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What People Are Saying About


Full Contact Performance


This book is a gift to organizations, showing their employees how to achieve win-win-win solutions by being their better selves, being better collaborators and still helping the bottom line. James is a deep thinker with a sophisticated understanding of human nature. A masterpiece!


Russell Lemle, Former Chief Psychologist, San Francisco VA Health Care System


Once in a blue moon an important book for business leaders comes along. Full Contact Performance is one of these rare finds. When implemented, the perspectives and practices Grayson James describes replace friction and struggles with newfound productivity and a spirit of shared purpose. I highly recommend this book for those who want to grow as leaders.


Tom Bowman, President of Bowman Change, Inc., and author of What if Solving the Climate Crisis Is Simple?


In Full Contact Performance, Grayson James draws from decades of experience helping leaders and their teams realize their potential, understand the pitfalls and possibilities of every step of the collaboration process, and see how body and mind awareness are keys to successful communication.


Charles Kremer, CEO, Access Leasing Corporation


Full Contact Performance is the field guide for the new frontier of team and leadership development. Grayson James offers a tried and trustworthy foundation for authentic human collaboration that leads to skillful action and creative interactions.


Weaving together the disciplines of language-action, the principles of Aikido, mediation, and meditation, James demonstrates not only how to do but also how to be in the 21st century workplace.


Richard Strozzi-Heckler, author of The Leadership Dojo and The Art of Somatic Coaching


Full Contact Performance details the approach and tool-set that, together, is the secret sauce to building high-performing and continuously improving teams. James has worked with me and my teams over the years, and I’ve seen first-hand the tremendous outcomes this approach can bring.


Mark Friedman, Chief Marketing Officer, Frontline Education, Inc.


The unique approach that James outlines in Full Contact Performance pays incredibly high dividends. I’ve had the opportunity to apply this approach in many challenging organizational transformations involving strong cultural, political and international differences, and it has consistently produced high-performing teams that deliver seemingly impossible results.


Lucy Norris, EVP, Chief Customer Success Officer, Synamedia


Listening and collaborating are staples of our everyday work lives and processes. Why does that simple process seem to break down? In this book, Grayson provides a practical approach to bridge the gap through sustained collaboration, continued behavioral learning, and team alignment. Buy the book, start practicing, and start achieving greater results.


Jeffrey Hayzlett, Primetime TV & Podcast Host, Speaker, Author and Part-Time Cowboy


Absolutely brilliant book for professionals at all levels — not once, but every year. Deep concepts from Linguistic Philosophy thoughtfully blended with practical insights with relevant case studies. I just hope, wish and pray that the book gets in the hands of at least a million professionals. Bravo!


Raj Setty, Co-founder of Audvisor and 16x Author and Teacher


Having spent most of my career in the context of collaboration and helping teams co-create solutions to challenges they face, Full Contact Performance reinforced many principles and practices I have learned and developed over the years, provided fresh insights into why some things work and some don’t, and—most importantly—opened my eyes to new ways to think about, prepare yourself for, and conduct good, productive, and respectful interactions. Many books (and podcasts, and speakers...) can tell you what needs to be done to improve teams and how they work together, but Grayson James’ book spends much more time on the how, supported with a wealth of guidance, stories, examples, and skill-building exercises. As James says (and addresses head-on), “knowing what works isn’t the same as being able to do what works”. If you’re like me, as you start into the book you’ll be taking lots of notes, jotting down pithy turns of phrase and great advice, before quickly realizing that James has already jotted down all the good stuff for you! It’s there on every entertaining, informative, and easily consumed page.


David Benjamin, co-author of Cracking Complexity


If you lead teams, want to elevate performance, and get real results, then read this book. Grayson provides a unique and straightforward approach to getting your team to excel together. Highly recommend this read.


Shane Green, CX Consultant and Author of Culture Hacker


In the post-COVID world, leaders recognize that strong team collaboration is no longer a soft skill — it’s a power skill. In fact, it’s a major driver of organizational performance. James’ book unlocks what makes real collaboration happen, moving beyond having better meetings and effective conversations to provide a more holistic understanding of the role that our bodies, our emotions and our attention also play in our interactions.


Lisa Bodell, Author of Kill The Company and Why Simple Wins


Grayson makes an important point early in the book. Your success depends on your collaborative abilities more than your title. It doesn’t matter if you’re the CEO or a supervisor; the way you communicate and collaborate with your team is essential to you and your organization’s success.


Shep Hyken, Customer service/experience expert and New York Times bestselling business author
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Foreword


For most of us, our jobs make up a significant percentage of our daily life, and we spend much of this time working alongside people with different backgrounds and perspectives. Yet we often find ourselves struggling to manage these differences and get important work done together.


As I read Grayson James’s Full Contact Performance, I was struck by the clarity and elegance of his insights, coupled with his down-to-earth understandings about what it really takes to collaborate well in today’s organizations. And it isn’t what you might think.


I’ve often seen brilliant people fail in groups full of other brilliant people.


What they brought to the table was individual excellence.


What they needed was collaborative excellence.


Grayson shows us that in our rush to become the best individual performer we can be, we too often neglect the skills that make great achievements possible: truly connecting with our colleagues so that we can learn together, set meaningful goals together, and then execute skillfully to realize those goals with integrity and accountability. This is what Grayson calls “Full Contact” collaboration.


