


Praise	for	Build	Better	Teams
“Build	Better	Teams	is	an	insightful	book	offering	leaders	a	compelling	and
practical	team	building	‘code’	to	optimize	team	performance.	Starting	with	a
riveting	extreme	case	study	of	a	team	that	hiked	the	entire	Amazon,	the	book
is	refreshingly	grounded	in	the	academic	research	on	what	makes	teams
effective.	The	book	illuminates	the	challenging	relational	work	that	drives
great	teamwork	and	provides	a	well-constructed	way	forward	through	this
complexity.”

—PROFESSOR	AMY	C.	EDMONDSON,	Harvard	Business	School,	and	author	of	The	Fearless
Organization:	Creating	Psychological	Safety	in	the	Workplace	for	Learning,	Innovation,	and	Growth

“As	a	fast-growing	SME	scaling	organically	over	the	past	few	years,	I	found
myself	reaching	out	to	George	and	his	team	to	better	understand	how	to
grow,	gel,	and	retain	my	growing	and	diverse	team.	The	code	he	gave	us,
with	a	simple	method	and	the	clear	scientific	base,	immediately	made	sense.
We	soon	found	we	were	able	to	galvanize	our	team	and	even	improve	our
recruitment	model.	The	results	are	clear:	under	lockdown,	we	increased	our
team	by	30	percent,	doubled	sales,	and	won	a	Queens	Award	for	Enterprise.
Implementing	the	code	in	this	book	has	had	a	significant	impact	on	this
positive	growth.”

—ADRIAN	THOMPSON,	CEO	and	Founder,	image	HOLDERS	Ltd

“In	an	age	where	the	solving	of	vital	problems	depends	more	than	ever	on
teams	of	teams,	we	have	in	this	a	serious	book	that	brings	the	field	of	group
dynamics	into	the	present.	Not	only	does	the	book	review	other	models	of
teamwork,	but	it	builds	effectively	on	them	to	provide	a	model	that	is	ready
to	deal	with	the	ever-growing	complexity	that	organizations	will	face.
Adaptive	behavior	will	not	come	through	great	individual	heroes	but	though
effectively	managed	fluid	systems	of	teams.	This	book	is	an	important
addition	to	the	group	dynamics	literature.”

—EDGAR	H.	SCHEIN,	Professor	Emeritus	MIT	Sloan	School	of	Management,	and	coauthor	with	Peter
Schein	of	Organizational	Culture	and	Leadership,	5th	Ed.	(2017),	Humble	Leadership	(2018),	and
Humble	Inquiry,	Revised	Ed.	(2021)



“Build	Better	Teams	is	a	hugely	refreshing	and	inspirational	addition	to	the
practice	of	team-building,	being	strongly	grounded	in	academic	research,
accessible,	and	fun.	My	personal	engagement	with	the	Code	was	seriously
transformational,	enabling	me	to	mainstream	the	values	that	mattered	to
me	and	my	team,	and	to	capture	and	promote	the	diversity,	the	individual
egos,	and	talents	and	create	a	thriving,	single-acting	team	for	which
anything	seemed	possible.	This	complex	and	turbulent	20-first	century	is	an
age	for	inclusion	and	collaboration,	and	this	new	work	is	a	powerful	tool.	I
recommend	it	to	all	teams	and	team-builders.	It’s	a	book	that	will	remain	on
my	desk,	not	on	my	bookshelf!”

—PROFESSOR	MIKE	HARDY	MBE,	Chair	of	the	International	Leadership	Association	and	a	visiting
scholar	at	Yale	University’s	International	Leadership	Center

“I	absolutely	loved	reading	Build	Better	Teams.	It	all	made	perfect	sense	to
me	as	George	Karseras	and	I	have	been	very	successfully	using	the	code
described	in	the	book	for	a	long	time	now.	Karseras	rightfully	emphasizes	in
his	book	the	importance	of	understanding	shared	goals	and	the	importance
of	sub-teaming.	In	starting	here	with	Get	Set	rather	than	initially	focusing	on
the	relationship	stuff,	he	really	does	set	up	teams	to	succeed	from	the	word
‘go.’	The	speed	of	technology	transformation	and	change	now	means	we
simply	have	to	work	more	autonomously	in	sub-units,	and	the	emphasis
and	help	Get	Better	Teams	provides	here	is	notable.	I	recommend	his	book
wholeheartedly.”

—JACKIE	LEIPER,	MD	of	Pensions,	Stockbroking	and	Distribution,	
Scottish	Widows	(Lloyds	Banking	Group	plc	FTSE	100)

“Build	Better	Teams	is	an	incredibly	helpful	book	for	leaders	of	small
businesses	who,	like	us,	want	their	teams	to	win	against	the	competition.
The	book	provides	an	uncomplicated,	entertaining,	step	by	step	approach	to
building	the	high-performing	team.	We	know	first-hand	the	code	George
provides	really	does	work,	and	so	we	heartily	recommend	this	book	as	a
must-read	for	any	ambitious	small	business	owner.”

—WILL	LEWIS	AND	DOM	HORRIDGE,	Directors	of	Obi	Property	Agency,	
Niche	Agency	Team	of	the	Year	Property	Awards	2019



“I’ve	used	‘the	code’	within	Build	Better	Teams	with	my	teams	and	can
confirm	this	highly	readable	book	does	exactly	what	it	says	on	the	tin—it
helps	build	better	teams	to	generate	impressive	commercial	success.	Build
Better	Teams	offers	a	simple	and	effective	way	to	avoid	so	many	of	the	bear
traps	that	executive	level	teams	can	fall	into.	I	heartily	recommend	it	to	any
leader	of	any	team.”

—ADRIAN	GRACE,	former	CEO	AEGON	UK	(AEGON	NV	Fortune	500)

“There	are	over	5.2	million	research	papers	looking	at	every	aspect	of	team
performance,	leadership/management,	and	development.	Sadly,	many
people	don’t	know	what	this	invaluable	research	evidence	says,	all	too	often
falling	back	on	‘gut’	feel,	opinion,	and	consultants	who	engage	in	‘creative’
hyperbole.	What	sets	Build	Better	Teams	apart	is	that	it	pulls	together	some
of	the	most	recent	research	evidence	and	presents	it	in	an	easy-to-digest,
practical,	and	knowledgeable	way.	This	book	will	help	anyone	who	wants	to
use	a	more	intelligent	and	evidence-based	approach	to	developing	better
teams.”

—DR.	DAVID	WILKINSON,	Editor-in-Chief,	The	Oxford	Review

“As	a	coach,	George	is	engaging,	insightful,	honest,	eloquent,	driven,	and
motivational.	All	these	qualities	come	across	in	this	gripping	quest	for	a
simple,	memorable,	and	actionable	code	to	give	a	team	the	greatest	chances
for	success.”

—ROGER	GRAY,	former	CEO,	USS	Investment	Management;	CEO,	UBS	Asset	Management
Switzerland,	CIO	Rothschild	Asset	Management

“In	his	book,	Build	Better	Teams,	George	Karseras	has	impressively	taken	the
dark	art	of	building	teams	and	simplified	it	into	a	proven	scientific	code.
Having	successfully	worked	with	George	for	a	number	of	years	now,	I	can
readily	vouch	for	the	order	in	which	he	builds	teams,	and	especially	the
importance	of	Getting	the	team	Set	and	building	swift	trust	as	the	starting
point.	This	book	really	is	must-read	leadership	text	for	any	actual	or	aspiring
leader.”

—MARK	TILL,	CEO	and	Executive	Vice	President,	Unum	International	
(Unum	Group	Fortune	500)



“It’s	rare	to	see	an	effective	blend	of	hard	scientific	data	and	pragmatic
relevance	for	leaders	on	the	ground.	Build	Better	Teams	pulls	off	this
impressive	feat	and	provides	a	scientifically	validated,	data-driven	team
development	plan	that	any	leader	can	easily	adapt	to	their	needs.	I’ll	be
encouraging	my	clients	to	get	a	copy	of	this	groundbreaking	book.	If	you
care	about	the	effectiveness	of	your	team,	you	should	get	a	copy	of	the	book
for	yourself	and	for	other	leaders	in	your	organization.”

—DR.	GLEB	TSIPURSKY,	author	of	the	bestsellers	Never	Go	with	Your	Gut:	How	Pioneering	Leaders
Make	the	Best	Decisions	and	Avoid	Business	Disasters	(Career	Press,	2019)	and	The	Blindspots
Between	Us:	How	to	Overcome	Unconscious	Cognitive	Bias	and	Build	Better	Relationships	(New
Harbinger,	2020)

“George	Karseras	accurately	identifies	the	key	challenges	faced	by	modern
leaders	in	the	new	digital	world	and	relates	his	methodology	expertly	to
relevant	anecdotes.	This	whole	subject—made	even	more	complex	by	the
global	COVID-19	pandemic	with	virtual	meetings	and	the	lack	of	face-to-
face	engagement—has	exacerbated	these	challenges,	put	pressure	on
relationships	like	nothing	else,	and	magnified	the	complexities	associated
with	this	form	of	leadership.	Leading	successful	teams	in	this	landscape
requires	an	approach	with	clear	methodology.	In	his	book,	Build	Better
Teams,	Karseras	proposes	a	novel	approach	which	is	logical,	clear,	and	well-
articulated.	I	commend	this	book	to	the	modern-day	leader	as	relevant	and
thought	provoking,	a	must-read.”

—CORIN	PALMER,	Performance	Director,	Ospreys	Rugby
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Dedicated	to	my	most	treasured	team	of	all,
Caro,	Emily,	Sophie	and	Alexander	and	to
Dad
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Foreword	

When	George	asked	if	he	could	interview	me	for	a	book	he	was	writing	on
teams,	I	visibly	cringed.	I’ve	always	struggled	a	bit	when	it	comes	to
corporate	leadership	and	team	building,	with	all	its	jargon	and	template	way
of	doing	things.	I	guess	I	felt	that	it	was	a	world	that	I	didn’t	know	and	didn’t
really	want	to	be	a	part	of.	In	my	mind,	it	went	hand	in	hand	with	having	to
wear	a	suit,	have	a	shave,	and	commute	to	work	every	morning—none	of
which	have	ever	been	very	high	on	my	bucket	list.

But,	having	delivered	“Walking	the	Amazon”	as	a	motivational	talk	to
companies	all	over	the	world	about	one	hundred	and	fifty	times	now,
focusing	on	things	far	more	in	my	comfort	zone	(like	enduring	hardship	and
overcoming	obstacles),	there	was	a	part	of	me	that	suspected	that	there
might	be	more	lessons	to	be	wrung	out	of	my	little	jaunt	than	the	self-
deprecating	pub	story	I	was	currently	regurgitating.

So	I	said,	“Yes,”	partly	out	of	intrigue	into	what	things	George	would	focus
on.	For	my	part,	it’s	often	been	hard	to	step	outside	of	my	own	story	and	see
it	with	perspective	in	order	to	learn	from	it.	Indeed,	doing	so	might	even	stop
me	from	making	the	same	blunders	on	future	expeditions	or	in	other	areas
of	work	life.

The	interview	didn’t	disappoint.	As	someone	who’s	always	made	things	up
as	I’ve	gone	along,	suddenly	there	appeared	to	be	a	logical	framework	that
explained	clearly	and	simply	where	I’d	gone	wrong	with	my	first	expedition
partner	Luke,	and	(unbeknownst	to	us)	how	my	second	walking	partner	Cho
and	I	absolutely	got	it	right	and	smashed	the	final	two	years	of	the
expedition	together,	becoming	such	a	close-knit	team	that	I	would	have	died
for	him.

It	might	seem	that	expeditions	are	a	million	miles	from	the	workplace,	but	I
have	found	that	in	fact,	expeditions	are	an	extraordinary	training	ground	for
life.	To	be	able	to	deal	with	unknown	challenges	that	you	undoubtedly	don’t
have	all	the	answers	for	cannot	fail	to	make	you	grow	as	a	person,	enriching



your	experience	and	capacity	to	deal	with	whatever	work	or	life	throws	at
you.

In	Build	Better	Teams,	George	has	tapped	into	a	very	simple	and	usable	code
to	harness	all	the	lessons	of	yesterday	in	order	to	prepare	you	to	build	the
very	best	teams	of	tomorrow.	George	has	cleverly	brought	this	code	to	life
with	his	stories	and	examples.	He	presents	a	modern-day	code	that	parallels
a	societal	trend	toward	increased	vulnerability,	honesty,	and	compassion.	As
I	have	grown	to	know	George,	I	can	tell	you	it’s	also	written	by	someone	with
these	very	same	characteristics;	as	a	result,	it’s	a	book	that	has	both	depth
and	integrity.

The	code	in	this	book	really	will	help	anyone	who	works	in	a	team
environment	and	I	suspect	will	prevent	them	from	falling	into	the	same
pitfalls	that	I	plunged	into	time	and	time	again	in	the	jungle.	I	wish	all	the
leaders	and	future	leaders	out	there	the	very	best	of	luck!

—ED	STAFFORD,	LEICESTERSHIRE,	ENGLAND,	2021



Introduction	

Teams	that	Walk	the	Amazon	

On	April	2nd,	2008,	two	friends,	Ed	Stafford	and	Luke	Collier,	set	out	to
complete	one	of	the	most	audacious	expeditions	ever	undertaken.(1)	They
intended	to	walk	the	entire	4,000-mile	length	of	the	Amazon	River,	and	to	be
the	first	humans	ever	to	have	completed	such	a	journey.	To	gain	a	Guinness
World	Record,	they	had	to	complete	the	entire	journey	by	foot	and	avoid
making	any	progress	by	any	other	means.	Nobody	thought	it	was	possible.
The	expedition	community	felt	it	was	just	too	long	and	the	terrain	too
challenging.	They	wouldn’t	be	able	to	carry	the	necessary	food	and	be
sufficiently	safe	from	injury,	attack,	malnutrition,	or	disease.	There	was
danger	everywhere—caiman,	killer	bees,	bogs,	jaguars,	bullet	ants,
scorpions,	spiders,	anacondas,	and	poisonous	snakes.	If	these	didn’t	get
them,	there	were	aggressive	tribes	and	armed	drug	runners,	neither	of	which
would	think	twice	about	killing	them	on	the	spot.	The	National
Geographical	Society	refused	to	sponsor	them,	saying	the	trip	was
“impossible.”	Fixers	in	Brazil	believed	the	trip	too	dangerous	and	that	the
trekkers,	although	both	experienced,	would	probably	die.	They	refused	to
have	anything	to	do	with	them.

Despite	all	the	doubters,	Ed	and	Luke	believed,	secured	the	necessary
sponsorship,	and	set	off	with	guides	from	the	Peruvian	coastal	town	of
Camaná	to	start	their	adventure	of	a	lifetime.	They	had	forecast	a	year-long
trek	through	Peru,	Colombia,	and	Brazil.	But	after	only	three	months,	their
relationship	became	so	fractured,	that	Luke	decided	he	didn’t	want	to
continue	and	returned	home,	leaving	Ed	to	carry	on	without	him.

Many	guides	came	and	went	as	Ed	progressed	until	he	met	Gadiel	“Cho”
Sanchez	Rivera	Cho,	a	local	Peruvian	forestry	worker.	Cho	agreed	to	guide
Ed	for	five	days	but	ended	up	walking	with	him	for	two	years.	They	hacked
through	jungle,	swam	and	paddled	across	rivers	(always	back	tracking	so



they	didn’t	gain	meters),	survived	several	near-death	experiences	until,	on
August	9,	2010,	they	finally	arrived	at	the	Amazon’s	mouth	at	the	Atlantic
coastal	town	of	Marudá,	Brazil.	The	walk	had	taken	Ed	859	days	and	he	had
clocked	over	6,000	miles.

Sir	Ranulph	Fiennes	described	the	trip	as	“truly	extraordinary…in	the	top
league	of	expeditions	past	and	present.”(2)	Stafford	was	announced	as	one	of
National	Geographic	Adventurers	of	the	Year,	2010	and	European
Adventurer	of	the	Year,	2011.(3;4)	Soon	after	he	was	awarded	the	MBE.	He	has
since	written	several	books	and	has	starred	in	several	expedition	and
survival	series	on	the	Discovery	Channel.

This	is	a	story	of	incredible	bravery,	persistence,	self-belief,	and	resilience.
It’s	no	wonder	that	Ed	is	a	popular	speaker	on	the	corporate	conference
circuit.	He’s	got	one	hell	of	a	story	to	tell,	and	he	tells	it	extremely	well—with
humility,	charisma,	and	candor.

More	quiet	and	unassuming	compared	to	other	well-known	media	stars	in
the	survival	field,	Ed	has	proven	he	is	the	real	deal.	I	wanted	to	speak	to	him
for	different	reasons,	though.	It	wasn’t	his	heroics	that	really	interested	me,
impressive	and	awe-inspiring	as	they	were.	It	was	the	story	of	team-working
that	most	fascinated	me.	The	team	he	formed	with	Luke,	one	of	his	closest
friends,	crashed	and	burned	spectacularly	after	only	three	months,	yet	the
team	he	formed	with	Cho,	whom	he’d	only	just	met,	worked	so	well	it
continued	for	two	years	right	up	to	the	end.	Why	was	that?	What	can	we
learn	from	what	went	so	dramatically	wrong	that	then	went	so	dramatically
right?	I	wanted	to	speak	to	Ed	and	find	out	more.

I	felt	any	learning	I	could	extract	from	Ed’s	story	would	be	highly	relevant	to
today’s	teams	because	the	circumstances	that	he	and	his	respective	teams
faced,	were	very	similar	to	those	that	teams	face	today.	In	the	first	instance,
even	though	on	face	value,	the	team	only	amounted	to	two	core	permanent
members,	Ed	and	Luke,	and	then	Ed	and	Cho,	both	teams	resembled	today’s
project	and	cross-functional	teams,	where	additional	members	come	and	go
through	the	lifespan	of	the	team.	They	hired	hundreds	of	guides	and
translators,	without	whom	the	trip	would	simply	not	have	succeeded.	The
diversity	of	these	teams	was	obvious.	Ed	and	Luke	were	white	Anglo	Saxon,
the	guides	were	indigenous,	and	Cho	looked	quite	different,	being	of	Afro-
Peruvian	descent,	and	was	considered	very	much	mixed	race.	Ed	was
referred	to	as	“Gringo”	and	Cho	as	“Negro.”



Like	most	workplace	teams,	they	had	to	manage	stakeholders,	all	outside	of
the	jungle,	in	the	form	of	sponsors,	press,	and	the	general	public,	whom	they
had	to	rely	on	to	fund	the	walk.	These	relationships	were	virtual.	Laptops
and	phones	were	their	only	means	of	communication.

They	were	also	operating	in	the	most	VUCA	of	environments,	characterized
by	Volatility,	Uncertainty,	Complexity,	and	Ambiguity.	They	had	a	plan,	but
it	was	highly	unstable,	and	they	actually	had	no	idea	how	long	the	walk
would	take	them.	They	had	guessed	about	a	year.	It	took	over	two.	They
thought	they’d	walk	not	that	much	more	than	the	4,000	miles	of	river;	in	fact,
they	walked	6,000.	They	had	several	known	unknowns	and	a	multitude	of
unknown	unknowns	to	deal	with.	They	had	no	way	of	predicting	the
reactions	they	would	receive	from	tribes,	drug	runners,	village	guides,	the
thickness	of	the	jungle,	nor	the	weather	conditions,	especially	water	levels.
On	one	occasion	they	called	ahead	by	radio	to	give	advance	warning	to	a
tribe	that	they	were	arriving	and	who	meant	to	harm	them.	They	were	told	if
a	white	person	comes	through,	they	would	be	killed	immediately.	So	they
tried	to	circumnavigate	the	community	using	their	rafts	but	were	chased	by
five	or	six	boats	full	of	indigenous	people	who	caught	up	with	them	on	a
sandbank.

“They	ran	towards	us	at	high	speed	in	a	state	of	panic	and	aggression,
pointing	shotguns,	waving	machetes,	and	aiming	loaded	bows	and
arrows	in	our	direction.	If	we	had	acted	aggressively,	I	have	no	doubt	they
would	have	killed	us.”

—ED	STAFFORD

Ed	and	Cho	were	escorted	at	gun	and	arrow	point	back	to	the	village,	and
only	allowed	to	leave	after	hours	of	explaining	their	electronic	equipment	to
the	tribe.	As	part	of	their	release,	they	also	had	to	give	up	their	only	machete
and	agree	to	hire	the	tribe’s	chief	and	his	brother	as	guides.

On	other	occasions,	Ed	was	arrested	for	both	drug	smuggling	and	murder—
the	latter	occurring	when	the	team	had	coincidentally	arrived	at	an	isolated
settlement	the	same	day	as	a	community	member	had	gone	missing.	He	was
locked	in	a	wooden	hut	for	eight	hours	before	being	allowed	to	continue	his
journey.



Expedition	success	was	determined	by	managing	multiple
interdependencies.	The	terrain	would	determine	their	route,	which	would
determine	their	food	supplies,	which	would	determine	where	and	when
they	had	to	restock	and	the	guides	they	could	afford	to	feed.	They	would
sometimes	navigate	to	places	to	restock	supplies	only	to	find	the	entire	area
and	communities	within	cleared	by	deforestation.	On	one	occasion	in
Brazil,	this	set	them	back	11	days,	forcing	them	to	live	off	the	land,	foraging
for	palm	hearts	and	fishing.	The	duration	of	their	journey	would	determine
when	they	ran	out	of	money	and	their	location	would	determine	whether
they	were	in	a	position	connect	to	Wi-Fi	or	make	calls	to	raise	more	funds.
For	many	corporate	teams,	this	will	all	sound	very	similar—not	knowing
how	long	the	“project”	will	actually	take,	having	to	work	to	a	budget	that
quickly	becomes	unrealistic,	not	knowing	what	will	be	discovered	from	the
tech	until	it	is	discovered,	not	knowing	how	the	work	will	be	received	by
various	stakeholder	groups.	Having	to	exploit	the	resources	available	at	the
same	time	as	finding	ways	to	create	new	resources.	Always	having	to	move
and	adapt	without	knowing	what	this	adaption	will	actually	look	like.
Dealing	with	fatigue.	The	list	goes	on.

As	well	as	sharing	the	challenge	of	working	in	VUCA-type	environments,
Ed’s	team	were	also	subjected	to	relentless	“compliance”	checks.	They
didn’t	just	have	a	mountain	of	bureaucracy	to	complete	before	they	started,
they	had	it	throughout	their	journey,	sometimes	when	they	expected	it	while
crossing	borders	or	entering	new	districts,	but	sometimes	unexpectedly
when	they	entered	villages	where	they	were	made	to	wait	for	hours	while	the
elders	checked	out	what	they	were	carrying	and	confirmed	they	were	safe	to
pass	through.	As	Ed	commented	to	me:

“At	one	point	we	were	stopped	and	held	because	the	Queen	had	not
personally	signed	my	passport!”

They	were	held	in	a	hut	for	twenty-four	hours	before	eventually	being	freed.
And	we	think	compliance	is	too	strict	in	our	organizations?!

Just	like	today’s	teams,	they	also	had	to	manage	their	mental	health	in	the
most	pressing	of	circumstances.	Being	bitten	to	shit	by	mosquitos,	lost	in
their	own	thoughts	for	days	and	days,	coming	up	against	hurdle	after	hurdle,
and	dealing	with	physical	exhaustion,	sleep	deprivation,	and	financial
pressures	all	took	their	toll.



“For	days	and	days,	I	felt	lost	in	my	thoughts,	extremely	negative,	alone
and	utterly	miserable.	I	was	unquestionably	depressed.”

—ED	STAFFORD

Ed’s	Amazon	walk	struck	me	as	a	wonderful	metaphor	for	something	I’ve
come	to	realize	in	my	twenty-five	year	consulting	career:	that	team	working
is	no	walk	in	the	park.	Ed	and	Luke	were	young,	fit,	motivated,	and	good
mates,	so	why	did	they	fail?	And	what	explains	the	success	of	Ed	and	Cho	as
a	team?	While	it’s	unlikely	“teaming	intelligence”	explained	Ed	and	Cho’s
success,	it	was	almost	certainly	a	lack	of	it	that	explained	why	Ed	and	Luke
bombed	out	so	spectacularly.	We’ll	see	over	the	course	of	the	first	section	of
the	book	that	they	probably	should	have	never	set	off	together	in	the	first
place.

The	purpose	of	this	book	is	to	help	today’s	leader,	regardless	of	level,
industry,	or	type	of	organization,	build	any	team,	at	any	stage	in	its	existence
into	a	more	successful	entity.	It’s	a	book	for	both	the	seasoned	leader	and
the	aspiring	leader.	It’s	been	written	to	stimulate	thinking,	to	be	an
enjoyable	read	but	more	than	anything	else,	to	be	of	help	to	the	Ed’s	of	this
world.	It’s	written	for	good	people	who	lead	or	will	lead	good	people	who	are
looking	to	create	something	amazing—a	tight,	highly-functional,	caring,	and
successful	team.

The	two	chapters	in	Part	One	describe	the	six	extreme	conditions	of	our	time
and	what’s	now	needed	for	teams	to	thrive	in	this	environment,	given	these
and	a	poor	track	record	in	team	working.

Part	Two	is	all	about	a	solution	to	the	challenges	presented	in	Part	One.
Chapter	Three	explores	the	critical	component	of	modern	team-working—
the	acquisition	of	Swift	Trust—while	Chapter	Four	introduces	the	first	ever
science-based	team	building	code	that	delivers	swift	trust	and	describes	how
it	meets	all	the	requirements	a	code	has	to	satisfy.	Chapter	Five	then	applies
the	code,	to	explain,	almost	perfectly,	what	happened	to	Ed	and	Luke	and
then	Ed	and	Cho	in	the	Amazon.

Part	Three	contains	Chapters	Six	and	Seven,	exploring	the	effects	of
digitalization	and	virtual	working	on	teams	and	what	we	can	expect	to
happen	that	will	affect	how	teams	will	work	in	the	future.	They	will	highlight
which	parts	of	the	code	are	most	important	to	focus	on	in	both
environments.



In	Part	Four	we	delve	into	each	of	the	three	main	component	parts	of	the
code,	Chapter	Eight	helps	you	get	your	team	“set,”	Chapter	Nine	helps	you
get	it	“safe”	and	Chapter	Ten,	how	to	get	it	“strong.”

