Drifter, 
The Carer, The Machine, and The Pioneer, each representing different blends of performance and heart. 

THE 
MACHINE

THE 
PIONEER

THE 
DRIFTER

THE 
CARER

HIGH PERFORMANCE  
X LOW HEART

HIGH PERFORMANCE  
X HIGH HEART

LOW PERFORMANCE  
X LOW HEART

LOW PERFORMANCE  
X HIGH HEART

PERFORMANCE

HEART



COMPANY: YAHOO  
(LATE 2010S)
 
Once a tech pioneer, Yahoo spent nearly a decade 
caught in strategic limbo. Seven CEOs in ten years. 
Multiple rebrands. High-profile product failures. The 
company seemed unsure whether to double down 
on media, tech, or advertising - and ended up doing 
none well. Inside, employees reported aimlessness 
and a lack of innovation. By the time Verizon 
acquired its remains, most of its relevance - and 
morale - had faded.

COMPANY: PELOTON 
(POST PANDEMIC (2021 - )
 
Once a breakout pandemic success story, in recent 
years Peloton has seen declining revenues, and 
significant losses despite a large customer base. 
Leadership turnover, product recalls, and repeated 
strategy pivots have eroded confidence. Internally, 
employees reported whiplash , ambitious goals are 
announced, then abandoned. Communication is 
reactive rather than visionary. The organisation tries 
to move fast, but no longer forward. 
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THE DRIFTER. LOW PERFORMANCE  
X LOW HEART

The Drifter isn’t toxic - it’s just tired. Tired of half-
launched strategies, tired of unclear goals, tired 
of change initiatives that don’t stick. It moves 
slowly, not because it’s thoughtful, but because 
it’s unmoored. Culture is… vague. Performance? 
Inconsistent at best. People aren’t resisting change  
- they’re just not convinced anything will actually 
happen. Work gets done, but it’s disconnected. 
Leadership is polite but passive. No vision, 
no spark, just a quiet hum of disengagement. 
Decisions are made late, feedback loops are loose, 
and priorities drift in and out like the tide. You don’t 
leave The Drifter because you’re angry. You leave 
because you’re bored.

WE’RE DOING… 
SOMETHING. PROBABLY.



COMPANY: INNOCENT DRINKS 
(MID-2010S TO EARLY 2020S)
 
Innocent built its identity on care, sustainability, 
and community. Yet beneath the kindness, the 
margins were thin. In 2019, with revenue pushing 
toward £500 million, it earned an operating profit of 
only £1.8 million, before becoming loss-making in 
the early 2020’s. Decisions were guided by values 
- giving 10% of profits to charity, resisting margin 
erosion, cushioning employees. The cultural warmth 
inspired loyalty, but consistent commercial pressure 
and structural inefficiencies kept performance 
uneven at best.

COMPANY: ETSY 
(PRE-2017)
 
Known for its community spirit and seller 
empowerment, Etsy became a symbol of mission-
led business. Employees described it as warm, 
values-driven, and deeply collaborative. But 
profitability lagged. Etsy resisted advertising and 
aggressive scaling. Without commercial rigour, 
the business began to stall. It wasn’t until Josh 
Silverman took over in 2017 - bringing sharper 
execution and clearer priorities - that growth 
returned.
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THE CARER. LOW PERFORMANCE  
X HIGH HEART

The Carer cares. Deeply. About people, about 
values, about doing things the “right” way. But 
that care can become a cage. It wants to protect 
everyone - which means decisions get deferred, 
standards slide, and honest feedback gets sugar-
coated. Conflict is avoided. Everyone is lovely, 
but little moves. Teams are tight-knit and loyal  
- sometimes loyal to a fault. Underperformance 
is rationalised. Deadlines are softened to spare 
feelings.

It’s the kind of culture where “we’re like a family” 
is said with pride… even when the business is 
floundering. Leaders want to shield teams from 
pressure, but end up shielding them from growth 
too. Over time, that personable warmth suffocates..

