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priority can build a sustainable competitive advantage over time. 

This article is a collaborative effort by Fabrice Desmarescaux, Gautam Kumra, Joydeep Sengupta, and 
Mukund Sridhar, with Jennifer Chiang, representing views from McKinsey’s Center for CEO Excellence; 
Aberkyn, a McKinsey company; and McKinsey’s People & Organizational Performance Practice.



Imagine an executive meeting room. The topic at 
hand is the company’s international growth strategy. 
Several paths lie ahead—acquisitions, joint ventures, 
or organic entry into new markets. Each offers 
advantages but also significant risks. When the 
CEO finishes speaking, silence fills the room. After a 
lengthy pause, the CEO offers his perspective. Heads 
nod. A few polite murmurs of agreement. 

At first glance, it seems that the CEO has hit upon 
the best path forward—but maybe not. A polite 
discussion about an important, difficult decision 
often signals a deeper issue: an underperforming 
top executive team. Perhaps the artificial harmony 
is a sign that the team does not feel safe enough 
to share their perspectives or debate the required 
trade-offs. Or perhaps they are unsure of their role 
in the decision. Whatever the reason, the CEO has a 
serious problem.

Building and managing a high-performing team 
is a high-stakes endeavor for every CEO and 
organization. In today’s increasingly complex 
business landscape, teams are the catalyst 
that propels organization-wide transformation. 

McKinsey research indicates that transformations 
anchored in team-centric approaches can 
deliver lasting impact and improve organizational 
efficiency by up to 30 percent.1 At the very top 
of an organization, the stakes are even higher: 
Companies whose top executive team members are 
aligned and working effectively together are almost 
twice as likely to achieve an above-median financial 
performance.2 

Through the McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence, 
we have engaged with nearly 200 current and former 
CEOs around the world (see sidebar “About the 
McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence, Aberkyn, and 
McKinsey’s People & Organizational Performance 
Practice”). Most of these leaders view team building 
as a burning platform: Over 70 percent of the CEOs 
in our CEO Excellence program choose building, 
retaining, and growing effective top teams as their 
number-one development priority as leaders.

But what factors really matter in building a stellar 
top team? And, crucially, what concrete actions 
can CEOs take to get there? This article draws on 
new data—covering close to 30 global companies, 

1	 “All about teams: A new approach to organizational transformation,” McKinsey, December 9, 2024.
2	Scott Keller and Mary Meaney, Leading Organizations: Ten Timeless Truths, Bloomsbury, 2017.

The McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence 
(MCCE) is McKinsey’s dedicated offering 
focused on CEO development. MCCE is 
anchored on the book CEO Excellence, 
written by McKinsey senior partners 
Carolyn Dewar, Scott Keller, and Vikram 
Malhotra. The research underpinning 
the book is based on more than 20 years’ 
worth of data on 7,800 CEOs from 3,500 
public companies across 70 countries 
and 24 industries.1 The flagship MCCE 

journey involves a unique nine-month CEO 
Excellence program, tailored to help CEOs 
elevate their performance and reach their 
full potential. 

MCCE partners with Aberkyn, a McKinsey 
company specializing in leadership and 
culture transformation, to deliver work-
shops, coaching, and learning journeys for 
CEOs focusing on top-team management 
and broader leadership development areas. 
Aberkyn is home to a community of over 180 

About the McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence, Aberkyn, and McKinsey’s People & Organizational 
Performance Practice

experts—world-class program designers 
and facilitators who combine deep transfor-
mational skills and business acumen—and 
has served over 300 clients globally.2

McKinsey’s People & Organizational 
Performance Practice brings together 
McKinsey’s leading experts in leadership 
development, culture transformation, 
organizational performance, and talent to 
help organizations unleash sustainable 
performance through their people.

