
3

                                                                             1                        Thinking and 
Discussing 
in Outcomes 
versus Activities 

c01.indd   3c01.indd   3 11/5/2013   11:27:17 AM11/5/2013   11:27:17 AM

CO
PYRIG

HTED
 M

ATERIA
L

htt
p:/

/w
ww.pb

oo
ks

ho
p.c

om



c01.indd   4c01.indd   4 11/5/2013   11:27:18 AM11/5/2013   11:27:18 AM

htt
p:/

/w
ww.pb

oo
ks

ho
p.c

om



5

      T
here ’s a great story I like to tell that highlights the power of 
encouraging your people to take an outcomes-over-activities 

mind-set to their work. Many years ago, General W. L. “Bill” Creech 
took over the Tactical Air Command (TAC) in the US Air Force, 
which, at that time, was a team of more than 100,000 people across 
the world. Th eir job was to repair and maintain the airplanes. 

 When General Creech took over, the team was organized by 
function and computer notifi cations directed workers to aircraft in 
need of repair and maintenance. Believing in the power of team-
work, he reorganized the entire staff  into teams and assigned these 
newly formed small teams specifi c airplanes to maintain. Th e teams 
focused on keeping their planes fl ying and shared best practices with 
one another. Th e result was that  all  the teams ’ performance increased 
dramatically. After the team restructuring was completed, General 
Creech visited his teams throughout the world and asked his staff  how 
they liked this new way of working. On one occasion, a team member 
replied with a question back to the general:

  “When is the last time you washed a rental car?” 

   Th at may sound like a strange response, but it indicated that the 
teams were now taking real ownership for ensuring the planes were 
safely fl ying—they were owning the outcome, a stark diff erence from 
their attitude before the restructuring. Before the restructuring they 
were focused on their own individual activities and not on the out-
come—the plane safely fl ying. 
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6 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

    Before:  Th e teams were  activity -focused, focused on whatever their 
individual tasks were for that day. 

  Now:  Th e teams are  outcome -focused, asking the overarching 
question, is the plane fl ying? 

   Being outcomes-focused, versus activity-focused, makes a huge 
diff erence. When staff  focus on the activities, their focus is on staying 
busy. Th ere is no force driving them to do anything diff erently than 
they did the day before. But when staff  are focused on  outcomes , their 
focus is on achievement—and with an achievement focus, they are 
motivated to look for better ways to reach the achievement faster. 

 It ’s no surprise then that successful leaders think and communi-
cate using the  language of achievement . Th ey bring an outcomes mind-
set to everything they do and focus on instilling that mind-set in their 
people, too. 

 Here are a couple of comparisons between the language of 
achievement versus the language of activity:

 Language of Achievement  Language of Activity 

  Talk in . . .    Talk in . . .  

 Outputs  Inputs 

 Deliverables  Tasks 

 Decisions  Discussions 

 Milestones  To-do lists 

 A leader of a global virtual team noticed the power of the lan-
guage of achievement with her team. She began every conversation 
she had with her team, both one on one and as a group, with the out-
come that needed to be achieved and the date it was needed by. Th en 
they discussed how they would tackle the activities and meet the 
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 7

milestones. Th ey always fi nished the conversation by reconfi rming 
the outcome and key dates. She found that by always bookending the 
conversation, starting and ending with what needed to be achieved—
the outcome—she was constantly reinforcing the achievement in her 
team member ’s minds. 

   Ownership for Achievement (Outcomes) 

 Th e general ’s team member comment about rental cars indicated 
that the teams now took ownership for the outcome (the plane fl y-
ing), and they helped their fellow team members fi x the plane faster. 
After all, if the plane had fi ve problems and only four have been fi xed, 
it ’s still not fl ying! With a focus on the outcome, the team members 
pitched in to help one another effi  ciently fi x problems as they arose. 
In fact, they painted their team names on the side of the airplanes, 
which signaled real ownership. 

     Outcomes  drive ownership, and ownership drives commitment .  

  Th e general did two things that are absolutely crucial for a suc-
cessful team, especially when you are leading across distances and 
cultures:

    1.   He injected positive competition (peer pressure) into the group . He 
made team performance visible to everyone and fueled competi-
tion among the teams by tracking which teams could repair the 
planes the fastest and with the best quality. He had a strong qual-
ity and performance focus and instilled that focus in everyone in 
the teams. Th e importance of this positive competition and peer 
pressure is discussed further in Chapter 11. But suffi  ce it to say, 
every successful team has some element of competition within it. 