WE CARE TOO MUCH TO 
SAY THE HARD THING.



COMPANY: AMAZON  
(WAREHOUSE OPS)
 
Amazon’s warehouse operations are an engineering 
marvel - the gold standard of logistics. But 
behind the scale and efficiency are stories of 
exhaustion, attrition and serious harm. The National 
Employment Law Project cite injury rates of 
between 6-8% of its workforce, twice as high as 
the industry average, with workers often sustaining 
injuries serious enough to miss an average of 5.5 
weeks of work. While the company has begun 
addressing these issues, the culture remains 
performance-obsessed and emotionally thin, 
especially in its frontline workforce.

COMPANY: UBER 
(UNDER KALANICK)
 
Uber’s early success came from radical disruption 
and rapid scale - but inside, the culture was brutal. 
Former employees described it as toxic, hyper-
competitive, ‘win at all costs’ and prioritising growth 
over ethics. Allegations of harassment, intense 
pressure, and executive misbehaviour surfaced 
regularly. Growth was everything. People were 
replaceable. The organisation hit the gas - until 
public outcry forced a full leadership reset.

Performance, with Heart - Pilot Report Nov 2025 10

THE MACHINE. HIGH PERFORMANCE  
X LOW HEART

The Machine delivers. On time, on budget, and at 
scale. But it’s not built for humans - it’s built for 
outputs. The culture is fast, it’s sharp, it’s punishing. 
Leaders obsess over performance but rarely ask 
how people are really doing. Even if they do - there 
is little they can do about it. Targets are always 
climbing. People stay because they’re ambitious -  
up or out. There’s no room for vulnerability, no time 
for reflection.

Behind the polished dashboards are tired teams, 
silent burnouts, and attrition hidden behind “career 
progression.” Inclusion and wellbeing sit in a slide 
deck - but not in how work actually feels. If you 
hit your numbers, you’re safe. If not, the machine 
moves on.

WE HIT TARGETS. 
THAT’S ALL THAT MATTERS.



COMPANY: OCTOPUS ENERGY 
 
Octopus Energy is one of Europe’s fastest-growing 
private energy companies, consistently profitable 
in recent years through economic turbulence and 
expanding globally. Recognised for industry-leading 
customer and employee satisfaction, CEO Greg 
Jackson speaks openly about “doing the right 
thing” as a strategic advantage. During the UK 
energy crisis, Octopus chose to absorb costs to 
protect customers and staff, prioritising long-term 
trust over short-term margin. Yet performance 
never dipped: revenue surged past £6 billion, 
and the company expanded into 18 markets.

COMPANY: MICROSOFT 
(UNDER SATYA NADELLA)
 
When Nadella took over in 2014, Microsoft was 
viewed as stagnant and internally combative. He 
brought empathy, humility, and a commitment-to-
growth mindset. The culture shifted from know-it-all 
to learn-it-all. Collaboration increased. Innovation 
returned. Revenue soared. Microsoft became more 
inclusive, more agile, and more human - without 
ever losing its edge.
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THE PIONEER. HIGH PERFORMANCE  
X HIGH HEART

The Pioneer is rare - and unmistakable. It’s sharp 
on performance and rich in purpose. Leaders are 
as committed to how results are delivered as the 
results themselves. People here are stretched, 
supported, and trusted. It’s not soft - it’s strong. 
Not comfortable - but clear. There’s psychological 
safety and commercial ambition. Decisions are bold, 
transparent, and values-led. Accountability runs 
deep - not through fear, but through shared belief. 
Feedback is frequent and respectful. Success is 
sustainable because people are seen as whole 
humans, not just job titles. It feels energising, 
focused, and alive with intent.

PEOPLE, PERFORMANCE AND PURPOSE 
ARE AT THE HEART OF WHAT WE DO.



SO AS A LEADER, HOW DO I
BALANCE PERFORMANCE WITH
HEART? HOW DO I DO BOTH, WELL?