1	Carolyn Dewar, Scott Keller, and Vikram Malhotra, CEO Excellence: The Six Mindsets That Distinguish the Best Leaders from the Rest, Scribner, 2022.
2	“Who we are,” Aberkyn, accessed September 4, 2025.
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with a focus on Asia3—to answer these too-often-
neglected questions, as well as providing multiple 
real-world examples of successful top-team 
transformations and their impact on team morale, 
alignment, and performance. 

Building a star top team: An 
imperative for CEOs
Leo Tolstoy may not have had the corporate world 
in mind when he wrote “All happy families are 
alike; each unhappy family is unhappy in its own 
way,”4 but this statement could easily apply to 
the team-building context. Dysfunction among 
top teams is surprisingly common, even in large 
companies; according to Harvard Business Review, 
nearly 75 percent of cross-functional teams are 
dysfunctional.5 

In a previous article, McKinsey used data from 
more than 100 teams at various levels within global 
organizations to debunk common myths about team 
performance.6 This article builds on that research 
but focuses only on the performance of a CEO’s top 
team. When CEOs step into the role, they have to 
reexamine, and in many cases jettison, a number of 
long-held assumptions about top teams. 

One common misperception is about the role that 
top teams should play. In traditional hierarchical 
organizational models, found quite often in the 
Asian corporate context, leaders frequently employ 
a “hub and spoke” leadership model in which 
CEOs make all the critical decisions and then task 
team members individually to execute. While this 
leadership model may work at lower levels within 
an organization, it breaks down as individuals rise 
through the ranks and encounter more complex 
problems. In today’s volatile and uncertain world, a 
top team needs to operate as a strong, cohesive unit 
to navigate all the disruptions.

There can also be a misperception about what a 
high-performing top team should look and feel like. 
Our opening scene, for example, illustrates that a 
top team that does not evince any real disagreement 
may actually have deep-rooted issues. The truth is 
that the best top teams actively embrace healthy 
conflict, surface uncomfortable truths, and 
consistently call out the elephants in the room.

A further misperception involves how top teams 
come about. The art of building a corporate team is 
rarely, if ever, taught in management or leadership 
school, where it is often regarded as a one-off 

3	�Of the 28 teams included in the analysis presented here, the majority are from Asia–Pacific, followed by the Middle East, Europe, and other regions. 
4	Leo Tolstoy, Anna Karenina, Penguin Books, 2002.
5	Behnam Tabrizi, “75% of cross-functional teams are dysfunctional,” Harvard Business Review, June 23, 2015.
6	“Go, teams: When teams get healthier, the whole organization benefits,” McKinsey Quarterly, October 31, 2024.

The best top teams actively embrace 
healthy conflict, surface uncomfortable 
truths, and consistently call out 
the elephants in the room. 
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7	Barnaby Lane, “The best soccer leagues in the world: A definitive ranking,” Sports Illustrated, April 5, 2025.

team building exercise during an annual strategy 
meeting. What comes to mind when you think of a 
stellar team? Perhaps it’s a favorite sports team, a 
symphony orchestra, or an elite military unit. What all 
those teams have in common is that they relentlessly 
practice working as a cohesive unit. For example, in 
the English Premier League—one of the best soccer 
leagues in the world7—teams play just 38 games per 
year, with the majority of their time spent in training. A 
similar principle applies to top corporate teams: To be 
“match fit” for the big moments, teams need to spend 
considerable time learning how best to work together.

An evidence-based approach to 
understanding top-team health
To build a high-performing top team, CEOs 
must take a disciplined, analytical approach to 
understand both what is currently working and what 
is not. Based on extensive global research (see 
sidebar “About the research”), we have identified 
specific team attributes and behaviors, or health 

drivers, that matter for team performance (see 
sidebar “Details on the drivers of team health”).

These team health drivers are grouped into four 
core areas (Exhibit 1): configuration (the team has 
clear roles and a mix of perspectives), alignment 
(team members are clear on the team’s direction 
and are committed to it), execution (how well the 
team carries out its work), and renewal (team 
members’ interactions with each other emanate 
positive energy and set them up for long-term 
sustainability). By analyzing top-team health drivers 
across these four areas, CEOs can get a well-
rounded view of team effectiveness. 