   2.   He had teams share best practices (continuous improvement) . Th e 
general drove the teams to share their best practices with the 
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8 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

other teams so that the good things people were doing could 
be replicated across the entire organization. Th is best practice 
sharing drove better overall quality, performance, and pride 
throughout. 

   Th e general knew the importance of posing and answering the 
question,  Would you rather your people own or rent their jobs?  You ’ll see 
a big diff erence in their behavior depending on which of these they 
choose. Th ere ’s also big diff erence based on whether people own what 
they are  doing  or own what you ask them to  achieve . 

  Would you rather your people own an activity or own an outcome?  
Th is is another crucial distinction. When your people own only the 
activities and you discuss only these with them, you are speaking in 
the language of busyness. When you can compel them to own, and 
therefore talk about, outcomes, everyone is speaking the language of 
achievement. 

 Th at doesn ’t mean activities are never discussed. But smart man-
agers always frame these activities ’ discussions with what needs to be 
achieved—the outcomes that those activities create. 

   Outcomes Are Both Visible  Results  and Visible 
 Experiences  

 Consider the example of the teams repairing airplanes; the obvious 
visible result is the successful fl ying of the planes. But the visible expe-
rience or experiences might be the way the team interacts with the 
pilot. Th is is important in two particular situations: the team wants 
to  get the right information  from the pilot to fi x any problems with the 
plane, and the team  wants the pilot to be confi dent  that the plane is in 
top working order and that all problems have been fi xed. 

 Th e same applies to  your  team. You have both visible results 
you are focusing on achieving and targets for the  experiences  you 
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 9

want others to have (to feel) in achieving those results. You have 
both internal experiences (team experiences) and external expe-
riences (for example, those involving customers, vendors, and 
partners). 

 Think about the experiences in your own life, such as flying 
somewhere. The result for you is getting from point A to point 
B. Your experience, on the other hand, is determined by the 
effectiveness of the service and how the airline personnel treat 
you—the things that affect how you  feel  about that airline. 
An experience creates a strong impact, because it is the feeling 
that stays with you long after you have forgotten the details 
of the flight. 

 A customer services group has both visible results and experi-
ences. It must successfully process all customer orders while also 
successfully resolving every customer problem. From the customers ’ 
perspective, their experiences—their interaction with the customer 
service representative and how it made them think about the repre-
sentative and the company—is what they will remember. To be suc-
cessful, it is key that customer service representatives focus on the 
experience as well as the result. 

 So ask yourself, and ask your team:  What are the most important 
experiences that we deliver?  Sometimes, the outcomes that drive the 
largest infl uence with others are the visible experiences, because the 
successful outcome is always engaging people ’s feelings. Sometimes, 
however, the most important things aren ’t visible. 

   A Clear Direction and Pace 

 Successful leaders are focused on  direction and pace . Th ey know clearly 
where they want to take the team (the direction or goals) and want to 
get there as fast as they can (the pace). Th ese leaders create a sense of 
urgency that drives the pace their people ’s work. Direction and pace 
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10 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

are the most important criteria they use to decide whether to say yes 
or no to new initiatives or projects. 

 Successful leaders ask themselves, “Is this taking us in the right 
direction at the right pace?” Th ese two elements determine the lead-
er ’s focus and therefore the team ’s focus as well.              

  When the direction is clear, the entire team feels the same sense 
of urgency; everyone takes more action and is clear on what they 
must do. In fact,  clarity  is probably the most important word in any 
language. Th ink about it: when you are not clear on something, it 
stops you from taking action. And if, as a leader, you are not clear 
on something, you will not communicate as clearly and eff ectively to 
your people. 

 Th ere is a great saying: “If it is a mist in the pulpit, it is a fog in 
the pew.” 

 In other words, if something isn ’t understandable in  your  mind, 
it will be even less so when you start speaking about it to others. 
Successful leaders create clarity in everything they do and say. You 
could even say that a leader ’s job is to bring clarity to their people, 
helping them to always see a way forward, and keep them moving in 
the direction of the teams ’ goals. 

   Defi ne Outcomes to Achieve and Monitor Milestones 

 Successful leaders unambiguously defi ne what needs to be achieved, 
or they  jointly  defi ne this with their teams. Th ey then ask their staff  
to report on the milestones throughout the journey toward this 
outcome. 