Through our research, we identified twelve tensions leaders must navigate daily. These roll up into 
four core domains of leadership impact - Awareness, Ambition, Collective Brilliance, and Execution & 
Experimentation* (see appendix page 19).

Performance with Heart is both a philosophy and a framework.

Below we dive into four examples of the tensions to navigate, one from each of the 4 domains, with 
examples of how they show up, the warnings to heed, and what pioneering leaders are doing to drive a 
strong performance culture without compromising their ‘heart’.
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TENSION 1: AWARENESS

TENSION 2: AMBITION

TENSION 3: COLLECTIVE BRILLIANCE

TENSION 4: EXECUTION & EXPERIMENTATION

A forward looking positive mindset that 
sees possibilities and motivates others

Being real, transparent and 
consistent with your values

Excelling in and taking accountability 
for a specific team, area or expertise

Optimising decision making and collaboration 
for the benefit of the whole organisation

Striving for excellence 
with stretch

Creating psychological safety where 
people can speak up and take risks

Applying oversight, structure and 
discipline to deliver outcomes

Giving others freedom to lead, decide 
and act within defined boundaries
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TENSION 1

In order to drive performance, leaders need to look 
forward with a positive mindset. To protect the 
team from too much negativity, they might choose 
to hold back on sharing something that could 
impact motivation, or the reason to believe. In short 
- they have to have optimism. 

But too much can be dangerous. When the red line 
gets crossed into success theatre -  projecting an 
image of constant success, masking real challenges 
or failures - they can get into choppy waters. 

Take the story of Elizabeth Holmes at Theranos, 
a health technology company that claimed to 
revolutionize blood testing by using just a few drops 
of blood from a finger prick. Adopting the optimistic 
‘fake it till you make it’ Silicon Valley mantra, 
she attracted major investors and partnerships, 
making her briefly the world’s youngest self-made 
female billionaire. However, it later transpired that 
Theranos’s technology didn’t actually work, and 
the company had misled investors, doctors, and 
patients. The company collapsed in 2018, and 
Holmes was later convicted of fraud for deceiving 
stakeholders about the capabilities of her product. 

As well as being optimistic, great leaders also need 
to be real. Relatable. To stay consistent with their 
values. To tell the truth.  In short - they need to 
be authentic - a key value in creating a ‘heart’ or 
people focussed culture.

Take a senior director at an organisation we’ve 
been working closely with over the past 18 months 
leading a major transformation programme. There 
have been bumps in the road. The programme 
has stalled numerous times in the past, people 
are wondering ‘why should I believe in the change 

will work this time?’ The change fatigue in the 
organisation was real and palpable.

As well as needing to maintain optimism within 
the leadership team, this leader’s credibility and 
effectiveness relied on being able to strike the 
right balance of being real and authentic - without 
oversharing. 

It is a delicate balance to strike. There were 
planning meetings for those ‘in the tent’ on the 
upcoming restructure that would have legal 
implications if shared too widely, and yet colleagues 
who were about to be affected by the changes with 
whom he has strong personal relationships built 
over decades. With too little authenticity, trust and 
those relationships were at risk. 

Faced with stalling progress, it would be tempting 
to close up, to avoid showing weakness or 
vulnerability to a leadership team who themselves 
were struggling with doubt and confusion. 
Ultimately, the aha moment came from recognising, 
and working to increase their own tolerance for 
discomfort, and awareness of their own tendencies 
and reactions when under pressure. 

It was this new found awareness, coupled with 
emotional regulation, and ‘holding the line’ on key 
messages that helped the team avoid falling further 
into disengagement and dysfunction - and instead 
built greater trust and buy-in from the leadership 
team. And it proved far more effective at delivering 
the long overdue transformation programme 
benefits, than turning up the heat on a team.

Optimism inspires. Authenticity anchors. Effective 
leaders do both.

OPTIMISM 
& AUTHENTICITY



TENSION 1 OPTIMISM 
& AUTHENTICITY
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What truth might we be avoiding right now?

