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When Too Much Harmony Quietly Undermines Top Performance

Many leaders strive to build harmonious workplaces — an understandable goal,
since it's easy to assume that people do their best work when tension is
minimized. But in such environments, comfort can become pervasive, and when
it becomes the overriding priority, something subtle and damaging begins to
happen.

Leaders choose the easier conversation rather than the necessary one.
Necessary disagreements are softened or avoided. It looks like alignment, but
often it is a quiet form of stagnation.

In my work with CEQ'’s, senior executives, founders, and world-class athletes, |
have seen repeatedly that the real threat to extraordinary performance is the
absence of honest and productive challenge. In environments that avoid
discomfort, over time ambition dulls and performance plateaus.

This stagnation rarely feels dramatic. Organizations continue to function, yet
over time, they inevitably fall below their true potential.
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Why Extraordinary Performance Needs Challenge, Not Comfort

In elite sport, athletes don’t improve by avoiding pressure — they seek it. In
disciplines like tennis or boxing, sparring is one of the most effective ways to
develop at the highest level. It is intense, demanding, and focused, but crucially,
it happens in a controlled and safe environment.

Leadership should work the same way.

Leadership sparring is the deliberate practice of constructively challenging ideas,
decisions, and assumptions. It creates purposeful tension that cuts through
noise and drives clarity.

This is especially important for individuals with game-changing potential. These
are the people who can shift an organization’s trajectory — but they do not thrive
in overly comfortable environments. They thrive when their thinking is stretched,
their ideas tested, and their blind spots exposed.

Game Changers do not want comfort. They want the right kind of challenge and
leadership.

What Is Leadership Sparring?

Leadership sparring creates a space where the leader and the individual meet as
thinking partners, not as superior and subordinate. It is an intense, focused
exchange rooted in trust, respect, and a shared ambition to achieve the best
possible outcome.

When done well, it sharpens decisions, unlocks courage, and makes
breakthroughs possible.

In my book Winning Match, | describe these as “Winning Match moments” —
moments where thinking, direction or confidence fundamentally shifts. These
moments are not accidental. They are the result of regular, high-quality strategic
leadership sparring. And they very often unlock massive value.

Focus On Your Best People

One of the most common leadership mistakes is where leaders spend
disproportionate time managing low performers, while assuming high
performers will take care of themselves.



In elite sport, the opposite is true. Coaches invest most heavily in their very best
athletes to make them even better.

Leadership in organizations should follow the same principle. Individuals with
game-changing potential don't need more oversight — they need more challenge,
more space to think, and more meaningful engagement from their leaders. They
need someone willing to regularly step into the arena with them, to focus on the
topics and truly move the needle.

Sparring vs Coaching

Traditional coaching often focuses on guiding someone to find their own
answers. Leadership sparring is more active and collaborative.

A sparring partner challenges assumptions, introduces new perspectives, and
pushes for sharper thinking. The goal is not to impose direction, but to elevate
the quality of decisions and to push the boundaries.

Importantly, this cannot be delegated. Strategic leadership sparring must be part
of a leader’s own agenda.

A Tool for Critical Moments and Strategic Leadership

Sparring is particularly powerful in high-stakes situations — strategic decisions,
uncertainty, or pressure. In these moments, comfort weakens judgment.
Challenge strengthens it.

But its value extends far beyond major decisions. It can sharpen preparation,
strengthen confidence, and deepen learning after setbacks. Over time, it builds a
level of trust that only comes from working through real tension together.

This is not the politeness-based harmony of agreeable workplaces. It is the deep
trust that comes from knowing someone will tell you the truth and stand with
you as you act on it.

How to Spar Effectively

Drawing on more than two decades of work with senior leaders and world-class
performers, I've identified five principles that define great strategic leadership
sparring.



First, it must be respectful. This means engaging as equals in thought, offering
options rather than instructions, and creating ownership.

Second, it must be flexible. Game Changers often create the most value when
they are not constrained by rigid structures. Leaders must be willing to adapt
processes to unlock potential.

Third, it must be demanding. Productive discomfort drives growth. The best
leaders stretch people beyond their current limits in the service of higher
performance.

Fourth, it must be supportive. Challenge without support creates threat; support
without challenge creates complacency. The strongest relationships combine
both.

Finally, it should include an element of playfulness. Lightness can release
tension, maintain energy, and keep people open and creative, even under
pressure.

When these principles come together, something powerful happens. Sparring
strengthens trust rather than undermining it. People think more boldly, act more
decisively, and perform at a higher level.

Excellence does not grow in comfort. It grows in honest, challenging, and
trusting leadership partnerships.
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