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	When a top management team gets argumentative or political, it is tempting for the CEO or other executives to cut off debate by simply making the decision. Sometimes, stopping the discussion short is necessary. But when the source of the conflict is mistrust among group members, a unilateral decision can be a costly mistake.

We interviewed 100 CEOs of multisite-hotel companies about the level of trust within their top management teams and about the teams’ most important recent strategic decisions. We asked how strongly the CEOs felt their teams endorsed the final decisions and how smoothly the implementation ran. We then sent surveys to the members of these top management teams and asked them the same questions. We ended up with information on 78 strategic decisions, each described by an average of five executives.

The first finding came as no surprise: Teams whose members mistrust one another are less effective at implementing their strategic decisions. That lack of trust, we found, manifests itself in two ways—one, mistrustful groups are less effective at collaborating and, two, they endorse their strategic decisions less strongly, which affects implementation.

We then grouped the decisions into those made by full consensus and those where one or more members reported that the decision was made by the CEO or by a subgroup of executives. Our analysis showed that group mistrust damaged implementation only half as much when the decision was made by consensus than when it was imposed by the CEO or a subgroup. What’s more, these executives often did not even realize they were imposing their decisions.

It turns out that the critical factor here is buy-in. When a group operates with a low level of trust and a decision is forced on members, they rebel. And the rebellion shows up as weak endorsement of the decision, which in turn gums up implementation. If trust is high, then imposing a decision does not cause this problem.

So, when the top management team operates with a low level of trust, or is political in its operation, it’s wise to try hard for consensus, even where it seems elusive.

If, as a CEO, you read this recommendation and think it doesn’t apply to your top management team, think again. To our surprise and theirs, the vast majority of CEOs in our study couldn’t accurately describe the level of trust among their fellow team members. It’s as if they were describing a different team and did not realize it.
	