Review your internal communications: Do they 
sound overly ‘victorious’? Replace “success stories” 
with “learning stories” to highlight progress and 
lessons equally. 

Encourage leaders to role model vulnerability: 
Find leaders who are willing to share a genuine 
challenge they’re navigating and what they’re doing 
about it.
 
Consider a ‘change leadership’ programme: 
If leaders are struggling to drive real progress 
in change or transformation initiatives (and are 
instead resorting to success theatre), a blended 
team coaching & leadership development 
programme can help leaders understand what it 
takes (and what might be holding them back) from 
leading change effectively.
 
Run a “Balancing Optimism and Authenticity” 
workshop for senior leaders: Use live 
organisational examples (e.g. stalled change 
programmes) to explore real communication 
dilemmas and increase tolerance for discomfort.
 
Consider introducing a ‘Leadership Mirror’ or 
360 assessment process: For peer feedback on 
how authentic or ‘performed’ leaders seem under 
pressure.

SO WHAT  
CAN YOU DO?

SOME REFLECTION PROMPTS 
TO BRING TO YOUR NEXT 
LEADERSHIP TEAM MEETING

Where might we be in danger of 
performing rather than leading?

Where might our optimism be at risk of 
tipping into performance theatre?



Performance, with Heart - Pilot Report Nov 2025 15

TENSION 2

Strong organisations are built on functional 
excellence. People who are good at their job. 
Know what they are doing. Leaders who deeply 
understand their area, whether finance, operations, 
marketing or technology, and use this to drive 
clarity, rigour and results.

This kind of focus matters. It creates accountability, 
pride, and performance. Without it, the basics 
falter. Yet when functional expertise is overplayed, 
it can narrow perspective and create siloed thinking 
and working. Decisions made for good reasons 
locally can have unintended consequences that 
harm the wider system, creating inefficiency, or 
resulting in  missed opportunity.

A systems mindset requires leaders to lift their 
gaze from their area alone and look across and 
ahead, connecting dots, sharing talent, and aligning 
decisions to the organisation’s broader ambition. 
Leaders with this mindset see beyond their 
numbers to system success. They act not only for 
their team or department, but for the enterprise as 
a whole.

Just as overplayed functional focus breeds silos, 
an overplayed enterprise mindset can create drift. 
When everything is viewed through the collective 
lens, urgency and ownership blur. Local teams lose 
autonomy and speed, unsure who decides or what’s 
truly theirs to lead. 

The risk is with noble intent, comes slow progress.

Take the example of a global consumer goods 
business, where collaboration was championed at 
every level. Cross-functional committees, shared 
ownership, and alignment meetings became 
the norm. But decisions stalled, accountability 
weakened, and what began as a “One Company” 
mantra caused what Grant, Cross and Rebele 
describe in their 2016 HBR article as ‘Collaborative 
Overload’ and diluted their company performance.

On the flip side, we’ve seen leaders so deeply 
anchored in their function that they guard 
resources, replicate effort, and compete internally. 
The result? Great local performance, but poor 
organisational outcomes. For example when 
multiple brands cannibalise each other for the same 
consumer attention.

Consider a UK specialist financial services firm that 
has grown through deep technical expertise. As 
the business expanded, that same strength started 
to hold it back. Teams were excellent at solving 
problems within their own business areas, but not 
across them. To reach the next stage of growth, 
leaders needed to think beyond their function, 
connect their teams to a bigger purpose and work 
together on shared customer challenges.

Leaders need to move fluidly between the balcony 
and the dance floor. Zooming out to connect dots, 
then zooming in to execute.

FUNCTIONAL AREA FOCUS 
& ENTERPRISE MINDSET



TENSION 2 FUNCTIONAL AREA FOCUS 
& ENTERPRISE MINDSET
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What does enterprise success mean  
in our context?

Invite leaders to attend one other function’s 
meeting per month: To see interdependencies and 
understand different perspectives and challenges.

Set up cross-functional ‘investor boards’: To 
encourage leaders to take an investor mindset in 
decision making.