Common challenges across top teams
Our data suggests that top teams consistently 
struggle with attributes related to interaction, such as 
psychological safety, conflict management, innovative 
thinking, and an open-feedback culture (Exhibit 2). 
These issues are rarely discussed openly and are rooted 

We investigated 14 annual literature 
reviews and more than 140 published 
documents on the topic of effective teaming, 
resulting in a research-backed framework 
that outlines the drivers of team effective-
ness. This framework was used to build 
the Team Effectiveness Index (TEI), which 
is based on a diagnostic—taken by all 
members of any team—that was tested and 
refined through two rounds of pilot studies. 

The TEI diagnostic
The diagnostic tool underpinning the TEI 
asks individuals to score themselves and 
their fellow team members across two key 
dimensions:

	— Team health. Scores relate to 
perceptions of behavior-based inputs 
across the 17 drivers of top-team health.

	— Team performance. Scores relate 
to perceptions of a team’s current 
outputs, based on efficiency, 
innovation, and results.

Across both health and performance, 
aggregate scores per driver are given as 
net effectiveness scores (NES), which are 
calculated as the percentage of individuals 
who gave a high score minus the percent-
age that gave a low score. A higher NES 

About the research 

indicates higher effectiveness. The overall 
team score for health and performance is 
an average of the net effectiveness scores 
of the relevant sub-elements.

The data set
The insights offered in this article are 
based on survey results from 354 top-
team members across 28 major companies 
globally. Of these companies, a majority 
are from Asia–Pacific, followed by the 
Middle East, Europe, and other regions. 
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Team health has 17 drivers—that is, behaviors or attributes that define how well the team works together (table).

Details on the drivers of team health

Table

Con�guration 
Do we have role 
clarity and the 
necessary mix of skills 
and perspectives?

Have a mix of perspectives that move the team’s work forward

Are connected to networks outside the core team or the broader 
organization to learn new perspectives and insights

Understand the expectations and responsibilities of individual roles 
and have the right people in the right roles

Are committed to the team and prioritize team success over their own

Have individual- or team-level goals (or both) that are challenging to 
achieve and are aligned to the priorities of the broader organization

Are aligned on a clear team purpose and can articulate what the team 
is meant to accomplish

Have agreed-upon norms that accelerate collaboration and improve 
ways of working

Communicate su�ciently and e�ectively, and choose the right 
communication methods as relevant

De­ne clear roles in the decision-making process; make quick, 
high-quality decisions; and learn from poor decisions

Give honest and e�ective feedback, invite direct feedback, and receive 
coaching support

Focus on things we can action in our meetings, involve the right people 
at the right time, and follow through on next steps

Feel they are a part of the team and can be themselves

Address con�icts e�ectively and in ways that improve team relationships

Seek out opposing perspectives, have open discussions about change, 
and encourage out-of-the-box thinking and solutions

Feel comfortable making mistakes and taking risks without fear of 
negative consequences, constructively disagree with one another, and 
proactively invite one another’s input

Are recognized for excellent performance, celebrate one 
another’s accomplishments, and hold one another to consistent 
performance standards

Feel they can rely on one another, give each other the space to get 
work done, and demonstrate good judgment

Alignment
Are we committed to 
the team, and are we 
clear on our team 
purpose and goals?

Execution
Are we e�ectively 
carrying out our 
day-to-day work?

Renewal
Do we create the right 
working environment 
and enact practices 
for long-term learning 
and improvement?

Diverse perspectives

External orientation

Role de�nition

Commitment

Goals

Purpose

Collaboration

Communication

Decision-making

Feedback

Meeting e�ectiveness

Belonging

Con�ict management

Innovative thinking

Psychological safety

Recognition

Trust

Web <2025>
MCK258333 FOA Top team.ai
Sidebar exhibit <1> of <1>

Lens Health driver The degree to which team members …

Seventeen drivers contribute to team health.

