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Tribal 
Leadership

LEADERSHIP  CONNECT ION

2012 was a rather tough year for me. I endured a 
full on, face-plant-in-the-mud divorce which left me nearly 
homeless. But there is a silver lining here, for amid this 
turmoil came a book from a friend that provided me with 
a greater understanding of myself as well as the dynamics 
of others: Tribal Leadership: Leveraging Natural Groups 
to Build a Thriving Organization, by Dave Logan, John 
King and Halee Fischer-Wright. The book’s impact on my 
thinking: Priceless! 

T R I BA L  C U LT U R E S  A N D L E A D E R S H I P

Human nature suggests that people are naturally inclined 
to form tribes. And it’s these very collectives that are the 
building blocks for leaders to develop, become great, and 
leave a lasting legacy. Savvy leaders surrender themselves 
to the tribe in a quest to transcend what they could be-
come individually. They assemble great tribes and foster a 
tribal culture that exudes greatness. In fact, people clamor 
to work with leaders that encourage this type of environ-
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contextual look at my interactions with others on a daily 
basis. The theme that kept resonating with me reflected an 
often-heard phrase that my mother used during my forma-
tive years:

“Birds of a feather flock together.”

Here, I was reminded of the importance of carefully ex-
amining who’s a part of my “tribe”—whether it be friends, 
colleagues, or even mates, for one’s success in life is largely 
predicated on who we regularly associate with. The same 
holds true for you as a leader within your organization, 
because employees that are considered “bad apples” can 
quickly spoil the rest of the bunch.

In the remainder of this article I’ll offer a few leadership in-
sights that I derived from the five stages of employee tribal 
development outlined in the book. I’ll weave in a few of 
my own stories from the HR world to give you a practical 
understanding of how this may apply to your foodservice 
leadership efforts.

T H E  S TAG E S

Stage 1: Life Sucks

The predominant characteristic defining this workplace 
culture is unfairness. Here, team members feel a sense 
of hostility associated with being collectively trapped in a 
cycle of endless despair. Often this is associated with fac-
tors they deem out of their control—such as management 
edicts, low pay and benefits, and dissatisfaction with the 
overall working conditions and environment.
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ment, often with a willingness to make personal sacrifices 
to be part of such a positive cause.

T R I BA L  E VO LU TI O N

Akin to Elizabeth Kubler-Ross’s treatise on death and 
dying, this book on tribal leadership offers a series of evo-
lutionary stages—in this case focused on the dynamics of 
tribal thinking. Personally, I found it to be a healing elixir 
for the painful transition I was experiencing. It offered a Continued on page 16
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Continued from page 15

Back in 2009, I consulted for a healthcare nonprofit that 
reflected this very milieu. Whenever you walked into one 
of their facilities you immediately felt enveloped by a dark 
cloud of angst and despair. In an attempt to respond to 
their perceived lack of control, staff acted out in myriad 
unhealthy ways through theft, negativity, and absenteeism. 
The weight of this cloud created a nearly impossible set of 
circumstances for the newly-installed leadership in forging 
a more purposeful vision and direction for the organiza-
tion. To this day, this nonprofit stumbles along on life sup-
port, struggling to reclaim the identity that once allowed it 
high repute in the community it serves.

Stage 2: My Life Sucks

This stage represents a more individualized version of 
stage 1. Staff members display apathy, victimhood, and 
antagonistic tendencies towards one another. There is no 
urgency or self accountability in terms of the work duties 
at hand. Individual employees feel shackled to their work 
and personal circumstances. The mantra here is “do the 
minimum to get by, stay disconnected and disengaged, 
and display little passion or initiative because no amount 
of effort will change my personal circumstances.”

In your leadership efforts over the years, my guess is you 
have encountered an employee or two who displayed 
one or more of these characteristics. I experienced this 
first-hand working with a publishing company where two 
key employees each felt slighted and unacknowledged by 
the organization. They also were embroiled in constant 
squabbles, undoubtedly due to the internal junk that 
each harbored individually. Despite constant clashes, they 
somehow found common ground and friendship through 
their respective experiences of victimization.

A key point to keep in mind at this juncture is that a team 
must evolve to the next two stages before you, as a leader, 
can create any meaningful traction.

Stage 3: I’m Great and You’re Not

This stage symbolized the dominant culture in 49 percent 
of the workplaces that the authors studied. The theme 
here could be best characterized as “winning at all costs.” 
As a foodservice leader you may have encountered key 
staff who display a lone warrior mindset of “I’m better than 
everyone else.” These are your complainers; they have 
been continually disappointed by what they see as a lack of 
ambition, skills, and smarts on the part of their other team 
members.

An example of this tribal stage was the NBA basketball’s 
Chicago Bulls in the mid eighties when Phil Jackson took 
the helm as head coach. He had a rising star by the name 
of Michael Jordan who, while leading the league in scoring 
at an average of 37 points per game, took it upon himself 
to carry the whole load. His rationale at the time was that 
his teammates of lesser abilities wouldn’t know what to do 
with the ball if he shared it with them. Bulls’ opponents 
recognizing this would allow Michael to score points at 
will knowing that he would eventually burn himself out 
and run out of gas. His coach, Phil Jackson, in assessing 
the counterproductive nature of Michael’s philosophy, 
encouraged the superstar to share the ball liberally in what 
became known as the “triangle offense.” The result of this 
was several world championships and a historic dynasty 
for this Bulls team.
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Stage 5: Life is Great

This fifth and final stage, life is great, is in many ways 
the culmination of the previous four. Here the stage is 
set for pursuing historic precedence, a legacy where the 
tribal culture is recognized as first-class. The predominant 
theme for this reflects a noble cause, lack of fear, rhythm, 
and flow. Few teams make it to this point, with Apple—un-
der the leadership of Steve Jobs—being one of this stage’s 
most notable examples.

F I N A L  O B S E RVATI O N S

Can you see how these stages might apply to your team? 
As in my case, maybe they are in some way aligned to your 
life journey on a personal level. In the end, keep in mind 
that tribal thinking exacts a major influence in terms of 
the success or failure of your foodservice operations. The 
good news is that you, as a leader, are pivotal to the even-
tual outcome and long-term sustainable success ensuing 
from your efforts. E

Stage 4: We’re Great

Sorry for all of the sports analogies, but here is one that I 
think is instructive relative to this fourth stage. I happen to 
be a proud graduate of The Ohio State University and our 
team won the national championship in football this past 
season. Led by coach Urban Meyer, the Buckeyes over-
came major odds to pull off a series of upsets in dominant 
fashion. This success can largely be attributed to the team’s 
“one for all, all for one, us against the world” mentality. 
Despite being underdogs, they displayed a confidence and 
collective pride on the field—tied to a shared mission and 
set of values on their quest to the championship. And all 
with a third-string quarterback at the helm.

As a foodservice leader building a team, your focus should 
be directed towards building an air-tight esprit de corps 
among your troops where each person has each other’s 
back. This occurs through the cultivation of a mission, set 
of values and vision that everyone can buy into. For it’s 
when everyone is on the same piece of sheet music that 
the productive potential of your foodservice team can be 
realized.

A s a foodservice leader 
building a team, your focus 
should be directed towards 
building an air-tight esprit 
de corps among your troops 
where each person has each 
other’s back.
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