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Extraordinary 
results go beyond 
what’s expected. 

They’re achieved when leaders 
and teams speak openly and 

reduce the occasions on which 
they get caught up in fixed ways 

of operating.

This doesn’t happen frequently 
enough though. Yet it’s key to 

finding new answers to the most 
pressing challenges.

Executive Summary

Extraordinary results 
confound what’s 
currently thought 

possible. High 
performing teams 

deliver them because 
they operate from a 
clear mindset most 
of the time. They 
view challenges 

through a different 
lens to most. 

Mindsets determine the results you get

Too many business leaders misunderstand the link between mindsets 
and results. They innocently get caught up in habits of thinking and 
behaving (mindsets) that create ‘just one way of doing things around 
here.’ This inhibits their capacity to deliver ordinary results - those that 
are expected – let alone extraordinary ones. 

Busy mindsets hold teams back. Clearer ones help them adapt to 
whatever challenges show up more easily. Teams intuitively know which 
mindset they’re operating from because they feel it. The problem is they 
rarely discuss it.

Better discussions lead to new answers

Discussing what’s usually not discussed is invaluable. With nothing left 
off the table teams see more of what’s really happening on important 
issues. Knowing performance is stagnant, heading uphill or downhill is 
one thing, being clear on the underlying reasons why another. 

Clarity emerges from conversations that get underneath behaviour into 
the thinking and feelings that cause it. The search for clarity brings out 
leaders’ innate, but often latent qualities. They become curious, listen 
fully, empathise and get decisions made that people whole heartedly 
commit to.    

Better discussions, coupled with understanding mindsets, are key to 
leaders discovering new answers of their own to the challenges that 
stand in their way. They significantly increase the probability of achieving 
greater productivity through higher levels of job satisfaction that drive 
how people feel, behave and perform. Results that most consider 
extraordinary follow. 
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When you think about the word 
‘results’ what comes to mind? 

In our work with over a hundred senior teams we see a 
range of responses to this question. Some leaders get 
excited by the word, they relish achieving outcomes and 
their results, however measured, confirm they’ve 
delivered what they set out to do. Others are ambivalent, 
they see the need to have something to aim for but also 
know the future is inherently uncertain and unpredictable. 
A third response is one of dread, the results they’re 
expected to deliver hang over them like a sword of 
Damocles and weigh heavy on their minds. They may not 
say this publicly but it’s what they feel inside.

When we ask what gets in the way of 
achieving results these answers are common: bad 

luck, lack of funds or skills, wrong people, unforeseen 
circumstances, poor communication, broken processes 
and systems. They all point to external circumstances to 
explain performance blockages. 

Yet how leaders respond to (say) poor communication will 
differ from one to the next. Some might turn the problem 
around, others simply accept that’s the way things are. 
What explains the difference is how each leader thinks and 
reacts to poor communication: that’s what determines 
whether or not it becomes a blockage.

“How leaders think 
about results matters.”

“Too often they 
innocently get 
caught up in 

ways of thinking 
and behaving that 

aren’t helpful 
to them.”

Too often leaders innocently get caught up 
in ways of thinking and behaving that 
aren’t helpful to them. 

For example they:
• Miss opportunities to take performance 
from ordinary to extraordinary.
• Narrow their search to understand what 
drives people’s behaviour.
• Limit themselves to a small number of 
perspectives (maybe just one!) on how to 
address the blocks that inevitably get in 
the way on route to achieving results. 

The intent behind this insight paper is to 
help you avoid these potential pitfalls. It’s 
also to tap into your own wisdom on 
different ways to help teams perform 
extraordinarily well.

1. Introduction
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Expressions of expectation

Objectives, targets and incentives all express what you’re expected to deliver. 
They’re grounded in an understanding of past performance and assumptions about 
what’s possible or desired in the near future. Key measures such as spending limits, 
revenue and EBITDA growth, margin percentages, employee and customer retention, 
and time deadlines quantify the assumptions more precisely. 

Meeting (not exceeding) expectations is typically a team’s main focus. Delivering as 
expected results becomes their norm or ordinary thing to do. Yet this provides a path 
for people that sometimes blinds them to what else is possible. 