McKinsey & Company
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Exhibit 1
Top-team health has four core elements, each containing multiple speci�c 
team behaviors or attributes.   

Alignment

RenewalExecution

Team health

Con�guration
Commitment
Goals
Purpose

Diverse perspectives
External orientation

Role de�nition

Decision-making
Feedback

Collaboration
Communication

Meeting e�ectiveness

Innovative thinking
Psychological safety

Belonging
Con�ict management

Recognition
Trust

McKinsey & Company

in deeper team dynamics. While our sample size is not 
large enough to enable a look at regional differences, 
lower scores on conflict management and feedback 
may reflect the conflict avoidance tendencies often 
observed in Asia-based companies.8 On the other hand, 
respondents reported higher scores, on average, on 
alignment-related attributes, including commitment, 
shared purpose, and the existence of goals aligned to 
the organization’s vision. 

Translating top-team health into 
strong company performance: 
What matters most?
To understand what truly matters for top-team 
performance, we looked at how these health drivers 
correlate with a holistic performance indicator.9 
Our analysis suggests that the attributes and 
behaviors most predictive of high performance10 
are role definition, purpose, innovative thinking, 
communication, and (tied for fifth place) recognition 
and psychological safety (Exhibit 3). While two of these 
drivers—purpose and communication—are among 

those on which top teams tended to rank themselves 
the highest, two others—innovative thinking and 
psychological safety—rank among the weakest, 
suggesting they may need particular attention.

There are slight nuanced differences between these 
top drivers and those identified in the previous 
McKinsey article11 as a result of both the different 
types of teams surveyed and differences in the 
geographical makeup of the samples (see sidebar 
“Key differences between the top-team data set 
and the full-organization data set”).

Our analysis also suggests that the relative 
importance of core top-team attributes may shift 
over the course of a CEO’s tenure (see sidebar 
“Drivers of top-team performance may evolve 
with CEO tenure”). For CEOs who are early in their 
tenure, having clear role definition and leveraging 
both external and internal perspectives are the 
standout predictors of top-team performance, 
while innovative thinking, communication, and 
psychological safety become more important  
as the CEO settles into the role.

8	�Ajay Somaraju, “Conflict avoidance—a study across Indian, East Asian, and Western cultures,” 34th Annual Society for Industrial and Organizational 
Psychology Conference, May 2021.

9	�Our performance indicator is a composite of top teams’ self-assessment on three key performance-related criteria: efficiency (is the team 
productive and meeting deadlines?), innovation (does the team innovate in a way that is critical to long-term organizational value?), and results 
(does the team deliver on objectives and delight stakeholders, customers, and/or clients?).

10 Analysis in this section looks at the correlation between drivers and performance, and should not be taken to imply a causal relationship.
11 “Go, teams: When teams get healthier, the whole organization benefits,” McKinsey Quarterly, October 31, 2024.
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Exhibit 2

Team Health Net
E�ectiveness
Score2

0 20 40 60 80 100

44

Innovative
thinking

Psychological
safety

Con�ict
management

Feedback

External
orientation

35

35

28

25

11

Goals

Commitment

Belonging

Purpose

Communication

70

68

59

53

50

Con�guration
RenewalAlignment
ExecutionHighest- and lowest-ranked team health drivers based on top teams’ 

self-assessments¹ 

Areas most top teams �nd challenging 
(top 5 lowest-ranked team health drivers)

Areas most top teams feel con�dent in 
(top 5 highest-ranked team health drivers)

1Based on team member self-assessments in sample of 28 top teams.
2The overall Team Health Net E�ectiveness Score (NES) is the average rating respondents give their top teams across 17 drivers of team health. NES is calculated 
as the percentage of individuals who gave a high score minus the percentage who gave a low score.
Source: McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence Top Team E�ectiveness Database

Top teams often struggle with attributes related to how they interact, while 
showing more con�dence in alignment-related attributes.