Finally,	we	turn	to	the	future	in	Part	Five	where	we	challenge	two	outdated
but	commonly	held	assumptions	about	teambuilding	in	Chapter	11	before
offering	hope	and	optimism	that	despite	scary	times,	we’ll	all	be	OK	in	the
end.

While	most	of	us	are	not	confronted	by	flesh-eating	piranhas	at	our	places	of
work—even	though	some	of	us	could	probably	point	to	a	few	colleagues	who
would	qualify—the	next	chapter	will	illustrate	in	more	detail	how	we	also
face	hostile	conditions	like	those	faced	by	our	Amazon	walkers.	Building	our
teaming	intelligence	starts	here,	understanding	the	terrain	we	are	walking
through.



PART	1	

Extreme	Teaming	



Chapter	1	

Extreme	Times	for	Extreme	Teams	

The	teams	Ed	formed	with	Luke	and	then	Cho,	qualified	for	“extreme	team”
status	as	lives	were	at	stake.	Not	many	of	us	would	have	put	our	hands	up
and	volunteered	to	join	this	type	of	team.	Yet	so	many	of	us,	in	our	own	way,
belong	to	extreme	teams.	Even	though	we	may	not	be	risking	our	lives,	many
of	the	conditions	faced	in	the	Amazon	in	2008	are	very	similar	to	those	we
now	endure.	Much	of	Ed’s	success	revolved	around	his	team’s	perseverance,
mental	strength,	resourcefulness,	and	talent	to	make	their	expedition	a
success.	We	require	a	bit	more	than	these	qualities	to	succeed.	The
pressures	of	today	conspire	to	make	teaming	in	our	places	of	work	so
exceptionally	difficult,	unquestionably	more	so	than	any	of	us	have	ever
experienced	before.	Understanding	these	current	day	dynamics	will	help	us
to	equip	ourselves	to	better	deal	with	them.

The	Digitally	Transforming	VUCA	World
Ed	and	his	two	teams	faced	unknown	after	unknown	after	unknown.	In	our
places	of	work,	we	are	enduring	digital	transformation	after	digital
transformation	after	digital	transformation,	each	one	taking	us	into
unknown	territories.	Agile	working,	robotics,	automation,	and	AI	are	all
producing	huge	disruption	as	we	are	forced	to	innovate,	migrate	expensive
architecture	and	shed	thousands	of	jobs.	Many	organizations	are	now
grappling	with	the	cloud	and	how	to	best	leverage	it.	Most	teams,	no	matter
where	they	sit	in	the	value	chain,	are	smack	bang	middle	in	the	world	of
VUCA.	The	uncertainty	and	pace	of	change	is	so	fierce,	for	some	of	us	we
might	as	well	be	in	the	jungle	surrounded	by	flesh	eating	piranhas	and
jaguar.

Apparently,	the	aim	of	digitalizing	our	places	of	work	is	to	leverage	advances
in	our	tech	to	simplify	and	make	life	easier	for	our	customers.	Most	leaders



of	the	teams	I	work	with	would	say	that	right	now,	it	is	achieving	the	polar
opposite.	You	might	also	point	to	stress,	pressure,	anxiety,	and	fatigue.	As
one	board	member	of	a	major	UK	institution	told	me	recently:

“It’s	been	a	relentless	slog.”
For	many	reading	this,	digitalization	and	all	that	it	brings	means	you	have	to
move	at	the	speed	of	light,	rapidly	learn,	innovate,	pivot,	collaborate	across
boundaries	and	influence	without	positional	power.	Pivoting	is	not	simply
unilaterally	making	a	change	in	direction	and	hoping	that	everyone	else
follows	suit,	and	learning	is	no	longer	achieved	simply	by	going	on	courses,
taking	notes,	and	accruing	personal	know-how.	Both	are	team	sports.	We	all
have	to	become	far	more	intelligent	in	how	to	team	these	days.	We	have	to
understand,	at	a	far	more	pronounced	level,	how	to	create	the	conditions
that	produce	team	outcomes	rather	than	individual	outcomes.	Ed	couldn’t
just	change	direction	in	the	jungle;	he	had	to	synchronize	with	the	rest	of	the
team.	It’ll	be	the	same	for	you.

Many	are	of	the	opinion	that	thanks	to	the	pace	of	tech,	we’ll	never	ever
actually	return	to	a	steady	state.	That	these	transformations	are	not	going
away	any	time	soon.	Indeed,	only	last	year,	the	2020	Gartner	Digital
Enterprise	Survey	found	that	67	percent	of	business	leaders	agreed	that	if
their	company	did	not	become	significantly	more	digitalized,	their
organizations	would	no	longer	be	competitive.	Most	of	these	global	senior
managers	were	already	experiencing	some	sort	of	digital	transformation
before	they	even	took	part	in	this	survey.	It’s	a	miracle	they	had	the	time	to
complete	the	survey.(1)

Virtual	Working
One	of	the	consequences	of	tech	advancement	has	been	the	adoption	of
virtual	working.	The	reality	is	COVID-19	simply	turbo	boosted	an	already
existing	trend.	As	we	all	know	by	now,	it	is	much	tougher	to	lead	and
participate	in	the	virtual	team,	or	partially	virtual	team	than	a	non-virtual
one.	It’s	not	just	a	question	of	making	sure	we	are	presentable	and	sharp	on
screen.	As	we’ll	discover	in	Chapter	Eight,	ensuring	the	team	is	on	the	same
page,	well-coordinated,	with	minimum	interpersonal	conflict	are	the	main
challenges	we	face.	Not	so	long	ago	I	coached	the	executive	risk	team	in	a
well-known	UK	financial	institution	and,	at	the	same	time,	the	CIO	and	his



team	at	a	well-known	global	software	business	whose	clients	happened	to
include	the	very	same	financial	institution.	It	was	ironic	that	in	both	teams,
there	was	conflict	which	centered	on	a	team	member	working	in	a	certain
city	in	Scotland.	At	one	point	I	wondered	if	it	was	the	same	person.	It	turned
out	it	wasn’t	someone	pocketing	two	salaries,	but	the	only	person	in	both
teams	who	was	working	totally	remotely.

Complexity	from	Diversity
We	all	know	that	diversity	is	a	good	thing	from	a	moral	and	ethical
standpoint,	but	did	you	know	that	diverse	teams,	if	well	led,	perform	better
than	the	more	homogenous?(2-6)	More	diversity	means	more	complexity,
though,	and	more	complexity,	as	you	may	have	found	out,	usually	equates
to	more	stress.	These	days,	you	have	to	deal	with	diversity	in	diversity.

Age	Diversity
Globally,	we	have	seen	retirement	ages	rise	from	an	average	of	sixty	to	sixty-
five	with	some	forecasting	it	will	go	up	to	seventy-five	within	the	next	ten	to
fifteen	years.	Coupled	with	falling	birth	rates,	particularly	in	developed
countries,	this	means	that	we	can	expect	to	see	the	proportion	of	older
workers,	our	Baby	Boomers	(born	between	1946	and	1964)	increasing.(7)

Meanwhile	it	has	been	estimated	that	by	2025,	the	younger	Millennial
generation	(born	1980–2000),	will	make	up	75	percent	of	the	global
workforce.(8)	And	let’s	not	forget	the	Silent	generation	(born	pre-1946).	Mick
Gibson,	a	postman	in	Derbyshire	UK	is	still	going	strong	at	eighty!	Good	on
him,	I	say.	However,	managers	are	now	leading	teams	composed	of	all	these
generations	plus	Gen	X	(1965–1980)	and	Gen	Zs	(1995–2010)	all	at	the	same
time.	The	inclusion	of	an	unprecedented	four	different	generations	in	the
workplace,	with	a	fifth	on	the	way,	is	expected	to	create	more	complexity
and	ultimately	more	conflict	to	manage	in	the	team.	(9;	10)

Telling	stories	and	anecdotes	and	using	language	that	connects	with	all	ages
can’t	be	easy,	nor	can	employing	a	leadership	style	that	works	for	all.	Baby
Boomers	are	generally	more	comfortable	working	alone	under	a	chain	of
command	and	are	less	comfortable	collaborating(11)	while	their	Millennial
team	members	prefer	their	bosses	to	be	less	paternalistic	and	more	socially
responsible.(12;	13)

Diversity	of	Tenure



Diversity	of	Tenure
Ed	and	his	team	saw	a	high	turnover	of	guides,	continually	hiring	new	ones
as	they	progressed	along	the	Amazon.	This	was	because	their	guides	were
only	able	to	guide	in	the	territories	they	knew.	In	our	places	of	work,
Millennials	are	less	tolerant	of	role	uncertainty	than	their	older	colleagues
and	as	a	result,	just	like	Ed’s	guides,	they	move	around	more.	They	are	also
in	a	better	position	to	move	jobs	as	they	are	more	likely	to	be	single—three
times	more	in	fact	than	“Silents”	were	at	comparable	ages.	Additionally	they
are	far	better	educated	and	much	more	likely	to	be	living	in	cities	than	their
predecessors,(14)	both	of	which	provide	them	with	even	more	mobility.	All
the	above	explain	why	they	are	more	likely	to	move	jobs	and	take	on	more
jobs	over	their	careers	than	Gen	Xers,	and	spend	less	time	in	each	job	than
Boomers.(15)	In	Western	organizations,	Millennials	are	also	more	ambitious,
valuing	faster	and	better	career	advancement(16)	than	Gen	X	who	themselves
value	promotions	more	than	Boomers.	It	seems	that	generations	are	getting
more	and	more	ambitious.	Ambition	is	great,	but	it	needs	to	be	thoughtfully
managed.

Unsurprisingly,	employee	resignations	have	been	increasing	steadily	since
2012,	when	it	was	only	10.6	percent,	to	a	five-year	high	of	15.5	percent.	The
median	tenure	for	workers	aged	25to	34	is	only	3.2	years(17)	whereas	for	those
aged	sixty-five	and	over	is	over	three	times	longer	at	10.3	years.	As	Ed	found
in	the	Amazon,	teams	are	now	less	stable	and	membership	changes	more
readily.

Job	Diversity
Leading	a	team	of	“full-timers”	is	going	to	be	more	simple	and	less	complex
than	leading	a	team	composed	of	workers	with	“portfolio	careers,”	who	hold
multiple	jobs.	In	July	2017,	the	number	of	Americans	holding	multiple	jobs
increased	by	2	percent	to	highs	not	seen	in	20	years.(18)	Portfolio	working	has
also	increased	in	the	UK,	with	one	in	five	UK	working	Millennials	now
having	two	or	more	jobs,	more	than	at	any	other	time.	Thanks	to	new
technology	and	the	flexibility	created,	the	Gig	Economy	is	growing
exponentially.(19)	One	study	found	that	4.4	percent	of	British	population,
roughly	2.8	million	workers,	have	worked	in	the	gig	economy	in	the	last	year.
(20)

Gender	Diversity



Gender	Diversity
There’s	good	news	and	bad	news	here.	The	good	news	is	that	we	are	seeing
more	equality,	and	thanks	to	the	#MeToo	movement,	far	more	social
awareness	of	gender	equality	than	at	any	other	time	in	our	working	lives.
The	bad	news	is	that	we	are	nowhere	near	where	we	need	to	be,	and	gender
bias	remains	very	alive	and	kicking,	especially	at	the	top	of	our
organizations.	More	women	than	ever	before	are	now	working,	over	70
percent	of	those	aged	sixteen	to	sixty-four	are	now	employed	at	work	in	the
UK.(21)	This	represents	a	sizeable	increase	from	the	53	percent	recorded	in
1971,	yet	the	percentage	of	women	in	senior	leadership	roles	is	meager,	at
only	22	percent.(22)	As	the	head	of	a	UK	Workplace	Pensions	team	I	was
working	with	recently	confessed	to	me:

“The	team	is	going	well,	but	we	have	a	serious	diversity	issue.	I’m
embarrassed	to	say	I	employ	a	team	where	literally	every	one	of	them	is
white,	male	and	over	forty-five,	apart	from	one,	who	is	white,	male	and
over	forty.”

He	would	never	have	said	this	two	years	ago.	Then	again,	he	didn’t	have	a
female	boss	two	years	ago.	Nor	did	he	have	an	equality	target	to	hit	like	he
does	now.	Leading	a	bunch	of	pale,	male,	and	stale	forty-somethings	may
not	be	ethical,	but	it’s	far	simpler	and	less	complex	than	leading	a	team
composed	of	purely	male,	female,	gender	neutral,	and	gender-fluid
individuals—or	even	robots.	That	is	not	to	condone	homogeneity,	it’s	just	to
recognize,	that	in	one	way,	homogeneity	makes	for	a	far	simpler	life.
Ignorance,	as	they	say,	can	be	bliss.

The	truth	is	that	despite	what	others	may	claim	to	the	contrary,	men	and
women	are	different.	We	differ	in	what	we	want	from	our	leaders	and	in	our
personalities	and	value	sets:	66	percent	of	women	prioritize	compassion	as	a
leadership	quality	compared	to	only	47	percent	of	men;	61	percent	of
women	see	innovation	as	crucial,	compared	to	only	51	percent	of	men;
while	57	percent	of	women	see	ambition	as	an	essential	trait	for	a	leader,	yet
only	48	percent	of	men	regard	it	as	essential.(23)

What	is	consistent,	according	to	various	global	studies	of	tens	of	thousands
of	people	is	that	women	are	more	conscientious,	more	agreeable	with
others,	and	more	anxious	than	men.(24)	Higher	scores	on	the
conscientiousness	continuum	suggest	they	are	more	likely	than	men	to	enjoy
spending	time	preparing,	finishing	important	tasks	straight	away,	paying



attention	to	detail,	and	scheduling.(25)	Higher	scores	on	agreeableness
suggest	women	take	more	of	an	interest	in	other	people,	care	about	others,
feel	empathy	and	concern	for	other	people	and	enjoy	helping	and
contributing	to	the	happiness	of	other	people.(25)	Writing	this,	I	realized	I’ve
just	described	my	wife,	Caro.	Higher	scores	on	neuroticism	suggest	women
experience	more	stress,	worry	more,	get	upset	more	easily,	and	experience
more	mood	shifts.	Writing	this	I	realize	I’m	still	describing	my	wife,	Caro.

Racial	and	Ethnic	Diversity
Ed,	Cho,	and	their	guides	were	very	much	the	ethnically	diverse	team.
However,	despite	moving	the	dials	in	recent	years,	we	are	miles	away	from
achieving	the	same	balance	in	our	organizations.

+ Only	eighty-five	of	1,050	director	positions	in	the	FTSE	100	are	held	by
people	from	ethnic	minorities.(26)

+ Although	14.4	percent	of	the	working	population	in	the	UK	are	BAME
(Black,	Asian,	Minority	Ethnic),	only	12.5	percent	of	employees	are
BAME	and	only	six	percent	of	management	positions	are	held	by	BAME
individuals.(27)

It	is	expected	that	the	UK	working	population	made	up	of	BAME	will	grow
over	the	next	few	years	from	its	current	level	of	12.5	percent	to	closer	to	20
percent.(27)	More	recently,	the	Black	Lives	Matter	movement	has	helped	put
racism	squarely	onto	board	room	tables.

Attending	inclusion	and	diversity	training	courses	is	all	very	well,	but
sociologists	believe	that	it	is	only	really	by	actively	encouraging	interaction
of	diverse	ethnicities	in	our	workplaces	that	we	will	be	able	to	build	greater
trust.(27)

However,	they	also	point	out	that	although	the	social	trust	rewards	are	there
to	be	gained,	bad	management	could	also	point	to	disaster.(28)	What	actually
determines	levels	of	social	trust	is	the	real-life	experiences	that	people	of
diverse	ethnic	origin	have	of	working	with	each	other.	If	these	are	positive,
then	social	cohesion	and	trust	are	high,	even	higher	than	they	would	be
amongst	more	homogenous	groups.	However,	if	these	are	negative,	then
both	social	cohesion	and	trust	fall	even	lower	than	they	would	if	we	didn’t
have	ethnic	diversity	in	our	teams.	The	stakes	are	higher	then.	As	the	leader
of	the	Commonwealth,	grandmother	to	Prince	Harry	and	Meghan	Markel,



and	Queen	of	the	United	Kingdom	will	testify,	if	you’re	a	leader	of	an
ethnically	diverse	team,	then	you	will	be	aware	that	there	is	much	at	stake	in
ensuring	positive	social	experiences	are	had	by	all.

Multi-Team	Diversity
If	you	work	in	a	large	organization	then	the	chances	are	your	team	is	now
probably	composed	of	members	who	also	belong	to	other	teams.	Your	team
members	are	not	solely	“yours,”	yet	you	want	them	to	be	loyal	and
committed	to	you.	The	reality	is	they	also	have	to	be	loyal	and	committed	to
other	teams,	too.	They	have	to	divide	their	attention,	adapt	to	different
leadership	styles,	adopt	different	team	norms	and	deal	with	conflicting
demands.	In	one	recent	study,	95	percent	of	team	members	were	found	to
be	members	of	more	than	one	team	and	two	thirds	of	these	teams	were
geographically	spread	around	the	world.(29)	A	staggering	20	percent	of
employees	in	another	study	reported	to	be	or	having	being	members	of	four
teams	at	once.(30)

Flattening	structures	also	mean	many	leaders	now	lead	larger	team	than
they	would	like.	Last	year	I	worked	with	a	very	senior	team	in	a	UK	financial
institution	of	fifteen	people.	The	ideal	number	for	a	team	is	between	four
and	six.	Many	commentators	report	dysfunction	when	numbers	exceed	ten
to	twelve.	This	is	because	bigger	teams	are	tougher	to	galvanize.	In	a	team	of
fifteen,	there	are	one-hundred-and-five	relationships	impacting	the	team’s
performance.	The	complexity	of	that	team	meant	I	aged	five	years	working
with	them	and	I	was	only	with	them	for	two	days!

Growing	Societal	Individualism
You	may	have	realized	this	already,	but	we	now	live	in	a	more	individualistic
world	with	less	of	a	“team	comes	first”	mentality	and	more	of	a	“what’s	in	it
for	me”	mind-set.	It	has	been	calculated	that	individualism	has	increased	by
about	12	percent	worldwide	since	1960.(31)	We	are	moving	from	a	“We”
society	toward	an	“I”	society.	For	many	the	compassion	shown	in	the
COVID-19	epidemic	has	been	a	breath	of	fresh	air.	But	will	it	last?

Sociologists	use	a	number	of	parameters	including	what	we	value	and	how
we	name	our	children	to	measure	levels	of	individualism.	In	recent	years,
fame	has	been	portrayed	as	an	important	and	achievable	value	by	popular
tween	TV	shows,	and	ranked	the	highest	of	tweens’	goals,	when	not	long	ago



it	was	ranked	only	fifteenth.(32)	Americans	and	Brits	are	now	using	more
individual	names	to	name	their	children.(33)	There	are	less	Arnolds	and
Barbaras(34)	and	more	children	named	Genesis	and	Brixton.	In	the	UK,	we
are	seeing	common	names	moving	toward	extinction.	In	2017	there	were
1,202	baby	girls	called	Kirsty,	while	in	2019	there	were	only	11,	a	whopping
99.1	percent	decrease.(35)	Even	in	Japan,	famously	one	of	the	more
collectivist	societies,	the	number	of	popular	letters	in	names	has	gone	up
from	2004	to	2013,	but	the	number	of	popular	ways	of	pronouncing	those
letters	has	gone	down,	meaning	that	people	are	coming	up	with	new	ways	of
pronouncing	common	letters	to	form	unique	names.

While	our	societies	are	becoming	increasingly	better	educated	and
increasingly	wealthier,(37;	38)	sociologists	believe	we	are	correspondingly
becoming	more	and	more	selfish.(39;	40)	Most	countries	are	witnessing
community	spirit	diminishing	and	compassion	being	replaced	by	personal
ambition.	As	I	was	only	saying	to	Prince	Charles	and	Beyoncé	the	other
evening,	more	and	more	of	us	are	now	characterized	by	self-promotion,
whatever	the	cost	to	others.(41)

Meanwhile,	at	the	more	extremes,	the	“dark	side”	of	personality	is	getting
darker.	Narcissists,	psychopaths,	and	Machiavellians	are	not	just	selfish,
unpleasant	people,	they	can	cause	serious	damage	around	them.	Narcissists
are	like	peacocks,	believing	they	are	special	and	possessing	an	extreme,
grandiose	view	of	their	own	talents	and	a	craving	for	being	admired	by
others.	They	tend	to	be	arrogant,	domineering,	and	utterly	preoccupied	with
success	and	power.	They	are	envious	of	others	and	arrogant,	thinking	of
themselves	as	exceptionally	talented,	remarkable,	and	successful.	Donald
Trump	ticks	all	of	these	boxes.	Remember,	he	believed	he	should	have	won
the	Nobel	Peace	prize.	Narcissists	believe	they	are	unique	and	possess	an
unhealthy	high	sense	of	entitlement	that	drives	exploitative	and
manipulative	behaviors.	For	some,	narcissism	is	more	than	the	“dark	side”
of	individualism—it	is	the	“extreme	dark	side.”	Think	Bernie	Madoff,	Jeffrey
Epstein,	and	Max	Clifford	for	the	lowest	of	the	low.	Think	Lance	Armstrong,
Steve	Jobs,	and	Simon	Cowell	for	the	more	tainted	geniuses	who	are	also
likely	narcissists.

All	the	evidence	suggests	that	narcissists	are	increasing	in	numbers	in	the
workplace.	A	meta-analysis	of	data	shows	a	near	steady	increase	in	scores
on	the	Narcissistic	Personality	Inventory	from	1985	to	2008.(42;	43)	Twenge,



one	of	the	most	prominent	researchers	in	the	field,	believes	the	evidence
that	narcissism	is	increasing	from	generation	to	generation	is	overwhelming,
citing	results	spanning	11	studies	from	three	different	countries.(44;	45)

Machiavellians	meanwhile	have	been	busy	ingratiating	themselves,	building
their	power	bases,	exiting	those	who	get	in	their	way,	undermining	the
competition,	taking	credit	for	others’	work,	and	putting	on	shows	of	altruism
in	order	to	look	compassionate.	Machiavellianism	also	appears	to	be	on	the
increase,(46;	47)	and	it	also	seems	younger	folk	are	more	prone	to	it	than	the
older	generation.(48;	49;	50)	Expect	to	see	more	of	it	going	forward.

Finally	(thank	God),	we	have	psychopaths.	They	are	an	unappetizing
cocktail	of	narcissism	and	Machiavellianism,	at	worst,	ingeniously
combining	cruelty	and	impulsivity	with	an	urge	to	manipulate.	If	you	want	a
bona	fide	pain	in	the	backside	in	your	team,	these	provide	the	best	bang	for
your	buck.

Unfortunately,	as	they	are	highly	socially	skilled	and	make	very	good	first
impressions,	they	are	very	adept	at	getting	selected	for	senior	executive
roles.	Equipped	with	plenty	of	charisma,	smart	strategic	thinking	and
buckets	of	energy	and	self-confidence,	they	make	for	highly	desirable
leaders	who	can	fake	their	interviews.(51)	Their	thick	skin	means	they	appear
very	much	in	control	and	are	adept	at	showing	off	their	strengths	to	others
without	appearing	too	big	headed.	These	“faux”	leaders	operate	often
without	a	moral	compass	nor	the	empathy	to	use	it.	Watch	out	for	them.
They	tend	to	be	attracted	to	organizations	in	transformations	as	they	can
easily	withstand	conflict	and	stress.	They	possess	little	or	no	empathy,	and
often	expect	others	to	be	equally	resilient	and	work	the	same	ridiculous
hours	as	they	do.	In	one	global	software	organization	I	consult	to,	a	recent
CEO	left	and	his	staff	were	literally	dancing	on	their	desks.

Businesses	attract	them;	proportionally,	there	are	more	of	them	here	than
the	1	percent	found	in	the	general	population.(52)	Amounts	tend	to	vary,	with
one	study	finding	3	to	4	percent	occupying	the	more	senior	business
positions,	while	another	one	in	Australia	found	5.76	percent	in	white-collar
management	roles.(53;	54;	55)	The	same	study	also	claimed	that	10.42	percent	of
other	Australian	white-collar	managers	could	also	quite	easily	being
described	as	not	quite	certifiable	“psychopaths”	but	still	“dysfunctional	with
psychopathic	tendencies.”(54)	When	we	get	to	CEO	land,	the	figures	are	even



more	staggering.	It	has	been	estimated	that	20	percent	of	CEOs	are
psychopathic.(56)

As	if	it	couldn’t	get	any	more	worrying,	psychopaths	breed	psychopathic
tendencies	in	those	who	follow	them—specifically	bullying	tendencies.(57)

They	are	like	aliens	laying	their	eggs	on	Ridley	Scott’s	space	craft.	They
breed	other	ugly,	toxic,	fear	mongering,	blood	curdling	little	monsters	and
increasingly	competitive	workplaces	in	our	more	complex,	digital,	and	fast-
paced	world	will	surely	help	them	prosper	even	more.

So	in	the	vortex	of	the	digitally	transforming,	virtual,	diverse	world	we	now
live	in,	leaders	have	to	build	a	collective	spirit	out	of	increasingly
individualistic	component	parts,	with	a	growing	risk	that	some	of	them	will
prove	to	be	largely	unmanageable.

The	Mental	Health	Challenge
As	Ed	and	almost	certainly	Luke	found,	mental	health	is	not	easy	to
maintain	when	working	in	extreme	environments.	It’s	sad	but	true	that	as	a
species	we	are	getting	more	and	more	depressed.	We	know	this	not	just
because	sales	of	antidepressants	are	going	through	the	roof	but	from	a
plethora	of	studies	conducted	in	the	area.	Some	of	the	data	originates	from
the	US	where	the	prevalence	of	depression	increased	significantly	between
2005	and	2017.(58;	59)	In	the	UK,	mental	ill	health	is	amongst	the	most
common	causes	of	long-term	absence	at	work	along	with	musculoskeletal
injuries,	stress,	and	acute	medical	conditions.	In	2019,	more	organizations
than	ever	listed	mental	ill	health	as	a	cause	for	both	short-	and	long-term
absence.(60)	Fifty-nine	percent	of	respondents	reported	mental	ill	health	as
their	single	greatest	cause	of	long-term	absence.(60)	An	astounding	79
percent	of	British	adults	in	employment	during	2020	experienced	work-
related	stress,	making	it	the	most	common	form	of	stress	in	the	UK.(61)

COVID-19	has	made	things	worse,	not	better.(62)	And	we	haven’t	even	started
to	cope	with	the	economic	impact	of	the	virus.	We	can	expect	more,	not
fewer	mental	health	issues	going	forward.	The	impact	on	leaders?	Well,	put
simply,	leaders	have	to	be	fluent	in	the	domain.	They	have	to	be	able	to	do
more	to	prevent	it,	do	more	to	spot	it,	and	do	more	to	deal	with	it	when	it
happens,	not	by	acting	as	therapists,	but	certainly	knowing	when	it	might	be



occurring,	how	to	recognize	the	signs,	where	to	point	people	and	by	showing
empathy	and	compassion.

