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Once teams grow beyond 30 people or so, you need to get over your natural abhorrence of hierarchy and start substituting some organizational and operating processes for your ability to know everyone on the team. At this stage, lead with relating and behaviors (how to connect, what impact). Work on the organization. Put in place enabling practices to scale. And remember the number one job of the leader is to own and reinforce vision and values. This gets ever more important (and complicated) as the organization grows.

Work on the organization

With a small team, everyone is in sales. Everyone is in marketing. Everyone is in customer service. Actually, everyone does everything part of the time. They back each other up, hopefully driven by the same mission. As teams grow beyond 30 people, specialization is both tolerated and required on the way to building differentiated expertise.

As the leader, your job is to inspire and enable. What happens with teams of over 30 is that enabling requires more sophisticated, more complex work. It’s no longer sufficient for you to be part of the organization, doing your job and helping others as needed. Now you need to spend time working on the organization, doing less and less yourself, creating a hierarchy in a way that enables open communication and free-flowing ideas.

As the leader, your job is still to inspire and enable. What happens with teams of over 30 is that enabling requires more sophisticated, more complex work. It’s no longer sufficient for you to be part of the organization, doing your job and helping others as needed. Now you need to spend time working on the organization, doing less and less yourself, creating a hierarchy in a way that enables open communication and free-flowing ideas.

Enabling practices

It gets worse. As the organization grows, you can’t be there or close by guiding everything along the way. You need to put in place enabling practices to take your place. These practices initially steer people in the right direction. Over time, they embed habits of excellence and become part of the culture.

Embedding Operational Practices

You can start a cultural change with organizational changes or strategic changes. But until the operations change, nothing will stick. This is often the most difficult part of the change process because operations involve ingrained habits, practices, and systems. This is where the sacred cows hang out. This is the domain of long-tenured employees – who have seen change agents come and go.

But fear not; it can be done. Don’t give up. Find the chinks in the armor. Find the ambiguities and drive your cultural change right through them. It’s worth the effort because corporate culture is the only truly sustainable competitive advantage.

Equifax’s Andy Bodea provides a great example of how to do this. He leveraged the revolution in the technological environment as his platform for change, worked with his team to envision a more effective and efficient reality, and drove the steps in his call to action relentlessly over time.

Platform for Change

Global operations had been viewed as more of a support function within Equifax. But the information technology revolution meant that Equifax had to find ways to manage data more efficiently and effectively if it was to keep up with its competition. This gave Bodea an important external platform for change.

To strengthen the customer relationship and drive more revenue growth we needed to create greater scale. 
Envisioned Future State

What Bodea envisioned was a highly customer-centric and more robust Equifax experience, driving growth through operations. He saw opportunities to create and leverage direct links between operations and the customers – links that would generate efficiencies and insight to fuel new sales, growth initiatives and industry solutions. Essentially he wanted to turn operations into a competitive advantage.

Call to Action

To achieve this vision, Bodea knew he had to:

1. Get buy-in from leadership. (As part of this, Bodea’s leadership needed to know and understand his commitment to lead this – from the front, by example.)
2. Assemble/rejuvenate the team. “Building a team that combined the old and the new was critical to our success. It was critical for me as a leader to not underestimate the people part, getting people to engage, be willing to support and sustain the change. Strategy and execution has to be joined by a very strong psychological conversion of beliefs, from the old patterns to the new.”
3. Develop and communicate a strategic plan “grounded in reality” – explainable on one page.

4. Identify a set of initiatives and refresh the list annually and quarterly as needed to meet the targets.
5. Put specific goals in place (revenues and margins) – built into the budgets of business units and functions so there was a shared commitment to making things happen. “This is a critical element.”

6. Prioritize the needs, the requirements and the opportunities.

7. Ensure organizational clarity and alignment through nested operating rhythms:

· One-on-one with direct reports once per quarter to look at prior quarter accomplishments and next quarter’s priorities.

· The same thing on a monthly basis plus business metrics.

· Look at initiatives’ progress every other week.

These steps create an opportunity to see what’s going on and influence it along the way instead of waiting too long.
Critical to our journey was a relentless focus on Equifax’s overarching strategy, grounded in a clear and real vision that was supported by an operating model sensitive to the Business Unit nuances but had been stressed tested and forged into razor sharp rigor and a bias for speed and execution. 
The results have been terrific: a world-class integrated data platform; expanded consumer and customer databases; online, self-service systems; strengthened product fulfillment; new ways of onboarding customers more quickly; and cultural acceptance of a shared services model leading to 13 consecutive quarters of double-digit million dollar annual operating margins. Equifax’s credit score is strong!

Vision and Values

The number one job of leader is to reinforce vision and values. This gets more important as organization grows. You need to become more and more of a champion and spokesperson and less and less of a doer. You need to drive the vision and values over and over and over again. You’ll get bored and tired of it way before it begins to get any traction with the newer members of your team. When that happens, take a break and start all over again.

Summary: Team Evolution
With a team of over 30 members starting to embrace hierarchy (emphasizing relationships and behaviors):

· Work on the organization.

· Put in place enabling practices to scale.

· Reinforce vision and values – the number one job of a leader.
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� From “First-Time Leader”, George Bradt and Gillian Davis, Wiley, 2014


� From George Bradt’s Forbes.com article on the subject March 21, 2012
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