WHAT IS TRIBAL LEADERSHIP? AN
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
How do leaders change their corporate culture? Like the old joke about eating an elephant, the
answer is one bite at a time. The book, Tribal Leadership: Leveraging Natural Groups to Build a
Thriving Organization, is the result of a 10 year study of over 24,000 people. Authors Dave Logan,
John King, and Halee Fischer-Wright guide leaders how to recognize their culture and what steps
they can take to nudge their culture to higher performance, bit by bit.
TEDex talk: https://www.ted.com/talks/david_logan_on_tribal_leadership?language=en
Twenty plus years ago, the authors recognized “strategies failed 70 percent of the time.” (p 211)
In their inquiry to why this occurred, they discovered Peter Duckers’ statement that “culture eats
strategy for breakfast” was true.
Their research affirmed that just as birds flock and fish school, people tribe. A tribe is a naturally
forming group of between 20-150 people. If you are a small company, this can be a single tribe.
For large organizations, there can be many tribes. They can be departments or cross over. For
example, it is easy to spot the culture difference between sales and engineering. Tribes operate at
different cultural stages, which can positively or negatively impact your results as an
organization. A high performing tribe can be eight to ten times more productive.
Author Edgar H. Schein, MIT’s sage of organizational culture, says changing a culture is about,
“observation, inquiry, and leverage. This means observing the ways in which an organization’s
employees act; deducing (or inquiring about) the ways they think; and putting in place small
behavioral changes that lead them, bit by bit, to think about things differently.” (Strategy +
Business, Feb 2011)
What the book Tribal Leadership does, is map, for the first time, five stages of corporate culture
and the unique leverage points to nudge a group forward. Each time people speak, their words
exhibit the characteristics of one of five tribal stages. The authors grouped the stages based on
the language used and the structure of the relationships. The five cultures are:
Stage One: Criminal clusters, such as gangs and prisons, where the language is “life sucks,” and
people act out in despairingly hostile ways. Life is so unfair for this segment that anything is
permissible. Fortunately, we don’t have to deal with this much in the work place. It is only 2
percent of the total population, while 40 percent in prisons.
Stage Two: The language used here is “my life sucks.” This group makes up 25 percent of
workplace tribes and exhibits the behavior of apathetic victims. This is an upgrade from Stage
One because even though their life sucks, they see others around them whose life is working.
They may have conversations of, “if only I had a college degree,” or “if only I could afford a car,”
then my life would work. If you think of the TV show, The Office, this is the culture of the staff.
They do the minimum amount of work to get by and don’t show initiative.

Stage Three: This is dominant culture in almost half of U.S. workplace tribes, where the language
is “I’m great” and they are thinking, “and you’re not.” In The Office, this is the character played by
Steve Carrell. Stage Three people are competitive and work to show everyone that they are
smarter and better than anyone else. This personally competitive cultural stage produces limited
innovation and almost no collaboration.
Stage Four: Representing 22 percent of tribal cultures, where the language is “we’re great.” Stage
four is the zone of Tribal Leadership where productivity improves substantially, three to ten
times more than at Stage Three. Teams are the norm and genuine stable partnership is the
structure. At this stage, people feel more alive and have more fun. Zappos is a company at Stage
Four.
Stage Five: This is the culture of 2 percent of workforce tribes and the language is “life is great.”
Here, people focus on realizing potential by making history. Teams at Stage Five have produced
remarkable innovations, leading their industries and the economy.
Stage

Mood

Theme

1

“Life sucks”

2
3

Despairing
Hostility
Apathetic victim
Lone Warrior

4

Tribal Pride

5

Innocent
wonderment

“My Life sucks”
“I’m great (and you
are not)”
“We’re great ( and
they’re not)”
“Life is great”

Sampling of words that came in close
proximity to other words
Life, sucks, f***, break, can’t, cut, whatever
Boss, life, try, can’t, give up, quit, sucks
I, me, my, job, did, do, have, went
We, our, team, to, them, have, did it,
commit, value

Stage Five outperforms Four, which accomplishes more than Three, which gets more done than
Two, which is more effective than One. A medium to large tribe (50 to 150 people) usually has
several cultural stages operating at the same time.
Once Tribal Leaders identify which cultures exist in their tribe, they can use specific leverage
points to upgrade the culture. But first, they have to move themselves to Stage Four by shifting
the way that they work and the structure of the relationships around them. It can’t work from a
“do as I say, not as I do” behavior. Tribal Leaders have to “walk the talk” and authentically act
differently. Specifically, at Stage Four leaders know and act from their “core values.” A core value
is “a principle without which life wouldn’t be worth living.”
As a Tribal Leader, you can change the culture of your organization bit by bit – and make it run
faster, better and more effectively. The result you will achieve will be greater strategic success,
less stress and more fun!
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Productifity of performance at each stage?