Shared success metrics: Ensure there is at least 
one cross-functional KPI within every senior 
leader’s objectives.

Create enterprise wide ‘game-changer’ 
challenges: Sponsor short, mixed-discipline task 
forces on strategic issues, measured on outcomes, 
not representation. These often form part of our 
senior leader development programmes and lead to 
brilliant outcomes.

Share the ‘balcony and the dancefloor’ tool: 
Encourage leaders to think about their own balance 
and how they might need to shift focus.
 
Redesign decision rights (“who decides what”):
To clarify where empowerment stops and enterprise 
accountability begins. 

Engage senior leaders in future talent 
discussions: To encourage joint ownership of 
succession planning, not just within their functions.

SO WHAT  
CAN YOU DO?

SOME REFLECTION PROMPTS 
TO BRING TO YOUR NEXT 
LEADERSHIP TEAM MEETING

What might we need to let go of 
(resources, control, pride) to act more 
systemically?

How well do our incentives and metrics 
support enterprise-wide success rather 
than functional wins?
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TENSION 3

High performance cultures are built on high 
standards. Leaders who push for excellence raise 
the bar, create clarity on what ‘great’ looks like, 
and stretch their people toward it. In a world of 
shifting markets and rising expectations, this level 
of demand is necessary. It fuels innovation, drives 
results, and helps people realise their potential.

But without psychological safety, high standards 
can quickly feel like a relentless push - never 
quite good enough, never fully ‘there’. Over 
time, this erodes confidence. A culture of fear or 
perfectionism develops, and in environments like 
this, whilst teams may hit targets, burnout, blame, 
and disengagement can follow.

In one high-growth tech scale-up we’ve been 
working with recently, the culture of performance 
was everything. Leaders pushed hard, celebrating 
only the biggest wins and calling out misses 
without context. Over time, people stopped 
speaking up. They feared judgement for not 
having all the answers, and the very innovation the 
company was known for began to fade.

On the flip side, a culture rooted too heavily 
in heart - all empathy, reassurance, and 
psychological safety - risks sliding into 
overprotection. When leaders cushion their teams 

from tough feedback or lower expectations in 
the name of care, teams feel disempowered. 
People feel safe, but stagnant. Growth stalls, 
accountability blurs, and confidence doesn’t build 
because the stretch never comes.

We’ve seen this in action with a senior leader 
known for being warm, supportive and deeply 
trusted. But their reluctance to challenge 
underperformance or hold people to account 
created confusion and inconsistency in the team. 
People valued the safety — but they craved clarity, 
direction and the chance to grow.

This is where coaching skills can make the biggest 
difference. Deep listening can help leaders tune 
into what’s really going on beneath the surface. 
Powerful questions can spark reflection and 
ownership, without the need to rescue or over-
direct. By creating space for honest conversation, 
not just a performance review, leaders can 
challenge with care, and stretch with trust.

The real work of leadership lies in the balance. It’s 
not high standards or safety. It’s both. Coaching 
mindsets help leaders stay present, curious and 
courageous - holding the tension between head 
and heart, so that others can grow into their best.

HIGH STANDARDS 
& SAFETY



TENSION 3 HIGH STANDARDS 
& SAFETY
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Where might we be pushing so hard that 
it’s creating fear rather than focus?

Run a team retrospective after a key project: 
Ask, “What stretched us?” and “Where did we feel 
safe to speak up?”

Normalise feedback: Encourage peer feedback 
rounds that highlight both high standards 
(challenge) and safety (support).

Train leaders in coaching skills: Deep listening, 
non-judgmental questioning, and giving feedback 
that stretches and supports.

Build psychological safety into performance 
reviews: Include a behavioural rating for “creating 
safety while holding standards.”

Link safety to performance data: Show that teams 
with higher safety scores also hit targets more 
consistently.

Conduct a leaders’ language audit: Replace “why 
didn’t we” with “what might we learn next time?”