Like a skilled martial arts master (which he is) who grounds his students in the overarching principles while also showing them how to apply these principles in action, Grayson takes us on a journey through the art of collaborative organizational performance. He begins the journey with five guiding principles and shows us—in unexpected and illuminating ways—how the way we speak, listen, and create stories about our colleagues (and ourselves) all shape our interactions.


But this journey isn’t just theoretical. It also involves our attention, our bodies and even the way we perceive reality. Weaving together theory, examples, exercises and stories, Grayson shows us how gaining awareness of what we’re doing is the starting point for transforming our collaborative performance.


In the first part of his book, Grayson helps us see collaboration with new eyes, bringing new awareness to what we’re actually doing whenever we’re in conversation with someone. This new awareness gives us a vastly expanded repertoire for dealing with the many types of challenges we encounter in our daily interactions with our colleagues, our bosses, our teams, or anyone else.


In the next part of the book, we’re introduced to the Three Conversations of Full Contact Performance—the Learning conversation, the Design conversation, and the Fulfillment conversation—with great, real-life examples of what goes on in these conversations and how to successfully design and manage each one.


In the third and final part, Grayson brings us full circle to what really makes this book stand out from all the others in the field: The clear recognition that while collaboration certainly involves other people, the way we transform our collaborative performance is by focusing on ourselves first. This is why he says that organizational collaboration is an internal art, and he gives us a handful of simple — yet potent — practices that help empower us to do just that.


If you read Full Contact Performance and take Grayson’s guidance to heart, you and your colleagues will move together further, faster, and more effortlessly than ever before.


After reading this book, I asked myself why these lessons aren’t fundamental in every leader’s education. Why don’t we train for effective collaboration just as fervently as we train for every other subject in business courses or MBA programs?


I suppose the Tao Te Ching said it best: “When the student is ready, the teacher will appear.” I’m sure you’ll find Full Contact Performance as powerful and enlightening as I have.


Dr. Marshall Goldsmith is the Thinkers50 #1 Executive Coach and New York Times bestselling author of The Earned Life, Triggers, and What Got You Here Won’t Get You There









Prologue


Most approaches to organizational collaboration recognize the importance of behaviors like good listening, clear and constructive speaking, building trust, engaging people’s full commitment, running effective meetings, and harnessing the diversity of thought, experience and perspectives (to name just a few). The approach I present in this book, which I call Full Contact Performance, also values these behaviors. But in working with organizational executives and their teams over many years, I’ve seen that these behaviors remain distant aspirations for many people in most companies. Although most people know these behaviors are important, far fewer are actually able to do them in the heat of collaboration, when the pressure is on or when strong emotions are present. This is even true for those who have taken workshops or read the standard books and articles on collaboration.


Clearly, something is missing. Sustained and effective collaboration shouldn’t be such a rarity in organizations. That’s why I wrote this book—to share the approach to collaborative organizational performance that I’ve been learning over the years in facilitating challenging conversations, coaching leaders, and leading organizations. One of the things I’ve seen is that there is a lot more going on when we’re trying to collaborate with others than we might think. I’ve also seen that anyone can get better at it with some self-reflection and practice. And everything you learn about collaborating with your colleagues at work applies just as readily to your interactions outside of work.


Before we get into the details, though, here’s my story about how I came to Full Contact Performance…


My Journey to Full Contact Performance


In the early 1980s I was a young and inexperienced leader of a multi-campus private school system (grades 6–12) in the San Francisco Bay Area called the Independent Learning Schools. I assumed leadership of the schools just after student enrollment had dropped by more than a third during the recent recession. Over the next six years while leading the schools, there were many successes, although we also had our share of challenges and missteps—more than a few of which were of my own making, although I didn’t realize it at the time.


Our leadership team of nine met monthly and on some days we would leave the meetings upbeat, focused and energized. At other times, however, the conversations seemed to go nowhere, leaving us all exhausted and demoralized. Although I knew that our collaborative performance wasn’t what it could be, I had no idea how to improve it. The communication workshops we attended and the books we read as a management team sparked enthusiasm and brief improvement but yielded little lasting effect. This experience showed me that putting together a group of smart, committed and creative people together didn’t necessarily lead to good collaboration. It was also clear that reading books or taking workshops on communication and teamwork doesn’t always translate into new, sustained competence.


During this period, I met George Leonard, journalist, author, Aikido instructor and education reform advocate. He was researching our schools for his 1984 Esquire Magazine article on school reform and the next edition of his book on educational reform, Education & Ecstasy (in which he cited our school as a model school for the future). Our meeting eventually set me on a path that has brought me to many of the central ideas in this book.


For starters, in addition to becoming an advisor on educational reform for me and my team, Leonard introduced me to the martial art of Aikido. Sitting on the hard wooden bench by the side of the mat watching my first Aikido class, I was mesmerized by the seemingly effortless power of the practitioners in dealing with the strikes and grabs of their training partners. I took my first class the next day and was soon training every day.


Aikido is unique among martial arts in that there are no tournaments, no competitions, and no offensive techniques. Our explicit aim in Aikido is to protect ourselves while also protecting the opponent. This was a revolutionary concept to me as a beginner and it still is decades later as an instructor. The principles we practice on the Aikido mat are also remarkably relevant to our lives off the mat, in our everyday interactions. This “embodied” philosophy of mutual respect and caring for the well-being of the other has been a source of deep inspiration for me personally and in my work with teams and organizations. It is also what eventually led me to recognize that organizational collaboration is as much an “internal art” as it is an external process.