So,	we	can	add	coping	with	mental	health	to	the	digital	age	storm,	and
further	pressure	team	leaders	to	be	able	to	build	high	levels	of	psychological
safety	to	minimize	mental	health	issues.

Regulatory	Pressure
We	may	not	have	to	prove	the	Queen	signed	our	passports	like	Ed	had	to,
but	we	are	living	in	an	increasingly	regulated	world.	We	have	many	people
to	thank	for	this:	avaricious	and	callous	sales	people	who	miss-sold	us	PPI
(Payment	Protection	Insurance);	opportunists	who	silently	sold	our
personal	data;	greedy	executives	who,	before	instructing	the	administrators,
took	bonuses	instead	of	protecting	the	pensions	of	loyal	workers;
unscrupulous	boards	with	“win	at	all	costs”	mentalities	and	no	real	regard
for	environmental	consequence;	or	cyber	low-life	leeches	who	stole,	by
stealth,	the	identities	and	life	savings	of	the	most	vulnerable.

I	won’t	sit	on	the	fence	here;	I	regard	anyone	who	gains	benefit	from
subjecting	others	to	pain	as	irreprehensible.	As	a	psychologist,	I	suppose	I
could	be	a	little	more	understanding	and	empathic—after	all,	it	is	quite
possible	that	the	perpetrators	of	these	corporate	crimes	are	simply	victims	of
a	disadvantaged	past,	who	deserve	at	least	some	compassion	and
understanding.	I’m	out	of	compassion	though—my	life	is	now	so	much	more
complicated	because	of	all	the	resulting	regulations.	And	although	they	are
there	to	safeguard	me—sadly	it	doesn’t	feel	like	it.

A	think	tank	recently	calculated	that	in	2015	alone	over	50,000	regulations
were	published	in	the	G20	countries,	the	same	number	that	were	published
in	all	four	years	together	between	2009	and	2012.(63)	A	2018	report	from	the
RegTech	Council	(RTC)	estimated	that	each	week	there	are	forty-five	new
regulatory	related	documents	being	issued	and	that	the	extreme	regulatory
growth	rate	they	were	witnessing	was	indeed	“the	new	normal.”(63)	The
number	of	federal	regulations	in	the	US	has	nearly	doubled	since	1975.(64)

It’s	the	same	all	over	the	globe.	We	work	in	ever	more	regulated
organizations.	The	impact	on	our	places	of	work	is	that	we	have	to	put	in
bureaucracy,	governance,	and	controls	to	manage	risks,	while
simultaneously	having	to	be	nimble	enough	to	quickly	pivot	and	adapt	to



the	changes	we	are	forced	to	make—from	regulatory	change	or	from	our
ever-increasing	digitalized	workplaces,	or	both.	This	additional	pressure,
stress,	and	complexity	requires	even	more	intelligent	responses	from	the
leaders	of	our	teams.

These	are	the	conditions	of	our	time.	Make	no	doubt	about	it,	leaders	of
teams	really	are	in	the	vortex	of	a	rather	perfect	storm.	The	irony	is	that	not
only	do	these	make	it	much	tougher	to	team,	but	they	also	require	us	to	be
better	at	team	working.	And	they	demand	that	our	teams	are	more	curious,
more	open-minded,	and	better	collaborators	with	other	teams,	to	be	part	of
a	team	of	teams	at	a	time	when,	given	all	of	these	threats,	the	more	natural
reaction	might	be	for	a	team	to	seek	refuge,	play	it	safe,	and	avoid	the	kind	of
interactions	and	experiments	it	most	needs	to	excel.

The	Paradox	of	Pressure:	Today’s	perfect	storm	paradoxically	demands	more	open-minded,	curious,
and	collaborative	teaming.

Undoubtedly,	team	working	has	never	been	so	important	and	never	been	so
complex.	If	you’re	feeling	more	under	pressure	to	get	the	most	out	of	your
team	than	you	have	at	any	time	in	your	career,	then	perhaps	you	can	now
understand	why.	As	Ed	and	Luke	found	out,	help	is	desperately	needed.

TAKEAWAYS



1. There	has	never	been	a	tougher	time	to	lead	a	team.

2. Challenges	arising	from	accelerating	digitalization,	increased	virtual
working,	growing	diversity,	societal	individualism,	worsening	mental
health,	and	more	regulation	are	all	conspiring	to	make	the	team
leader’s	job	far	more	complex,	challenging,	and	stressful.



Chapter	2	

In	Search	of	the	Holy	Grail	

As	Ed	and	Luke	illustrated,	the	track	record	of	leaders	being	able	to	build
“high	performing”	teams	really	is	rather	sketchy.	It	seems	our	senior	leaders,
in	particular,	have	not	been	covering	themselves	in	glory.	Far	from	it,	studies
reveal	that	79	percent	of	top	teams	have	been	found	to	be	mediocre	at	best(1)

and	60	percent	of	all	teams	fail	to	achieve	their	goals.(2)	Even	leaders
themselves	admit	that	only	10	percent	of	organizational	teams	are	high
performing.(3)	In	a	detailed	study	of	ninety-five	teams	in	twenty-five	leading
corporations,	chosen	by	an	independent	panel	of	academics	and	experts,
Tabrizi,	a	lecturer	of	transformational	leadership	at	Stanford	University,
found	that	nearly	75	percent	of	cross-functional	teams	could	be	described	as
“dysfunctional.”(4)	Take	it	from	me,	being	given	the	label	of	being
dysfunctional	is	not	something	to	be	proud	of.	Elsewhere,	numerous	other
studies	have	shown	that	only	one	in	five	teams	are	considered	high
performing.(4)	Bear	in	mind	that	all	these	studies	were	conducted	before	we
entered	this	mad	digitalized	world.	God	knows	what	the	data	would	tell	us
now.	You	be	the	judge.

So	not	only	do	our	teams	not	function	properly,	but	they	also	don’t	appear	to
be	connecting	with	other	teams	that	well	either.	This	was	less	of	an	issue	fifty
or	sixty	years	ago,	when	environments	were	much	more	predictable	and
orderly,	and	teams	were	by	nature	organized	in	hierarchies	and	functional
departments.	Nor	was	it	important	for	Ed	either.	He	didn’t	need	to	connect
his	team	with	other	teams	in	the	jungle.	He	was	saved	this	additional
complexity.	But	in	the	corporate	world,	building	ecosystems	of
interconnected	teams	is	a	vital	part	of	our	everyday	existence.	In	his	book
Teams	of	Teams,	General	Stanley	McChrystal,	Head	of	the	US	Joint	Special
Operations	Task	Force	in	2004,	shared	the	extent	of	the	connectivity	and
coordination	challenges	he	faced.	Believing	them	to	be	sufficiently
significant	to	be	compromising	mission	success,	he	set	about	transforming



the	task	force	culture	to	become	his	famous	“team	of	teams.”	He	credited
the	adaptability	this	inter-connectivity	created,	as	the	principal	reason	he
was	able	to	eliminate	Abu	Musab	al	Zarqawi	and	to	finally	start	winning	the
fight	against	Al	Qaeda	in	Iraq.	The	reality	is	that	these	days,	as	McChrystal
discovered,	most	employees	neither	cooperate	with	each	other	nor	share
their	knowledge	well	with	other	departments.(5)

So	if	we	don’t	have	a	great	track	record	of	building	great	teams	or	being	part
of	a	teams	of	teams,	even	in	the	most	placid	of	times,	realistically,	what	hope
do	we	have	that	our	teams	can	work	well	in	today’s	much	more	challenging
Amazon-like	conditions?	Many	of	leaders	simply	don’t	have	the	time	to	wait
to	discover	the	secrets	of	teaming.	Their	jobs	are	on	the	line.	Their	mental
health	is	at	stake.

If	you	are	a	leader,	you	could	probably	do	with	a	bit	of	help.	Maybe	a
practical	tool	you	could	rely	on	to	guide	you	through	this	most	hostile	of
terrains	would	be	of	some	use.	Perhaps	even	a	code	that	you	could	apply	to
help	you	get	the	most	out	of	your	team.	The	type	of	code,	if	Ed	and	Luke	had
it	at	their	disposal,	would	also	have	given	them	a	fighting	chance	of
succeeding	together.

The	Holy	Grail
So	where	do	you	turn	to	get	this	code?	Writers,	gurus,	and	academics,	past
and	present,	have	contributed	much	to	the	field	of	leadership	and	team
building.	We’ve	got	Simon	Sinek’s	emphasis	on	getting	in	tune	with	our
team’s	purpose;(6)	Edgar	Schein	coined	the	phrase	“psychological	safety,”(7)

which	has	more	recently	been	researched	in	teams	by	Amy	Edmondson;(8)

Brené	Brown	has	focused	our	attention	on	vulnerability;(9)	Adam	Kahane
writes	on	conflict	resolution;(10)	Daniel	Goleman	is	your	go-to	authority	on
emotional	intelligence	in	leaders;(11)	Syer	and	Connolly(12)	told	us	how	to
build	a	“team	identity;”	Roger	Fisher	and	William	Ury	know	how	to	help	us
collaborate;(13)	Edgar	Schein(14)	has	helped	us	understand	the	importance	of
challenging	assumptions,	and	more	recently	with	his	son,	Peter	Schein,	has
emphasized	the	importance	of	humility	in	effective	team	leadership;(15)

Nassim	Taleb	has	championed	getting	skin	in	the	game;(16)	Fred	Kofman
knows	about	commitment-making	while	Peter	Senge	taught	us	all	about
learning;(17;	18)	Jon	Katzenbach	and	Douglas	Smith	introduced	to	us	the
importance	of	galvanizing	around	shared	goals;(19)	Peter	Hawkins(20)	has



shone	the	light	on	“outside	in”	thinking;	David	Clutterbuck	emphasizes	the
importance	of	a	team	development	plan;	Debora	Meyerson(21)	educated	us
on	Swift	Trust;	and	Robert	Bruce	Shaw	has	written	about	teaming	in	extreme
conditions.(22)	All	of	these	writers,	their	models,	and	their	work	have	been
studied	in	detail	and	have	informed	the	writing	of	this	book.

Hundreds	and	hundreds	of	other	gifted	and	erudite	writers	have	also
provided	superb	contributions	in	the	fields	of	resilience,	trust,	strategy,
communications,	innovation,	and	an	array	of	“hard”	and	“soft”	skills.	We’re
spoilt	for	choice!	But	are	we?	They	are	all	brilliant	contributions	to	the	field
of	leadership	and	some	of	them	in	the	field	of	team	dynamics.	But	I	have
found	no	compelling	way	of	joining	all	these	approaches	up	into	one	kind	of
catch-all	approach	that	any	team	leader	of	any	team,	in	any	organization
can	adopt.	Up	until	now,	there	has	been	no	sequential	team	building	code
available	anywhere	to	help	our	leaders.

William	Gibb	Dyer,	Jeffry	Dyer,	and	William	Dyer	came	close.	They	devised
their	Four	C’s	Team	Building	Model,	in	which	they	recommend	teams	work
through:	Context,	Composition,	Competence,	and	Change	Management.
Their	book,	Team	Building,(23)	is	as	good	a	book	I’ve	read	on	team	building.
It	was	initially	written	by	the	late	William	Dyer,	a	colleague	of	Edgar	Schein
back	in	the	1960s,	and	a	highly	regarded	group	process	academic	and
practitioner.	It	has	since	been	refined	several	times	over	and	is	now	in	its
fourth	edition.	Gibb	and	Jeffry	Dyer	are	respected	academics	and
consultants	in	the	team	development	field,	who	have	collaborated	closely	as
siblings,	and	formerly	with	their	father,	William,	to	work	and	refine	his
original	text.	It’s	a	wonderfully	written	book,	full	of	ideas	and	generous
practical	exercises	to	develop	corporate	teams	written	by	a	tight	family	team.
For	all	these	reasons,	their	book	provides	a	rare	combination	of	substance
and	soul.	It	leans	toward	team	development	at	the	most	senior	levels
though,	as	two	of	their	four	Cs	are	about	what	happens	either	before	the
team	is	formed	or	relates	to	the	influence	of	the	wider	organizational	culture
on	a	team.	All	excellent	and	relevant	stuff,	yet	the	vast	majority	of	team
leaders	don’t	actually	sit	in	the	C-Suite.	What	many	of	these	teams	most
want	is	a	tool	they	can	use	without	paying	consultants	like	me	or	the	Dyers
to	guide	them	through	their	journey.

The	codification	of	effective	team	working	is	not	a	new	endeavor.	One	of	the
earliest	models	was	devised	by	Ed	Schein,	who’s	four-stage	model	of	team



development	was	constructed	in	1965,	heavily	influenced	by	the	work	of	the
social	psychologist,	Bion.(24)	Extending	Bion’s	work,	Schein	believed	that	all
teams	have	both	a	social	agenda,	where	team	members	want	to	form
rewarding	relationships	to	help	task	completion,	and	a	technical	agenda	in
which	they	want	to	complete	their	tasks.	He	believed	that	all	relationships
encapsulated	both	agendas	and	described	how	the	team	moves	through
four	socio-technic	stages:

1. Group	Formation:	characterized	by	a	dependency	on	the	leader	to
know	everything	and	where	the	teams	start	the	process	of	unconscious
norm	forming.

2. Group	Building:	characterized	by	what	he	termed	“fusion
assumption”	where	the	team	is	consumed	by	efforts	to	show	that	“we
like	each	other.”

3. Group	Working	and	Functionality:	where	these	fusion	assumptions
become	replaced	by	a	more	mature	mutual	acceptance	of	similarities
and	differences,	and	where	norms	begin	to	form	as	the	group	starts	to
do	real	work	together.

4. Group	Maturity:	where	the	norms	begin	to	be	established	as	the	team
experiences	successes,	strong	shared	emotions,	and	moments	of
inevitable	tension	between	maintaining	comfort	levels	and	stretching
out	to	change	and	adapt.

Tuckman(25)	followed	Schein	with	his	famous	Forming,	Norming,	Storming,
and	Performing	model.	It	is	memorable	and	descriptive	and	still	very	much
in	use	today,	but	it	doesn’t	really	delve	into	“how”	leaders	can	excel	in	any	of
these	stages,	nor	does	it	carry	the	same	depth	as	Schein’s	maturity	model.
Additionally,	both	were	devised	for	very	different	types	of	teams	than	exist
today—teams	that	operate	in	more	predictable,	less	inter-connected,	fast-
paced	environments.	They	are	also	mainly	applicable	to	teams	that	are	at
the	forming	stage.	Today’s	team	leaders	require	help	mid-way	through	their
team	life	cycles,	not	just	at	their	beginning.	Overall,	then,	these	models,
along	with	other	maturity	models	created	since,	strike	me	as	being	more
descriptive	and	interesting	rather	than	instructive	and	helpful.

More	recently,	the	charismatic	Patrick	Lencioni	constructed	his	simple	Five
Dysfunctions	approach.(26)	Although	popular,	when	we	subject	it	to	scrutiny,
we	will	see	it	doesn’t	really	hold	up	as	a	reliable	code	at	all.



Many	other	comprehensive	and	excellent	models	of	team	working,	such	as
David	Clutterbuck’s	PERILL	model(27)	and	Peter	Hawkins	five	Cs(20)

approach,	allocate	the	component	parts	of	“good	team	working”	into
various	component	parts	for	leaders	and	especially	team	coaches	to	address.
Although	these	models	are	comprehensive	summaries	of	what	drives	team
performance,	they	do	not	actually	arm	leaders	with	a	repeatable	pathway
through	their	model	and	they	too	strike	me	as	being	designed	for	the	most
senior	of	teams.

I	believe	there	is	much	more	we	can	do	for	our	leaders.	Team	leaders	these
days	need	more	than	a	bunch	of	buckets	to	work	with;	they	need	help	to
know	which	buckets	to	pick	up	first	and	what	bucket	to	go	to	next.
Academics	have	constructed	detailed	models	that	attempt	to	do	this,	but
these	are	just	far	too	complex	to	be	practical,	and	from	what	I’ve	seen,	they
miss	a	few	important	elements,	too.	I	came	across	one	team	diagnostic
recently	that	required	team	members	to	answer	seventy-five	questions.	I
came	across	another	in	flow	chart	mode,	with	so	many	boxes	and
multidirectional	arrows	it	scared	the	life	out	of	me.

So	in	today’s	rather	extreme	environment,	it’s	high	time	we	provided	our
leaders,	whether	they	be	expedition	leaders	like	Ed,	CEO’s	who	run
multinational	companies,	research	heads	whose	teams	bring	drugs	through
clinical	trials,	or	Mr.	and	Mrs.	Clark	who	run	the	village	shop,	a	set	of
guidelines	or	a	code	to	follow	that	gives	them	the	best	chances	of	building
truly	amazing	teams,	a	code	that	is	relevant	for	today’s	crazy	world.	To	be	fit
for	purpose	though,	such	a	code	would	have	to	satisfy	strict	criteria.	A	bit	like
the	search	for	the	Holy	Grail,	up	until	now,	there	has	simply	never	been	a
code	we	can	turn	to	that	satisfies	these	criteria.

1.	Simplicity
Attention	spans	are	shrinking.	Guidelines	to	build	an	effective	team	have	to
be	simple	and	they	have	to	be	memorable.	Leaders	have	to	be	able	to
remember	what	to	do	in	the	heat	of	the	battle.	Tuckman	and	Lencioni
unquestionably	ticked	this	box.

2.	Comprehensive	and	Measurable
In	the	UK,	all	cars	over	three	years	old	have	to	pass	an	annual	Ministry	of
Transport	road	safety	test	called	an	MOT,	and	when	they	pass,	we	receive



back	a	piece	of	paper	with	a	bunch	of	boxes	that	are	either	ticked	or	crossed
depending	on	whether	the	car	has	hit	one	of	the	specified	standards.	If	the
authorized	mechanic	gives	your	car	a	cross,	no	problem,	you	get	it	fixed	so
that	it	then	passes	the	test.	Your	car	is	then	officially	safe	to	drive.	Our	teams
need	to	satisfy	a	test	like	this.	Many,	but	not	all	the	team	development
models	constructed	by	academics	contain	all	the	right	boxes	and	pass	this
test	with	flying	colors;	Tuckman	and	Lencioni,	however,	palpably	fail.	Their
models	simply	don’t	include	the	right	boxes	that	require	ticking.

3.	Actionable
Now	we’re	getting	into	trickier	waters.	Rather	than	being	nicely	descriptive,
the	code	also	has	to	tell	leaders	at	all	levels	the	practical	steps	they	can	take
to	move	their	teams	forward.	Specifically,	the	code	has	to	be	designed	for
team	leaders	to	use	rather	than	the	consultants	and	coaches	to	use	with	the
more	senior	teams.	This	is	where	the	vast	majority	of	respected,	science-rich
team	development	models	fall	short.

Richard	Hackman	and	Ruth	Wageman,	both	hugely	respected	in	the	team
development	field,	identified	six	conditions	that	they	found	determined
team	success.	They	further	divided	these	into	groups	of	three	and	entitled
these	groups	“essentials”	and	“enablers.”(1;	28)	However,	their	model	was
based	on	research	that	was	only	conducted	with	the	most	senior	teams	and
at	least	one	of	their	conditions,	organizational	support,	simply	cannot	be
actioned	by	any	teams	other	than	the	most	senior	of	teams.

Furthermore,	while	collecting	and	unpicking	cultural	information	is	always
relevant,	and	addressing	root	causes	is	never	to	be	sniffed	at,	believe	me,	top
line	executive	teams	don’t	need	an	excuse	to	be	sidetracked	from	looking	at
themselves	in	a	mirror.	And	in	any	case,	most	organizations	these	days
capture	cultural	data	elsewhere.

4.	Sequenced
“I’m	playing	all	the	right	notes.	Just	not	necessarily	in	the	right	order.”

The	late,	great	UK	comedian	Eric	Morecambe(29)	uttered	these	words	to
Andre	Previn,	the	world-famous	conductor,	who	told	him	in	sketch	that	his
piano	playing	wasn’t	good	enough.	Getting	the	notes	in	the	right	order	is
also	where	team	development	models	really	struggle.	Lencioni	went	out	on



a	limb	and	advised	a	sequence,	but	one	drawn	only	from	his	own	personal
experience	with	absolutely	no	empirical	support	behind	it.	Its	main	strength
has	been	its	simplicity.	In	the	complex	world	of	teaming,	this	has	been	no
bad	thing,	with	little	else	simple	on	offer	in	the	team	development	field,
apart	from	good	ole	Tuckman,	and	because	of	his	flair	on	the	podiums,	his
approach	has	been	lapped	up.	Yet	while	it	contains	several	well-known
drivers	of	team	success,	it	leaves	a	hell	of	a	lot	out.	Moreover,	the	science
tells	us	we	don’t	build	teams,	especially	today’s	more	extreme	teams,	by
following	his	advice	and	first	building	vulnerability-based	trust	or	first
attending,	as	he	suggests,	to	the	relationships	in	the	team.	Rather	we	start
the	team	development	journey	by	getting	the	team	on	the	same	page	from
the	get-go	and	agreeing	what’s	most	important	for	the	team	to	achieve	and
we	build	relationships	while	we	do	this,	not	before	we	do	this.	A	bit	like	a	Big
Mac,	the	Five	Dysfunctions	model	is	memorable,	simple,	and	easily
consumed,	but	at	the	same	time	it	is	lacking	in	important	vitamins	and
minerals	to	be	considered	a	healthy	enough	square	meal	to	be	consumed
with	confidence.(e.g.,	27)

Constructing	a	sequence	for	a	team	to	confidently	follow	is	a	bloody	difficult
task.	It’s	occupied	my	thinking	for	the	twenty-five	years	I’ve	been	working
with	teams.	I’ve	made	my	living	analyzing,	designing,	and	facilitating
bespoke	team	development	solutions	for	teams	at	all	levels	of	the
organization,	most	commonly	though,	the	top	teams.	I’ve	found	that	all
these	teams	are	complex	emergent	systems,	composed	of	people	like	Jack
and	Jane	who	are	fallible,	political,	emotional,	and	frequently	illogical.	They
are	real	people,	and	this	really	happened.

Jack	and	Jane	work	in	the	same	team,	but	Jack	doesn’t	trust	Jane.	As	a	result,
Jack	doesn’t	really	engage	with	Jane	in	the	same	smiley	and	positive	way	he
does	with	everyone	else	in	the	team.	Jane’s	no	idiot,	and	she	sees	this.	She
feels	ostracized,	rejected,	and	upset.	Jane	also	requires	Jack’s	collaboration
on	a	piece	of	work	and	so	she	makes	a	point	of	engaging	with	Jack	at	team
meetings	and	drawing	him	into	conversations	in	order	to	build	her
relationship	with	him.	She	does	this	a	bit	more	clumsily	than	she	would
normally	do	as	she’s	feeling	low	on	confidence	because	of	her	anxiety.	Jack
doesn’t	know	Jane	is	having	a	crisis	of	confidence	and	because	he	isn’t
impressed	by	Jane’s	lack	of	eloquence	and	subtlety,	he	trusts	Jane	even	less.
But	Jane	is	no	quitter,	she	may	not	have	guile,	but	she’s	got	persistence,	so



she	tries	even	harder.	But	Jack	knows	what	good	influencing	looks	like	and
this	is	not	it.	His	trust	diminishes	further,	he	disengages	even	more,	and	the
vicious	cycle	continues.

Teams	often	only	see	the	symptom,	not	the	causes,	so	it’s	a	dangerous	and	a
shortsighted	game	to	apply	linear	cause	and	effect	thinking	by	pointing	the
finger	at	one	person,	as	several	in	this	team	actually	did.	Team	members	and
their	relationships	are	interconnected,	each	one	invariably	affecting
another.	It	turned	out	Jack	and	Jane	had	different	interpretations	of	Jane’s
role	in	the	team.	The	team	leader	had	inadvertently	created	two	different
understandings	of	her	role.	Yet	more	complexity	to	work	with.	Additionally,
there	were	also	outside	influences	that	were	putting	pressure	on	Jack:
market	conditions;	access	to	resources	and	the	quality	of	help	he	was	getting
from	other	teams	across	the	organization	which	he	felt	were	unappreciated
by	Jane	and	others	in	the	team.	When	we	look	into	the	myriad	of
relationships	in	a	team,	we	invariably	layer	on	yet	more	complexity	through
which	we	then	have	to	wade.

Any	team	development	code	has	to	accommodate	all	of	this	complexity.
That	is	why	all	the	models	out	there	are	based	on	the	assumption	that	these
component	parts	are	so	interconnected	that	finding	a	pathway	through	such
a	complex	system	can	only	really	be	done	well	by	a	skilled	coach	and	that
providing	any	“prescriptive”	order	is	simply	foolhardy.	It’s	an
understandable	assumption,	but	as	we	will	see,	it	is	not	actually	correct.

5.	Scientific
Academics	are	our	friends.	They	can	sometimes	be	accused	of	being
impractical	or	not	pragmatic	enough,	but	it’s	not	their	job	to	be	practical.	It
is	their	job	to	stand	behind	good	science	and	to	tell	us	the	truth.	What	I
particularly	like	about	the	academics	is	their	preference	for	function	over
form	and	substance	over	style,	which	is	how	my	wife	describes	me,	my
haircut,	and	my	dress	sense.	The	conclusions	and	recommendations	we	get
from	academics	are	without	the	usual	commercial	self-interest	or	shiny
wrapping	that	we	see	elsewhere.	They	are	the	proper	experts,	and	a	code	has
to	stand	up	to	their	scientific	scrutiny	by	satisfying	three	conditions:

1. It	has	to	contain	the	factors	that	science	tells	us	predict	performance	(it
has	content	validity);

2. It	must	include	not	just	some,	but	all	the	known	factors	that	determine



team	performance	(it	has	content	validity	and	covers	the	ground);	and

3. Each	stage	of	the	code	has	to	predict	performance	in	the	next	stage	of
the	code,	and	the	final	stage	of	the	code	has	to	predict	overall	team
performance	(concurrent	and	predictive	validity).

