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Forging Your Team Stages 

Step 1: Heat the Metal – Elevating Standards 

The foundation of any exceptional team begins with a culture where change isn't just 

encouraged; it's inevitable. A fundamental truth: people instinctively resist change. To counter 

this, leaders must "heat the metal" by setting standards so compellingly high that complacency 

becomes intolerable. 

Key Actions: 

● Establish clear, non-negotiable standards for behavior and performance. 

● Embody these standards consistently. Leadership is demonstrated through action, not 

just words. 

● Communicate the purpose behind the standards, connecting individual effort to a larger 

mission. 

Key Takeaway: True leadership requires resilience. Expect resistance, especially during the 

"you suck" phase. Where efforts to elevate expectations may be met with skepticism or 

negativity. Those who persist reach a breakthrough where team behaviors naturally align with 

higher standards. 

 

Step 2: Shape the Metal – Molding Behaviors 

Once the team is primed for transformation, the next step is refining behaviors. Like a 

blacksmith shaping molten metal, leaders must guide individuals deliberately, ensuring each 

adjustment moves the team closer to its shared vision. 

Key Actions: 

● Implement behavior changes through incremental, manageable steps. 

● Exercise patience and precision. Deep, lasting change takes time. 

● Balance immediate performance demands with the long-term objective of building a 

cohesive, high-functioning team. 

Key Takeaway: Avoid drastic, sweeping changes that can disrupt morale. Instead, focus on 

steady, consistent shaping, ensuring alignment with the vision while preserving team trust and 

engagement. 

 

Step 3: Cool the Metal – Solidifying Change 

Shaping behavior is only part of the equation. Without reinforcement, change is temporary. The  
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“cooling phase" ensures that new behaviors become ingrained in the team’s culture, creating 

lasting impact. 

Key Actions: 

● Reinforce changes through a strong, value-driven team culture. 

● Develop accountability systems that sustain high standards. 

● Collaborate across teams and leadership levels to maintain consistency. 

Key Takeaway: Change dissolves in a weak culture. Leaders must work alongside their peers 

to establish a unified environment where elevated standards are not just enforced but 

embraced. 

 

Step 4: Polish the Tool – Continuous Refinement 

Great leadership doesn’t end when a team reaches high performance. Just as a finely crafted 

tool requires ongoing maintenance, a team must be continually refined to adapt to new 

challenges and evolving dynamics. 

Key Actions: 

● Regularly assess and adjust team behaviors to align with changing needs. 

● Provide continuous mentorship and support to reinforce growth. 

● Accept that leadership is not a destination—it’s an ongoing commitment. 

Key Takeaway: Building a high-performing team is an ever-evolving process. Leaders must 

remain adaptable, ensuring their team not only maintains excellence but continues to push 

beyond it. 

 

The Core of Leadership: Relationships Over Rank 

A vital truth emerges from these insights: leadership isn’t about authority, policies, or rigid 

structures; it’s about relationships. There is a clear distinction between management and 

leadership. Real influence stems from connection, not command. 

"You don’t lead with your rank. You lead with your ability to connect with and inspire others." For 

fire service leaders, this means fostering trust, empathy, a shared consciousness and mutual 

purpose to create teams that function like a family. 

You can’t lead a team you don’t have. Forge your team first, then serve them. 