Along with Aikido, George Leonard also introduced me to the world of the “human potential movement” (a term which Leonard coined while senior editor at Look Magazine), to the Samurai Game® (a leadership and teambuilding simulation that he created), and to his fellow Aikido instructors, Richard Strozzi-Heckler and Wendy Palmer at Tamalpais Aikido, in Marin County, California.


Through Strozzi-Heckler, I learned about the field of somatics, a discipline that recognizes the deep interconnectedness of our body and mind and the value of engaging this interconnectedness through practices that enhance self-awareness and expand our cognitive, emotional and interpersonal performance. Around this time, I also began mindfulness meditation, which continues to be an important daily practice. Among its many benefits, meditation has shown me the value of using our attention in different ways—not only on the meditation cushion, but at the conference table and in the boardroom as well.


As I continued to practice and learn more about collaborative performance, I reflected back on my monthly leadership team meetings at the School and I came to realize that we had been trying to think our way into better conversations, which wasn’t enough. What was missing was a more holistic understanding of the role that our bodies, our emotions and our attention also play in our interactions.
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Towards the end of the 1980s, I left the schools to further pursue my interest in collaboration, getting trained as a mediator and facilitator, specializing in mediating complex, multi-party legal disputes within the California court system, working under a mentor, David Jenkins. These litigations typically lasted many months involving anywhere from four to 40 different parties, including lawyers, insurance representatives, expert witnesses and others.


In these disputes, each party’s goal was basically to minimize their own liability and to get out of the costly and time-consuming lawsuit as quickly and inexpensively as possible. I refer to this as my “circus leader” period because that is what those proceedings often felt like to me. Each of the parties and their attorneys would pursue their various negotiation strategies and postures and it was my job to ensure that we had the disciplined conversations needed to enable them all to reach settlement. These facilitated discussions taught me further lessons, also central to this book, like…




• When nothing else is working—shut up and breathe.


• The more that people feel they’re in charge of the process (but not dominating it), the more engaged they’re likely to be in finding solutions.


• Although the “content” of the dispute matters, what matters as much or more is how people are thinking and interacting with each other while they’re discussing the content. (If this weren’t the case, there is no way that David Jenkins and I, as non-attorneys, could have successfully settled these lawsuits.)


• Coercion, cleverness and brute force aren’t the only sources of power in emotionally charged and high stakes conflicts. And in organizations, they are usually the least effective and the least sustainable over the long term.
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In the mid ’90s I was introduced to a new approach to personal and organizational performance called Ontological Coaching. This was another pivotal moment for me. Leading the program were Julio Olalla and sociologist and author Rafael Echeverria, Ph.D. Central to their work was what is sometimes called the “language-action approach.” Olalla and Echeverria were both former colleagues of Fernando Flores, the first to bridge the worlds of the philosophy of language with the world of business, bringing the emerging understanding of linguistic action to the challenges of business performance. (This approach was initially developed in the 1950s by Oxford professor J.L. Austin and then further developed by UC Berkeley’s John Searle, and Fernando Flores, among others.)


Following my introduction to Ontological Coaching, I had the good fortune to work with and learn from Rafael Echeverria for several years, establishing this language-action approach as a central pillar in my work with organizational executives and teams—together with those already-mentioned practices from Aikido, mediation, mindfulness meditation and other mind-body disciplines I’ve studied over the years.


I continue to be inspired by the rich and often subtle interplay between our thinking, our attention, our bodies and our performance with others. This book shares some of what I’ve been learning over these decades with executives and their teams about what I now call “Full Contact Performance.”


Of course, my journey continues and this book is a work in progress along the path. I hope you will find it helpful in your own collaborative performance.









About This Book


If you’re a senior executive leading multiple teams or functions, you know that your company’s success hinges on how well your leadership team members think and learn together and how they ensure that their teams are aligned around what matters most for the business.


If you’re a manager or team lead, you know how critical it is for your team to solve complex problems together, to engage skillfully with folks on other teams or functions, and to execute impeccably—to do what they say they’re going to do and to take responsibility for the outcomes.


Even if you’re a sole contributor and have nobody reporting to you, you still need to work with others—even if it’s just your boss (sometimes the most challenging person to collaborate with).


With few exceptions, if you work in an organization, you interact with other people. Some of the folks you must collaborate with may be delightful to work with, and some you might never choose to work with in a million years. Yet there they are, and here you are. That’s life in organizations, even for the boss.
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I wrote this book for anyone working in an organization who wants to transform, or at least greatly improve, their collaborative performance at work.


Collaboration is certainly not a novel topic. There have been plenty of books and articles written about it and countless workshops and business school courses on the subject.


Many of the executives and teams I’ve worked with over the years have read these books, taken the workshops and could fill pages with techniques and formulas for how to listen better, handle differences, deal with conflicts, build trust, improve accountability and much more. Yet when these same people encounter difficult collaborations, all that knowledge— those techniques and formulas—is often inaccessible to them, especially in the heat of difficult collaborations when strong emotions are rampant; when conflicting perspectives are present and immovable positions taken; when folks are struggling to solve vexing and recurring problems or when they’re just plain stuck in their collective tracks.