6.	Builds	Swift	Trust
Today’s	teams	have	to	be	able	to	pivot	and	adapt	at	lightning-fast	speeds.
When	Tuckman	wrote	his	phases	in	1965,	the	environment	was	quite
different.	His	approach	was	built	for	his	time.	We	now	want	a	code	that	is
built	for	our	time.	The	necessity	to	build	lots	of	trust	and	quickly	is	an
obvious	requirement	in	this	new	world.	Swift	trust	results	in	faster	team
working	which	equates	to	faster	results.	And	if	there’s	one	thing	that	defines
the	future,	it’s	speedy	team	working.	The	next	chapter	delves	deeper	into
how	we	build	swift	trust	and	reveals	new	research	that	challenges	the	more
traditional	thinking	of	how	we	best	go	about	accruing	it.	It	seems	that	being
vulnerable	and	building	psychological	safety	is	not	the	quickest	route	for	us.

TAKEAWAYS

1. The	vast	majority	of	teams	are	not	high	performing	at	all—they	are,	at
best,	mediocre.

2. Team	leaders	now,	more	than	at	any	other	time	in	their	careers,
desperately	require	help	to	build	the	highly	functional	team	that	can
exist	in	a	system	of	highly	functional	teams.

3. This	help	could	come	in	the	shape	of	a	team	building	code	or
sequence	that	leaders	could	easily	follow.

4. To	work	well,	this	code	would	have	to	be	simple,	comprehensive,
actionable,	measurable,	sequenced,	scientific,	and	be	able	to
generate	swift	trust.

5. Until	now,	no	such	code	has	ever	existed



PART	2	

A	Code	for	Extreme	Teams	



Chapter	3	

Building	Swift	Trust	

Two	Different	Types	of	Trust
At	team	building	off-sites,	when	I	ask	the	team	to	name	their	most	important
outcome	from	our	time	together,	“building	trust”	is	second	only	to	having
nice	big	juicy	prawn	sandwiches	for	lunch.	I	know	for	some	this	might	come
as	a	bit	of	a	shock,	but	trust,	although	less	tasty,	is	actually	far	more	useful	to
a	team	than	a	prawn	sandwich.	Despite	what	the	sandwich	seller	might	say,
prawns	don’t	help	teams	to	cooperate	more,	take	more	balanced	risks,	share
their	opinions	and	knowledge,	communicate,	and	collaborate	better.	Trust
in	a	team	creates	all	of	the	above.(1-3)	As	we	all	know,	teaming	is	so	much
easier	when	the	team	trusts	each	other.	However,	as	Ed	and	Luke
discovered,	the	reverse	is	also	true,	low	trust	can	be	an	absolute	killer.
Without	trust,	teams	experience	unresolved	conflict,	suspicion,	and
backside	covering,	all	of	which	combine	to	form	a	vicious	cycle	of
dysfunction.(4;	5)

Any	code	that	promises	to	optimize	the	chances	of	team	success
unquestionably	has	to	demonstrate	it	will	not	only	build	trust	but	accelerate
its	construction.	New	research	shines	some	fascinating	light	on	trust	that
any	leader,	serious	about	leading	the	most	effective	teams,	would	do	well	to
understand.

Trust	is	defined	as:

“Our	willingness	to	be	vulnerable	to	the	actions	of	another	person.”

—ROGER	C.	MAYER,	JAMES	H.	DAVIS,	AND	F.	DAVID	SCHOORMAN(6)

We	form	two	different,	but	connected	forms	of	trust:	cognitive-based	trust
and	affective-based	trust.	They	combine	together	in	rather	complex	ways	to
form	trust,	which	is	also	commonly	referred	to	as	“inter-personal	trust.”(7-11)



For	the	sake	of	simplicity,	I’m	going	to	treat	these	forms	of	trust	as	separate
from	each	other.

Cognitive-Based	Trust
We	build	cognitive-based	trust	if	we	believe	someone	is	reliable,	competent,
and	dependable.(4;	12)	It’s	the	trust	we	form	on	what	we	imagine	about
someone’s	ability	and	someone’s	character.	We	cognitively	trust	someone	if
we	believe	they	possess	both	expertise	and	integrity.	I	would	trust	a
consultant	heart	surgeon	with	twenty-five	years	of	experience,	who	I’ve
never	met	before,	to	fix	my	heart,	simply	because	she	is	a	consultant	heart
surgeon	with	twenty-five	years	of	experience.	We	therefore	form	cognitive-
based	trust	on	the	basis	of	someone’s	CV’s,	reputation,	or	who	they’ve
worked	with	previously.	Why	do	you	think	some	people	drop	names?	I	once
observed	the	Executive	Committee	of	a	UK	insurance	firm	where	a	speaker
dropped	so	many	names	he	came	across	as	a	borderline	stalker.	Obviously,
it	has	worked	for	him,	though;	he’s	trusted	and	respected	and	had	been
invited	to	speak	to	a	team	of	people	who	ran	one	of	the	most	important	arms
of	a	massive	global	operation.	He	clearly	generated	cognitive-based	trust,
even	though,	to	me	at	least,	his	self-promotion	didn’t	work	so	well.	There	is
no	doubt	that	Ed	and	Luke	started	their	trip	with	very	high	levels	of	cognitive
based	trust.	Experienced	trekkers,	climbers,	and	guides,	they	respected	each
other’s	skill	sets	and	their	pedigree.	They	also	trusted	each	other’s	integrity.

Emotion-Based	Trust
Emotion-based	trust	is	different,	though.	We	build	this	type	of	trust	more	on
the	degree	of	emotional	connection	we	feel	toward	others.	These	emotions
are	based,	not	on	the	expectations	we	have	of	their	competence	but	the
feelings	we	experience	due	to	the	quality	of	the	relationship	we	actually	have
with	that	person.(13;14)	When	I’ve	met	my	heart	surgeon,	did	I	connect	with
her,	did	I	like	her,	did	I	think	she	would	look	after	me	and	care	for	me	after
my	operation?

The	levels	of	emotion-based,	affective	trust	between	Ed	and	Luke	would
have	been	very	high	from	the	outset.	Luke	had	even	asked	Ed	to	be	best	man
at	his	wedding.	Just	like	when	Ed	and	Luke	first	met,	we	build	emotion-
based	trust	with	someone	when	we	experience	kind,	caring,	and	respectful



interactions	with	them.	It	is	not	based	on	what	we	imagine,	like	cognitive-
based	trust,	rather	it	is	based	on	how	we	experience	them.(15-17)

	

Great	teams	build	interpersonal	trust	through	rapidly	accruing	high	levels	of
cognitive	and	high	levels	of	emotion-based	trust	and	layering	on	more	of
both	over	time.	But	what’s	the	quickest	way	to	build	trust—do	we	focus	on
building	emotion-based	trust	or	building	cognitive-based	trust,	or	both	at
the	same	time?	The	populist	approach,	fueled	by	the	surge	of	interest	in
transformational	leadership,	emotional	intelligence,	and	psychological
safety	is	to	prioritize	the	building	of	emotion-based	trust.	Several	writers
including	Lencioni	have	suggested	this	is	the	way	to	go:

“The	first	dysfunction	is	an	absence	of	trust	among	team	members.
Essentially,	this	stems	from	their	unwillingness	to	be	vulnerable	within
the	group.”

—PATRICK	LENCIONI(18)

His	model	for	team	building	was	for	the	team	to	immediately	start	building
the	capability	to	be	more	vulnerable.	This	was	his	advice	to	fast	track	the
building	of	trust.	As	we	shall	see,	this	is	not	quickest	route,	though.	In	a
team,	especially	in	the	more	extreme	teams,	competence	is	paramount,	so
cognitive-based	trust	has	a	much	higher	currency	than	emotion-based	trust.
In	some	extreme	teams,	it’s	sometimes	the	only	currency.

Our	Trust	Journey



Some	of	us	are	naturally	more	trusting	than	others.	We	were	either	born	that
way	or	we’ve	had	experiences	growing	up	that	have	shaped	us	into	trusting
types	or	the	untrusting	types.	Before	we	even	meet	someone,	our	trust	levels
are	low,	half	full,	near	full,	or	somewhere	in-between.	Then,	before	we	meet
them,	we	gain	knowledge	about	their	competence,	background,	or
reputation.	Based	on	what	information	we	acquire	about	them,	we	adjust
our	trust	levels.	Then,	on	our	first	meeting,	depending	on	whether	our	initial
hypotheses	of	their	competence	and	integrity	are	confirmed	or	confounded,
we	alter	them	again.	If	I’m	told	my	heart	surgeon	is	renowned
internationally	for	their	work,	my	cognitive	based	trust	levels	rise.	But	if,	on
my	first	meeting	with	her,	she	reeks	of	whiskey,	they	will	quickly	diminish.
We	will	also	form	emotion-based	trust	too	based	on	how	they	speak	to	us
and	take	an	interest	in	us.	If	we	are	highly	relationship	centric,	then	this
emotion-based	trust	will	be	more	powerful.	But	for	many	of	us,	especially	in
the	more	extreme	teams,	where	jobs	are	on	the	line	and	lives	are	at	stake,
emotion-based	trust	is	likely,	certainly	in	the	early	days,	to	be	less	powerful
than	the	cognitions	we	form	of	their	competence	and	their	integrity.

When	we	start	working	in	a	new	team	then,	it	has	been	mainly	our	cognitive-
based	trust	that	has	been	building	or	falling.	Our	trust	then	rises	in	line	with
the	reliability	and	the	results	we	see	compared	to	that	which	we	were
expecting.(19-21)	Meanwhile	our	emotional	levels	of	trust	also	start	to	move,
depending	on	the	degree	to	which	we	witness	helpfulness,	respect,	and
consideration.	Over	time,	we	continue	to	adjust	both	cognitive	and
emotional	trust	levels	depending	on	what	we	experience.	Ed	and	Luke,	and
then	Ed	and	Cho,	would	have	gone	through	this	journey.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	THE	BENEFITS	OF	HIGH	TRUSTING	PEOPLE
In	recent	years	we	have	discovered	that	the	best	teams	are	composed
of	workers	who	start	off	with	fuller	rucksacks	of	trust.(i.e.,	20-22)	Higher
trusting	people	bring	distinct	advantages	over	low	trusting	people.	The
benefits	of	employing	high	trusting	individuals	in	a	team	are	so
numerous	that’s	it’s	an	absolute	no-brainer	to	recruit	as	many	of	them
as	we	can.	For	starters,	they	go	about	building	trust	quicker	than	lower
trusting	people,(21)	tend	to	be	more	optimistic	and	extroverted	(whilst
pessimists	and	introverts	can	make	excellent	team	members,	both	of
these	types	have	been	found	to	be	associated	with	superior	team



working),(20;21)	and	have	a	more	pronounced	internal	locus	of	control,
which	is	a	posh	way	of	saying	they	believe	they	can	influence	things
more	than	they	are	influenced	by	them,	so	rather	than	seeing
themselves	as	victims	of	change,	they	see	themselves	as	participants
or	cocreators	of	it.(23)	They	are	also	more	resilient	and	more	adaptable.
And	they	are	more	comfortable	with	speaking	up	and	voicing	their
opinions.(24)	High	trusting	individuals	are	also	better	at	communicating
and	sharing	their	knowledge	and	are	more	active	in	pursuing	the	team’s
goals.(2;	20;21)	Several	researchers	have	also	found	that	in	“short	lived”
project-type	teams,	those	that	employ	the	high	trusting	individuals
perform	the	best.(20;21;25)	As	I	witnessed	once	in	a	very	senior	team,
someone	with	a	naturally	empty	rucksack	of	trust	can	be	so	cynical	that
they	can	actually	consider	the	construction	of	a	desired	set	of
behaviors,	produced	by	the	team,	for	the	team	to	work	to,	as
controlling	and	inhibiting.(19)

For	some	of	us	over	the	course	of	our	lives,	we	have	grown	to	trust,	while
others	have	had	it	pummeled	out	of	them.	A	heart	gets	broken	by	an
unfaithful	lover,	and	it’s	not	just	that	person	we	can’t	trust,	suddenly	all	men
or	women	are	untrustworthy,	cheating	bastards.	This	is	a	form	of	prejudice.
The	good	news	is	that	the	way	we	trust	is	not	fixed.	As	we	get	older,	we	get
wiser,	and	our	trust	levels	are	less	impacted	by	isolated	moments	and	more
influenced	by	the	patterns	we	see.(20)	As	I	say	to	my	daughter	Emily	when	her
brother,	Alexander,	is	annoying	her,	which	he	frequently	does,	“He’s	not	a
naughty	boy;	he’s	just	done	a	naughty	thing.”	I’m	trying	to	convince	her,	and
him,	that	a	single	instance	doesn’t	define	him	as	a	person.	No	matter	how
idiotic	he	may	have	been,	he’s	no	idiot.

How	Do	We	Build	Swift	Trust?
As	we	have	seen,	cognitive-based	trust	is	often	accrued	before	we	even	meet
someone.	Based	on	what	we	know	about	someone,	we	just	assume
competence	and	integrity	from	the	outset.



Andy	was	a	flight	commander	for	the	RAF	during	the	2003	Iraq	war.	I
interviewed	him	to	better	understand	how	he	went	about	building	a	trusting
team	that	could	execute	under	the	most	extreme	of	conditions.	The	risks
were	high;	during	his	posting,	he	lost	two	colleagues	from	friendly	fire	and
over	the	course	of	the	war,	several	aircraft	were	tragically	shot	down	in
battle.	Andy	reflected	eighteen	years	later	about	the	secrets	of	teaming	in
this	extraordinary	pressure	cooker	and	the	importance	of	“trust.”

“You	have	to	trust	your	team	to	do	the	job	they’re	trained	to	do,	and	you
have	to	trust	others	to	do	their	jobs,	too.	You	have	to	trust	people	to
execute	the	plan	we’re	all	working	to.”

“I	get	that,	Andy,”	I	said,	“but	how	do	you	build	this	trust?	You	hardly	knew
many	of	the	people	in	whose	hands	you	were	putting	your	life	and	the	life	of
your	squadron.”	He	said:

“You	had	to	assume	they	were	competent.	They’ve	all	gone	through
training	like	we	have	in	the	UK.	With	some	of	them,	we	also	trained
together	which	also	helped.	Even	if	we	didn’t	get	to	train	with	them,	you
know	the	selection	and	training	we	all	go	through	to	get	into	these
positions,	so	you	trust	them	implicitly.”

Fran	is	a	partner	at	a	well-known	global	consulting	firm	that	employs
hundreds	of	thousands	of	people.	Making	partner	was	no	easy	feat.	The	race
to	the	top	was	long,	competitive,	stressful,	and	very	fierce.	The	average
annual	salary	for	partner	in	several	global	consulting	firms	is	over	a	half	a
million	pounds	sterling	with	many	more	senior	partners	earning	seven
figures.	So	bright	and	ambitious	consultants	are	keen	to	rise	up	the	ladder



and	make	partner.	The	partnership	model	means	that	any	profits	made	by
the	firm	are	shared	by	the	partners.	As	salaries	are	extraordinarily	high,
existing	partners	only	want	new	associates	in	the	firm	who	will	add	to	their
wealth,	not	drain	it.	So	they	make	sure	they	are	very	careful	in	who	they
select	into	the	partnership.	Many	consultants	never	even	get	onto	the
partner	trail	and	many	others	fall	by	the	wayside.	Only	the	very	best	make	it.
Consequently,	when	a	client	meets	a	partner,	they	can	expect	quality.	As
Fran	puts	it:

“When	I	meet	another	Partner	at	the	firm,	I	know	what	they	went	through
to	get	there.	I	know	straight	away	I	am	dealing	with	someone	who	is
quality.”

Andy	and	Fran	generate	a	kind	of	trust	called	“Swift	Trust.”	Coined	by
Debora	Meyerson	over	twenty-five	years	ago,	she	noticed	that	in	the	more
extreme	teams,	such	as	the	military	or	emergency	services	where	people	are
thrown	together	for	a	short	period	of	time	under	the	most	intense	pressure,
they	build	trust	remarkably	fast	because,	essentially,	they	have	to.(26)	She	also
stated	that	in	these	teams,	the	way	we	build	swift	trust	is	more	based	on
cognitive	trust,	what	we	believe	others	are	able	to	contribute,	than	on
emotion-based	trust	which	is	built	on	how	we	connect	with	values,
personality,	or	belief	systems.(26)	We	ask,	“are	they	competent	and	can	they
do	the	job?”	Meyerson,	just	like	Andy,	stressed	the	importance	of	assuming
competence	in	the	team	from	the	outset	as	a	means	of	accumulating	swift
trust.(26)	And	just	like	Andy,	she	stated	that	cognitive	trust	was	initially	more
important	than	any	other	form	of	trust.

Swift	trust	is	not	just	reserved	for	emergency	services;	however,	it	is
increasingly	being	sought	after	in	industry.	We	all	have	to	do	more	in	less
time	these	days.	Researchers	have	discovered	that	as	a	result	of	being	so
time	crunched,	teams	simply	cannot	rely	on	the	quality	of	their	relationships
to	build	the	necessary	level	of	trust	required	to	team	well.(19;20)	In	fact,	they
have	found	that	the	more	pressure	the	team	is	under,	especially	the	pressure
of	tighter	deadlines,	the	more	crucial	is	the	role	of	trust	in	determining	team
success.(21;	27-31)	Simply	stated,	the	more	pressure	on	the	team,	the	more
important	trust	becomes	and	the	more	important	it	is	we	rapidly
accumulate	trust	in	the	form	of	swift	or	cognitive	trust.

The	nature	of	swift	trust	is	that	teams	“assume	it”	first,	then	have	it	either
validated	or	eroded	based	on	what	happens	next.	As	it	forms	so	quickly,	it	is



recognized	as	very	much	a	conditional	trust.	So	swift	trust	is	simply	an	early
starting	point	to	building	deeper	levels	of	interpersonal	trust.

To	convert	swift	trust	to	these	more	profound	levels	of	inter-personal	trust,
teams	have	to	be	then	able	to	layer	on	top	of	swift	trust	deeper	levels	of
cognitive	and	emotion-based	trust.	To	build	the	former,	team	members
have	to	act	reliably	and	consistently	with	the	promises	they	make,	and	to
build	the	latter,	they	have	to	be	respectful,	helpful,	and	caring	toward	others.
(20)	So	we	can	conclude	that	for	many	teams,	cognitive-based	trust	is	more
important	in	the	early	days,	while	emotion-based	trust	becomes	more
powerful	over	time.	This	makes	intuitive	sense.	As	Luke	would	testify	with
Ed,	if	we	are	treated	particularly	badly	by	someone,	no	matter	how	much	we
trust	their	competence,	we	will	rapidly	lose	trust	in	them,	sometimes
irreparably	so.	And	conversely,	as	Ed	and	Cho	discovered,	if	the	relationship
endures	through	thick	and	thin,	our	trust	levels	can	go	through	the	roof,	safe
in	the	knowledge	that	we	can	endure	our	ups	and	downs.



So,	is	the	best	way	to	build	swift	trust	simply	to	employ	highly	trusting	and
competent	people	who	treat	each	other	well?	Yes	and	no.	If	you	can	afford
them,	then	happy	days.	However,	this	combination	of	qualities	usually	come
at	a	price	in	the	marketplace,	and	in	any	case,	let’s	not	forget	that	low
trusting	people	can	bring	unquestionable	value	and	shouldn’t	be
discounted	just	because	they	are	not	naturally	trusting.	And	let’s	also
remember	that	high	competence	doesn’t	necessarily	mean	the	team	will	gel.
Several	sports	teams	made	up	of	superstars	have	had	very	poor	seasons.

What	about	ensuring	our	selection	practices	are	so	demanding,	that	only	the
very	best	will	get	through,	so	we	build	the	same	cognitively	based	trust



automatically	assumed	in	the	SAS	or	Navy	Seals?	Ensuring	many	existing
team	members	are	involved	in	the	recruitment	process	is	a	great	way	to
build	trust	early,	but	most	teams	simply	don’t	have	the	resources	available
to	them	to	put	their	“talent”	through	such	a	long,	arduous,	rigorous	selection
process.

What	about,	if	you’re	the	team	leader,	modelling	the	team	leader	“model”
the	way	and	trust	everybody,	and	in	doing	so	enable	the	rest	of	your	team	to
follow	suit	to	create	a	more	trusting	team?	It	will	certainly	help,	but	I’ve	seen
plenty	of	trusting	team	leaders	in	teams	that	are	low	in	trust	for	reasons	that
have	nothing	to	do	with	the	team	leader.	And	besides,	this	will	take	too	long.

Why	can’t	you	just	tell	everyone,	as	I’ve	heard	so	many	times	at	team	off-
sites,	to	be	more	trusting?	We	forget,	though,	that	humans	don’t	choose	the
trust	we	give;	it’s	more	of	an	instinct.

Build	Same	Page	Trust
You	obviously	need	a	more	practical	way	to	help	build	swift	trust	in	today’s
more	extreme	work	teams.	You	can’t	simply	rely	on	reputation	or	the
recruitment	process	to	generate	trust.	Your	answer	lies	in	the	sharing	of
mental	models.	Your	team	can	do	this	by	framing	and	sharing	its	thinking	of
how	it	wants	your	team	to	function	and	behave.	Typically,	conversations	will
include	a	shared	understanding	of	the	work	that	needs	to	be	done,	the
strategic	approach	the	team	will	take	to	achieve	its	goals,	a	shared
understanding	of	each	other’s	roles	and	the	relevant	experience	you	each
bring	to	the	problems	that	require	solving.	The	sharing	of	mental	models
will	also	help	you	if	your	team	works	across	the	boundaries	of	your
organization	as	“boundary	objects”	such	as	blueprints,	plans,	diagrams,	or
charts	help	teams	literally	share	the	same	picture	of	what	has	to	be	done	and
by	whom.(32)	Your	team	is	also	wise	to	share	its	mental	models	of	what
members	expect	to	happen,	as	we	know	this	also	boosts	levels	of	team	swift
trust.	This	is	especially	important	if	you	run	Global	Virtual	Teams.(20;	21)

The	act	of	sharing	mental	models	helps	the	rapid	building	of	cognitive-
based	trust.(33-35)	Ed	and	Luke	were	not	on	“on	the	same	page”	because	they
possessed	very	different	mental	models	on	why	they	were	walking,	what	the
walk	entailed,	and	how	they	were	going	to	walk.	Mental	models	concerning
plans	and	roles	are	particularly	important;	when	these	are	not	shared,	your



team	will	suffer.(33-35)	Agreeing	on	desired	team	behaviors	has	been	found	to
not	only	boost	levels	of	emotional-based	trust,	especially	for	the	more
relationship	centric,	but	it	also	boosts	levels	of	cognitive-based	trust.(36;37)

The	purpose	of	your	team	is	another	mental	model,	which	when	agreed
upon,	will	also	increase	levels	of	cognitive-based	trust.(38-41)

Building	swift	trust	therefore	hinges	on	your	team	sharing	and	consolidating
a	small	but	profoundly	important	number	of	mental	models.	When	these
mental	models	are	not	shared	and	thereby	not	reconciled,	not	only	will	trust
be	slower	to	build,	but	you	will	find	that	dysfunction	becomes	inevitable.(42)

Being	on	the	same	page	is	very	much	implied	by	Meyerson	and	other	Swift
Trust	researchers,	although	never	explicitly	named,	so	I’ve	taken	the	liberty
of	giving	the	trust	it	generates	the	title	of	“Same	Page	Trust.”	Meyerson	and
colleagues	stated	that	swift	trust	erodes	with	“deviations	from	or	violations	of
group	norms.”	(26)	For	these	erosions	to	take	place,	logically	norms	have	to	be
present	in	the	first	instance.	However,	as	Ed	and	Luke	discovered,	deviations
from	norms	are	much	more	likely	to	occur	if	norms	are	assumed	rather	than
explicitly	stated.

To	build	the	swiftest	of	trust	then,	the	best	teams	get	these	mental	models
agreed	as	soon	as	they	possibly	can.	It	turns	out	Ed	and	Luke	had	significant
differences	here.	They	had	either	assumed	these	differences	didn’t	matter,
or	they	had	assumed	they	didn’t	exist.	These	assumptions	proved	to	be
disastrous	because	they	triggered	a	whole	host	of	trust	drainers,	notably
hostility	from	Ed	and	resentment	from	Luke,	which	ultimately	led	to	their
downfall.	When	I	spoke	to	Ed	thirteen	years	after	he	started	his	walk,	he	had
yet	to	make	the	connection	between	some	of	these	symptoms	and	these	root
causes	residing	in	these	conflicting	mental	models.	This	is	because	nobody
had	told	him	about	them.	If	he	had	a	check	list	to	work	through	with	Luke,	a
code	to	work	from,	he	would	have	been	able	to	understand	these
connections	at	the	time	the	issues	were	occurring	and	potentially	taken
steps	to	avoid	them	before	it	was	too	late.

So	achieving	Same	Page	Trust	is	very	much	like	signing	a	bunch	of	teaming
contracts.	This	might	sound	a	bit	unnecessary,	but	it	really	works.	If	we’re
working	with	a	builder	and	we	have	a	contract,	something	that	we’ve	both
agreed	on	and	signed	up	to—we’re	naturally	going	to	be	more	trusting	of



them	than	if	we	didn’t	have	something	explicitly	agreed.(43)	The	psychology
is	basic.