What Is Tribal Leadership?
Tribal Leadership focuses on language and behavior within a culture. It does not
seek to address cognitions, beliefs, attitudes, or other factors we cannot directly
observe.
Each cultural stage has its own way of speaking, types of behavior, and structures of
relationships. Tribal Leaders do two things:
• listen for which cultures exist in their tribes and;
• upgrade those tribes using specific leverage points.

TO LISTEN FOR WHICH CULTURES EXIST IN THEIR TRIBES, TRIBAL
LEADERS MUST KNOW THE FOLLOWING
Summary of Stage One
• The person at Stage One is alienated from others, expressing the view that
“life sucks.”
• When people at this stage cluster together, their behavior expresses
despairing hostility, such as in a gang.
Summary of Stage Two
•

•

The person at Stage Two is separate from others, although unlike Stage One,
Stage Two people are surrounded by people who seem to have some power
that they lack. As a result, their language expresses “my life sucks.” Unlike
Stage One, a person at Stage Two communicates the view that others’ lives
seem to be working.
When people at this stage cluster together, their behavior is characteristic of
being apathetic victims.
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Summary of Stage Three
•

•

The person at Stage Three is connected to others in a series of dyadic (twoperson) relationships. The language of this stage expresses “I’m great,” and
in the background—unstated—is “and you’re not.”
When people at Stage Three cluster together, they attempt to outperform one
another (on an individual basis) and put one another down. Although this is
often done under the veil of humor, the effect is the same: each is striving for
dominance. Individuals’ behavior expresses a “lone warrior” ethos, and
collectively, the culture becomes the “wild, wild west.”

Summary of Stage Four
• The person forms structures called triads, in which they build values-based
relationships between others. At the same time, the words of Stage Four
people are centered on “we’re great” and, in the background, “and they’re
not.” The “they” is another tribe—in the same company or in another.
• When people at Stage Four cluster together, they radiate tribal pride.
Summary of Stage Five
•

•

A person at Stage Five expresses “life is great.” Five shares the same
characteristics of Four, except that there is no “they.” As a result, these
people form ever-growing networks with anyone whose values resonate
with their own. The only Stage Five cultures we have observed (in corporate
settings) exist as long as a history-making project lasts or as long as the tribe
is so far ahead of its competitors that they are irrelevant.
Once the situation changes, the culture regresses to Stage Four, where it can
move forward once a new opportunity arises or is engineered. The behavior
of Stage Five expresses innocent wonderment.

FIGURE 1: SUMMARY OF TRIBAL LEADERSHIP LANGUAGE AND
STRUCTURES. NOTE THAT THE PERSON IN QUESTION IS THE CIRCLE ON
THE RIGHT COLUMN—GOING FROM ALIENATED AT STAGE ONE TO PART
OF AN EVER-GROWING NETWORK AT STAGE FIVE.
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LEVERAGE POINTS AND SUCCESS INDICATORS TO UPGRADE TRIBAL
CULTURE
For a Person at Stage One
•

•

•

If the person is willing to move forward, encourage him to go where the
action is. This means having lunch with coworkers, attending social
functions, and going to meetings.
Furthermore, encourage him to notice ways in which life itself works. For
example, a person can notice that your life is pretty good, so it’s possible that
his may improve.
Encourage him to cut ties with people who share the “life sucks” language.

SUCCESS INDICATORS
•

•

•

He will use “my life sucks” language, as opposed to “life sucks.” In other
words, his concern has shifted from a generalized gripe to a specific set of
reasons why his life doesn’t function as it should. In particular, he will
compare himself to others’ abilities, social advantages, and, most of all,
interpersonal connections.
He will exhibit the passive apathy of Stage Two, as opposed to the despairing
hostility of Stage One. This shift may appear as a setback to people who aren’t
familiar with Tribal Leadership; in fact, it is a major step forward.
He will cut his social ties to people who are in Stage One.

For a Person at Stage Two
•
•
•
•

•

Encourage her to make a friend. Then another friend. Then another friend. In
other words, encourage her to establish dyadic (two-person) relationships.
Encourage her to establish relationships with people who are at late Stage
Three. Such individuals can be identified by their eagerness to
mentor others into becoming mini-versions of themselves. (However, the
same individuals will not tolerate another’s becoming greater than they are.)
In one-on-one sessions, show her how her work does make an impact. In
particular, show her areas where she is competent and where her strengths
are. In the same meeting, point out abilities she has that she has not yet
developed, but be careful to make the tone of these discussions positive.
Assign her projects that she can do well in a short time. These assignments
should not require excessive follow-up or nagging, as this behavior may
reinforce her “my life sucks” language.

SUCCESS INDICATORS
•

She will use “I’m great” language, as opposed to “my life sucks.” She may
name-drop, point to her own accomplishments, and brag. Many of her
sentences will start with “I.”