2. The Difference Between 
Ordinary and Extraordinary Results

Extraordinary results begin with a different focus. 
They have three distinguishing characteristics:

They exceed expectations and confound what's currently 
considered possible. 

They produce outcomes employees feel proud of. 

They reframe possibilities; creating new choices about 
what comes next. 

What 
could extraordinary 

results look like 
in your
context?
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Extraordinary results in your context

The results you consider to be extraordinary will depend on how you think about the context you’re leading in. 
For example if you’re in crisis mode, or downsizing, or consolidating following a merger, or expanding rapidly or 
going through a transformation, extraordinary will have a different meaning in each scenario. 

Similarly if you head up an established team looking to step up to the next level of performance, or one 
struggling in difficult circumstances, you’re likely to think differently about what extraordinary means 
compared to a newly forming team that has no history together. 

Additionally, the journey from ordinary to extraordinary starts by examining more closely others’ expectations 
of what you can deliver. The assumptions on which these are based are rooted in one of two world views:

What enables 
breakthroughs to occur?

Whether you lead an 
established or newly 

forming team facing realistic 
or optimistic results 

expectations, this is a key 
question.  

Answering it helps you 
confound what’s currently 

considered possible. 

But where to start?...

The realistic (or most likely) - results expectations are grounded in what’s happened in 

previous years, matched against a considered assessment of the most likely trading conditions 
in the near future. The assessment makes assumptions about growth and a leadership’s capacity 
to deliver it. It’s the capacity assumption that can be confounded, especially when it’s grounded 
in past limitations.

The optimistic - results expectations bare limited resemblance to successes in previous 

periods. While aspirational these may overestimate growth prospects and people’s capability to 
deliver.  When not considered realistic many people become wary or negative. They can feel 
they’re being set up to fail and may react accordingly. The line between realistic and optimistic 
needs to be drawn carefully. 
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3. Productivity and Job Satisfaction Trends Reveal Clues About Breakthroughs

Productivity growth is lower in the UK ¹

According to The Productivity Leadership Group the rate of productivity growth since the 2008-9 crash is much slower in 
the UK compared to other members of the G7. 

All sectors of the economy have shown the same trend. Yet the detailed evidence tells a more interesting story. Those 
pushing the boundaries of what can be achieved have continued to improve in much the same way as they did before 
the crash. It’s the wider number of businesses within each sector that are not making progress. The Group reports that:

Most businesses say they have above average productivity.

Progress is being made but it’s the preserve of too few businesses.

Two thirds of UK employees work in firms where productivity is below what is expected for a firm of that size 
or sector. The opportunity to do better is not just in small companies - but also in medium, large and very large ones.

A common factor explaining the UK’s decline is the quality of leadership and management compared to other 
advanced economies. While we have world class high performing businesses, there is a long tail of UK firms of 
all sizes where management performance falls behind the best international standards.

Ongoing innovation, emerging trends in digital connectivity and the challenge of rapidly developing economies 
are disrupting business models and transforming global markets.

We need more of our businesses learning from our high performing frontiers in the UK, thinking afresh about what 
they can do to make workplaces more competitive, more innovative, more high-tech and 
smarter, with workforces that are more motivated and ultimately more productive.

Productivity 
is a long 

standing trend 
that has 

affected the UK 
economy for 
many years. 

Fresh thinking 
makes doing 

more with less 
possible.

Familiar thinking  
feeds another 

trend…
It takes a UK worker five days to produce what a German worker makes in four. 
The net effect is UK employees work longer hours for lower pay than their counterparts2.  
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What people think about their overall experience of work determines how they show up. Whatever they think 
sits in the back of their mind, creating feelings that shape their behaviour. High levels of satisfaction fuels 
ingenuity and commitment: adapting to change as needed is rarely problematic. Lower levels reflect an unease 
which can make change harder. Productivity-related initiatives for example are usually resisted by those who 
don’t enjoy their experience of going to work: they neither ‘get’ nor like what’s asked of them. In worst cases this 
transmits to clients because no matter how hard they try, employees can’t hide what they feel inside. Growth 
prospects are compromised as a result.

If not addressed staff either quit or resign themselves to ‘that’s just the way it is.’ In either case work is 
considered a means of earning money, little more. The goal of having an engaged workforce able to work 
productively of their own accord moves further away. 

