
PACE: Engaging and Motivating Teams

Engaging and  
Motivating Teams



PACE: Engaging and Motivating Teams

In this article we will be looking further at the role a leader plays in driving greater engagement and 
motivation within their teams. The content follows on from the podcast, so if you haven’t listened to 
this, please do so before you read the article and complete the accompanying worksheet. As a reminder 
the podcast looked at 4 key commitments that leaders should look to develop within their teams:

A commitment to purpose 
A commitment to prioritise the team
A commitment to testing for positive intention
A commitment to developing Adult – Adult relationships

In this article we will build on these commitments and look at two further areas that if left unaddressed 
can contribute to a lack of engagement and the withholding of discretionary behaviour from those 
within your team; acknowledging your own journey and avoiding echo chambers.
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One of the reoccurring questions we are asked within organisations is to do with the behaviours of 
those within senior leadership and what to do when they are not positive role-models for the aspired 
culture within the business. As a PACE participant, you are part of a leadership population where 
others notice how you behave and interact and whether or not you are consistently modelling out the 
behaviours required by a senior leader within CDK. In effect you are in the spotlight as to whether your 
words and actions will match up. It is easy under pressure and strain for some of our actions to not be 
as aligned with our own values and how we would want to do things. In the heat of the moment we can 
default to unproductive patterns of behaviour where the impact on others is not helpful. 

When this happens, engagement and motivation take a knock. People buy-in not just to the company 
vision but you as a leader. Working for a boss who fails to ‘walk the talk’ is one of the reasons why 
talented individuals either end up disengaged or exiting the company. 

 We all make mistakes and when we do, it is important as a leader that you take the time to go public  
and acknowledge the journey that you are on. This requires a humility and vulnerability on your part  
to declare what you will do to address these gaps in the future. 

Recently we worked with a large global organisation where the senior leadership team through a series 
of workshops, publically stated their commitment to their own personal leadership development, 
acknowledged the areas where they were looking to improve on and shared how those within the 
audience should expect to see them behave and how to challenge when this was not the case.

It was a powerful session in which these leaders showed a level of vulnerability that had not been 
evident within the organisation for some time. We heard comments such as “That was a different 
person I heard compared to the past” and “It was refreshing to hear the SLT admit they have got it 
wrong in the past”.

Acknowledge your own journey
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You won’t get things right all of the time. Speaking up and modelling humility is a key driver to ensure 
that your team connects with you on an emotional level. It will open the door for others to take a risk 
admit mistakes and address short-falls.  Ultimately it creates an environment within the team where 
trust and accountability can flourish.

Some development suggestions for you to consider to ensure that you are acknowledging your own 
journey include:

 Communicate to your team areas that you are looking to work on as part of your own  
leadership development 

Share what they can expect from you and how they should challenge when you behave differently

Ask for feedback (formal and informal) from your team on a regular basis

Ask yourself when was the last time you said you were wrong (in public)

 Review your team and assess the level to which others are displaying a degree of openness  
and vulnerability
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A second key area that can impact the engagement and motivation of a team is when there is the 
presence of what we refer to as echo chambers. Echo chambers is a phenomena within a team when 
others simply reinforce a leaders position and opinion without challenge. It is often characterised by a 
sense of passivity within the team to come up with new ideas and can be driven by either a resistance 
to change, concern at offending others or a fear of speaking up. Echo’s are familiar to all of us, but what 
defines an echo is interesting in the context of leadership:

 “A return of the sound back to the listener”

Within CDK as you think about developing a culture with the customer in mind, it will require fresh ways 
of thinking, a determination to challenge the status quo and the need to innovate. Immediately you can 
see that if the behaviour that you are experiencing from those within your team is simply a return (or 
repeat) of what your views are, then the opportunity for new insights will be limited. When this is the 
case, individuals can feel that their contribution is either not welcomed or listened to, which can lead to 
a lack of engagement and motivation. 

Unfortunately echo chambers are a consistent characteristic within teams and their presence is often 
due to the behaviours of the leader. 

It may be useful for you to reflect for a moment on those within your team and their potential to 
become an ‘echo chamber’. In what circumstances might they be more prone to simply relay back to you 
what it is that you already know? Have there been times recently when you have experienced genuine 
robust challenge on your own views from team members? What strategies do you employ for eliciting 
diverse views within the team and are they currently working for you?

Within the academic literature, the presence of echo chambers is more commonly known as 
‘groupthink’. Initial research on the concept of groupthink was performed by Irving Janis, a psychologist 
at Yale University who observed group behaviours and, in particular, the role of a leader in creating 
consensus within a team. In further exploring the concept of groupthink, a leading expert in crisis 
incubation, Barry Turner (1998) proposed that as organisations look to create a sense of collective 
cohesion, this can in fact contribute to 

 “ a collective blindness, the danger of which is that vital factors are left outside of the bounds of 
organisational perception”. 