SO WHAT  
CAN YOU DO?

SOME REFLECTION PROMPTS 
TO BRING TO YOUR NEXT 
LEADERSHIP TEAM MEETING

Where might we be protecting people 
from stretching in the name of care?

What’s one conversation we’ve avoided 
because it felt uncomfortable, and what 
might that be costing us?
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TENSION 4

In order to direct energy in a way that balances 
both execution and experimentation, leaders need 
to create freedom within the frame.  

On one hand to drive performance they need 
absolute clarity on where and how everyone’s effort 
is laddering up towards the north star. They need 
control. The OKR model which was popularised by 
Google and subsequently adopted by organisations 
around the world, when executed well helps leaders 
and their teams to achieve this. The approach 
gives clarity on a small number of objectives at a 
company level, which every individual and team can 
use to set their own sub objectives.  

However, when taken too far control becomes 
autocratic, giving no room for input, creativity or 
taking the initiative to solve problems.  Take Nokia, 
once the world’s largest mobile phone maker which 
collapsed and lost 90% of its market capitalisation 
within a decade partly due to its rigid hierarchy 
which prevented the company responding to 
disruptive innovations from Apple and Google.  

Alongside control, to create a people led culture, 
leaders need to empower and give the freedom 
to lead, decide and act.  Again, we can look to 
OKRs as an example which can help achieve this.  
OKRs give freedom for everyone to set their own 

key results (how we measure progress towards 
the objective) and crucially to set the tactics 
(the activities which drive the key result).  When 
Unilever rolled out its new innovation process, 
it moved away from traditional rigid stage gates 
which become a box ticking exercise, towards a 
more flexible process, which encourages clear 
objectives, with teams owning the experiments and 
learnings which help them move towards this goal.  

When overplayed however, empowerment can 
become chaos. A lack of structure in the decision 
making feels hands off to the point of indifference.  
Looking back on General Motors decision to pull 
back funding on Cruise’s robotaxi ambitions, a 
key contributing factor to the incidents spanning 
regulatory issues, safety concerns and operational 
failures was the level of independence given to 
teams without enough oversight.   

Control without trust is bureaucracy. But trust 
and freedom without control is chaos. Pioneering 
leaders master the art of both.

CONTROL 
& EMPOWERMENT



TENSION 4 CONTROL 
& EMPOWERMENT

Performance, with Heart - Pilot Report Nov 2025 20

What is the worst thing that could happen 
here - and what would we learn from it?

Clarify and communicate boundaries:
Get leaders to share three non-negotiables 
(control boundaries) and three priorities for team 
experimentation (freedom zones).

Train leaders on “Freedom within the Frame” 
coaching: To guide decision-making without taking 
it over.

Define ‘above and below the water line decisions’: 
Above the line decisions are akin to decisions 
where if they were to go wrong, the impact won’t 
be too bad (like a hole in the hull of a boat above 
the water line), whereas below the water line 
decisions are for areas which require oversight and 
approval (because a hole there could sink the ship)

Introduce OKRs (or refresh their use): To balance 
clear direction (objectives) with empowerment (key 
results and tactics owned by teams).

Build in feedback loops: Monthly check-ins 
on what’s working and what’s not in delegated 
authority to fine-tune the balance.

Consider piloting distributed leadership models: 
e.g. decision councils or empowered pods in non-
critical areas to test and learn.

SOME REFLECTION PROMPTS 
TO BRING TO YOUR NEXT 
LEADERSHIP TEAM MEETING

What decisions are too important 
to decentralise and why?

What’s one decision we could safely 
delegate this quarter - and what support 
would make that successful?

SO WHAT  
CAN YOU DO?



These are just 4 of the 12 tensions that leaders 
must explore to create a pioneering, ‘Performance 
with Heart’ leadership culture.

The path to becoming a pioneer starts by 
understanding where you are today and where you 
need to focus. 