Yet the opposite is true too. High levels of satisfaction and productivity go hand in hand. Helping people do more 
with less and feel good about it becomes a real possibility when leaders learn to connect the two together.

Whether 
you’re 
part of 
these 

trends or 
an outlier, 

doing 
more with 

less and
feeling 
good 

about it is 
within 
your 

grasp.

Job satisfaction and how people show up at work remains a challenge 3

More influence and scope to use their initiative.

Inspiration to give of their best in job performance.

The gap between understanding a company’s core purpose and feeling motivated by it closed.

More consultation and involvement in important decisions.

To feel confident when raising unmanageable stress or mental health problems.

To come home from work feeling less exhausted. 

Survey after survey point to too many employees not feeling satisfied let alone fulfilled 

by their experience of going to work each day. To help change this they’re wanting:
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There are 
some lessons 
to learn from 

the way 
we’ve 

traditionally 
developed 

leaders, 
project 

managers 
and senior 

teams.

Learning and Organisation 
Development (L&OD) investment 

is a planned and systematic 
approach to sustaining 

organisational performance 
through its people. 

Leaders and senior project or 
‘transformation leads’ are critical 

in supporting this aim. These 
groups have a major influence on 
the way works gets done and the 

success of L&OD initiatives. 

‘Useful’ development that may not always be sufficient

Talk to individuals who have benefited from L&OD investment and the 
majority invariably describe it as ‘useful’. But the evidence that it helps 
them adapt to changing circumstances when the pressure’s on and 
continually exceed expectations, is more circumspect. It suggests what’s 
‘useful’ may not always be sufficient. 

For example 70% of change projects fail to deliver to 

expectations. 4 Negative employee attitudes and unproductive 
management behaviour are given as the causes, not what’s usually cited 
- inadequate resources, poor planning, bad ideas, and unpredictable 
external events. 

Additionally there are 4 main reasons why many leadership 
development programmes fail 5:  

The context is overlooked: too much development assumes          
one size fits all, irrespective of the personalities and the 
business imperatives facing leaders in their everyday life.

Reflection is decoupled from real work: rather than integrating      
learning with real-life business challenges, they’re separated. 

Results are not measured: lip service is paid to the ROI 
from development investment. 

Mindsets are underestimated: despite acquiring knowledge 
and skills, leaders don’t change what they do unless their long-
established and often cherished mindsets change first. 

Yet the research evidence 
suggests there’s much scope for 

improvement. In particular it 
points to mindsets: they are the 

missing link in understanding 
what drives people’s productivity, 

creativity, ability to adapt to 
challenges and subsequent levels 
of job satisfaction and wellbeing. 

4. Learning Lessons From 
Investment in L&OD
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The self-fulfilling prophecy is alive and well. Where you start from usually determines where you 
end up. 

Suppose you start with the notion that your leadership can make a big difference in your 
organisation. You see how engaged employees who are more than satisfied by their experience of 
going to work are naturally more productive. They increase your capability to offer your 
customers more than they normally expect. They believe in your way of doing things: their 
enthusiasm for it is infectious and it makes growth much easier. 

Possible? Or a pipedream?  

How you answer this question depends on the mindset you’re in at the time you read it. But 
consider this: growth, satisfaction and productivity-related challenges can seem like they’re 
caused by circumstances outside people’s control. Yet when individuals and teams step back from 
this, they see they’re caused by how they habitually think about the challenges before them, less 
so the challenges themselves. In a clear mindset, rather than a busy one, what gets in the way 
shows up differently. When leaders help people realise this for themselves, they hold the key to 
delivering results most consider extraordinary.

8.

5. The Self-Fulfilling Prophecy and Your Leadership.

8.

Mindsets 
determine 
whether 

extraordinary 
results are 

possible or a 
pipedream.
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Mindsets are habits of thinking that affect how we all see the world around us - globally, 

nationally, in our sector, organisation and personally. They determine how we show up to each other. For example how leaders 
think about the kind of organisation they’re leading, what good leadership means and what success looks like, determines how 
they feel and behave in different situations. Leaders lead by example, their mindsets shape the example they set. 

Everyone operates from their habits of thinking all the time. That much is unavoidable, we’re all in the same boat as it were. 
But what makes a significant difference is understanding how this happens and noticing it when does. 