Direction 

(Pace)

How fast can you get there!
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 11

        Will your people have more ownership for their milestones or yours?  
Obviously, theirs. Th erefore, asking your people to discuss  their  mile-
stones motivates them to take more ownership for the pace of progress 
toward the achievement, and this is extremely important when leading 
across distances and cultures. Because it ’s so diffi  cult, almost impos-
sible, in fact, to manage activities at a distance, you lead by following 
up on the achievement of  milestones  versus activities. And getting your 
employees to describe and feel enthusiasm for these milestones is what 
compels them to feel ownership for the pace of the achievement. 

 Of course, not all of your people will want to take ownership 
for outcomes. Some simply want to come to work and complete the 
activities they are told to do. Every organization has activity-focused 
people who aren ’t motivated and want someone else to do all their 
thinking for them. Th ese are not the right people to have on your 
team; they lack that essential desire to own achievement. 

 However, they ’re not a lost cause entirely. Giving these people 
small outcomes to achieve and then gradually increasing those 
outcomes is one way to start motivating them—and testing to see 
whether they will ever start embracing that sense of ownership. 

    Small outcomes (o) to larger outcomes (O)   

  If, however, you fi nd that some people never want to take owner-
ship for the outcomes—small or large—you likely have to work on 
moving them out of the team. If you or other team members always 
have to do the thinking for these people, then they ’ll keep every-
one else from achieving  their  own outcomes. It takes strength to do 

Outcomes

versus

Milestones M M M

Activities
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12 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

something about these people, but it ’s necessary for the good of your 
team. 

   Your People Reveal How You Need to Lead 

 Th ere is another benefi t in asking your people for their milestones: 
it helps you gauge your own leadership eff ectiveness. Th e quality of 
their answers will reveal to you how successful you have been in lead-
ing them and what you may need to change. 

 Team members who set milestones that make sense and link to 
other initiatives can be trusted to deliver without having to be closely 
monitored. Conversely, team members who provide milestones that 
don ’t connect to the team ’s initiatives likely require close monitoring 
to ensure they successfully deliver. Th is kind of assessment allows you 
to be a more eff ective leader, which helps you and your team deliver 
more— and  saves you time. 

 What are the most important criteria for setting milestones? Th is 
is important, because the clarity and quality of the milestones drive 
both the achievement and the pace that the achievement is delivered. 
Th e right milestones:

•   Mark a clear achievement that is visible within and outside the 
team. 

•  Are measurable (quantitatively or qualitatively) in some univer-
sally agreed-upon way. 

•  Timed to match up with other key initiatives where there are 
shared milestones. 

   Your real power of infl uence as a leader comes from your  ques-
tions , not your answers. Th e more you ask, the more you understand 
your people—and the better you can determine how to lead them in 
ways that prompt their best performance. Remember, without asking 
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 13

questions, you ’re merely guessing, which is not a sound strategy for 
anything. 

 Th ere are three key questions you can ask to uncover some impor-
tant information to lead your team well:

    1.   What ’s the plan? 

 What will you achieve, and what are the milestones to get 
there?  

   2.   Who ’s in charge? 

 Which individuals, team, or teams are responsible for deliver-
ing it?  

   3.   Compared with what? 

 How are you defi ning good performance? What are you com-
paring it against?  

   Th e last one was of particular interest to General Creech. He 
knew that “good” is only good by comparison. 

 So ask yourself,  What comparison am I using to understand whether 
my team is delivering good performance?  People take more ownership 
to improve their performance when it is clear what good is and why 
it ’s crucial to reach that level of performance. If they don ’t have a 
benchmark or a target, they miss the incentive to use their creativ-
ity to look for new and better ways to do their job and improve their 
performance. 

 One of the most important jobs leaders have is to set the right 
expectations for their team ’s performance, and that starts by making 
it clear what they are using to compare good and bad performance. 
Successful leaders are constantly seeking external benchmarks and best 
practices in order to give their employees a performance comparison 
that will both stretch them to higher levels of performance  and  dem-
onstrate that it is something within their reach, making it  achievable . 
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14 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

   Ownership Enables Pride 

 Th e general ’s target went beyond outcomes, ownership, and commit-
ment; it also included pride. He knew that people who take pride in 
what they do will do it well and continuously search for ways to do 
it  better . 

 In the airplanes example mentioned earlier, team members were 
fi rst focused on only their activities (fi xing the engine, loading the 
weapons, etc.). Th at brought them some satisfaction if they did it 
well and were recognized for it. However, after they began working as 
a team, focusing on the outcome of the plane fl ying, they felt more 
pride in their own work because it went beyond just a single person ’s 
activity; it was a team eff ort. Successful teams have team members 
with both individual and team pride. 