McKinsey & Company

Team Health Net 
E	ectiveness 
Score2
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Exhibit 3

Team health drivers by correlation with team performance

Note: The correlation coe�cient r is a value between –1 and 1 that measures the strength of correlation between two variables; the closer the unit is to 1, the 
stronger the correlation.

1Other drivers with statistically signi�cant correlation, in order of descending r value, are feedback, trust, belonging, meeting e�ectiveness, decision-making, 
con�ict management, external orientation, goals, and collaboration.
Source: McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence Top Team E�ectiveness Database

Select factors emerge as the most important drivers of team performance.

McKinsey & Company

Role de�nition

Purpose

Understand the expectations and responsibilities of individual 
roles and have the right people in the right roles

Align on a clear team purpose and can articulate what the team 
is meant to accomplish

0.74

Health drivers1 The degree to which team members . . .
Correlation with team 
performance (r value)

0.73

Innovative thinking Seek out opposing perspectives, have open discussions about 
change, and encourage out-of-the-box thinking and solutions 0.68

Communication Communicate su�ciently and e�ectively, and choose the right 
communication methods 0.67

Recognition
Are recognized for excellent performance, celebrate one 
another’s accomplishments, and hold one another to consistent 
performance standards

0.63

Psychological safety
Feel comfortable making mistakes and taking risks without fear 
of negative consequences, constructively disagree with one 
another, and proactively invite one another’s input

0.63

Con�guration

Renewal

Alignment
Execution

1

2

3

4

5

How do the drivers of top teams compare 
with the drivers of teams at all levels within 
an organization, as identified in the previ-
ous McKinsey article?1 Communication and 
innovative thinking were among the top 
five—and role definition is also important—
in both data sets. Trust, the top attribute 
in the earlier research, did not make the 
top five in our recent study, but psycho-

logical safety, which can be thought of as a 
higher bar of trust, did. Individuals may feel 
they can rely on one another to perform 
well (trust) but not feel comfortable being 
vulnerable or showing weakness (psycho-
logical safety).

The nuanced discrepancies between the 
two data sets are likely due, in part, to the 
different geographical makeup of the teams 

Key differences between the top-team data set and the full-organization data set 

in the two articles—this article focuses 
primarily on Asia-based teams,2 while 
the sample for the previous article was 
weighted more toward North America.3 In 
addition, the data set here focuses solely 
on top teams (CEO-1), whereas the previous 
analysis included teams of all levels.

1	 “Go, teams: When teams get healthier, the whole organization benefits,” McKinsey Quarterly, October 31, 2024.
2	Of the 28 teams included in the analysis presented here, a majority of the companies are based in Asia–Pacific. The rest are based in the Middle East and Europe. 
3	�About one-third of team members included in the sample were from North America. For more, see “Go, teams: When teams get healthier, the whole organization benefits,” 

McKinsey Quarterly, October 31, 2024.
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Our analysis suggests that key drivers 
of top-team performance may change 
over the course of the CEO tenure (exhibit). 
New CEOs should focus on getting role 

clarity right and leveraging a diverse mix 
of both internal and external perspectives 
in the early phase of building their top 
team. Meanwhile, mid-tenure to seasoned 

Drivers of top-team performance may evolve with CEO tenure

CEOs should prioritize innovative thinking, 
communication, psychological safety, and 
feedback. Across all tenures, purpose 
remains a critical factor.

Exhibit

Team health drivers by correlation (r value) with team performance, 
segmented by CEO tenure

Note: The correlation coe�cient r is a value between –1 and 1 that measures the strength of correlation between two variables; the closer the unit is to 1, the 
stronger the correlation.