The	problem	is	that	we	can	think	we’re	on	the	same	page	when	in	fact	we’re
not.	“Do	I	trust	you	and	do	you	have	skills	and	the	desire	to	do	this	walk?”	was
all	that	Ed	and	Luke	needed	to	convince	each	other	that	they	were	good	to
go.	They	would	have	scored	high	on	cognitive-based	trust,	as	they	respected
each	other’s	competence	and	integrity,	they	would	have	scored	high	on
emotional-based	trust,	as	they	were	good	friends,	but	they	would	have
bombed	out	badly	on	Same	Page	Trust.	This	is	because	their	initial	swift
trust	was	built	on	a	number	of	assumptions	about	themselves	that	over	their
three	months	together,	turned	out	to	be	false.	Because	they	didn’t
understand	how	to	reconcile	these	differences,	their	initial	absence	of	Same
Page	Trust	would	have	caused	both	their	cognitive	and	emotional-based
trust	to	diminish	rapidly.	If	they	had	asked	themselves	from	the	outset,	a
different	set	of	questions	and	looked	at	a	different	set	of	dials	to	properly
stress	test	their	cognitive	trust,	they	would	have	realized	it	was	actually	built
on	crumbling	foundations.	If	they	had	discussed	their	Same	Page	Trust	way
before	they	took	their	first	steps	at	the	source	of	the	Amazon,	alarm	bells
would	have	been	ringing	and	they	would	have	had	some	time	to	reconcile
the	obvious	differences	that	existed	between	them,	or	more	likely,	not	even
started	their	walk	together.



Ultimately,	we	convert	Conditional	Swift	Trust	to	Deep	Interpersonal	Trust.

Go	All	in	to	Build	Swift	Trust
It	makes	sense	then,	as	Meyerson	advocated	twenty-five	years	ago,	that
teams	go	“all	in”	to	accrue	as	much	Swift	Trust	as	you	can	muster.	The
science	tells	us	that	your	starting	point	is	to	rapidly	make	a	bunch	of	task-
based	agreements	to	ensure	that	you	and	your	team	share	highly	influential
“mental	models.”	Agreeing	why	the	team	exists,	what	it	is	tasked	with	doing,
and	how	it	will	go	about	doing	it	builds	rapid	Same	Page	Trust	which	you
can	then	convert	to	more	powerful	interpersonal	trust	over	time.

Of	course,	the	really	switched-on	teams	make	their	agreements	in	ways	that
also	generate	relationship-based	emotional-based	trust.	They	go	about
making	their	agreements	thoughtfully,	respectfully,	and	assertively,	but	not
aggressively.	They	start	to	build	emotion-based	trust	from	the	moment	they



start	to	work	together.	But	one	thing	they	absolutely	don’t	do	is	prioritise	the
building	of	emotional,	relationship-based	trust	over	cognitive,	same-page
trust.	This	is	the	mistake	I’ve	seen	time	and	time	again.	Just	like	Ed	and
Luke,	either	the	team	under-estimates	the	power	of	getting	on	the	same
page,	or	they	wait	too	long	to	do	it,	or	they	assume	they	agree	on	everything
they	need	to.

So	now	our	criterion	for	the	code	is	extended.	The	introduction	tells	the
story	of	Ed	and	Luke	and	of	Ed	and	Cho	and	how	the	latter	succeeded	so
famously	while	the	former	failed.	Chapter	One	informs	us	that	walking	the
Amazon	is	not	too	dissimilar	to	the	reality	facing	many	of	today’s	teams.
Chapter	Two	tells	us	our	track	record	to	date	in	building	great	teams	is	not
great	and	postulated	that	a	code	would	have	helped	teams	like	Ed	and	Luke
to	have	succeeded,	and	this	chapter	describes	the	vital	importance	of	swift
trust	to	today’s	fast	paced	teams	and	how	we	generate	it	quickly.	What	we
have	actually	done	in	this	chapter	is	spell	out	the	start	of	“the	code.”

TAKEAWAYS

1. Trust	is	a	powerful	driver	of	team	success.

2. Trust	is	composed	of	cognitive	(perceived	levels	of	competence	and
basic	integrity)	and	emotional	trust	(how	well	supported	we	feel	by
others).

3. Swift	trust	is	conditional	and	rapidly	formed,	mainly	through	building
cognitive	trust.

4. We	accrue	cognitive-based	swift	trust	before	we	meet	someone,
based	on	their	credentials	and	their	reputation.

5. We	then	accelerate	the	building	of	swift	trust	by	“getting	on	the
same	page”	and	building	same	page	trust	with	them.

6. The	quickest	way	to	build	trust	in	a	team	is	for	the	team	to	establish
several	shared	mental	models.

7. Swift	trust	is	conditional	and	is	converted	to	deeper	levels	of	trust
when	our	expectations	of	reliability,	delivery,	and	benevolence	are
met	over	time.





Chapter	4	

The	Code	

We	desperately	need	that	team	building	code.	Most	team	leaders	just	like	Ed
and	Luke	are	fine	people	who	understand	the	basic	elements	of	good	team
working.	Without	help	we	will	only	see	them	floundering	in	today’s	fast
paced,	relentlessly	changing,	digitalized	world.	They	need	that	code	to	help
them	rapidly	build	the	swift	trust	or	to	regain	any	trust	that	may	have	been
lost.	The	problem	is,	there	never	has	been	a	code	that	we	can	turn	to.	As
we’ve	seen	we’ve	had	various	“maturity	models”	that	describe	the	life	story
of	the	team,	and	we’ve	had	various	buckets	of	behaviors	that	we	know	work,
but	we’ve	never	had	a	code	that	reliably	instructs	us	what	to	do	and	in	what
order,	one	that	we	can	pass	to	any	team	leader	to	give	them	the	best	chance
of	succeeding.	So	I	set	about	exploring	the	possibility	that	one	actually	exists
and	figuring	one	out.

The	Story	of	Code	Construction
Since	2016,	a	team	of	four	psychologists	here	at	TeamUp	have	been	pouring
over	decades	of	academic	studies	and	reading	just	about	every	book	that
exists	in	the	field	of	team	development	in	the	quest	to	find	that	elusive	team
building	code.	We	invested	in	work	psychology	search	engines	and
employed	an	organizational	psychology	research	company.	In	doing	so	we
extracted	data	from	literally	hundreds	of	thousands	of	academic	studies,
published	in	respected	peer	related	work	psychology	journals	over	the	last
30	or	forty	years,	with	a	primary	focus	on	the	most	recent	research.

We	were	scrupulous.	We	only	wanted	to	learn	from	the	very	best	science
available.	We	didn’t	take	much	notice	of	esteemed	journals	like	Forbes	or	the
Harvard	Business	Review.	Although	highly	respected	publications,	they	are
not	actually	considered	“good	science.”	Journals	have	an	“impact	factor”
that	gives	us	an	indication	of	the	importance	they	have	in	the	scientific



research	community.	The	higher	the	impact-factor	the	more	important,
influential,	and	reliable	the	journal.	The	Harvard	Business	Review	has	an
impact	factor	of	only	1.27.	To	put	this	into	perspective	the	highest	rated
journal,	Nature,	has	a	current	impact	factor	of	41.456.

Unfortunately,	academics	have	not	always	helped	the	cause.	Have	you	read
a	published	academic	journal	recently?	If	so,	are	you	still	breathing?	If	you
understood	the	workable	conclusions	and	it	didn’t	drain	the	life	out	of	you,
I’d	be	pleasantly	shocked.	I’ve	been	reading	academic	papers	for	years	and
as	a	result,	now	have	to	attend	anger	management	classes.

From	this	research,	we	identified	several	team	behaviors	that	were	found	to
predict	positive	performance	outcomes	and	we	identified	a	bunch	more
which	predicted	other	behaviors	that	in	turn	predicted	positive	performance
outcomes.	In	other	words,	we	found	the	makings	of	some	sort	of	code	or
sequence.	We	poured	over	the	data,	and	I	tore	much	hair	out	of	my	already
balding	head	as	we	tried	to	construct	a	code	that	was	based	on	science,	but
also	satisfied	the	other	criteria	listed	in	Chapter	Two.	Remember,	it	had	to
be	simple,	measurable,	comprehensive,	enable	swift	trust	to	be	built,	and	of
course,	able	to	put	into	a	predictive	sequence.

After	much	study	and	statistical	testing	to	demonstrate	its	reliability	and
validity,	we	have	identified	a	code	that	met	every	single	one	of	the	criteria	we
set.	No	other	code	is	available,	anywhere,	that	can	claim	to	do	this.	We	call	it
The	TeamUp	PlaybookTM,	a	purposefully	simple,	memorable	four-part	code
for	any	team	to	apply	with	absolute	confidence.	It	also	passes	the	Amazon
Walk	Test	because,	as	we’ll	see,	it	explains	exactly	what	went	wrong	in	Ed
and	Luke’s	team	and	what	went	right	in	Ed	and	Cho’s	team.

The	Team	Up	Playbook



The	Code	in	a	Nutshell
First	the	team	Gets	Set	by	sharing	and	forming	agreed	mental	models	in
order	to	rapidly	build	swift	trust	and	to	immediately	propel	the	team
forward.	While	it	is	making	these	agreements,	it	enters	the	Get	Safe	phase.
Here	it	is	more	purposefully	building	trust,	deepening	relationships,	and
forming	a	climate	where	the	team	can	freely	exchange	opinions	and	feelings
and	where	it	is	able	to	learn.	When	the	team	accumulates	sufficient
psychological	safety,	it	will	then	be	in	a	better	position	to	engage	in	value
driving	interactions	defined	by	autonomy,	commitment,	and	reliability	in
the	third,	Get	Strong	phase.	It	is	these	interactions	that	then	produce	the
desirable	outcomes	we	all	want	to	see	in	the	Get	Success	phase.	Of	course,



the	reality	is	that	teams	don’t	sit	in	any	one	phase	of	a	linear	journey	at	one
point	in	time.	Rather	they	occupy	the	Set,	Safe,	Strong,	and	Successful
phases	all	at	the	same	time,	only	at	varying	degrees	of	competence.
However,	when	it	comes	to	improving	the	way	a	team	works,	we	absolutely
advise	leaders	to	follow	the	code	in	the	order	it	is	set	out.

The	code	is	structured	in	such	a	way	that	competence	in	each	phase	builds
more	competence	in	the	next	phase.	In	the	team	development	journey,	the
team	focuses	its	energy	on	developing	its	competence	at	each	stage	until	it
has	reached	a	satisfactory	level	before	then	progressing	to	developing	itself
at	the	next	phase.

The	code	doesn’t	stop	there;	there’s	a	code	within	the	overall	code.	Each	of
the	three	development	phases	are	divided	into	three	skill	sets,	each
containing	three	behaviors.	We	therefore	have	three	lots	of	three	behaviors
across	three	phases,	totaling	twenty-seven	high	performing	team	behaviors.

The	code	is	therefore	simple,	comprehensive,	measurable,	actionable,
sequenced,	and	builds	swift	trust,	but	is	it	scientific?

The	Science	Bit
All	twenty-seven	agreements	and	behaviors	are	taken	from	the	hundreds	of
thousands	of	journals	that	we	filtered	and	studied,	so	we	know	the	content
of	the	code	is	predictive	of	team	effectiveness.	The	code	clearly	and
unarguably	has	what	we	call	“content	validity.”	In	other	words,	all	the
components	all	predict	successful	team	outcomes.

But	Does	the	Sequence	Stack	Up?
The	sequence	of	the	code	also	has	content	validity.	Close	examination	of	the
scientific	journals,	as	we	shall	see,	suggests	this	sequence	really	does	exist.
However,	we	went	one	step	further.	We	tested	our	code	on	twenty-three
teams	involving	178	team	members.	We	found	very	significant	concurrent
validity.	Regression	analysis	demonstrated	that	each	phase	significantly
predicted	the	next	phase	across	the	code.	Get	Set	significantly	predicted	Get
Safe	which	significantly	predicted	Get	Strong	which	significantly	predicted
Get	Success.	Furthermore,	Get	Safe	significantly	predicted	Get	Success	and
as	the	significance	of	the	relationships	between	Get	Set,	Get	Safe,	and	Get



Strong	with	Get	Success	increased	as	we	progress	through	the	code,	we	have
even	scientific	validation	for	the	integrity	of	the	code.

Our	regression	analysis	also	found	something	even	more	compelling.	We
found	that	competence	in	each	skill	set	significantly	predicts	the
competence	in	the	next	skill	set.	So	competence	in	Mission	significantly
predicts	competence	in	Plans	which	significantly	predicts	competence	in
Disciplines.

As	we	know,	teams	are	highly	complex	emergent	systems,	so	finding	a	code
that	works	in	the	presence	of	multiple	feedback	loops	is	no	mean	feat.

Finally,	at	long	last,	we	can	now	confidently	say	that	leaders	have	a	code
they	can	confidently	use	to	build	their	teams.	One	they	can	back.	One	that
tells	them	what	to	do	and	in	what	order.	Let’s	examine	this	order.	You	will
see,	it	really	is,	after	all	the	science	that	has	been	conducted,	actually	very
much	common	sense.

Phase	1:	Getting	Set
MISSION,	PLANS,	&	DISCIPLINES

The	Three	Skill	Sets	for	Getting	the	Team	Set.	See	page	77	for	all	nine	behaviors.

The	code	starts	with	Getting	Set	so	you	can	immediately	start	to	build	swift
trust	in	your	team.	Doing	so	builds	more	rapidly	crucial	confidence	and
certainty	in	today’s	highly	uncertain	digitalized	world.	Getting	Set	is	simply
getting	the	team	“on	the	same	page.”	You	want	your	team	to	know	as	soon
as	is	feasibly	possible	that	the	whole	team	agrees	on	what	it	is	doing,	who’s
doing	it,	and	how	it	will	be	done.	You	want	those	shared	mental	models	out
on	the	table,	being	kicked	around,	and	ultimately	consolidated.	We	know
that	things	change	fast	these	days,	and	so	don’t	expect	to	stay	set	for	very
long.	Getting	set	means	being	ready	and	able	to	reset.

To	be	on	the	same	page	the	team	has	to	make	team	agreements	on	nine
different	mental	models,	each	of	which	we	know	results	in	team	success.

You	first	want	your	team	to	agree	on	its	mission	by	sharing	the	same
understanding	of	its	purpose,	its	vision,	and	its	shared	goals.	Then	you	want
your	team	to	agree	on	its	plans	in	the	form	of	a	high-level	strategy,	how	it



will	influence	its	stakeholders,	its	core	priorities,	and	as	much	clarity	as	you
can	achieve	on	who	is	broadly	responsible	for	decisions	and	actions.	Finally,
you	want	your	team	to	agree	on	its	disciplines,	namely	how	it	wants	to
behave,	how	it	wants	to	meet,	and	how	it	ensures	it	has	sufficient	skin	in	the
game	to	be	motivated	toward	achieving	shared	goals	as	well	as	individual
goals.

Plans	change,	membership	changes,	roles	change,	and	meetings	become
outdated,	so	we	want	you	to	continuously	revisit	these	agreements	to	reset
and	to	be	sure	your	team	maintains	certainty,	clarity,	and	confidence
through	continuous	turbulence.	If	your	team	is	a	new	project	team,	Getting
Set	is	an	especially	natural	place	to	start	as	it	has	been	established	that	the
way	a	team	starts	really	can	determine	whether	it	ends	up	succeeding	or
failing.(1;2)

Why	Get	Set	before	Getting	Safe?
We	Get	Set	before	we	Get	Safe	in	order	to	get	the	team	moving	and	to	build
swift	trust	more	rapidly.	If	this	wasn’t	enough	to	convince	you	to	start	here,
then	consider	a	host	of	additional	research	we	found	to	substantiate	the
logic	of	attending	to	the	Get	Set	phase	before	the	Get	Safe	phase.	Firstly,
when	team	members	are	aware	of	each	other’s	goals	(Get	Set),	we	know	it
helps	them	to	give	each	other	more	feedback	(Get	Safe),(3-5)	and	when	they
have	visibility	of	each	other’s	goals,	it	helps	them	learn	more	from	each
other(2;6)	(Get	Safe).	We	also	know	that	teams	who	operate	with	both	explicit
shared	goals	and	explicit	shared	rewards	(both	part	of	Getting	Set)	create
more	psychological	safety	than	those	who	don’t.(7)	Did	you	also	know	that
the	more	teams	make	up	front	agreements	with	each	other	(Get	Set),	the
more	psychological	safety,	trust,	and	cohesion	they	create	(Get	Safe)?(8)	The
logic	for	starting	with	Get	Set	before	Get	Safe	also	stacks	up	for	the	most
demanding	of	all	teams,	the	Global	Virtual	Team.	It	has	been	established
that	the	stronger	the	identity	of	the	global	virtual	team	(identity	is	largely
based	on	Getting	Set	agreements),	the	more	psychologically	safe	and	the
more	resilient	the	team.(9)	In	fact,	any	global	virtual	team	that	possesses	both
a	strong	identity	and	a	strong	shared	purpose	(Get	Set)	will	also	have	a	better
tolerance	for	diversity	(Get	Safe)	and	will	ultimately	perform	better(10)	(Get
Success).	Our	own	validation	studies	also	demonstrate	that	teams	that	Get
Set	are	more	likely	to	be	Safer	too.



Phase	2:	Getting	Safe
VULNERABILITY,	EMPATHY,	&	LEARNING

The	Three	Skill	Sets	for	Getting	the	Team	Safe.	See	page	77	for	all	nine	behaviors.

Most	of	us	require	some	sort	of	safety	blanket	even	if	we	don’t	care	to	admit
it.	Before	we	speak	up,	we	want	to	be	reasonably	sure	we	will	be	well
received,	are	entitled	to	say	what	we	want	to	say,	and	that	we	won’t	incur	a
cost.	When	we	feel	“psychologically	safe,”	most	of	us	in	possession	of	a
beating	heart	then	feel	more	able	to	interact	in	honest,	direct,	and	authentic
ways.	There	are	of	course	some	people	who	feel	so	permanently	safe	that
they	don’t	need	much	safety	to	express	themselves.	We	call	these	people
psychopaths.

Research	by	Amy	Edmondson	verifies	that	teams	can	build	psychological
safety	by	being	vulnerable,	being	empathic,	and	via	learning	conversations.
(11)	Vulnerability	skills	include	asking	for	help	and	saying	how	we	really	feel.
Being	grateful,	being	appreciative,	and	using	humor	are	also	forms	of
vulnerability	as	we	take	a	personal	risk	when	we	do	any	of	these.	Empathy
skills	include	sharing	knowledge	and	offering	help,	respecting	diversity	of
opinion,	and	listening	for	both	content	and	emotion.	The	learning	team	is
built	by	developing	curiosity	and	asking	great	humble	questions,	giving
descriptive	feedback,	and	investing	time	reflecting	on	how	the	team	is
working	together.	Edmondson	emphasizes	how	it	is	the	learning	created
from	psychological	safety	that	forms	the	powerful	bridge	between
psychological	safety	and	performance.(11)	For	this	reason,	learning	is	the
third	and	final	skill	set	found	in	the	Get	Safe	phase.

The	work	of	some	formidable	team	development	authorities	such	as
Tuckman,	Hackman,	Katzenbach,	and	Lencioni	has	now	been	extended.
This	code	uniquely	makes	the	building	of	psychological	safety,	Get	Safe,	a
core	and	very	central	team	development	phase.	Not	one	of	this	esteemed
aforementioned	group	mentioned	the	term	“psychological	safety”	in	their
approaches.	This	is	not	because	they	got	it	wrong;	it’s	because	it	has	only
recently	emerged	as	an	important	predictor	of	team	success,(12)	and	these
writers	composed	their	models	at	least	20	years	ago	before	a	wealth	of
evidence	has	been	found	to	support	it.	According	to	Project	Aristotle,



Google’s	research	into	what	made	their	teams	successful,	psychological
safety	came	out	as	one	of	the	most	powerful	predictors	they	found.(13;14)

Countless	other	studies	also	document	its	beneficial	effects.(i.e.,	15-19)	Up	until
now,	though,	no	code	has	existed	that	has	placed	psychological	safety	into	a
team	building	sequence	and	broken	it	down	into	three	core	skill	sets.

If	Getting	Set	is	predominantly	about	building	swift,	cognitive-based	trust,
Getting	Safe	is	much	more	about	layering	on	generous	portions	of	emotion-
based	trust.	As	we	know,	swift	trust	is	very	much	conditional;	it’s	based	on
what	we	expect	to	happen.	If	your	team	is	not	psychologically	safe	enough,
associated	falls	in	emotional	based	trust	can	completely	destroy	overall	trust
levels.	As	we’ll	see	in	the	next	chapter,	this	is	exactly	what	happened
between	Luke	and	Ed.

Why	Get	Safe	before	Getting	Strong?
Just	like	the	evidence	behind	attending	to	Getting	Set	before	attending	to
Getting	Safe,	the	evidence	behind	Getting	Safe	before	attending	to	Getting
Strong	is	utterly	compelling.	When	team	members	feel	safe	they	are	more
likely	to	take	what	Edmondson	called,	“interpersonal-risks.”(11)	It	is	only	by
taking	such	risks	that	teams	are	able	to	have	the	better,	stronger,	and
tougher	conversations.	On	the	other	hand,	if	your	team	is	registering	low
levels	of	psychological	safety,	it	will	likely	have	less	clarity	of	thought,	more
destructive	conflict,	less	learning	from	mistakes,	less	innovation,	less
collaboration	on	shared	goals,	experiment	less,	and	be	less	assertive.(11;20-27)

The	evidence	of	the	Safe/Strong	axis	is	indisputable;	to	be	strong,	you	must
have	first	banked	a	number	of	safe	interactions.	Our	validation	studies	also
support	this	finding,	that	teams	that	are	safe	are	more	likely	to	be	strong.

Phase	3:	Getting	Strong
ACCOUNTABILITY,	CONSTRUCTIVE	TENSION,	&

EXPERIMENTATION

The	Three	Skill	Sets	for	Getting	the	Team	Strong.	See	page	77	for	all	nine	behaviors.



The	rubber	hits	the	road	in	this,	the	third	and	final	developmental	phase.
The	previous	two	phases	may	be	extremely	helpful,	but	neither	actually
drive	tangible	commercial	value.	They	simply	prepare	the	ground	for	value
to	be	driven	in	this	phase.	In	the	Get	Strong	phase,	we	want	your	team	to
engage	in	proper	value	creating	interactions,	inside	and	outside	of	your
team	boundary.	These	interactions	will	be	defined	by	influence,	leadership,
and	a	deep-seated	desire	to	strive	forward	to	achieve	individual	and	shared
goals.	You	will	want	your	team	to	be	outcome	focused—to	know	what	they
want	to	achieve	and	what	actions	have	to	be	taken	to	drive	the	team	forward
to	goal	success.	And	you	want	the	team	to	be	taking	these	actions	without
you	jumping	on	their	back.	In	this	phase,	your	team	is	better	able	to	manage
their	emotions	so	they	don’t	become	too	consumed	by	success	or	failure.
They	are	very	much	in	control	of	themselves.	This	phase	is	characterized	by
strength	of	character	to	influence	the	agenda,	the	courage	to	stretch	out	of
comfort	zones,	and	a	persistence	to	keep	experimenting.

Clients	usually	start	their	conversations	with	me	by	going	straight	to	this
phase,	“We	need	more	ownership	across	the	team,”	or	“I’d	like	to	see	the	team
taking	action	instead	of	continuously	checking	in	with	me,”	or	“we’re	playing
it	too	safe—we	need	to	have	more	challenging	conversations	with	each	other.”

In	this	third	developmental	phase,	you	want	your	team	to	be	accountable	by
being	able	to	work	alone	or	in	sub-teams	without	feeling	they	have	to	refer
back	up	to	you,	to	be	prepared	to	make	verbal	commitments,	and	to	give
early	warning	signs	if	they	are	unable	to	make	these	commitments.

Getting	Strong	is	also	about	creating	constructive	relationship	tension	by
being	prepared	to	hold	others	to	account,	handling	tough	feedback	well,	and
proficiency	in	influencing	those	in	and	outside	the	team.

You	will	also	want	to	build	an	experimenting	team,	one	that	takes	action
without	having	all	the	information	in	hand,	can	innovate,	and	that	tries
different	ways	to	resolve	inevitable	conflict.	This	is	probably	the	phase
where	any	talent	you	have	within	the	team	will	most	likely	show	up.	Some	of
your	team	may	not	actually	require	that	much	psychological	safety	to
operate	well	in	this	zone.	We	are	all	different;	however,	research	tells	us	that
most	of	them	will	need	to	feel	safe	to	thrive	here.	Your	team	will	be
characterized	by	decisiveness,	influence,	and	a	willingness	to	act	on	limited
data.

Why	Get	Strong	before	Getting	Success?



Why	Get	Strong	before	Getting	Success?
This	is	the	only	axis	in	the	code	that	connects	behaviors	with	actual
performance	measures,	so	what	we	want	to	be	sure	of	here	is	that	the	nine
behaviors	in	the	Get	Strong	phase	are	each	known	to	predict	performance
outcomes.	You	can	be	reassured	that	they	do,	either	directly	or	indirectly.
We	all	know	that	collaboration,	autonomous	working,	giving	early	warning
signs,	commitment	making,	reacting	well	to	feedback,	holding	others	to
account	for	poor	performance,	influencing,	taking	action	without	all	the
information,	resolving	conflict,	and	being	creative	are	all	known
performance	correlates.	And	we	also	know,	from	our	own	research,	that,
consistent	with	the	science,	the	strongest	predictive	relationship	with	Get
Success	was	with	this	final	developmental	Get	Strong	phase.

Getting	Success
The	fourth	Get	Success	phase	is	unique	as	it	is	the	only	purely	outcome
phase,	whereas	the	three	phases	are	all	means	of	achieving	these	outcomes.
The	primary	outcomes	you	will	see	will	be	delivery	and	results.	That	is
predominantly	what	leaders	get	paid	to	produce.	But	are	results	the	only
outcome	you	value?	Don’t	you	want	a	team	that	enjoys	its	time	together	and
has	excellent	mental	health?	One	that	helps	other	teams	succeed	in	the
organization?	That	profoundly	trusts	itself?	That	has	a	wonderful
reputation?	That	converts	its	creativity	into	profitable	innovation?	That	has
learned	to	learn	so	that	it	is	future	proof	even	without	you	at	the	helm?	That
is	wonderful	at	pivoting	and	resetting	itself?	Each	of	these	outcomes	also
define	the	Get	Success	phase.

GET	SUCCESS SCORE

DELIVERS

1. Our	meetings	and	interactions	are	highly	productive,	enjoyable	and	efficient.

2. We	consistently	deliver	on	our	commitments	to	those	inside	and	outside
of	the	team.

3. We	prove	that	we	truly	value	the	team	agenda	as	well	as	our	own	personal



agendas.