 Your staff  will take more pride in achieving an outcome than sim-
ply fulfi lling a task. Th is is why it is so important to maintain a focus 
on outcomes. Your employees will be prouder of what they do when 
you  focus, monitor , and  recognize  their achievements. 

 Unfortunately, pride can get a bad rap in today ’s world because 
it ’s often confused with ego. However, ego is diff erent; it is  pride 
without humility . Pride + humility =  magic , and  that  is when you get 
the top performance from the people in your team. When you instill 
pride in your people and team, they will truly deliver magical perfor-
mance for you. 

  What are the ways you can create pride in achievement for your 
team?  In every team, what you talk about comes about. Successful 
leaders continually recognize and celebrate their people and teams ’ 
accomplishments. Pride, like trust, is not a given; it ’s something that 
you must constantly reinforce through recognition. 

 Recognition comes in many forms, but there are some key ingre-
dients that create stronger pride:
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 15

•   Provide timely recognition. Give it when the achievement was 
accomplished. 

•  Be specifi c, and highlight good behaviors that enabled that 
achievement. 

•  Recognize both individuals and teams. It takes both personal and 
team ownership. 

•  Link the achievement and recognition to the team ’s goals and vision. 

•  Be consistently diff erent. Recognition in the same ways all the 
time becomes boring. 

     Drive Outcomes-Focused Meetings 

 Meetings are common in all organizations and industries. Chances 
are, if you were to ask your staff , they would say that they attend far 
too many meetings. In fact, they might be rushing off  to the next 
(often unproductive) meeting and not even have time to answer. 

 How often do you hear someone say, “We need a meeting to dis-
cuss this”? Th ere is probably a smile (or a scowl!) on your face right 
now, since you ’ve likely heard that expression many, many times. 
Consider this as well: Is discussion an activity or an outcome ?  It ’s an 
activity—which is why meetings are often so ineff ective. 

 When you ’re framing your meetings with an activity focus, all 
you get is more and more discussion. Successful meetings are focused 
on  outcomes —and meetings can really have only three outcomes:

    1.  An agreed-upon decision 

   2.  An agreed-upon action 

   3.  Consistent understanding (meaning staff  will take consistent 
action after the meeting) 
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16 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

    What are you thinking when you leave a poorly run meeting?  
Probably something like, “What a waste of time  that  was.” And that ’s 
not something your organization can aff ord. So many leaders create 
problems for themselves because they ’re not able to run good meet-
ings. If you happen to be one of these visionary leaders who does 
not like the discipline and structure involved in organizing meetings, 
then get somebody close to you to run the meeting for you. You can ’t 
aff ord to have your people leaving your meetings thinking, “Th is was 
a waste of time.” 

 Th is seven-step process will help you run more outcome-focused 
meetings:

    1.   Successful outcome:  What ’s the outcome for everyone? 

   2.   Key topics to cover:  What needs to be discussed to achieve the 
outcome? 

   3.   Right participants:  Who needs to be there? 

   4.   Prework needed:  What work must be done before the meeting to 
achieve the outcome? 

   5.   Participants to talk to:  What individual alignment is necessary for 
faster meeting alignment? 

   6.   Agenda:  How can we structure the timing to achieve the 
outcome? 

   7.   Follow-up:  What do we need to do after the meeting to take 
follow-up action? 

    Do you ever need to lead conference calls with people in diff erent 
locations around the world?  If you do, you know how challenging it 
can be to keep everyone ’s attention on the call and away from e-mail. 
Experienced conference call leaders do one thing to keep their peo-
ple ’s attention: they say the names of people in the diff erent locations 
throughout the call. Th ey know that when people hear their names, 
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 17

they stop checking their e-mail and doing other tasks and immedi-
ately return their attention to the call—often wondering what was 
said about them. Th ese leaders fi nd a way to refer to their people ’s 
input—and by saying people ’s names throughout the call, they com-
mand their attention the entire time. 

 Th e fi rst question you should always ask when you ’re invited to 
a meeting is: “What ’s the successful outcome for this meeting?” It 
will force the meeting holder to articulate what he or she really wants 
to achieve, versus only what he or she wants to discuss—and it may 
cause the leader to realize that a meeting might  not  be necessary, 
after all. 

 When you speak in outcomes (the language of achievement), 
including during meetings, you get more ownership, commitment, 
and achievement from your team. 

   What Stops Leaders from Taking an Outcomes Focus? 