Feelings tell you where you’re heading

We know when we’re in an unhelpful habit because we feel it. Rather than see things clearly and calmly we get caught up in 
emotions such as frustration, disappointment or perhaps rage and anger. Whilst these can spur a return to clarity they can also 
linger and become unhelpful. One person for example might withdraw, someone else might instinctively get dictatorial when 
caught up in the swirl of emotions like these.

Feelings that become unhelpful can seem like they’re caused by the circumstances we find ourselves in or the people around us. 
But when we step back from this we see that how we’re thinking about those people and those circumstances is what really 

counts. Our thinking causes our emotional response, nothing else.

To understand this for yourself just recall a time when you were troubled by a situation and your thoughts about it changed, 
causing your mood to lift instantaneously. Or think of a time when you and another watched the same movie, you won’t have 
experienced it in precisely the same way. The difference is explained by the fact that what you think, and what others think, 
cannot be the same, even though you wish it were from time to time! 

Intuitively we all know this. You can’t smile and feel sad: what we think is linked to what we feel. The problem is we’re not aware 
of it much of the time. Yet once we are, how we feel changes more easily. When our mood drops we know why, so bounce back 
more quickly than we might do otherwise. We’re able to be more resilient. We also start to see the important distinction 
between mindsets that are busy and those that are clear. 

Leaders 
lead by example, 

their mindsets 
shape the 

example they 
set.

6. Why Mindsets Hold the Key to Extraordinary Results 
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When in a busy mindset people have little capacity for exploring new ideas and approaches. They rely on established thinking 
patterns and what’s worked before. For example leaders whose success has been built on the belief that organisations should be 
run like well-oiled machines producing predictable financial results controlled from the top, rarely see the need to scrutinise this 
habit. They understandably approach challenges such as growth, productivity and stakeholder satisfaction from this mindset. 
Efficient processes and systems are their main route to getting ‘the machine’ to produce the extraordinary results they want.

Except when the results are ordinary or don’t meet expectations. 

In such times life feels perplexing. There’s an opportunity for leaders to question the mindset they’re operating from. Yet when 
not taken their minds become even more busy trying to resolve problems that by their reckoning shouldn’t have arisen. The only  
response open to them is to redouble efforts and do more of the same, which in practice means tweaking incentives, setting 
tougher objectives, changing processes, restructuring roles and responsibilities etc. Though familiar and of some help, 
efficiency-based initiatives like these tend to have only a limited and temporary effect. They also risk solving the wrong problem. 

Busy mindsets create blind spots: they limit what leaders see. Unable or unwilling to consider alternatives to their long-held 
beliefs, they unwittingly create additional pressures. For example when a leader is busily caught up on the belief of running their 
organisation as though it’s an efficient machine, they breed resistance in colleagues equally preoccupied with a different idea:
that an organisation is akin to a community of people who care about the value they create. Conversely, fixed thinking about a 
caring community of people can diminish the need for efficiency and create waste. 

Tempting though a right vs. wrong battle over beliefs might be, this doesn’t help. Having sufficient openness to engage with 
views that challenge what’s considered business as usual does. Depending on context both views could be right. There are many 
routes to better solutions but in a frenetic and intense work environment such explorations rarely happen. The tyranny of either 
/ or trumps both / and. Different views stay under wraps and clarity remains elusive.

Under these conditions team members hunker down. They do their own thing and often argue with each other. They risk turning 
everyday business challenges into persistent people-related problems. That’s when delivering ordinary results becomes a 
struggle, let alone extraordinary ones. People resign themselves to the fact that’s ‘how we do things here.’ And it shows in job
satisfaction and productivity data. 

Busy mindsets limit options 

Busy mindsets create
blind spots: they limit 

what leaders see 
and the alternatives 

they’re willing 
to consider.
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Clear mindsets avoid this risk. They make it easier for people to explore different options and weigh up the 
emotional and logical impacts of each. This freedom to choose what’s right for a particular situation, 
irrespective of what has gone before, lightens the load a bit.