Creating Echo Chambers:
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Groupthink occurs when the leader’s desire for harmony and unity in a decision-making group, 
outweighs the need for a thorough assessment of related ideas or options. Groupthink seems to occur 
most often when a respected or persuasive leader is present, inspiring members to agree with his 
or her opinion. Strong leaders who lack self-awareness of the impact of their behaviours are often 
amazed when they get feedback that people alter their behaviours when in their presence.  Therefore 
it may be useful for you to begin to notice what it is that you notice in team meetings. Allowing yourself 
to check-in regarding the dynamics taking place, and what it is that you are feeling, may allow you to 
notice when your leadership is having a negative impact on team openness. When others feel their 
contribution is not valued, they soon start to disengage.

For others in an effort to minimize conflict and reach a consensus decision, the leader may behave in 
a fashion that influences group members to form quick opinions that match the leaders conclusion, 
without seeking to critically evaluate alternative viewpoints or options. They maybe uncomfortable 
with challenge and debate and look to close conversation down quickly.

However groupthink can also arise as the result of a leader having the positive intention of insulating 
team members from highly stressful external events, protecting them from perceived difficulties or 
recent failures, or simply keeping them focused on the task in hand. Moreover, it can also be driven by a 
leader’s desire to be seen as powerful and in control. Groupthink can also occur as a result of a leaders 
lack of creativity to problem solving, inflexibility in decision-making or even an inability to operate 
outside familiar frameworks or procedures.
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The primary negative cost of the leadership behavior of groupthink, is the loss of individual creativity, 
uniqueness, and independent thinking.  All of these impact adversely on engagement. We have often 
heard statements that refer to how an organisation does things this way, or you need to be that type of 
person to work in a particular team. When an organisation is so inward focused and driven to consensus 
it leaves itself vulnerable to potential risks which lie outside of its focus of awareness. Dominant 
leaders can adopt behaviours which serve to reinforce the presence of groupthink within a group, 
by shutting down debate and discussion. As a result, team members quickly get the message that 
difference is not valued. Over time, less opinion and critical reflection will be offered as individual team 
members learn to become more reserved in their interactions and take on the role of an echo chamber. 
When this happens, individuals have already begun to withdraw their discretionary effort, they are 
more likely to simply be going through the motions and quite possibly actively looking for another role 
outside of that within the team.

So how do you know if you are behaving in a way that is contributing to groupthink? Below are some of 
the behaviours we have observed in leaders:

Do you act as the mind-guard for the team, protecting it from adverse arguments and conflict?

Do you apply pressure (directly or in a manipulative manner) on team members who challenge your 
views publically?

Do you operate from the belief that your opinion tends to be right and others should adhere to your 
views as you have either the technical expertise, or length of service to hold such views?

Do you go to ‘the chosen few’ within the team for input without considering what others might have 
to contribute?

The above list is not exhaustive, but hopefully it prompts you to begin to examine your own practice.  
By acknowledging the value of opposing views and by permitting healthy conflicting opinions to 
be aired, we believe that an effective leader will benefit from the increased exposure to valuable 
information and ways of thinking. Such an open approach will enable the leader to develop a more 
diverse and richer perspective in terms of the reality of a given situation which can only be better  
for the overall team’s level of engagement and motivation.
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Finally a few development suggestions that will help you manage consensus within your team

Help the team look at a problem from many different perspectives, by allowing people to play 
“Devil’s Advocate”. The role should be rotated so that the person doing it does not become stale or 
labelled and that the opportunity for others to express their points of view is also provided.

Be aware of over-simplifying issues to and within the team. Remain curious and inquisitive. 

Encourage quieter members of the team in advance of meetings that their views are welcome and 
valid. Draw them in early in conversations when you notice them disengaging.

When you experience an ‘echo’, name it with the group. Avoid others playing a game with you by 
stroking your ego.

Delay expressing your opinion until all other members have expressed their ideas and perspective.

—

—
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Before completing this worksheet you need to have read the article and listened to the podcast on 
Engaging and Motivating Teams. Once you have done this, we would like you to print off this document 
and spend some time answering the questions below.

The podcast talked about 4 commitments that are required to build engagement within 
a team; a commitment to purpose, a commitment to prioritise the team, a commitment to 
testing for positive intention, a commitment to developing Adult – Adult relationships. 
Which one of these do you need to spend more time working on? What impact will this 
have to drive greater engagement?
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1.
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Describe briefly a time when you acknowledged your own short-falls  
as a leader with your team? What was the reaction of your team?

2.
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In what circumstances might your team simply act as an ‘echo chamber’ to you?3.
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If you had to suggest one other practice to drive greater engagement and motivation 
within teams what would you suggest and why?

4.