That’s one reason you won’t many find tips, techniques or formulas in this book. Another reason is that even when folks are able to apply them in challenging situations, their collaborations still often don’t work and frequently get worse, not better. (We’ll look at why this happens later on.)


In place of how-to’s and formulas, I offer what I consider to be far more helpful, which is a different way of thinking about and approaching collaboration, along with specific things to pay attention to and practice on your own and when you’re collaborating with others. Some of what you’ll read may strike you as quite different from what you’ve read about or learned before about collaboration. From a conventional perspective, some of it might even seem heretical.


Work with people in all sorts of companies over the years has shown me that giving them new ways of paying attention and new ways of understanding what’s really going on when they’re attempting to collaborate (along with new practices) is what helps people truly transform their collaborative performance.


So, if you’re looking for simple answers, or what-to-do-when, this book might not be for you. But if you’re looking to gain greater understanding about what’s happening in those difficult collaborative encounters that test your patience and your benevolence, if you’re looking to collaborate more skillfully with your colleagues—regardless of the specific circumstances or personalities you’re dealing with—then this book may be just what you’re looking for.


How This Book Is Organized


This book is organized in three parts. Part I is about building new awareness about what is really happening when we’re collaborating (or trying to). We’ll look at the five principles and the basic building blocks of effective collaboration, examining the different ways we can use our attention and the specific actions we take whenever we open our mouth to speak—or our ears and brain to listen. We’ll see how we use our words to construct the stories and beliefs that govern how we perceive and behave, along with the central, yet generally overlooked, role that our body plays in every collaborative situation we encounter—even those encounters that play out entirely in our own imagination. Finally, we’ll explore the relationship between our words, our bodies and our emotions and why this under-appreciated relationship matters so much for collaborative performance. Following most chapters, I’ll offer some simple practices for reflecting on what you’ve just read and cultivating greater awareness of what’s happening in your collaborative encounters at work. I encourage you to take advantage of these practices.


In Part II, we’ll look at the three main types of conversations in organizational collaboration. Using examples and anecdotes, we’ll see why these three conversations are important and how to approach them.


In Part III, we shift our focus squarely back onto ourselves. Here, we’re reminded that, regardless of the circumstances or personalities we may be facing, we, ourselves, are always the central figure in our collaborative encounters. We’ll revisit a recurring theme in this book: the power of shifting our attention back to ourselves, beyond the specific content, circumstances or thinking we may be engaged in with others. I’ll offer a handful of simple practices that will expand your capacity for clear thinking and skillful, respectful collaborative action, even in the toughest situations. The Epilogue offers some final thoughts on Full Contact Performance.


If you’re inclined to hop around the book at random, that’s fine, but keep in mind that many chapters of the book— especially those in Parts I and II—build upon previous chapters, so you’ll probably get the most out of the book by reading those chapters through in order.









Part I


Gaining Awareness: Words, Body & Attention









Chapter 1


Introduction to Full Contact Performance


Not too long ago, your ability to make things happen in your organization often hinged more on your position in the company and what you knew than on your ability to work well with people. If you were the boss, you could just tell people what to do and it would often happen. That’s not so true in many organizations today.


Much of what you accomplish today is more a result of your capacity to work well and solve tough problems with your colleagues than on your formal position, or what you know. Titles, expertise, and business acumen still matter, but they won’t get you very far unless you can also collaborate well with all sorts of people, many of whom you have little, if any, control over.


It can be challenging enough to collaborate with people on your own team whom you know and work with every day. But increasingly, you must do it with people from entirely different functions, backgrounds and cultures. And more and more of this collaboration—even before the Covid pandemic—is happening virtually and across multiple time zones and multiple cultures.




Your success today depends more on your collaborative capacity than on your title or what you know.





What makes collaboration so necessary today also makes it more challenging. Although people in yesterday’s organization worked just as hard and were just as smart as people today, they didn’t have to contend with the onslaught of new information and the demands on their attention that we deal with every moment. The tempo of our lives and the pace of change has sped up, while the traditional lines between personal-business, home-office, and even customer-competitor-partner, have gotten fuzzier. This doesn’t just affect how we work. It affects how we think, how we feel, and even what happens in our bodies.


Our brains, our physiological systems and our health are reflecting this always-on, hyper-connected lifestyle. While our average attention span has shortened, our nervous system’s demand for constant and novel stimulation seems to have mushroomed. Many people may feel super productive because they’re getting so many things done in a day, but the quality of their reflection, their decision-making and their ability to deal with difficult challenges or conflict often tell a different story. So, while the importance of skillful collaboration has increased, it’s also gotten more challenging.


Before we go further, let’s take a closer look at what Full Contact Performance is and what makes it different.


What Is Full Contact Performance?


For many years when first meeting with a new team, I’d start by asking team members to tell me what good collaboration looks like. While there were some differences across companies and cultures, their answers were almost always similar. Here are just a few of the most common items they listed…




• Transparency – be honest and direct


• Be a good listener – listen to understand


• Respect people and their viewpoints, even if they’re different from mine


• Build trust


• Create a safe, collaborative work environment


• Have clear and shared goals


• Accountability – know who is responsible for what





This is a good list. The bullet points could be included in most working definitions of good collaboration, and these behaviors are universally cited in books, articles and workshops on collaboration and communication.


