
 

Leveraging Diversity To Fast-track 
Team Performance 

 
"Strength lies in differences, not in similarities." Stephen Covey 

Leveraging Diversity: When The Curse Becomes A 
Blessing… 

One of my guilty pleasures is to sit down and watch a good Romantic Comedy – the 
plot lines are all the same but I love them nonetheless. Usually the two main characters 
meet and get off on the wrong foot. Moving into Act 2, miscommunications are 
compounded which leads to a war between the characters, and great hilarity. By Act 
3 the plot twists and the miscommunications are revealed and resolved to the point 
where the characters sheepishly admit that there was fault on both sides and by the 
close of the movie the characters are closer than ever. 

To me, it seems as though life imitates art, but only up to a point. In most workplaces 
and teams, miscommunications abound. However, unlike romantic comedies, the 
main players in the workplace usually go to war without the hilarity, and the plot twist 
that offers swift resolution rarely if ever comes. In fact, prolonged workplace conflict is 
one of the most stressful life events, resulting in great cost to staff and organisations 
in the form of poor health (both mental and physical), lack of productivity, and 
expensive interventions (stress claims). Yet, taking a helicopter view, it’s clear to see 
that just like in rom coms, generally the characters on all sides of workplace conflict 
are good people, with conflicts beginning due to seemingly minor misunderstandings 
that could have easily been avoided before they escalated into more serious 
dysfunctional situations.  

All High Performance Teams are acutely aware of the serious issues that can develop 
because of failing to understand each other. Because of this they invest time and 
energy in helping individual team members to get to know each other to ensure that 



team diversity becomes a blessing rather than a curse. Members of High Performance 
Teams understand that success in communication with others is not about simply 
communicating in a way they themselves prefer (AKA the Golden Rule) but rather 
communicating in a way that the other person prefers (AKA the Platinum Rule). To be 
able to follow the Platinum Rule they must first understand the different personalities 
and communication preferences that exist within their team. 

Personalities & Team Profiling: Keeping It Real… 

"The essence of synergy is to value differences-to respect them, to build 
on strengths, to compensate for weaknesses." Stephen Covey 

At the foundational level, Leveraging Diversity in a High Performance Team begins 
with establishing a basic understanding of the personalities, communication style, 
work interests and career goals of each member of the team and mapping these onto 
a Talent Map document that can become a ready reference on the Data Wall to remind 
people of key individual differences at times when personality clashes may be 
occurring. 

One of the best ways for team members to understand each other better is to do a 
team profiling activity with the group. There are a range of excellent free and paid team 
profiling tools that can be used as the basis for better understanding the different 
personalities in the team. However, each profiling tool is typically packed with a range 
of extra features to guide career development, recruitment and selection, and 
leadership skills. Whilst these features are fantastic for their specific purposes, when 
it comes to ‘leveraging diversity’ in teams we find that sometimes these additional 
features and benefits can get some team members distracted from the main point, so 
it is important to keep the process as simple and team focused as possible. 

In order to keep it simple and real, we typically consolidate and simplify all the various 
theories down into 4 important workplace personality types reflected in the acronym 
C.A.R.D and link them to basic colours. This simplification process (whilst clearly only 
being an approximation of each theory) enables staff to have a common language to 
use in integrating their understanding of individual differences as a team when they 
may have previously completed different profile tools and avoids the ‘which tool is best’ 

argument – leaving that for the 
researchers and scientists.  

The simple acronym C.A.R.D. 
stands for Concept, Action, 
Relational and Detail which, from 
our experience over the years 
tends to be the most useful 
descriptors when helping teams 
understand individual 
differences and personality 
clashes. ‘C’ stands for Concept – 
the ‘Why’ people who perform at 
their best when they understand 
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the vision and purpose behind the tasks they have to do. ‘A’ stands for Action – the 
‘What’ people who perform at their best when they have immediately attainable ‘next 
step’ goals with the tasks they have to do. ‘R’ stands for Relational – the ‘Who’ people 
who perform at their best when they feel validated and connected with others in 
completing their tasks. ‘D’ stands for Detail – the ‘How’ people who perform at their 
best when they understand the steps, processes and quality indicators associated with 
completing their tasks. When teams are under pressure clashes are most common 
between the Concept and Detail types who have opposing biases and between the 
Relational and Action people who also have opposing biases. 

To get started on team profiling simply select the personality profiling tool that will best 
suit your team’s preferences, budget and time constraints, have team members 
complete their individual profile and then align their results to the C.A.R.D. model. 
Then, physically break the group into their different primary personality types and 
briefly discuss (1) the possible secondary type they also identify with (as most people 
can strongly identify with two personality types) followed by (2) a much longer 
conversation about (a) the significant benefits that each type brings to the team, (b) 
the potential clashes that could occur between the types, and then (3) the proactive 
ways and specific protocols the team could use to resolve personality clashes instead 
of avoiding and back-stabbing (passive aggressive) OR becoming openly hostile 
(aggressive). 