•

She will exhibit the lone warrior spirit of Stage Three, often comparing
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herself with her coworkers and using disparaging language like “What’s
wrong with them?” and “If they tried, they’d succeed.”
For a Person at Stage Three
• Encourage him to form triads (three-person relationships). In particular, he
should introduce his contacts to one another by pointing to
o shared or resonant core values,
o overlapping self-interest, and
o a specific opportunity where each can contribute to the work of the
other. For example: “I’ve been wanting to introduce you for a long
time. You both share a love of the arts and are focused on integrity,
and you’re aboveboard people. You’re both working on marketing
plans, and I thought you may want to compare notes because you’re
using different approaches. Also, Jack here is an expert on market
segmentation, and Kathy is a master of promotion plans, so I thought
you each might be able to save the other time.”
• Encourage him to work on projects that are bigger than anything he can do
alone. In short, assign him work that requires partnership. Point out that his
success has come through his own efforts, but that the next level of success is
going to require a totally different style. In other words, show him that
what’s brought him to this point will not be enough to move him forward.
• Describe role models (ideally in the company) that are exhibiting Stage Four
behavior. You’ll know these individuals by (1) their focus on “we,” (2) the
number of triads in their networks, and (3) the success that comes from
groups.
• When the person complains that he doesn’t have time and that others aren’t
as good (the two chief gripes at Stage Three), show that he has crafted his
work life so that no one can really contribute to him.
• Tell stories about the time you made the transition from Stage Three to Stage
Four.
• Coach him that real power comes not from knowledge but from networks,
and that there is more leverage in wisdom than in information. Compliment
his successes—and they are likely numerous—and convey that you’re on his
side. Also help him to notice that his goals require getting more done than he
is able to do alone, no matter how smart and talented he is.
• Encourage him to manage using transparency, as much as is possible under
corporate policy. Coach him to not follow the Stage Three tendency to tell
them only what they need to know. Rather, encourage him to
overcommunicate.
SUCCESS INDICATORS
•
•
•

He will substitute “I” language for “we.” When people ask about the secret of
his success, he will point to his team, not to himself. He will actively form
triads, and his network will expand from a few dozen to several hundred.
He will work less, and yet get more done.
His complaints about “there’s not enough time” and “no one is as good” will
cease. The results for which he is accountable will increase by at least 30
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•

percent.
He will communicate with transparency. He will communicate more
information, and more often.

For a Person at Stage Four
•

Stabilize her at Stage Four by ensuring that her triads are based on values,
advantages, and opportunity.

•

Encourage her to use the strategy process in Chapter 11 with her team. In
particular, encourage her to run sessions that explore the team’s core values,
its sense of a noble cause, outcomes that would inspire the team, its assets,
and then its behaviors (who would do what). In short, encourage her to pick
projects that are more of a stretch and that accomplish bigger and bigger
results, by working more in partnership with other people.
Once she is fully stable at Stage Four (which you can measure by her use of
“we’re great” language and her networked triads of relationships), encourage
her team to take advantage of market conditions to make history.
If the market doesn’t offer the right conditions, engineer an opportunity.
Recruit others to the tribe who share the values of the group’s strategy.
When the team hits difficulties, point people to others for solutions.
Encourage her to not solve problems, as doing so is consistent with “I’m great
(and you’re not).”
Perform regular “oil changes” with the team. In this process, she should lead
a discussion about
o what is working well,
o what is not working well, and
o what the team can do make the things that are not working well, work.

•

•
•

•

SUCCESS INDICATORS
•
•

•

She will use “life is great” language rather than “we’re great (and they’re
not).”
She will seek out ever more challenging projects, and her network will
include an almost stunning amount of diversity—but mostly people who, like
her, have owned and then left Stage Three.
She will make decisions about how to spend her time based on the tribe’s
core values and noble cause. She will appear to be an embodiment of the
tribe’s strategy, especially its values.
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GOAL OF TRIBAL LEADERSHIP
•
•
•

•

Tribal Leaders upgrade as many people—and clusters of people—as are
willing and able to move forward to Stage Four, the zone of tribal pride.
Figure 2 shows an actual corporate tribe before a Tribal Leader began using
the leverage points.
Figure 3 shows the same tribe nine months later. All key measures of
effectiveness jumped, most by 30 percent—a typical outcome. Measures of
engagement, job satisfaction, and expectations of future success also
increased. The tribe also took advantages of opportunities that made history
in its industry, forming a temporary Stage Five culture.
While Tribal Leaders do their work for the good of the group, not for
themselves, they are rewarded with loyalty, hard work, innovation, and
collaboration. The tribe gets work of higher quality done in less time. The
person is often seen as a candidate for top organizational jobs or for
positions in government.