1Sample is 12 top teams with CEOs who have less than 3 years in tenure; other drivers do not show statistically signi­cant correlation with team performance.
2Sample is 16 top teams with CEOs who have more than 3 years in tenure. Other drivers with statistically signi­cant correlation, in order of descending r value, are 
meeting e�ectiveness, role de­nition, recognition, con�ict management, trust, belonging, goals, decision-making, collaboration, and external orientation.
Source: McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence Top Team E�ectiveness Database

Drivers with the highest correlation with top-team performance vary by 
CEO tenure. 

McKinsey & Company

External orientation

Role de�nition

0.77

For early-tenure CEOs¹
(tenure of less than 3 years)

For mid- to senior-tenure CEOs²
(tenure of 3 years or more)

0.74

Innovative thinking

0.72Purpose

0.58

Feedback 0.74

Purpose 0.77

Psychological safety 0.77

Communication 0.81

Innovative thinking 0.81

Con­guration

Renewal

Alignment
Execution

Mindset shifts: The power 
of a top-team journey
Once CEOs have a clear understanding of the 
top team’s performance, they need to roll up 
their sleeves and work with the team to make the 
required changes. This section provides a diverse 
set of real-world examples to illustrate what a 
successful top-team transformation might look 
like in practice (Exhibit 4). Each of these examples 
focuses on a few key behaviors or attributes that 
were identified in the previous section as critical in 
driving top-team performance.

Example 1: (Re)defining the top team
One leading Asian pharmaceutical company lacked 
a clear definition and structure for the CEO’s top 
team. A handful of people reported directly to the 
CEO, but there was no real clarity on each team 
member’s responsibility, which prevented true 
accountability.

To resolve these fundamental issues, the CEO first 
took a step back to define what the “right team” 
looked like. He started by reframing the team’s 
purpose and composition around fundamental 
questions: What is the team’s mandate? Which 
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Exhibit 4

Examples of top-team transformation levers and targeted interventions for CEOs to build 
high-performing top leadership teams

Source: McKinsey Center for CEO Excellence

Building a winning top team requires deliberate mindset shifts, driven by a 
structured transformation journey and targeted interventions.

McKinsey & Company

Transformation lever

(Re)de�ne the top 
team

From “ambiguity” to 
“clarity” in roles and 
responsibility

• Rede�nition of top team’s composition, role, 
and responsibility

• Annual retreats to align on priorities and clarify 
each member’s mandate

• Feedback loops and collaboration matrix

Role de�nition, 
Purpose

Align on what truly 
matters

From “competing agendas” 
to committing to the same 
“critical battles”

• Prioritization exercise to crystallize the “must 
win” battles

• Deep debate and re�ection on strategic 
priorities

Purpose, Goals, 
Communication

Solve for the team’s 
psychology

From “leading in silos” to 
“collective accountability”

• Small-group discussion as a safe space for 
candid dialogue

• Letting the team drive the meeting (instead of 
the CEO)

• Leveraging the team’s collective wisdom; ensure 
leaders contribute to each other’s domains

Psychological 
safety, Feedback, 
Communication

Build trust and 
authentic connection

From “hierarchy” to “trust 
and empowerment”

• Fostering the team’s personal connections 
through designed interventions

• “Crucible moments” dialogue on building deep 
connections on leadership, personal values, 
and motivations

Trust, 
Psychological 
safety

Key shifts Targeted interventions Drivers of focus

decisions sit with this group collectively and as 
individuals? What roles are essential, and do we 
have the best-fit talent in each seat? 

To ensure ongoing clarity and alignment with the 
chosen top team, the CEO started a tradition of 
annual retreats. During these sessions, leaders 
articulated, debated, and aligned on strategic 
priorities and were encouraged to thoughtfully 
define their individual responsibilities and mandates 
in relation to organization-wide ambitions. 

To foster collaboration and teamwork, a 
“collaboration matrix” was created to map out and 
identify the highest-value points of interfacing and 
collaborating among members of the top team. 
Based on this map, leaders gained clarity on critical 
points of collaboration and were encouraged to 
regularly exchange feedback to continually drive 
impact on joint projects.

