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Anniversary Editorial
uttings is celebrating its 20th 
year of unbroken publishing 
with this issue. Little did I 

know that I would still be compiling 
this newsletter back in October 
1990, or even still be working! But I 
have continued working - albeit 
with different associations and 
focus than 20 years ago - and 
Cuttings has continued to be a 
source of interest to me, and to you, 
judging from the continuing 
feedback from around the world.  

Cuttings has moved on from 
being purely paper based and sent 
through the postal system in 1990, 

through an electronically distributed 
pdf format some years later, then a 
more regular publication from 
quarterly to every 2 months, and 
now in this e-newsletter format. I 
can't promise Cuttings will still be 
publishing in 20 years time, but I 
am still going and aiming for the 
quarter century!  

The editorial format has remained 
the same throughout, which makes 
it such a popular read: no overt 
advertising or advertorial - just a 
collection of articles and features 
from the professional journals and 
press that have caught my eye 

during the previous couple of 
months in the fields of organisation, 
management and personal 
development consulting that deserve 
sharing. Plus a collection of 
quotations and thought provokers in 
Snippets, which, for some readers, 
is the highlight of the read... 

My books are still available 
though the online store on the 
website where you can buy Getting 
Results Without Authority and 
Ready-Aim-Fire Problem Solving at 
a discounted price. 

Enjoy! 

 

Pressure reduces Project Performance
n work at Harvard Business 
School, Professor Heidi K. 
Gardner is uncovering some 

worrying outcomes to projects when 
performance pressure is applied. 

It's a common problem: A work 
team tackles a high-pressure project, 
but along the way something goes 
wrong and the client ends up feeling 
short-changed. Even though team 
members initially recognise and 
value each other's potential, within a 
short time some people's inputs 
count more than their actual 
knowledge warrants, to the 
detriment of the project.  

Although there is always 
performance pressure on a high-
visibility project, it is when the 
pressure is significantly intensified 
that teams will engage in collective 
behaviours that diminish their 
ability to leverage their expertise 
and focus on the project. 

What happens is that team 
dynamics takes a hit, and team 
members start to listen more to 
high-status "generalist" experts in 

the group and unintentionally ignore 
members who know the client 
organisation best. As team members 
pay more attention to general 
expertise over customer-specific 
expertise, they miss out on key 
information that would improve 
how they customise and adapt the 
work for clients. You don't want to 
be responsible for getting it wrong, 
so it feels safe to rely on general 
experts and the established way of 
doing things. Unfortunately, this 
undermines performance because 
these projects are typically the ones 
where customisation is most critical. 

What Gardner also observes in 
her research is that teams under 
heightened pressure tend to shut out 
dissenting points of view and new 
information, focusing exclusively 
on completing the job rather than 
learning. They revert to behaviour 
consistent with their roles on the 
team (that is, junior experts reduce 
contributions and more senior 
members become increasingly 
directive). 

Performance pressure is 
ubiquitous, so what can project 
managers do?  

The team leader can manage, and 
even leverage, pressure by 
designing meetings with controls in 
place—built-in time for reflection, 
open discussion periods, and so 
on—to ensure that early comfort 
with challenging one another's ideas 
doesn't deteriorate to self-censoring 
and dismissing dissent, reinforcing 
this during episodes of heightened 
performance pressure. 

A second antidote involves 
opening up the team boundaries to 
include clients. Across industries, 
the very best teams actually include 
clients as members of the core team, 
giving them joint accountability for 
helping to develop the team's 
solution. After all, who has better 
knowledge of the client than 
someone who is working there? 

 
HBS Working Knowledge: Customer 

Experts Lose Influence When Teams are 
Pressured, September 2010 
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A bumper collection of thought 
provokers and quotations…  
 “How little a thing can make us 

happy �when we feel that we 
have earned it.” ��Mark Twain 

 “Reputation is what other people 
know about you. Honour is what 
you know about yourself.” Lois 
McMaster Bujold 

 “We make a living by what we 
get, but we make a life by what 
we give.” Winston Churchill 

 “The next best thing to knowing 
something is to know where to 
find it.” Samuel Johnson 

 “What is done out of love always 
takes place beyond good and 
evil.” Friedrich Nietzsche 

 “When you make a world 
tolerable for yourself, you make 
a world tolerable for others.” 
Anais Nin 