Sustaining high performance in the face of many different challenges depends on people feeling good and 
thinking clearly. You and your team know this: when your wellbeing is high you perform better than when it 
isn't. You see problems in the round, get curious about their causes, adapt nimbly and build commitment to 
lasting solutions. Critically you don’t busy yourselves with the idea your view is the only one nor get stuck in 
minds set on a fixed way of doing things

The world of sport illustrates the effect clear mindsets have. Some managers for example achieve results with 
the same group of players that, under a previous manager, struggled to perform well. They help create a new 
mindset that whilst personal to each individual creates a knock-on effect throughout their team. 
Consequently players feel and perform better, delivering results that confound expectations.

In your own search for clarity about what’s really going on as others think and feel it, things can sometimes 
get tricky. Maintaining clarity in yourself first and helping colleagues to the same isn’t always easy. There's a 
lot that can get in the way and drag the mood and performance down if you let it… 

Clear mindsets open up new possibilities

Clear mindsets
make adapting to 
challenges much 

easier.
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7. Discussions That Go Round in Circles 
vs. Those That Produce New Answers

Lack of clarity shows up in the discussions you have: they can become heated, 
measured or overly polite. You’ve probably seen people’s reluctance to speak their 
mind and leave the really important issues off the table. You may have also observed 
how the quality of listening drops as egos dominate and people look to either protect 
or advance their positions. 

In these circumstances decisions get taken without knowing the full picture. Talented 
teams can go round in circles and occasionally fall out with each other. Minds get even 
busier over the arguments causing the fall out.

This unhelpful frame of mind is compounded when team members gather more 
information to confirm the mindset they’re already working from. Their data bolsters 
whatever case they’re making. 

Rather than change their mindset they may also reach for ready-made answers 
developed by others in the hope they’ll work. Clear, insightful discussions of their own, 
that produce new answers to address their unique circumstances seems inaccessible 
when under pressure and caught up in busy thinking. 

…when 
people 

aren’t clear, 
it shows in 

their  mood 
and 

conversations.
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New answers from open conversations

When leaders are not in going-round-in-circles thinking and can see the wood for the trees, they’re 
wise to the dangers of poor quality conversations. We say this because many wax lyrical when in a 
safe space, such as a coaching session, where they have time to speak their truth in an open 
let's-discuss-the-undiscussable conversation. 

Good quality discussions like these, whether with themselves, a coach or colleagues, help leaders 
create clarity.  Just how much of their thinking is busy becomes clear. They see why the mind needn't 
be set. And when it isn’t, how new answers, previously not considered, appear automatically. 
Solutions evolve quickly too, they don’t have to take a long time as any good executive coach will tell 
you. 

When teams regularly have conversations like these amongst themselves it makes an enormous 
difference. No matter what challenge they’re facing, they see more of what’s really going on. In a clear 
mindset they welcome different points of view rather than let them be a source of division. They feel 
like a team again so instantly increase job satisfaction and productivity. They find new answers that 
confound what’s considered possible, making extraordinary results much easier to deliver.

Finding new answers that confound what’s considered possible, makes 
extraordinary results much easier to deliver.

12.
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conversations 
help leaders 

and their 
teams realise 
minds aren’t 
set. They’re 

free to change 
at any 

moment. 
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Better discussions. New answers. Extraordinary results

We help leaders achieve results that exceed expectations.

Our tailor-made programmes are built around a specific, and often persistent business challenge that needs to be resolved. 

They are for leaders and teams wanting to raise their game to the next level, 

recover from a difficult period or set off on a sound footing soon after they’ve formed.

We help people understand how their often unnoticed mindsets work. 

This helps them uncover new answers that remove what once felt like recurring blocks to higher levels of performance. 

We make it easier to overcome obstacles that lessen commitment to new ways forward. 

During implementation, we support leaders as they deepen learning and sustain breakthroughs.

There are many development approaches aimed at improving or refining leaders’ skills. Others offer ready-made solutions to your challenges. 

Ours is different.

We help leaders and teams realise for themselves the difference their mindset makes as they work on getting whatever needs doing done well. 

This has four important benefits:

- It ensures existing skills get deployed more effectively and, if needed, new ones acquired more easily. 

- It helps leaders uncover new answers and reach their own solutions. 

- It increases levels of engagement and commitment to agreed actions. 

- It develops leaders and teams more quickly.

About The Mindset Difference

www.themindsetdifference.com     020 8892 4936 14.