When looking at team contribution, the CEO also 
realized that not all roles—or individuals—were 
making equal contributions to the team’s success. 
He found that there were three people who set the 
mood for the team and were crucial in boosting 
overall team performance, and he therefore chose 
to invest heavily in these individuals. At the other 
end of the spectrum, he also took decisive action to 
remove toxic and unproductive members, or those 
in roles that were no longer necessary.

Clarity on “who’s in” and “what we’re here to do” 
is often the first and most overlooked step in top-
team transformation. As a result of this exercise, 
the top team of this pharmaceutical company 
now operates with a clear structure, well-defined 
roles and responsibilities, and a high level of 
accountability, which in turn boosts both morale and 
the organization’s overall performance.
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Example 2: Aligning on what truly matters 
The executive team of a regional insurance company 
was struggling with a common top-team issue: 
Leaders were juggling competing agendas and a 
“laundry list” of priorities—many of which they lacked 
the bandwidth to execute. Competing priorities 
among divisions led to a lack of alignment, as well as 
fragmented communication and execution. 

As part of a broad top-team transformation, the 
CEO implemented a rigorous prioritization exercise. 
Leaders came together to each define what success 
would look like for their own area in the next three 
years, and identify only three to five “must win” 
battles to get there. The exercise forced each 
leader to ruthlessly crystallize their laundry list of 
priorities into the handful that would truly move the 
needle. With these individual priorities on the table, 
leaders then engaged in a candid discussion and 
debate—challenging one another’s assumptions 
and trade-offs—to collectively distill and boil down a 
shared set of five collective must-win battles for the 
organization.

The result was more than just a prioritized list. 
Through tough debates and honest reflection, the 
team forged a shared view of what truly mattered 
for the organization—and a commitment to deliver 
it together. They now spoke the same language, 
focused their energy on the battles that mattered, 
and held one another accountable.

Example 3: Solving for the team’s psychology 
A leading regional bank used to operate in a hub-
and-spoke model. Top-team members worked in 
silos and did not have shared accountability for 
execution, pushing all critical decisions to the CEO.

To break this cycle, the CEO redesigned the 
annual planning meeting to put the top team in the 
driver’s seat. Each business unit head was given an 
uninterrupted 20-minute window to present their 
strategic plan, followed by five to ten minutes of 
clarifying questions from peers—no interruptions, 
no judgments, just clarifying the context. The team 
then divided into smaller breakout groups to delve 
deeper and provide feedback on one another’s plans. 

For each plan that was presented, the other leaders 
would ask themselves a set of questions. For 
example: What do I like and dislike about this plan? 
And most importantly: What can I do to help this 
leader succeed? 

More than a feedback exercise, this process 
sparked a profound mindset shift from “siloed 
priorities” to “collective ownership.” Leaders didn’t 
just critique; they committed to actively supporting 
one another’s success. For example, when the 
head of retail banking shared a plan to grow market 
share in one of the bank’s strategic regions, the 
CFO committed to provide the needed financial 
resources and the CMO offered to help secure a key 
marketing partnership in that region. 

The CEO’s role evolved from directing meetings 
to empowering the team to lead and be held 
accountable. The CEO was no longer solving for all 
of the key decisions but stepping in to synthesize 
the insights and anchor alignment after all issues 
were actively debated and vetted by the top team.

Over time, these forums built a culture of feedback, 
psychological safety, and collective accountability. 
Leaders grew to appreciate one another’s 
contributions—even in disagreement. Tough, honest 
feedback became the norm. Top-team members 
started to break out of their silos as they felt more 
invested in and accountable for a collective set of 
strategic priorities.

Example 4: Building trust and 
authentic connection
The CEO of a major Southeast Asian insurance 
company found that trust was thin at a time 
when the team was embarking on a high-stakes 
reconfiguration. A lack of psychological safety 
meant that leaders felt unable to fully surface 
concerns and resolve the critical underlying issues. 