 “You cannot control what 
happens to you, but you can 
control your attitude toward 
what happens to you, and in that, 
you will be mastering change 
rather than allowing it to master 
you.” Brian Tracy 

 “Creativity comes from trust. 
Trust your instincts.” Rita Mae 
Brown 

 “A problem is a chance for you 
to do your best.” Duke Ellington 

 “True originality consists not in 
a new manner but in a new 
vision.” Edith Wharton 

 “An enthusiastic heart finds 
opportunities everywhere.” 
Paulo Coelho 

 “The best time to plant a tree 
was twenty years ago. The next 
best time is today.” Lao Tse 

 “And in the end, it's not the 
years in your life that count. It's 
the life in your years.” Abraham 
Lincoln 

 “True friends are those who, 
when you make a fool of 
yourself, don't believe that this 
condition is permanent.” Erwin 
T. Randall 

 “Only those who will risk going 
too far can possibly find out how 
far one can go.” T.S. Eliot 

Putting strategy into 
practice 

Strategy without execution is 
daydreaming. Execution without 
strategy is pointless, even 
dangerous. Yet the distinction 
between strategic and operations 
activities is still evident – and 
allows both parties off the hook 
when it comes to poor results. 
Strategists claim that there is 
nothing wrong with the corporate 
plan. Those charged with 
implementation accuse the strategy 
of being impractical. 

So reports Thomas A. Stewart, 
distinguished past editor of HBR in 
a preview for a new HBR 
anthology of strategy articles, 
where half are about execution. 

Closing the false gap between 
strategy and execution was the 
subject of one of these HBR 
articles from 2008 which looked at 
the issue from the perspective of 
internal capabilities. 

In many companies, an approach 
that might be called “faith-based 
strategy” has often been adopted. 
The leadership team announces a 
new corporate direction. They fund 
it. They change the company’s 
organisation chart. They realign 
incentives. And then, “a miracle 
occurs”—or, more likely, doesn’t. 

Research empirically supports 
what many have long suspected: 
that a strategy cannot succeed with 
only conventional measures 
supporting the necessary changes. 
Doing the same thing will not 
deliver something different. 

The research articulated four 
“building blocks” that mattered 
most in the execution of strategy: 
decision rights, information flow 
(including metrics), motivators, and 
of course organisation structure. 

When identifying what makes the 
difference, decision rights and 
information flows had twice as 
much impact on the success of a 
strategy as did changes in structure 
or motivators. In real life, 
executives all too often reach first 
to the latter — perhaps because 
they are the readiest to hand. And 
once they change the chart, they the 
opportunity to make changes in the 
more critical areas vanishes.  

The Secrets to Successful Strategy 
Execution, HBR 

strategy+business June 2010 

Engagement and 
business outcomes 

Empirical surveys in Australia find 
there is a 90% correlation of 
employee engagement to 
profitability, customer satisfaction, 
employee turnover and 
absenteeism.  

PeopleStreme White Paper 

Special anniversary 
offer 

Buy a copy of Getting Results 
Without Authority (RRP £12.00) 
bundled with a copy of my 
previous book Ready-Aim-Fire 
Problem Solving (RRP £16.00) at a 
special promotion price of £16.00 
including postage and packing. 
Go to www.newdirections.uk.com 
and click on Shopping cart 

Getting Results 
Without Authority 

The book is getting some great 
reviews, but the major news is of a 
license agreement for the Getting 
Results Without Authority course 
with Hargraves Institute in 
Australia. So, antipodeans can now 
get the course locally. Hargraves 
Institute are planning a series of 
public access and in-company 
programmes across the region 
starting later this month. 

Go to the www.hargraves.com.au 
for more information. 
MORE INFORMATION 
Cuttings is published by New 
Directions and distributed through an 
international network of consultants 
and trainers who work together to 
learn, research, design and provide 
consulting and training in individual, 
management, and organisation 
development.  
On our website you will find 
downloadable copies of all past issues 
of Cuttings plus a discussion blog, 
articles and information on our network 
and services, plus links to our partners’ 
websites. 

--------------------------------- 
To discuss any ideas and to access the 
network, please call me direct: 

Geof Cox 
New Directions Ltd, 

26a Downleaze, Bristol BS9 1LZ, UK 
phone: +44 (0)117 968 1451 
mobile: +44 (0)7753 626284 
email: geofcox@newdirections.uk.com 
web: www.newdirections.uk.com 
         www.learningconsortium.eu 
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