When Elite Leaders Drop Their Guard

How a Global Investment Bank Used Experiential
Facilitation to Turn Values into Action
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Executive Summary

Bringing together more than 100 Managing Directors from across the globe is no small
feat—especially in a high-stakes, high-performance investment banking environment.
When this top-tier international firm convened its senior leadership, they made a
deliberate choice:

skip the slides, avoid the platitudes, and create an experience that mattered.

They wanted something engaging and fun—~but not superficial. The objective was
to strengthen cohesion across offices and functions while directly connecting the
experience to the firm's deeply held values and business results.

To achieve this, they turned to Operation Explore.

The Business Challenge

This global investment banking firm operates across continents, cultures, and time
zones. While highly successful, leadership recognized a familiar risk:

o Strong individual performers

« Deep expertise within offices

« Limited cross-office collaboration

« Values that were articulated—Dbut not always activated

With more than 100 Managing Directors gathered for an international meeting, the
firm saw a rare opportunity. They needed a half-day experience that would:

e Break down silos across geography and function
« Build trust and cohesion quickly
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« Reinforce firm-wide values in a tangible way
« Engage a group known for being intellectually sharp, skeptical, and results-
driven

This audience did not need motivation.
They needed insight.

The Operation Explore Approach

Operation Explore designed a custom-tailored Organizational Odyssey™, an
experiential facilitation model built to mirror real organizational dynamics—fast.

Rather than relying on discussion alone, the Odyssey immersed participants in a series
of increasingly complex challenges that required collaboration, decision-making, and
adaptability under pressure.
What Made the Experience Different

o Activities were explicitly linked to the firm's core values

e Challenges revealed leadership behaviors in real time

e The room became a living microcosm of the organization itself

« Insight emerged naturally—without lectures or defensiveness

From the first activity, the ice was broken. Titles faded. Patterns surfaced.

Participants quickly saw how individual behavior affected team outcomes—and how
leadership habits shaped organizational tendencies.

Bringing Values to Life

One of the firm's stated values was “"One Firm, One Firm Mentality."

The expectation: when resources or expertise are needed, leaders should reach
beyond their local office and leverage the global firm.

During the Odyssey, this value was tested—not in theory, but in action.

As teams worked through challenges, familiar patterns emerged:
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« Offices operating independently
o Hesitation to ask for help
« Missed opportunities for collaboration

The power of the experience was not in pointing this out, but in allowing leaders to see
it for themselves.

The activities created a safe yet unmistakable mirror, enabling Managing Directors to
openly discuss:

o Where the firm truly lives its values

« Where behaviors quietly undermine them
« What must change to operate as one global enterprise

Results & Impact
The impact was immediate—and lasting.

Leadership & Culture Outcomes

« Stronger relationships across offices and regions

« Arenewed sense of shared identity and purpose

« Open, energetic dialogue among senior leaders

e A collective realization that the firm was not fully living its stated values

One Senior Managing Director summed it up best:

“The learning was so powerful, it was like being whacked on the side of the head with a
2x4."

Momentum Beyond the Room

« Conversations continued for days after the session

o The experience became the model for future leadership meetings

o The firm rolled out Organizational Odyssey sessions across the United States
and England

« Plans were made to cascade the experience to the next level of leadership

Despite initial skepticism, feedback was overwhelmingly positive—even for a group
described internally as:
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"Eqotistical, extremely sharp, and cynical.”

Why It Worked

The success of the Organizational Odyssey lay in its design:

« Experiential, not theoretical

o Business-relevant, not abstract

« Engaging without being gimmicky
 Insight-driven rather than forced

By creating a shared experience that reflected real organizational behavior, Operation
Explore enabled leaders to confront hard truths—together.

Conclusion

For this global investment banking firm, the Organizational Odyssey was more than a
team-building event. It was a leadership awakening.

In just half a day, senior leaders:
« Built genuine cohesion
« Surfaced unspoken dynamics
e Reconnected with their values
o Recommitted to operating as one firm

The experience proved that when facilitation is done well, it doesn't just engage—
it changes how leaders think, act, and work together.
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