The issue is that, although these behaviors really can work, they’re not all that common in organizations. Not even by the very executives who listed them as examples of what good collaboration looks like. There is something missing between the idea of these effective behaviors and actually doing them. Filling this gap—helping people to do what works in organizational collaboration and not just describe what works is where Full Contact Performance comes in.


Full Contact Performance recognizes that knowing about something and being able to do it reliably in different settings and in difficult circumstances, is a challenge. But it’s a challenge that can be overcome if you know what to look for and are prepared to work with yourself. I say “work with yourself” because that’s where the real action is when it comes to transforming your collaborative performance, as we’ll soon see.


Full Contact Performance is about cultivating specific practices that make all those good behaviors listed above not only accessible but—with practice—natural and almost effortless. It all begins with gaining new awareness of yourself and your orientation to the people and circumstances around you. This awareness encompasses…




• The words you and others use—specifically the speech actions you’re taking whenever you open your mouths to speak, the stories you tell yourselves to make sense of what’s going on around you, and the different types of conversations you’re having or not having as you’re trying to get important things done together.


• The feelings or emotional states that you and others are experiencing about the conversation, meeting, project team or organizational culture you’re involved in.


• The way you’re using your attention and how your attention may be revealing or limiting what you can do in your interactions with your colleagues and circumstances you encounter.


• The relationship you are having with your own body as you’re trying to solve challenging problems and work collaboratively with others, which includes the sensory signals, and habitual nervous system tendencies that condition how you respond to the people and circumstances you encounter.





It’s Not About Them


Organizational collaboration is about getting valuable things done with other people. So when our collaborations get stuck or falter, it would seem that the problem has to do with those people we’re trying to collaborate with.


This is what usually happens when we hit rough patches in our interactions—we assume the problem lies with those other folks out there… and then we try to solve that problem of those folks—to fix, change or work around them, especially the ones who “don’t care”; who don’t listen well; the ones who dominate conversations; those who just sit back and wait for conversations to end; those who perpetually seem to operate in their little bubble; or… all the others who are just generally “uncollaborative.”


Overcoming other people’s collaborative shortcomings seems like it should be a good strategy if the goal is better organizational collaboration. But if this strategy really worked, then most organizations would be highly collaborative places. That’s not the case.


Collaboration certainly involves other people. We can’t and shouldn’t ignore them. But our collaborative performance hinges much more on us, ourselves, than on the people we’re trying to collaborate with. This is the little secret about collaboration that has always been hiding in plain sight.


This book recognizes that the path to transforming your collaborative performance starts with you, not with everyone else. It will provide you with a new understanding and new awareness about what you’re doing when you’re trying to collaborate with others. It will illustrate the basic principles that are at play in every interaction you have and provide examples and practices you can use to cultivate your collaborative competence, regardless of your role or position in the organization or who you’re attempting to collaborate with.


Some of the things you’ll be reading about in this book will strike you as familiar and perhaps even obvious. But we’ll be looking at many of these familiar terms or concepts from a different perspective and perhaps with greater precision than you’re used to. Other things you encounter may be quite new, perhaps even confusing at first. If this happens, I encourage you to stay with it, to try on the new concepts or practices before reaching any conclusions. This is how you’ll expand your collaborative capacity.


Good Collaboration Is Sustainable


You collaborate when you want to achieve an outcome that you can’t realize on your own. The outcome may be hitting your quarterly sales targets, meeting the next software release date, or improving your customer satisfaction ratings. Or it may be reducing product defects, improving your margins, or completing a cross-functional project on time. Whatever the desired outcome, there could be many ways of getting there, at least in the short term. But not all these ways are equally effective or sustainable in the long run. Some will weaken your future collaboration efforts with those people the next time around. And just as importantly, when collaboration isn’t good, it won’t necessarily draw out the best from you or the people you’re collaborating with, even if you do hit your numbers this quarter or complete this project on time. If you’re not collaborating well, you won’t be learning as much as you could from one another, you probably won’t make the best decisions, and at some point, your execution will suffer.


When collaboration is good—when you’re making “Full Contact” with your colleagues—the good goes way beyond the immediate transaction or project you’re working on. Voices, perspectives or ideas that are often left unsaid or swept under the rug find a place at the table. The energy that often lies untapped in meetings finds a path forward. The more groups learn how to make Full Contact together, the more confidence they gain, the more creative they become, and the lighter things feel—in contrast to the heavy sense of skepticism or resignation people often feel when collaboration isn’t happening. Full Contact Performance is also a lot more fun. When people are making real contact with each other, they look forward to meetings instead of dreading them. We all like to be part of something when we feel that we’re contributing and making a difference. All this happens effortlessly when people are truly able to do the things on their lists of “what works in collaboration” I mentioned earlier.


Surprisingly, once you get better at making Full Contact with others, the particulars of who you collaborate with become less of an issue, because you’ve discovered that good collaboration is not all about them, but more about you and how you choose to engage with them. Again, this doesn’t mean the folks you’re collaborating with don’t matter—or that every one of your collaborations will magically be transformed and successful. Not every collaboration may work out as hoped, but even the most challenging ones will still have a much better chance at success. And importantly, you’ll probably end up with better relationships and feeling better about yourself even when those collaborations don’t go as you’d wished.


Why Is It Called Full Contact?