Many change initiatives fail not through a lack of 
will to change, but through a lack of visibility. To 
sustain meaningful change, rather than just swing 
a pendulum backwards and forwards, requires 
leaders to see where they are today, where they 
might be overstretched or underdeveloped, 
and whilst shifting focus, to hold the seemingly 
opposing ideas in tension. 

This diagnostic tool surfaces those tensions and 
potential imbalances early - turning awareness  
into leverage.

It gives you a snapshot in time, but also a 
benchmark to come back against to measure 
progress.

By completing the assessment, alongside a 
report which will give you actionable insights and 
a complimentary review of the results, you are 
helping create a global benchmark for performance 
with heart leadership culture.  

We are inviting those who take it by December 
15th to join our exclusive launch event on Feb 5th 
where we explore the full insights and publicly 
launch the tool. 

YOU CAN’T FIX
WHAT YOU CAN’T SEE.
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CLICK HERE TO 
TAKE OUR FREE 
ASSESSMENT

https://ge884lje8j0.typeform.com/to/fB2yZt9B


ACE - THE T–
LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK.

ACE AS PART OF
PERFORMANCE WITH HEART.

THE 12 TENSIONS OF
PERFORMANCE WITH HEART.

1
2
3

APPENDIX
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ACE - THE T–
LEADERSHIP FRAMEWORK.

Since we launched the Disruptive leadership report in 2020, we’ve worked with over 80 organisations of all 
shapes and sizes - from 500 employees to 50,000.

We launched ACE - the leadership framework which has helped thousands of leaders develop their ability  
to lead and grow in change.

ACE shows leaders where to focus, on:

AWARENESS

Leaders need a deep 
awareness of themselves, 

how they show up, how they 
are perceived by others, their 
behaviours, motivations and 

limitations.

AMBITION

Leaders need blinding clarity on 
their ambition, and how to galvanise 
others towards this goal in the 
context that they are operating in.

EXPERIMENTATION 
& EXECUTION

Leaders need to be comfortable 
in uncertainty, focused on 
continuous learning and enabling 
experimentation and execution to 
happen together.

COLLECTIVE BRILLIANCE

Leaders need to actively create the 
conditions of psychological safety 
and inclusivity for others around 
them to thrive.
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Now, we’ve combined this work with a comprehensive literature review, primary research including 100’s of 
semi-structured, in-depth interviews, and an analysis of T– client exploratory needs analysis conversations, 
to explore the tensions that show up from the point of view of how to balance Performance with Heart. 
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ACE AS PART OF
PERFORMANCE WITH HEART.

AWARENESS

Leaders combine optimism, grit, and a clear 
understanding of their own and others’ 
strengths to navigate challenges and sustain 
high performance.

Leaders lead with authenticity, curiosity, and 
self-care - staying connected to their values, 
open to learning, and modelling balance and 
self-awareness so others can thrive too.

AMBITION

Leaders set goals that are bold, clear, and 
commercially driven - stretching the team 
beyond comfort while maintaining focus and 
accountability.

Leaders are purposeful and inclusive - 
energising, inspiring, and empowering others to 
believe in what’s possible to achieve together.

COLLECTIVE BRILLIANCE

Leaders harness the full potential of their team 
by setting high standards, communicating 
clearly and making timely decisions - turning 
diverse perspectives into brilliant results.

Leaders create genuine collaboration built on 
care, safety, and inclusion - ensuring every 
voice is heard, challenge is healthy, and 
contribution feels valued.

EXPERIMENTATION AND EXECUTION

Leaders combine control, structure, and deep 
specialism with tight feedback loops, so 
execution is both precise and progressive.

Leaders cultivate a learning mindset -  
encouraging curiosity, experimentation, and 
reflection so people feel empowered to test, 
adapt, and grow.
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AWARENESS

Overstretched Overstretched

Winning at all costs Grit Self care Too comfortable

Pursuing success 
without regard for 
people, ethics or 
sustainability.

Showing persistence, 
resilience and drive in 

the face of difficulty

Prioritising health, 
energy and sustainable 
performance.