The CEO undertook a series of targeted interventions 
to work on the top team’s dynamics. One key initiative 
was introducing a regular forum, Crucible Moments, 
which brought team members together to share 
pivotal life experiences that had shaped who they 
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had become. These were not limited to professional 
milestones but included deeply personal stories that 
revealed individual team members’ fundamental 
values, motivations, and intent. The exercise created 
powerful and authentic connections among top-team 
members that transcended titles and roles, helping 
team members get to know each other at a deeper 
and personal level.

Trust and connection were also reinforced through 
small habits, such as intentionally designed in-office 
days to encourage in-person interaction and one-
on-one lunches to create space for conversations 
beyond the usual agenda. 

A top team can perform at its best only when trust 
runs deep and connections move beyond the 
transactional. By encouraging and actively working 
to build that “gel,” the CEO felt his team shift from 
surface-level alignment to a genuine commitment 
to pursuing a shared vision. Once a fundamental 
level of psychological safety had been established, 
progress in other areas—including communication, 
belonging, feedback, and innovative thinking—
followed naturally. The aggregate result? A more 
cohesive leadership team. 

Setting up for success: 
Concrete actions for CEOs 
Great-performing teams are not born; they are 
built. A recent McKinsey study of leading athletic 

coaches across the United States found a common 
thread: In environments with razor-thin margins 
for error, winning sports leaders continually refine 
a formula for building and reinventing their teams. 
Success in sports is rarely about talent alone—it 
also comes from leaders who set clear goals and 
standards, assemble complementary players, and 
foster a culture in which the team comes before the 
individual.12 

For CEOs, the same principle applies. Creating and 
maintaining a high-performing top team requires 
deliberate choices and constant investment. To 
avoid common pitfalls, CEOs should anchor their 
team transformation around the following core 
principles:

	 1. �Don’t skimp on the diagnosis. Many elements 
need to be in place to build a healthy and 
high-performing top team. CEOs need to 
take time to thoroughly understand where 
their teams are currently excelling and where 
they are not. It can be difficult for CEOs to get 
the perspective required to see these issues 
clearly. In fact, our research indicates that 
team leaders tend to have a more favorable 
perception of their teams’ effectiveness than 
team members themselves.13 This mismatch is 
one of the reasons that an objective, empirical 
approach—one that brings in the perspective 
of all team members—and outside intervention 
can be valuable. 

12 �Kevin Carmody, Mark Hojnacki, Rick Gold, and Shayne Skov, “Worst to first: What it takes to build or remake a world-class team,” McKinsey, 
August 14, 2025.

13 �“Go, teams: When teams get healthier, the whole organization benefits,” McKinsey Quarterly, October 31, 2024.
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	 2. �Commit for the long haul. CEOs should make 
the top-team transformation a key priority 
and resource it accordingly. They should 
also view this transformation as a continuous 
journey rather than as a one-time fix. In our 
experience, the first phase of a successful 
top-team transformation generally takes at 
least multiple months, followed by an ongoing, 
regular program of maintenance, periodic 
further interventions, or both. 

	 3. �And remember, practice makes perfect. While 
the top-team transformation may involve 
some one-off initiatives to fix individual 
issues, the core should be a strong, consistent 
focus on bringing the team together to build 
the muscles they will need to work together 
effectively at key moments. The world’s best 
teams—across all fields of human endeavor—

have one thing in common: They constantly 
practice working as one cohesive unit.

The CEO role is unique, in both its ability to shape 
an organization’s fate and its accountability for the 
result. But no individual leader can achieve their 
goals alone. Building a star top team can challenge 
even the most seasoned leaders, particularly 
given that CEOs have historically found it difficult 
to identify the attributes and behaviors—and 
therefore the interventions—that can make the most 
difference to top-team performance. 

But we now have the data to enable them to do 
exactly that. CEOs who are ready to invest in 
understanding top-team performance—and 
embarking on a journey to improve it—can achieve 
transformative results. They can turn their top team 
into their superpower. 
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