TRUSTED

1. We	profoundly	trust	each	other.

2. We	have	proven	to	be	a	resilient	and	unified	team	even	under	the	most
extreme	duress.

3. We	have	a	great	reputation	and	our	stakeholders	really	do	believe	in	us.

ADAPTABLE

1. We	are	adept	at	converting	our	creative	thinking	into	innovation	and	value.

2. We	are	consistently	effective	at	pivoting	&	resetting.

3. We	are	fast	learners.

ALL	NINE	POSITIVE	OUTCOMES	OF	SUCCESSFUL	TEAMING
1	-	strongly	disagree,	2	-	disagree,	3-	neutral,	4	-	agree,	5	-	strongly	agree

Below	3.2:	Requires	Urgent	Improvement,	3.2-3.8:	Requires	Some	Improvement,	
Above	3.8:	Team	Strength

Trust	Builds	through	the	Code



So	there	you	have	it.	We	have	found	our	Holy	Grail.	You	finally	have	a
trusted	team	building	code.	One	that	ticks	all	the	boxes.	One	that	you	can
apply	with	confidence,	no	matter	what	your	team	does,	where	it	works,	or
what	level	it	sits	in	your	organization.	A	code	that	is	simple	and	memorable
yet	rich	in	scientific	rigor.	A	code	that	is	fit	for	the	time	in	which	you	and
your	team	exist.	One	that,	as	we	shall	see	in	the	next	chapter,	perfectly
explains	what	went	so	abysmally	wrong	with	Ed	and	Luke	and	at	the	same
time	what	went	so	exceptionally	right	with	Ed	and	Cho.

TAKEAWAYS

1. We	have	a	code	that	meets	all	the	criteria	required	to	help	any	leader
to	build	a	high	performing	team.	It	is	simple	and	memorable,
comprehensive,	measurable,	and	actionable,	sequential,	scientific,
and	rapidly	builds	Swift	Trust.



2. This	is	a	“world’s	first”—no	other	team	development	code	exists	that
achieves	all	of	this.

3. The	code	comprises	three	development	phases,	Get	Set,	Get	Safe,
and	Get	Strong,	with	each	phase	building	on	the	previous	to
successfully	deliver	the	fourth	and	final	phase,	Get	Success.

4. When	you	Get	Set,	you	get	your	team	on	the	same	page	by	sharing
mental	models	of	the	team’s	mission,	plans	and	disciplines,	and
agreeing	on	them.	It	includes	being	ready	to	reset.

5. When	you	Get	Safe,	you	build	respectful,	supportive	relationships
and	accrue	important	psychological	safety	by	being	vulnerable,
displaying	empathy,	and	engaging	in	learning	conversations.

6. When	you	Get	Strong,	you	harness	all	of	that	certainty,	confidence,
trust,	and	psychological	safety	so	that	task	and	relationship	centric
conversations	can	coexist	to	produce	accountability,	constructive
tension,	and	experimentation.

7. When	your	team	is	well	set	and	ready	to	reset,	feeling	safe,	and
interacting	strongly,	you	will	see	success	flow	as	your	team	performs
at	its	best,	delivers	well,	and	adapts.

8. Although	you	will	set	about	improving	the	team	in	this	order,	you
want	to	be	encouraging	the	team	to	act	in	safe	and	strong	ways	from
the	outset.

9. When	you	follow	the	code,	your	team	will	also	automatically	be	doing
their	bit	to	contribute	to	a	“team	of	teams.”



Chapter	5	

The	Code	in	the	Amazon	

Unfortunately,	Ed	and	Luke	were	most	likely	destined	to	fail.	Using	the	code,
we	can	now	see	they	were	misaligned	on	so	many	fundamentals	before	they
set	off	that	it	triggered	multiple	conflicts	which	neither	of	them	had	the
maturity	nor	capability	to	reconcile.	The	code	highlights	the	agreements
they	did	not	make	in	the	Get	Set	phase,	how	these	then	caused	Ed	to	act	in
ways	that	destroyed	psychological	safety	in	the	Get	Safe	phase,	and	how	this
then	translated	to	unresolvable	conflict	in	the	Get	Strong	phase	which	then
predictably	culminated	in	Luke	leaving	the	walk.

When	we	look	at	Ed	and	Cho,	however,	we	see	the	polar	opposite.	We	see
shared	mental	models,	swift	trust,	and	agreements	throughout	Get	Set
which	helped	generate	feelings	of	safety	in	the	Get	Safe	phase	translating	to
high	functionality	and	a	remarkable	Guinness	World	Record	in	the	Get
Strong	and	Get	Success	phases.

Getting	Set
The	best	teams	share	a	common	purpose—or	at	least	individual	purposes
that	don’t	conflict—but	Ed	and	Luke	had	different	reasons	for	walking	the
Amazon	that	did	conflict.	Ed	wanted	to	walk	the	Amazon	partly	to	honor	his
late	father	by	raising	funds	for	a	poignant	charity,	but	mainly	to	help	him
transition	into	a	career	of	adventure	and	survival.	Having	left	the	army	and
having	drifted	a	little	in	the	trekking	industry,	Ed	wanted	a	new	career,	and
he	saw	the	walk	as	a	potential	entry	ticket.	Luke,	on	the	other	hand,	just
wanted	an	enjoyable	experience.	This	meant	he	was	always	going	to
approach	the	walk	very	differently	than	Ed	in	terms	of	the	goals	he	wanted	to
set,	the	responsibilities	he	wanted	to	take	on,	and	the	way	he	wanted	to
conduct	the	walk.	While	Ed	wanted	to	steam	ahead	and	get	across	as	fast	as



he	could,	Luke	wanted	to	take	it	easier,	walk	steadier,	and	stay	longer	in	the
towns	in	nicer	hotels.	They	didn’t	share	the	same	goals.

Because	their	goals	were	different,	Ed	set	off	on	the	walk	as	fit	as	a	fiddle	and
kept	himself	trim	by	not	eating	too	much	at	the	towns	they	stopped	in.	Luke
arrived	a	little	less	fit,	a	bit	heavier,	and	wasn’t	so	bothered	about	keeping
the	weight	off,	especially	in	the	hotel	stays.	He	clearly	didn’t	regard	being
very	fit	as	part	of	his	role,	whereas	Ed	did.	Luke	also	didn’t	want	the
hardship	of	carrying	his	own	rucksack,	so	he	used	the	guides	and	any
available	horses	or	donkeys	to	relieve	him	of	this	burden.

Luke	also	felt	it	acceptable	to	hitch	a	ride	on	the	horses	from	time	to	time	to
avoid	holding	up	the	walk	and	to	preserve	his	energy.	Ed	felt	this	was	against
the	spirit	of	the	walk,	so	he	insisted	on	walking	every	step	of	the	Amazon.

From	the	outset,	they	were	operating	from	very	different	mental	models	with
differences	in	their	understanding	of	the	plan,	their	roles,	their
responsibilities,	and	their	desired	behaviors.	They	were	most	definitely	not
on	the	same	page.

There	was	also	no	upfront	agreement	on	how	they	would	review	how	the
pair	of	them	were	getting	on	together.	Who	could	blame	them?	They	were
two	friends	walking	the	Amazon.	Surely,	they	could	work	things	out	as	they
went,	couldn’t	they?	Clearly,	they	couldn’t.	The	frustration	that	these
differences	created	built	up.	Without	an	agreed	mechanism	to	review	not
just	their	progress	but	how	they	were	feeling	about	how	they	were
“teaming,”	these	conversations	never	actually	happened.

Did	they	have	skin	in	the	game?	Were	they	both	equally	motivated	to	make
the	walk	work?	I	don’t	think	so.	Luke	had	a	career	as	a	paramedic	lined	up,
so	the	walk	wasn’t	anywhere	near	as	important	to	his	future	career	as	it	was
for	Ed.	This	asymmetry	would	have	mattered.	Ed	was	simply	hungrier	and
more	motivated	to	“suffer”	than	Luke	would	ever	have	been,	which	became
evident	as	the	walk	progressed.

So	when	we	review	the	Get	Set	phase	of	the	code	and	apply	it	to	Ed	and
Luke,	we	see	implicit,	not	explicit	disagreements	everywhere.	The	code
highlights	they	were	just	not	on	the	same	page	and	that	they	didn’t	know
they	were	not	on	the	same	page.	If	they	had	applied	the	code,	it	would	have
directed	them	toward	having	the	necessary	conversations	to	try	to	manage
these	differences.	It	would	have	raised	a	number	of	red	flags	which	if	not



resolved,	would	have	predicted	serious	dysfunction,	which	is	exactly	what
happened.

Ed	and	Cho,	on	the	other	hand,	were	very	well	set,	sharing	several	mental
models	and	operating	very	much	from	the	same	page.	Cho’s	purpose	for
completing	the	whole	walk	and	to	extend	his	five	days	to	nearly	two	years
was	very	much	aligned	to	that	of	Ed’s.	Like	Ed,	he	wanted	to	better	himself
and	make	a	fundamental	change	in	his	life,	one	for	Cho	that	was
characterized	by	exiting	a	depressing	cycle	of	earning	money	from	hard
forestry	work	and	then	spending	it	all	on	hard	drinking	and	a	well-known
class-A	drug	found	in	South	America.	So	like	Ed,	Cho	really	was	“up	for	the
cup,”	with	significant	skin	in	the	game	and	was	prepared	to	do	whatever	it
took	to	turn	his	life	around.	He	didn’t	mind	suffering	and	according	to	Ed,
shared	his	commitment	to	do	whatever	it	took:

“Cho	used	to	say,	‘if	we	die,	we	die’	and	it	was	a	running	joke	between	us,
and	we	would	repeat	this	over	and	over	again.	We	really	did	mean	it.	Both
Cho	and	I	would	never	have	given	up.	We	were	prepared	to	do	whatever	it
took	to	make	it	to	the	end	of	the	Amazon.”

With	Luke	gone,	Ed	found	himself	solely	in	charge.	Those	who	co-lead	or
have	to	collaborate	on	shared	goals	with	peers	where	there	is	no	formal
leader	would	testify	that	this	makes	life,	especially	decision-making,	much
simpler.

“When	Luke	left,	I	could	do	the	blogs	as	I	wanted	to	do	them—to	be
authentic	and	real—to	be	less	jokey	with	not	so	much	fooling	around.”

So	with	Cho,	the	purpose	and	goals	were	agreed,	they	had	skin	in	the	game,
and	they	were	aligned	on	how	they	were	going	to	walk.	Ed	and	Cho	were	on
the	same	page	when	Ed	and	Luke	so	clearly	weren’t.

Getting	Safe
The	code	tests	for	vulnerability,	empathy,	and	learning	and	gives	direct
feedback	according	to	the	nine	behaviors	that	make	up	these	three	skill	sets.
Luke	left	because	none	of	these	were	in	play	and	the	atmosphere	was	so
toxic,	he	just	couldn’t	take	it	any	longer.	I’ve	interviewed	so	many	team
members	over	the	years	who	have	complained	about	at	least	one	of	these
three.



Ed	uncomfortably	but	freely	admits	responsibility	for	the	toxic	atmosphere
created	with	Luke	and	does	so	with	a	deep	sense	of	sadness	and	regret.	He’s
moved	on	since	the	walk,	grown	up,	matured,	and	learned	a	lot	about
himself.	But	at	the	time,	he	had,	in	his	own	words,	the	emotional	intelligence
of	a	child	in	a	man’s	body.

“I	was	picking	up	on	all	the	small	errors	he	was	making,	criticizing	his
skills.	I	was	probably	more	intelligent	than	Luke	and	I	used	that	to	my
advantage	to	undermine	him.	Much	of	this	was	very	subtle;	I’d	touch	very
lightly	on	what	he	was	not	so	good	at	and	used	it	to	unsettle	him.	I	was
constantly	cross	checking	his	navigation	and	picking	on	every	little
mistake,	draining	his	confidence.	I	was	constantly	reminding	him	he
wasn’t	good	enough.	I	think	subconsciously,	I	just	wanted	him	off	the
expedition	as	he	was	slowing	me	down…It	was	part	of	me	that	I’m	really
not	proud	of.	I	could	see	several	years	later,	when	I	took	some	therapy,
what	I	was	doing.	I	was	just	too	immature	to	recognize	it	at	the	time.”

Such	powerful	words.	Such	vulnerability	in	action.	But	was	there
vulnerability	at	the	time	of	the	walk?	None	at	all.	Neither	Luke	nor	Ed	asked
each	other	for	help,	nor	shared	how	they	were	feeling.	There	were	long
periods	of	silences,	and	no	feedback	was	exchanged.	Ed	certainly	didn’t
show	much	appreciation	and	gratitude	for	what	Luke	brought,	both	of	which
the	code	recommends	as	a	form	of	vulnerability.	Back	then,	there	wasn’t	a
shred	of	vulnerability	about	Ed.	He	was	a	“proper	man”	in	a	very	outdated,
old-fashioned	sense	of	the	word.	Being	a	big,	tough,	rugby-playing,	and	ex-
military,	what	else	would	you	expect?	Instead	of	admitting	or	facing	his	own
fallibilities,	weaknesses,	and	fears,	he	did	the	opposite	and	made	sure	he
drummed	into	Luke	that	he	was	strong,	utterly	capable,	and	superior.	More
damaging	to	Luke	though	was	his	negativity	about	Luke’s	weight,	fitness,
speed,	navigation,	Portuguese,	and	probably	much	else,	too.

“His	skills	trumped	mine,	especially	his	rope	and	kayaking	skills.	But	I	just
wanted	to	poke	holes	in	him.	I	projected	my	own	limitations	onto	him.	I
paid	little	attention	to	his	ability	to	lighten	the	mood	in	the	villages,	to
take	out	juggling	balls	and	make	the	children	laugh.”

Was	there	empathy	in	the	team?	Luke	was	clearly	not	having	a	good	time,
but	Ed	wasn’t	too	concerned.	And	I’m	sure	that	Luke	didn’t	feel	he	had	to
empathize	with	Ed’s	frustration.	He	hadn’t	signed	up	to	a	hard	and	fast	walk,
so	why	should	he	have	to	feel	he	had	to	apologize	or	help	Ed	deal	with	his



frustrations?	As	for	Ed,	he	just	didn’t	have	the	maturity	to	see	anything	other
than	the	jungle	in	front	of	him	and	the	goal	he	wanted	to	achieve:

“I	was	wrapped	up	in	myself,	only	thinking	of	what	I	wanted	and	being	a
selfish	bastard.	I	was	being	narcissistic.”

Clearly	Ed	wasn’t	that	concerned	about	helping	Luke.	Humor,	so	important
in	the	more	extreme	teams	and	very	much	part	of	the	code,	was	also	in	short
supply:

“We	were	joking	around,	but	there	was	always	an	edge	to	it;	I	was	mainly
sarcastic	and	cutting.”

Was	this	a	learning	team?	Of	course	not.	How	could	there	have	been	any
learning	if	there	was	no	constructive	feedback	going	on?	Silence,	anger,	and
picking	holes	are	not	learning	conversations.

“When	he	made	navigation	errors,	I	fed	off	them.	I	think	it	was	just	boiling
for	a	fight.”

Apart	from	one	occasion,	when	they	tried	to	clear	the	air,	no	attempts	were
made	to	discuss	how	they	were	working	together	or	how	they	could	better
support	each	other.	All	in	all,	then,	the	code	tells	us	that	the	psychological
safety	between	Luke	and	Ed	would	have	been	paltry.

Cho	and	Ed,	on	the	other	hand,	felt	much	safer	together.	Cho	was	so	much
more	competent	than	Luke	at	walking	and	dealing	with	the	terrain.	As	a
result	of	the	greater	cognitive-based	trust	this	would	have	generated,	he
received	far	less	hostility	from	Ed	than	did	Luke.	This	helped	Ed	be	calmer,
more	composed,	and	more	pleasant	to	be	around	as	he	believed	the	mission
wasn’t	so	much	at	risk.	As	they	progressed,	their	emotional	trust	then	started
to	layer	on,	although	Ed	admits	he	was	so	caught	up	in	himself,	even	this
took	time.

“It	was	only	when	we	were	joined	on	the	walk	by	a	friend	of	mine,	and	I
saw	them	chatting	over	the	campfire	one	night,	that	I	began	to	notice
something	about	Cho,	and	it	was	then	that	I	began	to	really	appreciate
and	see	something	special	in	him.”

This	would	have	helped	Ed	to	then	be	more	vulnerable	with	Cho.

“There	was	one	time	when	I	was	particularly	annoyed	at	Cho.	We	were	not
making	great	headway	and	going	round	in	circles.	I	let	Cho	know	I	wasn’t



very	happy,	but	not	in	a	very	nice	way.	Cho	said	nothing.	He	decided	to
teach	me	a	lesson.	He	set	off	up	the	mountain	at	breakneck	speed	and	to
show	him	I	wasn’t	going	to	be	beaten,	I	kept	close	behind	him.	He	kept	his
speed	up	and	I	kept	going	right	behind	him,	refusing	to	let	him	get	away
from	me.	Eventually	utterly	exhausted,	we	collapsed	on	a	branch	of	a
tree.	After	a	few	seconds	we	just	looked	at	each	other	and	burst	out
laughing	at	the	ridiculousness	of	the	situation.	I	apologized	to	him.	We
completely	killed	any	tension	and	resumed	the	walk.”

Humor	appeared	elsewhere,	too.

“I	remember	dropping	a	machete	in	a	fast-flowing	river	after	a	mix	up
with	one	of	our	guides,	Raol.	It	was	the	only	machete	we	had	amongst	the
four	of	us.	We	just	stared	at	each	other	and	then	broke	into	smiles	as	we
realized	the	craziness	of	the	situation.	It	was	a	bonding	moment.”

And	where	there	was	little	learning	taking	place	between	Ed	and	Luke,	it	was
already	occurring	between	Ed	and	Cho.

“We	took	turns	to	go	upfront,	as	it	was	tougher	work,	hacking	away	and
clearing	the	ground	for	the	team	to	walk	through.	When	Cho	was	leading,
just	like	with	Luke,	I’d	be	challenging	his	decisions.	Cho	got	pissed	off,	so
we	discussed	a	better	plan.	We	agreed	that	whoever	was	upfront	would
not	have	their	decisions	challenged.”

Ed,	Cho,	and	the	guides	built	a	team	defined	by	more	vulnerability,	more
empathy,	and	much	more	learning	than	that	built	between	Ed	and	Luke.
The	code	predicts	this	would	most	likely	translate	to	stronger	team	working,
which	is	exactly	what	happened.

Getting	Strong
The	code	points	to	accountability,	constructive	tension,	and
experimentation	as	being	crucial	for	long	term	and	sustainable	success.	We
know	that	there’s	a	feedback	loop	here;	if	the	team	is	executing	these	three
skill	sets,	then	the	trust	levels	shoot	up	thanks	to	boosts	to	both	emotion-
based	trust	and	cognitive-based	trust.	A	team	that	experiences	itself
delivering	on	its	promises	and	meeting	the	expectations	it	sets	itself	is	one	of
the	most	powerful	ways	to	accumulate	trust.	Unfortunately,	as	Luke	and	Ed
discovered,	the	reverse	is	also	true.	Ed	felt	Luke	was	not	“executing”	well	and



we	know	what	happened	next.	Partly	as	a	result	of	the	low	levels	of	safety
between	them,	they	experienced	extremely	destructive	tension.
Constructive	tension	requires	that	we	say	what	we	want,	without	being
unduly	personal.	And	if	necessary,	we	confront	the	behaviors	not	the	person
behind	the	behaviors.	Ed	admits	doing	the	polar	opposite:

“I	projected	a	lot	of	my	frustration	and	anger	I	was	feeling	at	the	time
onto	Luke.	Much	of	this	Luke	didn’t	deserve.	I	wasn’t	honest	enough	with
him.”

As	we	know,	this	tension	was	so	toxic	it	became	the	main	reason	that	Luke
left.

With	Cho	it	was	so	different.	They	were	on	the	same	page,	felt	safe	with	each
other,	and	Cho	was	also	more	willing	to	confront	and	challenge	Ed	than	was
Luke.

“We	had	employed	a	guide,	and	I	had	serious	concerns	about	his
navigation	skills.	After	a	bad	day	when	we	kept	back	tracking,	I	told	Cho	I
didn’t	think	he	was	any	good	and	was	going	to	fire	the	guide	the	next
morning.	Later	that	evening,	Cho	came	up	to	me	and	told	me	to	go	easy
on	him.	It	was	impossible	to	know	which	way	to	go,	he	said,	so	mistakes
were	unavoidable	and	not	that	costly	in	the	grand	scheme	of	things.	He
told	me	he	was	a	really	good	guy	and	that	although	it’s	my	decision,	he
advised	me	to	not	fire	him.

“	I	thought	about	how	tough	I’d	been	with	Luke	and	so	I	listened	to	Cho.	He
ended	up	staying	with	us	for	several	weeks	and	proved	to	be	a	brilliant
person	to	have	in	the	team.”

Getting	Success
The	Ed	and	Luke	team	failed	to	achieve	their	mission	when	Luke	left,	but
they	were	also	making	slow	progress,	losing	trust,	and	not	showing	signs	of
adaption.	These	are	the	big	three	outcomes	of	the	Get	Success	phase.	The
code	would	have	predicted	this	to	have	happened	given	the	shortfalls
described	across	all	three	preceding	phases.

Cho	and	Ed	walked	for	over	two	years	together	and	achieved	their	mission.	I
asked	Ed	about	how	his	relationship	with	Cho	also	matured	over	this	time,



and	whether	they	had	improved	their	speed,	their	trust,	and	their
adaptability.

“We	really	bonded.	We	learned	to	support	each	other…	and	no	question
about	it,	we	got	faster	and	faster.	We	just	got	better	and	better	at	getting
through	the	flooded	forest.	We	understood	each	other	so	well	and
developed	systems	to	make	the	best	use	of	our	skills.	We	became	very
comfortable	with	each	other,	and	this	translated	into	more	speed.”

“What	about	experimentation?”	I	asked,	“Did	you	become	more
innovative?”

“There	was	loads	of	innovation.	We	found	a	way	to	make	washing	lines
out	of	natural	resources	so	we	could	dry	our	clothes	over	our	night	fires.
You	can’t	imagine	the	difference	putting	on	warm	dry	socks	makes.

“Cho	was	also	creative	with	his	fishing.	Piranhas	are	so	vicious	they	eat
through	the	line	near	the	hook	so	you	can’t	catch	them,	so	you	have	to
have	a	bit	of	wire	that	connects	the	hook	to	the	line	to	stop	this
happening,	but	we	ran	out	of	this	wire.	So	one	evening,	when	we	were
starving	hungry,	Cho	came	up	with	this	idea	to	sew	together	safety	pins
from	my	sewing	kit	to	make	a	makeshift	wire.	He	came	back	that	night
with	a	load	of	piranha	which	we	ate	that	night.

“On	another	occasion,	our	GPS	had	broken,	and	I	worked	out	that	by
digging	into	the	menu	of	our	satellite	phone	I	could	get	a	bearing	within
two	square	km	of	where	we	were.	It	wasn’t	that	accurate,	but	it	meant	we
could	at	least	track	our	overall	progress	which	was	really	important.”

I	didn’t	have	to	ask	Ed	about	trust.	It	was	clear	there	was	a	deep	and
profound	level	of	trust	and	a	life-long	friendship	had	been	created.	Cho	has
since	come	over	to	UK	to	stay	with	Ed	and	played	in	his	rugby	team.

Overall,	then,	the	code	passes	the	Amazon	test	with	flying	colors.	It
uncannily	explains	how	dysfunction	in	one	phase	caused	dysfunction	in
another.	It	explains	why	Ed	and	Cho	succeeded	and	why	Ed	and	Luke	failed.

But	would	it	have	made	any	difference	to	the	chances	of	Ed	and	Luke
succeeding	if	they	had	used	it	from	the	outset?	It	would	have	helped	but	the
different	mental	models	that	existed	between	Ed	and	Luke	in	the	Get	Set
phase	were	probably	irreconcilable.	It	would	have	required	considerable
emotional	self-awareness,	extraordinary	self-control,	and	excellent



collaboration	skills	to	have	managed	these	differences.	At	that	time,	as	Ed
bravely	admits	he	just	didn’t	have	the	maturity	or	the	skill	set	to	do	this.

If	we	were	to	transport	modern-day	Ed	back	in	time	to	the	start	of	the	walk	in
2008,	unquestionably	he	would	have	acquired	the	emotional	intelligence	to
have	given	him	and	Luke	a	fighting	chance	of	bridging	their	differences.	He
has	worked	hard	on	his	humanity	and	leadership	since	the	walk	finished.	I
can	see	these	in	the	way	he	conducts	himself	in	First	Man	Out,	his	latest
series	on	the	Discovery	Channel.	The	fact	he	was	prepared	to	take	my
request	for	an	interview	and	reveal	all	the	worst	parts	of	him	quite	freely	was
testament	to	his	willingness	to	still	look	in	the	mirror	and	to	strive	to	better
himself.	Ed	is	no	longer	a	proper	man	in	the	old	sense	of	the	word;	he’s	a
proper	man	in	the	very	contemporary	meaning	of	the	word.	He’s	still	tough,
uncompromising,	brave,	and	as	hard	as	Amazonian	teak,	but	now	he
combines	these	qualities	with	self-awareness,	brutal	honesty,	and	humility.
He’s	less	about	Ed	and	more	about	the	team.	His	willingness	to	share	his
story,	warts	and	all,	so	that	others	might	benefit	from	it	exemplifies	this.	He
may	no	longer	be	on	the	most	challenging	of	journeys	from	one	end	of	the
Amazon	to	the	other,	but	he’s	embarked	on	another	one,	in	many	ways	just
as	brutal—one	of	reality	facing	his	own	demons	and	learning	to	deal	with
himself.



PART	3	

Real	Teaming	in	the	Digital	Age	



Chapter	6	

Digitalization	and	the	Code	

“As	we	enter	the	‘second	machine	age,’	digitalization	continues	to	expand
and	accelerate,	translating	into	some	absolutely	stupefying	statistics.”