The term “Full Contact” is borrowed from the martial arts. It refers to a type of training in which participants literally make full contact with one another—they don’t hold back with their strikes, kicks or throws. When your training partner or opponent isn’t holding back, you need to stay awake because you can get hurt. But you can also learn a lot. Having to deal with someone’s full, focused energy shows you where you’re weak, off-balance, unfocused, or just unprepared. It reveals your habitual assumptions, both about yourself and about the other person. It can also reveal your opponent’s strengths and weaknesses.


The moves in the martial art of Aikido (as with many Chinese and other martial arts) are designed to use the opponent’s own force and energy to contain, pin, or throw them. This is much easier to philosophize about than to pull off as your opponent is barreling down on you, but it boils down to how you’ve embodied the techniques, how you’re directing your attention and how unified you are within yourself—your intention, your movement, your energy, your focus, and your connection with the ground under your feet. What starts as an oppositional interaction (your opponent was attacking you) is transformed into an experience in which you feel that you’re working together—joining with, absorbing and redirecting their energy, rather than fighting against it. That’s what we practice on the Aikido mat, but we can practice these same principles at the office without any martial arts experience.


With human bodies, there are only so many ways to push, pull, grab, grapple, strike, kick, or throw someone, and many of the moves we practice on the Aikido mat are similar to those in many other martial arts. It’s the intention to protect our opponent that distinguishes Aikido from those other arts. This intention is also at the heart of Full Contact Performance: To approach every collaborative challenge, every conflict or impasse, as an opportunity to respectfully connect and strengthen our relationships with our colleagues, so that we can learn, make better decisions together and execute better together. That’s very different from applying communication or negotiation techniques to the person in order to get our way or protect our ideas, perspectives or positions.


On the Aikido mat, we take turns attacking each other and practicing our techniques in response to those attacks, over and over, day in and day out. The more senior students adjust the intensity of their attacks to the level of their less experienced training partners, delivering attacks with just enough force and speed to allow the other person to practice and learn, but not so much that they get overwhelmed and just keep reacting habitually.


As we progress in our training, our training partners challenge us more. The attacks come faster, harder and less predictably. Punches that were soft and slow when we were beginners now land with more impact if we don’t get out of the way or properly absorb and redirect the blow. The tolerance for mistakes gets narrower.


This is how we continue to learn. Our training partners must up their game so that we can keep upping our own. If our training partners continue to hold back, giving us weak or unfocused attacks, we’ll get very good at dealing with those types of attack, but we’ll be unprepared to deal with a true, committed attack when we encounter one. We’ll develop what organizational psychologist Chris Argyris called “skilled incompetence.” Skilled, because our behaviors have been learned, practiced and mastered over time, but incompetent because they don’t work—they don’t achieve our intended aim.


To keep learning, we eventually need to make full contact with our training partners. At this stage in training, engaging with full contact is an expression of our respect and commitment to each other’s growth and development. It would be disrespectful to do otherwise. And it wouldn’t be nearly as interesting.


When our training partner brings their full, committed energy to the attack and we’re able to engage skillfully without being reactive or aggressive in response, it’s an extraordinary feeling, both for us and our training partner. When we join fully with their movement with no other agenda or motive, then for that brief moment we are like a single organism—just long enough to safely redirect their attack (generally into one of those joint locks, pins or throws). But again, to do this we need to be grounded, relaxed, and unified in our ourselves. This is what enables a smaller martial artist to handle a much bigger, stronger or faster opponent without getting hurt—and without hurting the opponent. And here’s what’s so fascinating: your training partner often gets up from the mat feeling more relaxed and more energized than he or she felt just moments earlier, before they attacked you.


Full Contact with Your Colleagues


It’s similar in organizational collaboration. When we’re feeling grounded, relaxed and unified in ourselves—when we have embodied the basic principles of Full Contact Performance— it’s much easier to make contact with people who have very different perspectives, styles and even goals from our own. We’re able to listen with curiosity and interest instead of impatience, frustration, or just waiting for our turn. Because we’re more comfortable in ourselves, we’re better able to tolerate and manage the strong emotions that may arise in truly candid conversations, and we’re better able to stay engaged and constructive—without withdrawing, needing to protect ourselves, or dominating the conversation.


When we can make Full Contact, then even when an interaction hits a wall and folks feel confused and unsure how to proceed (which can happen in even the best of collaborations), this contact gives us the confidence to keep going while we figure out a good path forward together.


Another Type of Contact


There is another way in which Aikido and other martial arts point us towards Full Contact. It has to do with the quality of connection we are making with our training partners. On the training mat, when we’re making Full Contact with our partner, we can sense their balance and movement, the force and direction of their energy, with just the lightest touch on our part. Our finely cultivated ability to sense ourselves enables us to sense them as well. In collaboration, when we’re clearer and more aware of ourselves and what we’re doing, we’re also better able to pick up on our colleagues’ subtle cues, to notice more about their choice of words, their body language, their energy and what they’re trying to accomplish. Our body will register the non-verbal cues of others and we can notice our body’s responses to further understand what’s happening. It all starts with making contact with ourselves.


Full Contact Principles


There are five principles at the heart of Full Contact Performance. These principles remind us what to pay attention to and how to work with ourselves and others more skillfully. They are all interrelated—as you get more familiar with one, you’ll probably start noticing how it relates to the others. Here are the five principles…


Principle #1: Awareness


It starts with Awareness—of our words, our body and our attention.