To round out the activity and to ensure that the key learnings are used in the business-
as-usual environment (and not just forgotten after the fun training day is over) capture 
everyone’s personality type into a simple ‘Talent Map’ (see example below) which is 
then placed on the Team Data Wall. In addition to team profiling, a good talent map 
should also include work interests (i.e., team members describe the tasks within their 
roles that they enjoy or prefer) and career goals (i.e., team members describe their 
career goals – “5 years from now I want to...”). Housing the team Talent Map on the 
data wall allows for a readily accessible map of the diversity and interests within the 
team. This can be harnessed to ‘best match’ people to projects and opportunities as 
well as allow for deeper conversations on common interests. A team Talent Map can 
also be one of the best ‘short cuts’ for helping new staff to ‘get to know’ their new team 
mates. At a team-wide level, the only result possible from understanding ourselves 
and others better is the strengthening of trust across the team. 

 



Case Study: Personalities Types at Jefferson State 
School  

Conducting a team profile was eye opening for the leadership team of Jefferson State 
School. Once the team got their individual profile back the discussion began. Joan, 
the Principal, was identified as being a ‘big picture thinker’ (Concept), and the team 
wholeheartedly acknowledged that they appreciated her creative ‘out of the box’ 
thinking and uncanny ability to see the future needs of the school before anyone else. 
However, on the downside, it was noted that sometimes Joan became overly excited 
by change to the point where it seemed like some changes the school was embarking 
on were too rushed and/ or too risky.  

In contrast John, the school’s Business Manager was identified as being very 
‘thorough and procedural’ (Detail). Again, the team was quick to acknowledge the 
value that John’s attention to detail had brought to the school (particularly during the 
recent school review), however some staff identified that John’s behaviour can 
sometimes come across as ‘micro-managing’.  

Lisa, the school’s Deputy Principal in charge of behaviour management was identified 
as being ‘realistic and logical’ (Action), and while many staff appreciated Lisa’s blunt 
‘straight shooting’ talk, some staff noted that she can sometimes come across as 
lacking care, rude and offensive. Finally, James, the lead teacher for the school’s 
Music program was identified as a 'people person' (Relational). While everyone agreed 
that James’s sociability and outgoing nature made the school a friendlier place overall, 
some staff commented that James sometimes comes across as being overly 
intrusive.  

On reflection, the leadership team agreed with all comments put forward and 
appreciated the better understanding of the strengths that they brought to the team, 
as well as how they may have been unintentionally sending the wrong signals at times. 
Following the activity, the team revisited their ‘Above and Below the Line’ behaviours 
(team agreed behavioural norms) and expanded these based on their new insights. 
Now previous points of contention are easily navigated, and the team has reached a 
new level of trust and respect for each other’s differences.  

Team Profiles in Action: A Note of Caution  

As you can see from the Case Study, activities that allow team members to better 
understand each other’s personalities can unlock powerful learnings, thereby ensuring 
that future misunderstandings are 'cut off at the pass'. Having said that, there are a 
few key points that all staff should understand in relation to team profiling: 

•  Types Don’t Excuse Behaviour: Just because someone has been identified 

as a certain profile type, it doesn’t give them permission to act in the extreme, 
and then excuse their behaviour by hiding behind their type (“oh it’s ok I’m so 
blunt with everyone, after all I am 100% Action!”). Quite the opposite, better 
understanding of you own personality type comes with the responsibility to 
moderate the extremes of your behaviour. 



• Acceptance of Difference is a Two-Way Street: Just as we wish others to 
accept our personality type, so to we need to accept theirs. 

• Types Don’t Box Us In: Just because someone has been identified as a 
certain type doesn’t mean that they should be typecast (e.g., given work only 
highly related to that type). Everyone is capable, and must demonstrate 
competence in all types, regardless of preference. 

Leveraging Diversity: Bringing It All Together 

Whilst Stephen Covey was absolutely right when he said that 'the essence of synergy 
is to value differences - to respect them, to build on strengths, to compensate for 
weaknesses', we would take this one step further in saying that 'leveraging diversity 
creates the synergy needed to fast-track the journey to higher team performance.'  

In bringing it all together and taking your team to the next level, we want to leave you 
with three simple questions: Does everyone in your team understand the personality 
mix in your team?... Have you discussed the strengths and potential areas for clashes 
that exist amongst your team?... What are your next steps to ensure the diversity within 
your team becomes a blessing and not a curse?  

Dr Pete Stebbins PhD 
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