—ERIK	BRYNJOLFSSON	AND	ANDREW	MCAFEE(1)

A	few	years	back,	while	on	vacation,	we	visited	the	theme	parks	in	Orlando,
Florida.	For	three	whole	days	we	gorged	ourselves	on	the	most	thrilling
theme	rides	and	the	highest-octane	roller	coaster	rides	we	could	find.	The
first	day	was	wonderful	and	I	thoroughly	enjoyed	myself,	but	by	the	end	of
the	third	day	I	found	myself	utterly	ruined.	My	wife	Caro,	sensibly	decided
early	on	that	she’d	already	overdosed	on	adrenaline	and	reverted	to	happily
watching	the	rest	of	us	ride	the	more	adventurous	ones	without	her.	Like	a
fool	I	continued	to	chase	the	adrenaline.	The	children,	of	course,	were	in
bliss;	they	loved	all	the	rides,	especially	the	roller	coasters	and	especially
Sophie,	my	middle	daughter,	who	loves	climbing.	Along	with	Caro,	they	took
great	pleasure	in	seeing	my	face	turning	greener	and	greener	as	the	hours
passed.	To	get	my	own	back	I	told	them	that	we	would	all	be	going	to
Western	Super	Mare	for	our	next	years’	holiday.	“It’s	even	got	a	pier,”	I	tried
to	reassure	them.

I	discovered	we	don’t	just	experience	physical	sensations	during	roller
coaster	rides,	we	experience	the	emotional	ones,	too.	From	the	anticipation
of	queuing	up,	to	the	tension	of	being	strapped	in,	the	excitement	of	the
ascent,	the	fearful	dawning	that	there	is	no	going	back,	the	anxiety	of	rising
higher	and	higher,	the	sheer	panic	of	the	steep	descents	and	seemingly
impossible	bends,	to	the	joy	of	making	it	home	safely.	Some	never	start	the
journey;	some	want	to	do	it	all	over	again.

We’ve	been	riding	a	roller	coaster	of	change	since	the	1990s,	but	in	this	new
age	of	Digital	Transformation	(Dx),	this	ride	has	become	ever	more	extreme,



with	hair-raising	ascents,	unfeasibly	fast	turns,	and	death-defying	gravity
drops.	Some	of	us	love	it,	some	of	us	just	about	cope	with	it,	and	some	of	us,
after	taking	so	much,	rather	struggle	with	it	all.

We	all	know	by	now	what	change	means—like	Ed	and	Cho,	who	rode	their
own	roller	coaster	through	the	Amazon	jungle,	we	have	to	be	resilient,	able
to	cope	with	ambiguity,	and	be	very	adaptable.	And	like	Ed	and	Cho,	we
must	remember	that	individuals	don’t	adapt	alone—we	adapt	with	others	in
things	called	“teams.”

So	what	can	you	expect	to	be	the	impact	of	Dx	on	your	team	and	which	parts
of	the	code	will	determine	whether	you	end	up	being	a	winner,	or	a	victim	of
the	Dx	age?

Expect	More	Dx
We	define	Dx	as	the	cultural	and	operational	transformation	of	our
organizations	via	the	integration	of	digital	technologies	with	processes	and
competencies.	It	is	occurring	at	all	levels	of	the	organization,	across	all	our
functions	and	across	whole	industries	and	ecosystems.	And	it	will	come	as
no	surprise	that	it	is	on	the	increase.	In	the	Gartner	Digital	Enterprise	2020
Survey,	67	percent	of	business	leaders	agreed	that	if	their	company	did	not
become	significantly	more	digitalized,	it	would	no	longer	be	competitive.(2)

So	our	organizations	have	been	busy	constructing	and	revising	their	digital
transformation	roadmaps.	At	the	end	of	2020,	the	research	form	IDC
forecast	that	by	2023,	75	percent	of	organizations	will	have	comprehensive
Dx	implementation	roadmaps,	up	from	27	percent	today.	We	can	expect,
according	to	the	research,	to	experience	“true	transformation	across	all
facets	of	business	and	society.”(3)

Expect	Widespread	Organizational	Change
Buckle	up	for	the	ride,	the	future	is	one	of	uncertainty	and	unprecedented
technological	change	in	Cloud	technology,	Artificial	Intelligence,
Automation	and	Robotics,	edge	computing,	big	data,	advanced	analytics,
systems	of	intelligence,	machine	learning	mobile,	the	Internet	of	Things,
and	a	raft	of	other	emerging	technological	realities.	The	Internet	of	Things	or
IoT,	the	next	stage	of	the	Internet,	is	still	in	its	infancy,	but	you	can	expect	it
to	be	the	glue	for	the	majority	of	future	transformational	evolutions.



IDC	expects	accelerated	digital	transformation	investments	to	culminate
primarily	in	business	model	reinvention	as	we	try	to	future	proof	our
organizations,	but	we	can	also	expect	huge	transformations	in	how	we:
interact	with	our	customers;	hold	our	data;	use	our	data,	do	our	work,	and
where	we	do	our	work.	In	a	recent	survey	of	over	3,600	IT	leaders,	46	percent
of	them	believed	that	their	business	would	change	their	products	or	service
offerings	or	indeed	their	business	model	in	a	“fundamental	way”	during	the
next	three	years.(4)

Expect	Industries	to	Reshape
Thanks	to	digitalization,	the	lines	between	industries	are	also	now	becoming
blurred	and	companies,	rather	than	sticking	to	their	knitting,	are
diversifying	into	new	industries	and	producing	brand	new	types	of	products
and	services.	We	are	already	seeing	changes	in	business	functions;	business
processes	management,	optimization,	and	automation;	business
ecosystems	between	companies	and	other	companies	and	regulators;	and
the	way	businesses	manage	and	revalue	their	assets	such	as	customer
intelligence.	The	impact	of	Dx	goes	way	beyond	the	organization,	though.	It
is	impacting	the	behavior	of	consumers	and	reshaping	entire	industries.	We
have	seen	this	in	both	the	retail	and	manufacturing	sectors.	Retail	especially
is	one	of	the	most	rapidly	transforming	verticals	and	is	leading	the	way	in
technological	advancement	so	that	it	appeals	to	today’s	24/7	consumer.	In
the	UK	we’ve	seen	a	catalogue	of	well-known	high	street	shops,	who	have
been	too	slow	to	adapt,	go	out	of	business.	We	can	also	expect	“holistic
transformations,”	incorporating	various	ecosystems	especially	in	regard	to
sustainability.

Expect	Big	Data	to	be	at	the	Forefront
The	explosion	of	Big	Data	has	been	a	game	changer	as	it	allows	us	to
calculate,	at	lightning-speed,	huge	amounts	of	data	over	a	very	broad	range
of	fields,	enabling	the	creation	of	machines	that	are	able	to	learn.	It	is
expected	to	herald	a	“second	machine	age.”	Big	Data	collectors	now	include
Google,	Facebook,	Apple,	Amazon,	and	IBM.	Learning	machines,	fed	by	big
data,	will	begin	to	perform	tasks	that	were	previously	unimaginable,	such	as
diagnosing	sicknesses,	driving	vehicles,	forecasting	epidemics,	and	restoring
sight	to	the	partially	blind.	The	growth	of	Big	Data	has	been	exponential:	it



has	been	calculated	that	90	percent	of	the	world’s	data	has	been	created	in
the	last	two	years	with	1.7MB	of	data	created	every	second	by	every	person
during	2020.	Every	day,	2.5000000000000000000	bytes	(I’d	like	to	meet	the
person	who	did	the	counting)	are	produced	by	humans;	this	is	estimated	to
reach	463	exabytes	by	2025.	Each	day	there	are	95	million	photos	and	videos
shared	on	Instagram,	306.4	billion	emails	sent,	and	500	million	Tweets
made.	By	the	end	of	2020,	44	zettabytes	(multiply	44	by	44,	and	keep
multiplying	by	44	another	69	times)	will	have	made	up	the	entire	digital
universe.(5)	The	global	big	data	market	is	forecasted	to	grow	to	103	billion	US
dollars	by	2027,	more	than	double	its	expected	market	size	in	2018.	With	a
share	of	45	percent,	the	software	segment	would	then	become	the	largest	big
data	market	segment.(6)

Expect	More	Advanced	Machine	Intelligence
In	Japan,	there	are	1,662	industrial	robots	installed	per	10,000	employees	in
car	manufacturing.(7)	Their	continued	and	increasing	integration	into	our
workplaces	is	an	inevitability.	Compound	annual	growth	rate	of	the	global
commercial	robotics	market	between	2000	and	2025	is	projected	to	be	13.2
percent,	with	the	demand	in	2021	to	be	$9	Billion	in	the	US	and	$5.35	in
China.(8)

Google	appears	to	be	leading	the	way	in	AI.	They	had	only	two	deep	learning
projects	back	in	2012,	but	by	2017	these	had	rocketed	to	over	one	thousand.
Ray	Kurzweil,	a	director	of	engineering	at	Google	and	well-respected
futurist,	predicts	2029	as	the	date	when	AI	will	pass	a	valid	Turing	test—
achieving	human	levels	of	intelligence—and	that	during	the	2030s,	tech	will
be	invented	that	can	go	inside	your	brain	and	help	your	memory.	He	and
others	have	set	2045	as	the	date	for	singularity,(9;	10)	where	there	is	no
difference	between	humans	and	machines.	Soon	we	will	have	widespread
use	of	computer	translations,	self-driving	cars,	deep	neural	learning,	and	sex
robots.

According	to	most	experts,	Machine	Intelligence	is	already	superior	to
human	intelligence	in	low	level	tasks,	such	as	stock	picking	at	supermarkets.
The	experts	agree	that	it	won’t	be	long	before	they	also	surpass	human
performance	at	high	level	tasks	(HLMI)	such	as	answering	the	questions	we
might	ask	a	travel	agent.	What	they	don’t	agree	on	though	is	when	this
revolution	will	occur,	with	estimates	varying	from	2040	to	2081).(11)	Fifty



percent	of	experts	are	also	75	percent	sure	that	it	would	only	take	another	30
years	before	we	achieve	superintelligence—where	machine	intelligence
becomes	more	intelligent	than	humans	in	all	tasks.

Summary	of	the	Future	of	Digitalization
1. Expect	a	spate	of	continuous	digital	transformations

2. Expect	significant	restructuring	of	organizations

3. Expect	industries	to	be	reconfigured

4. Expect	Big	Data	to	get	Big

5. Expect	Machine	Intelligence	to	erode	blue	collar	jobs

6. Expect	more	subject	matter	experts	(SMEs)

So	the	future	of	work	will	be	largely	defined	by	tech	and	its	continuous,
rapid,	and	accelerating	development.	But	what	exactly	will	this	mean	for
your	team	teams,	team	working	and	the	way	your	team	has	work	with	other
teams?

Broadly,	the	impact	is	two-fold:

1. It	puts	pressure	on	mental	health.

2. It	will	change	the	landscape	for	teaming,	with	several	team	“types”
becoming	more	prevalent.

More	Job	Uncertainty	and	More	Pressure	on
Mental	Health
It	appears	that	white-collar	workers	will	have	to	adapt	and	apply	their
intelligence	differently	while	blue-collar	workers	face	the	prospect	of	being
replaced	by	armies	of	robots.	A	huge	survey	conducted	in	2014	involving
1,896	global	AI	experts	concluded	there	would	be	a	significant	negative
impact	on	blue-collar	employment	and	less	skilled	white-collar	workers.(12)

Many	believe	that	highly	skilled	workers	will	be	OK,	but	50	percent	of	the
population,	with	lower	IQ	and	less	skills,	will	be	forced	into	low-paying,	less
creative,	problem-solving-type	jobs	or	into	no	job	at	all.(13-15)

Others,	though,	are	more	bullish	claiming	that	technology	will	create	more
jobs(16)	and	will	free	us	from	day-to-day	drudgery,	allowing	work	to	be	more
positive	and	socially	beneficial.	We	control	our	own	destiny	as	a	society,	they



say,	and	we	will	adapt	by	inventing	new	types	of	work	and	making	use	of
skills	that	make	us	human.

Basically,	no	one	is	sure	what	the	impact	will	be	and	when	we	will	feel	it.
However,	one	thing	we	can	all	agree	on	is	that	the	future	as	a	result	of	AI	will
be	very	different.	We	can	expect	change	and	we	can	expect	uncertainty.

Tomorrow,	I	facilitate	a	workshop	for	a	leader	who	is	working	seventy-hour
weeks,	driving	several	Dx	work	streams,	who	fears	for	his	job,	and	who	has
several	of	his	team	members	who	are	very	close	to	a	breaking	point.	He’s
suffering	and	his	team	is	suffering,	and	these	two	things	are	related.	My
client	Bill	is	not	alone.	The	research	tells	us	that	the	distraction	caused	by	Dx
to	leaders	like	Bill	threatens	the	implementation	of	corporate	strategy	they
are	responsible	for	implementing,	reduces	the	time	people	like	Bill	have	to
build	self-awareness,(17)	and	increases	the	blurred	lines	between	their	work
and	non-work	domains,	just	as	Bill	is	experiencing.(18;19)	Bill’s	distraction	is
also	compromising	his	ability	to	be	creative	and	to	solve	problems—also
evident.(20)

With	job	uncertainty(21)	and	the	very	real	threat	of	removing	meaningful
relationships	from	our	places	of	work,(22)	automation	and	AI	also	present	a
real	threat	to	mental	health.	The	AI	gurus	have	tried	to	get	around	this	by
trying	to	humanize	their	robots.	Measure,	adapt,	and	teach	(MATE)	robots
are	able	to	watch	the	emotional	state	of	the	person	they	are	talking	to	and
change	how	they	approach	the	interaction,	and	assembly	robots	are	being
given	artificial	eyes(23)	as	it	helps	workers	more	quickly	engage	with	them
and	do	so	with	smiles	on	their	faces.	I	wonder	if	this	also	works	with
children,	vacuum	cleaners,	and	dishwashers.

But	isn’t	all	of	this	small	potatoes	when	we	consider	the	humanity	of	it	all?
Sherry	Turkle	writes	in	her	book	Together	Alone:

“The	full	richness	of	conversation	is	replaced	with	the	functional	bare-
bones…	Technology	‘short-changes’	you	out	of	real	conversation.	Loss	of
real	conversation	has	led	us	to	develop	artificial	intelligences,	robots
who	‘feel	like	real	people.’	Machines	that	seem	to	care	about	us.	We
expect	more	from	technology,	and	less	from	each	other.”

Over	one-third	(37	percent)	of	us	are	technophobes,	and	researchers	have
found	that	technophobes	are	three	times	more	likely	to	be	fearful	of
becoming	unemployed	and	three	times	more	likely	to	fear	not	having



enough	money	in	the	future	than	non-technophobes.(24)	They	are	also	76
percent	more	likely	to	feel	something	awful	is	about	to	happen	as	a	result	of
Dx.	The	link	to	mental	health	is	plainly	obvious.	Technophobes	have	95
percent	greater	odds	of	not	being	able	to	stop	or	control	worrying	when
compared	to	others.	Unfortunately,	the	fear	of	losing	one’s	job	and	being
replaced	by	a	robot	will,	for	some,	be	a	source	of	clinical	depression.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	MENTAL	HEALTH	AND	LAVATORIES
Every	team	I	work	with	these	days	is	under	pressure	of	tight	deadlines.
It	wasn’t	like	this	at	the	Defence	Logistics	Organisation	in	2004	when	I
was	working	there	as	management	consultant.	The	DLO	is	responsible
for	purchasing	all	the	materials	and	equipment	used	by	the	UK	armed
forces	on	and	off	the	battlefield.	If	you	ventured	into	their	lavatories
wanting	more	than	a	pee,	there	were	chairs	you	could	sit	on	while
waiting	for	one	of	the	three	cubicles	to	become	free.	How	thoughtful.
Rather	than	return	to	your	desk,	be	productive,	and	then	return	a	little
later,	you	could	take	the	opportunity	to	rest	your	weary	legs	from	the
ever	so	long	walk	to	the	loos	(fifty	to	one	hundred	yards)	and	sit	in
peace	for	a	few	minutes.	But	the	generosity	didn’t	stop	there;	next	to
these	chairs	there	was	a	pile	of	magazines	you	could	read	while	you
were	patiently	(or	impatiently)	waiting	for	a	free	cubicle.	Why	sit	down
and	twiddle	your	thumbs	when	you	can	sit	down	and	have	a	bloody	good
read?	Naturally,	most	people	ended	up	taking	their	magazines	in	with
them	to	finish	whatever	they	were	reading.	This	meant	you’d	often	have
to	wait	for	a	cubicle	to	be	free	for	longer	than	you’d	hope	for.	No
matter;	the	pile	of	magazines	meant	there	was	plenty	of	reading
material	to	keep	you	occupied.	At	the	time,	I	wasn’t	sure	what	was
weirder,	a	culture	that	was	so	relaxed	that	it	enabled	people	to	wait	for
their	loo	visits	in	comfort,	or	the	people	who	were	quite	happy	to	relax
and	read	their	magazines	only	meters	from	others	doing	their	business.

Looking	back	at	this	now,	I’m	far	less	dismissive	of	magazines	in	the	loo
than	I	was	at	the	time.	It	gives	a	welcome	break	from	the	pace	of	work.
Mental	health	continues	to	be	a	growing	concern	and	unfortunately,
fueled	by	Dx,	we	can	expect	it	to	get	worse.(25)



A	New	Landscape	for	Teaming
Digitalization	and	all	that	constant,	fast-paced,	and	emergent	change	will
require	us	to	change	the	way	we	team.	We	can	expect	to	see	the	landscape	of
teaming	to	change,	probably	forever.	Expect	to	see	more	emphasis	on
teaming	and	more:	agile	teams,	cross-functional	teams,	hybrid	or	virtual
teams,	and	more	inter-connected	teams.

Expect	a	Growing	Emphasis	on	Team	Working
We	can	expect	both	the	centrality	of	team	working	to	the	organization	and
the	principle	of	“leader	subservience	to	the	team”	to	become	more	the
norm.	We	will	see	in	Chapter	Eight	that	this	doesn’t	necessarily	have	to
equate	to	servant	leadership,	as	others	have	recommended.(26)	Rather,	it	will
require	a	transaction	between	leader	and	team	so	that	both	parties	feel
comfortable	with	the	deal	they	explicitly	make	together.

Ego	is	often	construed	as	a	negative	leadership	attribute,	yet	a	good,	strong,
and	healthy	ego	is	an	essential	bit	of	kit	for	most	leaders.(27;28)	The	best
leaders	enjoy	taking	the	reins	and	want	to	influence.	The	problem	is	that
over	the	years,	as	described	in	chapter	one,	egos	have	just	gotten	out	of
hand.	It	starts	way	back,	as	soon	as	we	become	a	leader,	organizations,	the
media,	and	social	media	then	unwittingly	take	us	on	a	journey	of	ego
expansion.	We’re	almost	brainwashed	to	see	leaders	as	VIPs.	Organizations
don’t	help	when	they	refer	to	leaders	as	“talent.”	Who	is	not	going	to	feel	at
least	a	little	bit	important	with	that	label?	We	become	far	too	heroic,	even	if
we	think	we’re	not.	It’s	got	to	a	point	now	where	leaders	who	are	humble
and	distinctly	un-heroic	are	regarded	and	hailed	as	heroic	simply	because
they	aren’t.	As	a	result,	faux	humility	is	everywhere.

Back	in	2006,	I	was	consulting	at	the	BBC	and	was	struck	at	how	hard	it	was
to	build	a	sense	of	team-ship	in	the	news	and	the	programs	departments.
Producers	had	to	“line-manage”	famous	presenters	who	were	earning	ten
times	their	salary.	Egos	just	got	in	the	way,	and	for	a	while,	the	BBC	used	to
tolerate	the	most	obnoxious	behavior	from	their	“talent”	simply	because
they	were	“talent.”	When	Jeremy	Clarkson,	one	of	the	highest	earners	at	the
BBC,	was	fired	from	Top	Gear	in	2015,	it	was	allegedly	for	thumping	his
producer	in	a	row	about	not	being	able	to	get	a	late-night	steak	at	the	hotel



his	producer	had	chosen.	The	BBC	made	an	honorable	and	values	led
decision	to	exit	Clarkson,	but	back	in	2006,	he	may	well	have	kept	his	job.

Times	are	changing,	though,	and	I	forecast	a	slow	but	steady	shift	away	from
seeing	our	leaders	as	heroes	to	seeing	teams	as	the	real	heroes.
Individualism	isn’t	going	anywhere	any	time	soon;	I’m	simply	forecasting
more	steps	being	taken	to	guard	against	it.	For	us	to	embrace	and	thrive	in
the	new	age,	we’ve	little	choice.	We	have	to	evolve	in	this	way.

Expect	More	Agile	Teams
On	the	February	11th,	2001,	at	The	Lodge	at	Snowbird	ski	resort	situated	in
the	Wasatch	mountains	of	Utah,	seventeen	world-renowned	software
development	gurus	met	to	ski,	relax,	and	try	to	find	common	ground	on	how
to	best	develop	and	deploy	software.	After	three	days	together,	the	Agile
Manifesto	was	born.	I	doff	my	cap	to	them	for	producing	such
groundbreaking	work,	especially	from	a	bunch	of	men	(the	IT	industry	is	still
lagging	in	its	diversity)	holed	up	in	a	ski	cabin	in	the	middle	of	ski	season.	In
that	environment,	the	less	driven	of	us	would	have	produced	mainly	aching
legs	and	a	number	of	almighty	hangovers.	But	not	this	lot.	They	changed	the
world	of	work	forever.	The	next	day,	Valentine’s	Day,	conveniently	marked
the	precise	time	that	software	engineers	at	organizations	around	the	world
started	to	fall	in	love	with	the	11	principles	of	team	working	that	made	up	the
Agile	Manifesto.	Organizations	have	been	implementing	agile	ever	since,
especially	in	more	recent	years	when	it	has	really	taken	off.	Agile	teams	self-
organize	themselves,	deconstruct	hierarchy,	and	repeatedly	iterate	in	a	do-
learn—do	fashion	and	the	agile	methodology	has	now	migrated	beyond
software	development	and	become	the	norm	in	many	other	areas	of	the
business,	especially	in	change	functions.	It	has	been	estimated	that	83
percent	of	large	corporates	in	Western	Europe	are	adopting	agile	working
methods,(29)	and	42	percent	of	these	are	implementing	agile	in	non-IT	teams.
Nearly	75	percent	of	companies	surveyed	predict	that	agile	working	will	be
the	norm	in	the	future.	Agile	has	been	used	to	create	new	programming	for
radio	to	develop	fighter	jets,	improve	marketing,	transform	human
resources,	and	especially	to	speed	up	the	relentless	march	of	major
transformations	in	companies.



“The	rate	of	change	is	so	fast	that	the	team	delivering	the	tech	or	the
business	is	‘the	asset’	and	not	the	tech,	product	or	service	being
produced.”

—STEPHEN	DENNING

Notice	the	centrality	of	“the	team”	to	Denning,	one	of	the	contributors	to	the
Agile	Manifesto	and	a	now	world-renowned	expert	in	Agile	ways	of	working.
I’m	sure	I’m	not	alone	in	finding	it	quite	astonishing	that	he,	along	with	his
esteemed	colleagues,	placed	team	working	as	absolutely	front	and	center	of
excellent	software	engineering.	Did	he	consume	too	much	Jägermeister	in
that	ski	hut?	Not	so.	He	and	his	colleagues	were	onto	something	here.
Denning	makes	the	point	that	the	art	of	agile	leadership	is	to	mitigate
against	leader	error	and	dominance	by	leveraging	the	full	potential	of	the
team.	As	he	points	out,	agile	is	primarily	about	avoiding	perfectionism,
moving	quickly,	and	executing	at	speed.	Gaining	the	full	support	of	the	team
and	translating	it	into	value	generating	outcomes	is	its	ultimate	challenge.	In
agile,	therefore,	the	balance	of	power	between	the	team	leader	and	the	team
dramatically	shifts	toward	the	team.	In	doing	so,	agile	is	truly	leading	the
way	we	want	the	rest	of	our	organizations	to	behave,	to	embrace	the	notion
that	the	leader	is	not	as	relevant	as	the	team	they	lead.

Expect	to	Team	in	a	Team	of	Teams
In	his	brilliant	book,	Age	of	Agile,	Denning	summarises	what	he	believed	to
be	one	of	the	most	important	concepts	underpinning	the	agile	movement—
that	the	agile	organization	is	really	a	team	of	teams:

“When	the	whole	organization	truly	embraces	Agile,	the	organization	is
less	like	a	giant	warship	and	more	like	a	flotilla	of	tiny	speedboats.
Instead	of	a	steady	state	machine,	the	organization	is	an	organic	living
network	of	high-performance	teams…	In	effect,	the	whole	organization
shares	a	common	mind-set	in	which	the	organization	is	viewed	as	a
network	of	high-performance	teams.”

—STEPHEN	DENNING(30)

Researchers	have	since	confirmed	that	the	innovation	coming	out	of
innovation	hubs	or	cross-functional	innovation	teams	produces	much	more
value	when	organizations	are	comprised	of	inter-connected	teams.(31)



Building	a	team	of	teams	was	also	something	that	General	Stanley
McChrystal	recognized	to	be	essential	if	he	was	to	successfully	turn	the	Joint
Special	Operations	Task	Force	into	an	entity	that	could	defeat	a	very	elusive
and	resilient	Al	Qaeda.	McChrystal	fervently	believed	that	traditional
military	methods,	more	aimed	at	maximizing	efficiency,	had	to	be	replaced
by	teams	purposed	instead	to	maximize	adaptability.

“We	dissolved	the	barriers—the	walls	of	our	silos	and	the	floors	of	our
hierarchies—that	had	once	made	us	efficient.	We	looked	at	the	behaviors
of	our	smallest	units	and	found	ways	to	extend	them	to	an	organization
of	thousands…	We	became	a	‘team	of	teams’…	Almost	everything	we	did
ran	against	the	grain	of	military	tradition	and	of	general	organizational
practice.	We	abandoned	many	of	the	precepts	that	had	helped	establish
our	efficacy	in	the	twentieth	century,	because	the	twenty-first	century	is
a	different	game	with	different	rules.”