When it comes to organizational collaboration, our biggest challenge is that we’re often not aware of what we’re doing. We’re not aware of the actions we’re taking and how those actions are impacting the people around us, as well as ourselves. More precisely, we’re not aware of the actions we’re taking with our words, our body, or our attention. We’re not aware of how our built-in connectivity with the people around us can cause even the “best” technique to go sideways and weaken trust.


When we’re not aware of what we’re doing, it’s also difficult to change. Because it’s hard to change what we can’t see, gaining new awareness is the starting point for Full Contact Performance.


While we can acquire or improve some skills simply by gaining more knowledge or learning new actions, this isn’t the case when we want to improve our collaborative performance. It also demands that we gain an expanded awareness of what we’re doing while we’re taking those actions. And by actions I’m referring to the things we do with our words, as well as what we do with our bodies and our attention.


We all know that we collaborate with our words, through our conversations. But our words aren’t just mental constructs conjured up by a disembodied brain. All the words we use and the conversations we engage in, take place in our body. We think, plan, speak, listen, and lead our teams in our body. That’s the same body that experiences all sorts of complicated sensations and emotions while we’re interacting—all of which influence what we say next and how we say it. And the converse is just as true: Our words and conversations take up residence in our bodies. They shape our nervous system, are mirrored in our posture, our gestures, our breathing, in the hormones coursing through our veins and the neurotransmitters circulating in our brains. Our conversations are never just cerebral transactions. They are fully embodied interactions.


And what about our attention? We may pay attention to our colleagues’ body language and to the words they’re saying, but that’s often where our attention remains—on the people out there—especially when they’re not doing or saying what we think they should be doing or saying. But the way we use our attention determines where our energy and resources go, so it’s important that we manage our attention skillfully. Although it’s rarely covered in books or workshops, we can learn to use our attention in many different ways—including directing our attention to our attention itself—which has profound and unexpected implications for collaboration (and for many other areas of our lives).


Principle #2: We are already connected


Our bodies are wired for connectivity. Watching slow motion video replays of people in conversation reveals that our bodies are in constant interplay. We continually adjust posture, gestures, eye contact, tone of voice (and much more) in subtle and mostly unconscious response to each other’s cues. Our nervous systems are exquisitely tuned to respond to one another in ways that are both obvious and invisible. And it doesn’t matter whether we’re enjoying the interaction or not— we are still viscerally and neurologically connected with the people around us.


But this hard-wired connectivity doesn’t mean we are always aligned, in sync, or collaborating well together. It doesn’t mean we are making Full Contact. We can’t help but influence and be influenced by each other, so the question is, Are we using this connectivity to collaborate well, or is our connection polarizing us, keeping us stuck, driving us further apart?


Principle #3: We are where the action is


It’s easy to assume that our collaborative challenges happen because that person over there is just uncooperative or that team doesn’t care. As if we’re just passive victims of other people’s actions. But there’s much more to it than that. We are always active participants in our collaborative challenges—we just may not recognize how our actions are influencing those other people, or in some cases, even recognize that we’re taking any action at all.


Whenever we are sensing, perceiving, thinking, speaking, listening, planning, even just sitting quietly by ourselves and reflecting… we are engaged in action. Much of this action happens below the level of our awareness: Even when we believe that the things happening in the conversation around us are just happening on their own, we are still acting, simply by perceiving and interpreting those things in the particular ways that we each do. We are always at the center of our interactions. Becoming more aware of how our own action is at the core of our collaborative encounters enables us to free ourselves from stuck interactions and find new and more helpful ways to contribute to our collaborations.


Principle #4: It takes practice


As our awareness of our own actions grows, we discover new moves we can make to transform our collaborative performance. But then we need to practice those new moves so that they’ll be available to us when we really need them. One of the major reasons good collaboration remains so elusive, is also why just reading books about flying airplanes doesn’t make good pilots; why just studying about surgery doesn’t make good surgeons, and why just showing up on game day doesn’t make professional athletes. Skill requires practice. To get better at organizational collaboration, we need to do more than take workshops, read books and just show up to the meeting—we need to practice with focus and feedback, and ideally with support from a trusted coach or teacher, as well as from your “training partners” at the office.


Principle #5: Our intention matters


As my colleagues and I have seen with executives and their teams in diverse companies and cultures all over the world, people can do all the “right things” and still not collaborate well with their colleagues. As I said earlier, sometimes those “right” techniques actually make things worse, weakening trust and increasing polarization.


Although tools and techniques are essential in many situations, when we’re trying to collaborate with other human beings, they’re not enough. Nobody likes to feel “techniqued,” even if the technique is executed perfectly. We don’t like feeling as if someone is trying to control us like a machine or handle us like a trained animal to get their way.


When it comes to interacting with our fellow human beings, the intention underlying our actions matters as much or more than the specific techniques or actions we may take. For organizational collaboration, the intention to engage with curiosity, to learn together and to design a new future and make meaningful commitments to one another is the type of intention that’s needed. Otherwise, all we’re left with is empty techniques and negotiation strategies.


It goes beyond just getting our way on this immediate project or that short-term objective. It means treating each project and every objective as an opportunity to build trust and strengthen our contact with our colleagues. That’s the intention underlying Full Contact Performance. When you’re clear in this intention, then even imperfectly executed techniques can often work—because they’re not aimed at working on the other person—they’re aimed at working with the other person. When you’re not clear in this intention then—no matter how many books or articles you’ve read—your old habits will likely take over when things get rough, and those old habits are frequently aimed at getting everything you can in the short term, often at the expense of the longer-term learning, decisions and relationships that are important for sustained collaborative performance.