Unable to sit with 
discomfort regardless 

of consequences for 
others.

Success theatre Optimism Authenticity Oversharing

Projecting an 
image of constant 
success, masking real 
challenges or failures.

A forward-looking, 
positive mindset that 
sees possibilities and 

motivates others.

Being real, transparent 
and consistent with 
your values and living 
with discomfort.

Disclosing too much, 
creating doubt and 

uncertainty in others.

Single minded Play to strengths Curious Day dreamer

Narrowly focused on 
their way of doing 
things, missing the 
bigger picture.

Focus on what they are 
good at and minimise 

distractions.

Actively seeking to 
learn and try new 
things.

Imaginative but 
scattered - detached 
from reality or action.

AMBITION

Overstretched Overstretched

Exploitative Commercial People & Planet Stakeholder Overload

Uses people or 
resources purely for 
financial gain, without 
fairness or care.

Make strategic 
decisions with 

business impact in 
mind.

Consider the impact of 
decisions and actions 
on people and the 
planet.

Expansive dialogue 
that dilutes clarity & 

delays decisions.

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Blinkered Short term goals Future strategic clarity Idealistic

Obsessed with 
short-term goals, 
ignoring long-term 
consequences.

Clear priorities and 
targets that deliver 
short term results.

Anchors work around 
big bets which move 
towards a bigger picture 
impact & vision.

Pursuing a vision with 
little grip on practical 

limits or trade-offs 
required to implement it.

Siloed Functional area focus Enterprise mindset Lack of agency

Local optimisation that 
leads to inefficiency 
and duplication of 
work.

Excelling in a specific 
team, area or 

expertise.

Optimising decision 
making and 
collaboration for the 
benefit of the whole 
organisation.

Risk of losing 
local autonomy, 

accountability and 
responsiveness.

THE 12 TENSIONS.



COLLECTIVE BRILLIANCE

Overstretched Overstretched

Alienate / Exclude Decisive Inclusive Overly consultative

Decision making where 
others feel excluded, 
limiting diversity 
of thought and 
innovation.

Making quick decisions 
based on urgent 

business priorities.

Ensuring everyone is 
heard and valued.

Overly consultative, 
blurring ownership and 

stalling progress. 

Never good enough High standards Safety Parental

A relentless critical 
lens that crushes 
morale.

Striving for excellence 
with stretch.

Creating psychological 
safety where people 
can speak up and take 
risks.

Overprotecting others, 
undermining growth or 

accountability.

Aggressive Clear & Direct Caring & Supportive Lacking Challenge

Forceful, combative 
style that shuts others 
down.

Communicating with 
honesty, precision and 

respect.

Showing empathy and 
enabling others to 
thrive.

Caring too much to 
challenge or hold 

others accountable.

EXPERIMENTATION & EXECUTION

Overstretched Overstretched

Stagnation Stability Innovation Scattergun

Lack of progress, 
prone to failure under 
pressure of change.

Delivering results with 
efficiency, providing a 

steady, reliable base to 
operate from.

Moving fast, 
responding to 
opportunity and threat 
with new ideas & 
experiments.

Constantly changing 
direction, flip-flopping 
on decisions & taking 

excessive or poorly 
thought out risks.

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Ideal Zone

Fixated Specialist Learning Generalist

Expert mindset in all 
situations, unable to 
learn or unlearn.

A high level of skill 
build over time and 

applied with impact.

Actively growing 
through feedback and 
experience.

Broad knowledge 
across areas but lacking 

depth or edge.

Autocratic Control Empower Chaos

Overly controlling with 
no room for input that 
alienates others.

Applying oversight, 
structure and discipline 

to deliver outcomes.

Giving others freedom 
to lead, decide and act 
within set boundaries.

A lack of structure in 
decision-making hands 

off to the point of 
indifference.
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THE 12 TENSIONS.
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EMAIL
INFO@WEARETMINUS.COM

PHONE
44 (0) 20 7665 5189

ADDRESS
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