 It is all about what a leader needs to feel in control. People like cer-
tainty. Th ey don ’t like drastic change that leaves them uncertain about 
what to focus on—what they need to do and how they need to do 
it. Leaders are the same; they want to feel that they ’re in control. 
Unfortunately, the higher you rise in a team, the more uncertainty 
you ’re faced with and the more ambiguous your job ’s focus will be. 
You don ’t have as many bosses above you, and you ’re expected to 
defi ne your own work and motivate yourself to do it. 

  So what do you need to feel in control?  Th is question drives a lot of 
our behaviors, especially as leaders. If you ’re the type of person who 
needs detailed information on the status of every project, your inbox 
will always be full and you ’ll be constantly inundated with questions 
from people who are relying on you for the answers. Th ey will rely 
on your micromanaging to prevent them from making bad decisions. 
Th is way of working becomes impossible for leaders across distances 
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18 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

and cultures, unless you want to give up more of your personal and 
family life to do it. 

   Leadership Behaviors Are Shaped by This Need for Control 

 Although a great number of leaders perceive access to information as 
a way of being in control, others know that they can gain the same 
level of control by looking at whom they put in charge of things. In 
other words, if the people they put in charge or allocate to their teams 
feel ownership of the outcomes (the achievements), they can take 
responsibility without the leader needing to micromanage their activi-
ties. Th ey achieve a sense of control by putting trust in key people 
and monitoring the achievement of outcomes rather than managing 
and controlling activities. 

    Real control is through  people , not information .  

  When your people own achievement, you have more control. 
Th ere ’s a big diff erence between gaining control through monitoring 
achievement and milestones and doing so by managing activities and 
dealing with a constant stream of updates. 

   What Do Your Inbox and Calendar Say about You? 

 Other people can infer a great deal about your leadership style simply 
by looking your received and sent e-mails, as well as the appointments 
and meetings you have in your calendar. Th ere are two key factors 
that drive them both: one is control, which we ’ve already discussed; 
the other is choice. 

  Choice—Driver ’s Seat or Passenger ’s Seat? 

 Your leadership and your life are driven by your choices, and your 
most important choice is whether to take the driver ’s seat or the 
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Thinking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 19

passenger ’s seat. With respect to e-mail, there are far too many 
people who let their inbox drive their day. It ’s always your choice 
as to what meetings you choose to attend or not. Successful lead-
ers know that their greatest power is their power of choice, and 
they never surrender their power of choice to their people or others 
around them. 

    What It Takes to Feel in Control? 

 As discussed earlier, the knowledge you must have to feel in con-
trol propels many of your daily and weekly behaviors. It prompts 
the e-mails you send and the information you request, as well as 
your need for more meetings to stay updated on everything you 
feel you need to know. With so much information available to all 
of us these days, the key is deciding what specifi c information you 
need to take action. Said in another way: you can take more action 
and achieve success faster when you decide what you  don ’t  need 
to know. 

 First, let ’s take a look at what your inbox reveals about you:

•   If you look to your inbox to decide what to do next, then others 
drive your day. 

•  If you ask to be informed about everything, then you will be 
informed about everything. 

   Second, let ’s look at what your calendar might reveal:

•   If your days are booked solid with meetings, you ’re letting others 
drive your day. 

•  If you have 1-hour meetings, you tend to become discussion 
focused instead of outcome focused. 

•  If you don ’t block off  your best times for you, you ’re surrendering 
to others ’ priorities. 
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20 MIND-SET OF ACHIEVEMENT AND COLLABORATION

   What would your inbox and calendar say about your leadership 
style? Do they indicate that you ’re outcomes or activities focused? 
And what do they say about your need for control? It ’s a good exer-
cise to review these and ask yourself those questions. Th e answers will 
indicate how you use your power of choice and what it takes for you 
to feel in control. 

          Your Key Refl ection Questions 

•     Have I focused all my conversations and meetings on achieve-
ment and outcomes? 

•  What are the most important visible results and experiences that 
my team delivers? 

•  How would my people know, based on my behaviors, that I ’m in 
charge of my inbox and calendar?       

     Th inking and Discussing in Outcomes versus Activities 
(Takeaways) 

•     Package all your conversations in the language of achieve-
ment; that is, speak in terms of outcomes. 

•  Ask your people for the milestones. Th eir responses reveal 
to you how they need to be led. 

•  Drive outcomes-focused meetings; you cannot aff ord to 
waste your people ’s time.   
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