Although aimed at organizational managers, anyone who lives, works or collaborates with others in any setting can also apply these principles and benefit from the practices that reflect them. My clients routinely tell me how this approach has helped them to transform their relationships outside of the office—with their spouses, kids and friends—as much as inside the office.


[image: image]


Reflection & Practice – Your Collaboration Case Study


In a notebook or on a device, please follow the instructions and answer the questions below:


Recall a tough collaborative challenge you’ve faced in the past or may be facing currently.


Write down a brief description of the collaborative challenge or problem as you see it. You may include descriptions of the individuals involved, the role(s) they played/are playing in the collaborative challenge and the actions you saw/see them making.


Hang on to this description as you read on. You can think of it as the beginning of your “Full Contact Case Study,” which we’ll be referring back to, so you can practice applying what you’re learning.


If you’re having trouble recalling a challenging collaborative encounter, here’s a real example that you can use for your reflections as you continue reading…




“Care Doesn’t Care” — A real life collaborative challenge


A couple of months into the Covid pandemic, I was asked to help a leading tech company resolve a troubled collaboration between Sales leaders in the Latin American region and Customer Success leaders, mostly based the U.S.


New sales in the Latin American region had been growing exponentially for the past year and this trend was expected to continue, even amidst the pandemic. But, although new sales were looking good, it was taking too long for customers to get up to speed with the products they were purchasing and they were opening far more technical support tickets than in other regions. Those support tickets were not—according to the sales team—being resolved quickly enough or fully solving customers’ problems, which was frustrating to customers. What brought this issue to the CEO’s attention was the recognition that many of these new customers were at risk of canceling their subscriptions early or not renewing at the end of their contract period.


A cross-functional team made up of 16 or so Latin-American based sales leaders and U.S. based technical support and customer success leaders had been convened to address the issue and the team had met several times already by the time I was asked to help out. I was told that little progress had been made in these meetings and that the conversations were getting more acrimonious with each meeting.


In my first video meeting with the team, the tension and frustration were palpable. After introducing myself, I asked that we take the time to go around and hear from each person about what problem(s), in their view, the group was here to address.


Almost to a person, people expressed their frustration and impatience with the conversations thus far. After this venting they each then launched into their proposed solutions. It became clear early on that this group was all over the map—there was no clear business problem the group was focusing on. In place of a business problem, they instead focused on people problems—the Sales folks were convinced that the problem lay with the Customer Success folks, who either didn’t seem to care about the customers, or clearly lacked the competence to help the customers even if they did care (or both).


As the regional Sales team saw it, if the tech support agents would resolve customers’ issues adequately then customers would be able to get up to speed quickly and would have no issues. If the customer success team were doing their job, customers would be happy and would stay with the business and renew their subscriptions. These views were captured in the phrase, “Customer Care Doesn’t Care” which had become the rallying cry in the region.


No surprise that this mantra didn’t go over too well with the folks on the Customer Success side, who felt unfairly and incorrectly singled out as the cause of a problem that was far more multi-faceted than the Sales folks were willing to admit. In fact, as Customer Success folks viewed things, the primary issues lay at the feet of the Sales team, which frequently, according to Customer Success, sold the wrong products to customers, creating a flood of unnecessary tech support tickets and planting unrealistic expectations in customers’ minds about what the products were capable of.


This is a classic dynamic in organizations (as in so many other places): Thoughtful and committed people who have come together to solve a problem that impacts all of them find themselves locked into opposing narratives and fixating on the folks on the other side as “the problem.” And folks on both sides, feeling unfairly targeted by the other, do their best to deflect and defend themselves from the other side’s claims—which only hardens the others’ views.


On the surface, there appeared to be little appetite amongst team members for venturing out of their respective camps to find common ground. But the intensity of their emotions and the energy they were putting into their tirades told me they were desperate to break out of this stuck place and find a way forward together. They just didn’t see how. They were unable to make contact with one another, and they were all (along with the company, and even some customers) paying a price for it.


Over the next six months, the group did find a way forward together, solving many critical business problems that dramatically improved the region’s performance and set the stage for robust customer renewals and sustained growth. Just as important, folks figured out how to forge stronger relationships and renewed trust—how to make contact with those on the “other side.” This would allow them to continue to raise and address tough new problems together into the future, which is what good organizational collaboration is really all about.





How did they do this? That’s what we’ll be exploring throughout this book. Again, feel free to use this example for your “Case Study” reflections. I’ll also be returning frequently to this example, and many others, to illuminate the key principles and practices of Full Contact Performance.









Chapter 2


Managing Your Attention


I remember it very clearly—the instructor in my driver’s education class telling us that wherever we go with our eyes, the steering wheel will follow. When we turn our head to look at that billboard, our hands follow and soon the car is veering onto the shoulder. In other words, our body follows our attention. I still think about it when I’m driving and catch myself getting overly focused on things other than the road in front of me.


Several years later, on the Aikido mat, I heard the phrase “energy follows attention” and it occurred to me that this was what my driving instructor had been saying. Not only does our attention influence our movements, it influences our entire physiology as well as our thinking. What we pay attention to shapes our experience of the circumstances we encounter and of ourselves.
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