—GENERAL	STANLEY	MCCHRYSTAL(32)

Technological	innovation	is	not	just	forcing	us	to	collaborate	more,	it	is
enabling	us	to	collaborate	more.	Leaders	and	their	teams	are	now	expected
to	engage	with	collaborative	tech,	not	just	stare	at	it.	Digital	knowledge-
sharing	platforms	such	as	Google	Drive,	Trello,	and	Slack	are	now
ubiquitous	as	they	enable	problem	solving	in	multi-location	and
geographically	dispersed	offices.(33)	Futurists	have	even	forecasted	a	time
when	team	members	will	be	represented	by	avatars	who	grow	in	size	or	fade
away	based	on	the	quantity	and	quality	of	their	participation.(18;	34)	With	or
without	avatars,	one	thing	is	for	sure:	teams	will	increasingly	have	to	work
with	other	teams,	and	team	members	will	have	to	work	more	collaboratively
with	members	of	their	own	team	and	of	other	teams.	“Flat”	organisation
charts	will	be	brochures	displaying	simplistic	interactions,	when	the	reality
is	one	of	more	organised	chaos.

The	Brochure	and	the	Reality	of	Team	Structures





Expect	More	Cross-Functional	Teams
Digital	channels	lower	barriers	to	entry,	which	increases	competition	and
ultimately	leads	to	the	commoditization	of	industries.	Thanks	to	digitization,
more	companies	are	now	having	to	compete	via	efficiencies	and	innovations
in	the	supply	chain	and	in	how	they	differentiate	their	customer	service.
Product	differentiation	and	brand	are	becoming	less	crucial.	But	who
exactly	will	drive	enhanced	end-to-end	customer	experience,	better	supply
chain	efficiencies,	and	profitable	innovations?	Software	Engineers?	Change
functions?	Front	line?	Middle	Managers?	It	will	vary	from	organization	to
organization,	but	cross-functional	teams	(CFT)	will	almost	certainly	now	be
front	and	center	in	the	new	digital	world.	The	importance	of	highly
functional	CFT’s	in	our	organizations	is	not	to	be	underestimated,	as	when
they	work	well	with	other	teams,	we	know	that	these	relationships	tangibly
influence	customer	satisfaction	levels(35)	as	well	as	helping	the	organisation
to	learn.(36)

Expect	More	Virtual	and	Hybrid	Teams



Expect	More	Virtual	and	Hybrid	Teams
Those	of	us	who	have	worked	through	COVID-19	can	relate	to	what	virtual
team	working	actually	entails.	We	explore	how	to	build	the	virtual	team	in
the	next	chapter.	One	thing	is	for	sure,	the	trend	towards	virtual	working	is
only	to	keep	rising.

EFFECTS	OF	DIGITALIZATION	ON	TEAMS

1. Teaming	becomes	more	important

2. Agile	teams	will	increase

3. Growth	of	cross-functional	teams

4. More	teams	of	teams

5. Virtual	and	hybrid	teams	will	increase

Building	Adaptability
There	is	a	common	consequence	arising	from	this	changing	teaming
landscape.	It’s	the	insatiable	demand	for	adaptability.	It	is	your	team’s
adaptability	that	will	determine	whether	you	are	ultimately	successful.

The	code	provides	you	with	a	tried	and	tested	route	to	making	your	team
adaptable.	You	start	with	getting	it	set	by	ensuring	your	team	is	clear	on
what’s	expected	and	on	the	same	page	in	relation	to	its	goals,	roles,	and
disciplines,	then	leveraging	this	confidence	to	build	high	levels	of
psychological	safety	(so	it	becomes	safe)	before	finally	utilizing	the	learning
arising	from	this	safety	to	be	more	autonomous,	and	more	able	to
experiment,	to	try	things	out	and	to	rapidly	learn	from	what	happens
(becoming	strong).	All	of	this	is	what	the	science	tells	us	to	do	to	build	the
adaptable	team.

So	let’s	add	to	our	understanding	by	exploring	what	the	research	also	tells	us
about	how	to	adapt	in	a	digitally	transforming	world

Embrace	a	More	Empowering	and	Distributed



Embrace	a	More	Empowering	and	Distributed
Leadership	Approach
One	of	the	unquestionable	consequences	of	the	digital	age	is	the
requirement	for	teams	to	be	able	to	move	at	tremendous	pace.	The	ability	of
an	organization	to	monetize	Big	Data	provides	a	perfect	example.
Organizations	have	to	fast	track	the	commercialization	of	Big	Data	before	it
becomes	obsolete.	The	clock	starts	ticking	the	moment	they	get	their	data.
All	the	research	suggests	a	more	empowering	leadership	approach	is	the
best	way	commercial	races	will	be	won.	The	act	of	Getting	Set	entails
agreeing	what	this	empowerment	looks	like.	Getting	Safe	builds	the
environment	and	climate	to	enable	this	empowerment	to	be	taken	up,	and
Getting	Strong	is	where	we	see	the	empowerment	in	action.

Empowerment	is	not	news	to	the	agile	community.	They	are	trained	to	apply
a	light-touch	rather	than	controlling	leadership	approach	as	they	know	it
works	better.(37)	Agile	teams	employ	“scrum	masters”	who	ensure	the	agile
principles	and	values	are	upheld	and	who	clear	obstacles	out	of	the	way	so
the	team	are	free	to	work	things	out	for	themselves	in	order	to	achieve	the
goals	it	sets	itself	in	real	time.	Just	like	the	military	teams,	they	are	not
without	certainty,	though.	They	are	on	the	same	page	when	it	comes	to
knowing	their	mission,	goals,	roles	and	responsibilities	and	the	disciplines
required	from	them.

Similarly,	the	best	cross-functional	teams	also	have	leaders	who	don’t
confuse	accountability	with	control,	who	distribute	their	leadership
throughout	the	team,	and	who	empower	team	members,	individually	and	in
sub	teams	to	act	more	autonomously.	What	seems	to	be	particularly
powerful	is	the	leader	who	combines	a	more	empowering	leadership
approach	with	the	ability	to	enthuse	the	team	with	strong	sense	of	shared
purpose	of	why	it	exists	and	what	it	is	contributing.(38)	It	seems	combining
purpose	with	empowerment	is	a	very	potent	combination	for	cross-
functional	teams.

Stephen	Bungay	in	The	Art	of	Action(39)	proposed	that	on	the	battlefield,	one
of	the	most	hostile,	complex,	and	fast-moving	of	places	to	work,	soldiers
were	more	likely	to	succeed	when	they	were	empowered	to	be	free	to	act	in
real	time	to	events	happening	right	in	front	of	them,	without	reverting	back
up	the	chain	of	command.	The	term	VUCA—that	which	is	characterized	by



Volatility,	Complexity,	Uncertainty,	and	Ambiguity—actually	originated
from	the	military(40)	in	describing	the	situation	the	US	Army	faced	in	the	first
Gulf	War.	More	latterly,	General	McChrystal	in	his	fight	against	Al	Qaeda
following	the	second	Gulf	War	embodied	perfectly	the	same	distributed
leadership	approach	encouraged	by	Bungay.	He	called	it	“empowered
execution,”	and	it	came	to	mean	to	his	Command	“as	long	as	something
supports	our	execution,	and	it	is	not	immoral	or	illegal”	it	could	be	done
without	referral	back	up	the	chain.	McChrystal	freely	admits	in	his	book	he
wasn’t	even	aware	of	many	decisions	being	made	beneath	him.	But	he
backed	every	one	of	them.

A	distributed	leadership	approach	is	not	just	intuitive,	it	is	also	supported	by
bucket	loads	of	science.	Without	question,	empowering	leadership	helps	fast
moving	organizations	adapt	better.(41-43)

TEAM	INSIGHT:	THE	EMPOWERMENT	DEAL
Empowerment	is	not	a	one-way	street.	It	exists	as	part	of	an	agreed
transaction,	ideally	made	in	the	Get	Set	phase.	I	advise	the	team
leaders	I	work	with	to	strike	an	explicit	“empowerment	deal”	with	their
teams.	I	regularly	run	an	exercise	where	I	ask	the	team	to	reveal	what
they	most	want	from	their	leader	that	they	are	not	getting	enough	of.
Then	I	ask	the	team	leader	to	reveal	what	they	most	want	from	the
team	that	they	are	not	getting	enough	of.	They	barter	and	haggle	a	little
bit	and	they	end	up	with	an	agreement	where	ten	times	out	of	ten,	trust
and	empowerment	are	central	components.	It’s	a	deal	because	each
party	is	contingent	on	the	other	to	uphold	their	part	of	the	deal.	It’s	a
proper	transaction.	Making	this	kind	of	deal	would	be	less	relevant	to	an
agile	or	military	team.	They	have	institutionalized	empowerment
already	and	as	it	is	taken	for	granted	the	empowerment	transaction
happens	almost	unconsciously.

FROM	TEAM	LEADER
TO	THE	TEAM

TO	TEAM	LEADER	
FROM	THE	TEAM



+ Come	with	a	solution	not	just	a	problem

+ Don’t	escalate	unless	you	absolutely	have	to

+ Make	decisions	yourself

+ Manage	my	expectations

+ Ask	for	help	and	use	me	as	a	sounding	board

+ Don’t	give	me	any	surprises

+ Be	prepared	to	make	some	mistakes	–	but
make	sure	they’re	not	catastrophic	ones

+ Get	out	of	the	way!

+ Trust	us

+ Manage	the	stakeholders	to	help	us	achieve
our	shared	goals

+ Provide	us	with	insights	and	knowledge	you
have	to	help	us

+ Be	there	when	needed

+ Don’t	beat	us	up	if	we	occasionally	get	it
wrong

	

Be	Very	Wary	of	Getting	Bogged	Down	in	Detailed
Planning
Ed	and	Cho	had	a	rough	plan	to	get	across	the	terrain,	but	no	more.	There
were	just	too	many	imponderables	to	make	any	detailed	planning	a
worthwhile	endeavor.	Bungay	also	described	how	in	war,	battle	plans	largely
go	out	the	window	after	first	contact,	and	that	following	a	detailed	plan	is	not
just	a	waste	of	time,	it	can	be	downright	dangerous.	To	avoid	falling	into	this
trap,	he	recommends	organizations	adopt	a	more	mission-centered
leadership	approach	where	commanders	would	describe	to	their	teams,	the
mission,	or	purpose	of	the	“manoevre,”	the	outcomes	they	wished	to
achieve,	the	main	effort	or	most	important	thing	to	bear	in	mind,	and	a
broad-brush	plan	to	achieve	it.	Commanders	would	then	get	out	of	the	way
and	leave	the	“how	we’re	going	to	deliver	the	plan”	bit	to	the	teams	on	the
ground	to	work	out	themselves.	Before	returning	to	the	front	line,	the	teams
would	feedback	their	understanding	in	a	“brief-back”	to	ensure	no	wires
were	crossed	in	translation.	They	were	not	left	to	sink,	they	knew	they	could
check	back	in	for	guidance	or	reassurance	whenever	they	needed	it,	but
essentially,	they	were	free	to	execute	the	mission	as	they	saw	fit.	Bungay	was
clear	though,	that	for	this	to	work	best,	the	whole	organization	had	to	adopt
it,	which	is	exactly	what	General	McChrystal	successfully	dedicated	his	time
to	achieving.



In	the	same	way,	teams	now	have	to	accept	that,	largely	as	a	result	of	the
speed	of	tech	development,	a	granular	plan	may	not	always	be	possible.
Better	for	you	to	let	go	and	give	your	team	space	and	freedom	to	react	much
more	to	what’s	in	front	of	them.

Be	Crystal	Clear	on	Expectations
In	the	cross-functional	team,	leaders	don’t	fully	“own”	their	team	members,
so	team-first	thinking	becomes	impossible—the	only	member	of	a	CFT	who
can	expect	to	be	universally	loyal	to	that	team	is	the	team	leader.	Clarifying
expectations	therefore	becomes	even	more	important,	as	they	provide	a
much-needed	means	of	harnessing	attention.	Research	findings	confirm
that	the	most	successful	CFTs	have	leaders	who	invest	in	the	necessary
upfront	time	ensuring	the	team	has	clearly	established	goals,	an	agreed
means	of	influencing	their	stakeholders	so	that	they	get	the	resources	they
need,	and	a	set	of	team	norms	that	include	operating	with	crystal	clear
deadlines.	In	other	words,	the	best	cross-functional	teams	operate	with	the
shared	mental	models	advocated	in	the	Get	Set	phase.	Knowing	what	is
expected	clearly	helps	them	build	at	least	some	certainty	in	a	very	uncertain
world.(44-47)

Build	Psychological	Safety	and	Safeguard	Mental
Health
As	described	earlier	in	this	chapter,	thanks	to	rapid	change,	job	uncertainty,
and	reduced	social	time,	the	mental	health	forecast,	as	a	result	of	Dx,	is	sadly
not	looking	so	good.	The	code	tells	us	that	in	order	to	build	adaptable	teams,
leaders	must	first	build	psychologically	safe	teams.	The	same	goes	with
safeguarding	mental	health—it’s	born	out	of	safeguarding	psychological
safety.(48)

We	must	remind	ourselves	that	leaders	are	not	therapists,	even	though
sometimes	it	might	feel	like	you	ought	to	be.	Having	good	levels	of
psychological	safety	doesn’t	guarantee	good	mental	health	in	your	team.
Depression	and	anxiety	are	clinical	conditions	that	for	some	have	nothing
whatsoever	to	do	with	how	their	team	is	working.	People	are	mentally	ill	for
other	reasons.	However,	you	can	minimize	the	risks	of	these	conditions
taking	shape	and	thereby	help	those	that	are	suffering	cope	as	best	they	can.



Building	the	vulnerable	and	empathic	team	is	one	way	you	can	achieve	this
especially	in	this	world	of	Dx.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	POSITIVE	CONTAGION
When	we	are	mentally	ill,	we	experience	negative	emotions	such	as
sadness	or	anxiety.	We	know	that	emotions	are	contagious.(49-54)	We
want	to	be	building	climates	of	positivity,	appreciation,	gratitude,	and
humor.(55)	These	won’t	be	enough	to	prevent	mental	health	issues,	but
they	just	might	be	lifelines	for	some.

Make	Team	Empathy	a	Priority
Empathy	is	regarded	by	many	as	one	of	the	most	important	team	working
competencies.(56)	It	enables	us	to	pick	up	the	emotions	of	others,	to	reassure
them	that	we	understand	how	they	feel	and	think,	and	ultimately	and	most
importantly,	to	respond	in	helpful	ways.	Reading	facial	expressions,	noticing
tones	of	voices,	observing	the	words	used	in	conversation,	the	patterns	of
behavior—these	are	all	part	of	this	“A-List”	competency.	Unfortunately,
mainly	driven	by	Dx,	our	empathy	levels	are	declining.(22)

There	is	no	denying	the	impact	that	tech	is	having	this	decline.(57;58)	Within
five	minutes	of	waking	up,	at	least	32	percent	of	teenagers	have	reached	for	a
smartphone	or	electronic	device,	with	36	percent	waking	up	at	least	once	in
the	night	to	check	it.(59)	Tweens	(children	aged	eight	to	twelve)	average
slightly	more	than	four	and	a	half	hours	of	screen	media	time	each	day.
Teens	(thirteen	through	eighteen)	average	nearly	seven	and	a	half	hours	on
screens,	excluding	time	spent	in	school	or	on	homework.(60)	It’s	not	just	the
millennials	though;	Apple	found,	Gen	X	spends	169	minutes	on	their	phone
per	day	and	Baby	Boomers	spend	136	minutes—totaling	over	a	month	per
year!(61)	According	to	2019	research	by	global	tech	care	company	Asurion,
the	average	American	user	checks	their	phone	every	ten	minutes	and	up	to
ninety-six	times	a	day.(62)	Digitalization	means	we	are	on	screens	a	lot	more
than	we	used	to	be.	While	information	is	flowing	faster	between	us	and	we
are	better	able	to	connect	with	each	other	via	all	this	new	tech,	the	quality	of
our	communication	is	falling.	The	outlook	doesn’t	look	bright.	Experts
believe	we’ll	see	less	skill	in	face-to-face	interaction	in	the	workplace	going



forward.(63)	The	winning	team	leaders	of	the	future	will	therefore	be	those
who	actively	prioritise	and	ensure	the	presence	of	empathic	team
interactions.

Organize	the	Team	to	Learn
They	say	a	monkey	never	makes	the	same	mistake	twice.	I	don’t	know	about
that	(and	I	speak	as	someone	with	a	slightly	hairy	back	who	happens	to	like
bananas).	But	I	do	know	that	digitalization	means	adapting	and	adapting
means	learning,	so	the	speed	at	which	teams	learn	will	naturally	become	a
major	source	of	competitive	advantage	in	the	Dx	age.

Amy	Edmondson	writes	so	eloquently	about	this	in	her	book	Teaming:	How
Organizations	Learn,	Innovate,	and	Compete	in	the	Knowledge	Economy.(64)

She	describes	how	companies	have	for	a	long	time	been	organizing
themselves	to	execute	and	now	they	have	to	organize	to	learn.	To	help	learn,
teams	need	to	experiment	and	to	help	experiment	teams	need	to	adopt	a
learning	mentality.	We	have	a	feedback	loop	here.	It	really	will	determine
the	AI	winners	and	losers.	Edmondson	is	one	of	many	other	researchers	who
believe	it	will	be	the	organizations	that	make	learning	central	to	their
cultures.	She	believes	they	will	be	most	likely	to	succeed	by	reducing	the
time	it	takes	to	turn	their	ideas	into	action.(65)	This	is	the	very	same	mentality
that	McChrystal	brought	to	bear	on	his	task	force.	Central	to	his	cultural
transformation	was	becoming	“organised	to	learn	and	adapt”	rather	than
being	“organised	to	be	efficient	and	in	control.”

As	we’ll	see	in	Chapter	Nine,	teams	can	learn	in	a	number	of	different	ways.
One	of	these,	learning	through	sharing	knowledge,	seems	to	be	particularly
important	to	the	CFT,	more	important	in	fact	than	having	that	knowledge
simply	available.(66)	In	other	words,	your	team	will	only	really	benefit	from
the	knowledge	that	its	members	hold	(let’s	not	forget	we	tend	to	fill	a	cross-
functional	team	with	experts)	if	they	share	this	knowledge	with	others.	It
seems	in	the	Cross-Functional	Team,	sharing	really	is	caring.	With	the
psychological	safety	generated,	and	as	exactly	as	the	code	predicts,	studies
confirms	that	the	CFT	is	then	more	innovative.(67;68)

Execute	on	Empowerment



This	is	the	manifestation	of	the	empowerment	deal	described	earlier.	While
Dx	requires	leaders	to	empower	and	distribute	their	leadership	so	the	team
can	take	swift	action	without	referral	back	up	the	chain,	it	will	only	work	if
those	empowered	meet	the	team	leader	halfway	and	act	on	this
empowerment.	It	is	the	“execution”	part	of	what	General	McChrystal	called
“empowered	execution.”	The	Dx	research	entirely	supports	this.	Google
researchers	found	that	their	best	teams	not	only	had	team	leaders	who
distributed	their	leadership	across	the	team,	but	they	also	had	team
members	who	used	their	initiative	to	take	the	leadership	without	waiting	to
be	instructed.(69;70)	The	best	Google	Teams,	when	confronted	with	blockages,
issues,	or	problems,	took	it	upon	themselves	to	resolve	them	rather	than
look	upwards	to	their	managers.

Get	Comfortable	with	Collaborative	Tension
Dx	means	that	teams	will	have	to	solve	more	complex	situations	with
themselves	and	with	other	teams.	Humble	adaptive	thinking	rather	than
more	certain	positional	thinking	is	required.	Very	recent	research	tells	us
that	teams	will	have	to	learn	to	interact	differently	than	before	if	they	are	to
do	this	well.	It	will	require	your	team	to	be	especially	proficient	at	habit-	or
pattern-breaking	in	the	collaborative	and	problem-solving	spaces.	This
competence,	very	much	part	of	the	third	phase	Get	Strong,	will	only	be
possible	in	your	team	if	it	engages	in	open	dialogue	and	members	share
their	ideas,	thoughts,	and	feelings	about	how	they	are	tackling	emerging
complex	situations	together.(71)	As	we	know,	and	consistent	with	the	code,
these	are	all	part	of	getting	safe.	Problem	solving	and	collaboration	in	the	Dx
phase	clearly	supports	the	Get	Safe	to	Get	Strong	axis	of	the	code.

This	form	of	constructive	tension,	known	as	the	“meta-position”	in	Gestalt
psychology,	occurs	only	when	the	feedback,	rather	than	being	about	what	is
being	discussed,	centers	on	how	it	is	being	discussed	while	it	is	being
discussed.(72)	Two	of	the	greatest	authorities	on	influencing	and	negotiation,
professors	William	Ury	and	Roger	Fisher	from	Harvard	University	called	this
“going	to	the	balcony.”	They	described	how	someone	is	able	to	disassociate
themself	from	the	“play”	they	are	acting	in	with	someone,	by	imagining	they
have	moved	to	a	balcony,	to	observe	themselves.(73-75)	They	do	this	during
the	interaction	to	get	an	imaginary	“third-person”	view	of	what	is	actually



happening.	By	breaking	well-practiced	patterns,	your	team,	if	it	is	facing	a
Dx	transformation,	can	be	better	at	problem	solving.

Build	Team	Adaptability	before	You	Train	Individual
Adaptability
We	know	that	teams	these	days	have	to	be	resilient	and	adaptable,	resilient
to	bounce	back	from	adversity,	and	adaptable	to	be	able	to	make	the	most
from	new	and	arising	situations.(76)	Resilience	is	closely	related	to
adaptability,(77-79)	and	over	recent	years,	this	is	probably	why	it	has	been
been	a	very	popular	training	course	that	organizations	have	provided	for
their	staff.

Popular	doesn’t	mean	well-informed,	though.	We	are	kidding	ourselves	if
we	think	individual	training	programs	aimed	at	boosting	resilience	are	the
best	route	to	building	adaptable	teams.	That’s	like	giving	a	weight	training
program	to	an	Olympic	sprinter	and	telling	them	that’s	the	best	way	to	run
faster.	It	may	help	them	run	a	bit	faster,	but	it’s	missing	the	fundamentals	of
how	they	acquire	speed.	In	the	same	way	a	sprinter	works	on	their	core
stability,	balance,	and	ability	to	relax	their	muscles	when	sprinting,	the	code
advocates	building	adaptability	from	the	ground	up.

First,	we	go	the	Get	Set	Phase,	and	particularly	the	Re-setting	part.	You	will
recall	that	getting	on	the	same	page,	which	is	what	the	first	Get	Set	phase	is
all	about,	primarily	centers	on	the	team	sharing	a	series	of	mental	models,	or
frameworks,	of	what	it	is	commissioned	to	do	and	how	it	is	going	to	do	it.
Well	researchers	have	very	recently	found	that	it	is	the	ability	of	the	team	to
change	its	mental	models	that	also	helps	them	to	adapt	and	change.(76;80;81)

Now	let’s	go	to	the	Get	Safe	Phase	and	the	part	of	code	that	predicts	that	the
acquisition	of	psychological	safety	will	enable	learning	and	adaptability.
Teams	who	monitor,	give	feedback,	and	support	each	other	during	periods
of	adversity	and	make	changes	to	how	they	work	together	based	on	this
learning	have	been	found	to	be	the	most	resilient	and	adaptable.(76;	82;	83)	And
consistent	with	the	Get	Safe	part	of	the	code,	the	most	resilient	and
adaptable	workers	were	not	just	able	to	self-motivate	and	maintain	their
own	levels	of	confidence,	they	went	out	of	the	way	to	motivate	and	build
confidence	in	others,	too.	Individual	resilience	and	adaptability	appear	very
much	to	be	functions	of	effective	team	working.



To	build	adaptability	in	our	teams	and	be	consistent	with	the	code,	we	need
to	Get	Set	and	Get	Safe	first.	From	this	more	stable	position,	we	can	then
think	about	training	personal	resilience	skills	across	the	team.	The	best	of
way	of	doing	this	is	to	train	adaptability	and	resilience	skills	with	the	whole
team	present.	Remember:	people	lose	more	weight	in	teams	than	on	their
own,	suffer	less	pain	from	cancer	treatments	when	they	are	part	of	a	cancer
treatment	team,	do	more	exercise	when	they	are	part	of	an	exercise	team,
and	are	more	likely	to	give	up	smoking	when	they	do	so	in	groups	of	like-
minded	people.(84-92)	All	of	these	exemplify	how	resilience	and	adaptability
are	very	much	team	sports.

Create	a	Positive	Emotional	Contagion	to	Build	the
Adaptable	Team
“There	is	no	doubt	my	mood	affected	the	crew.	When	I	was	positive,	they
sailed	better	and	when	I	was	tight	or	grumpy,	the	crew	became	tense	and
sailed	slower.”

—DEE	CAFFERI,	VOLVO	OCEAN	RACE	SKIPPER	2017

Just	as	Dee	states,	when	leaders	project	positivity	and	optimism,	they
produce	better	learning	better	adaptability	and	better	performance.	
This	is	especially	the	case	if	they	are	respected	and	the	team	looks	up	to
them.(93-100)	Positive	mood	then	spreads	across	the	team	because	we’ve
known	for	a	while	that	teams	act	like	petri	dishes,	spreading	positive
emotions	from	one	member	to	another.	More	recently,	there	is	now
evidence	that	mind-set	is	also	contagious.(101;102)	One	person’s	attitude	about
learning	and	adaptability	may	well	influence	others	in	the	team.

Yet	again,	the	code	is	supported	here:	optimism	and	positivity	support	the
building	of	psychological	safety,	and	psychological	safety	supports	the
building	of	adaptability.

Adaptability	as	a	team	sport	is	gathering	momentum.	Some	researchers
believe	that	without	team-level	resilience,	teams	simply	won’t	adapt	to	the
adverse	unstable	environments	to	which	Dx	is	subjecting	us.(76)	Only	in	the
most	recent	years	have	researchers	found	that	whole	team	resilience	is
greater	than	the	sum	of	individual	resilience	levels	across	the	team.(51;76;82)

Let’s	not	forget	that	the	most	important	element	of	team	working	is	picking
the	right	people	to	be	in	the	team	in	the	first	place.	Recruiting	resilient	team



members	who	are	naturally	high	in	perseverance	will	help	build	team
resilience.	Helping	your	team	frame	their	change	experiences	positively	will
help	their	less	hardy	teammates	also	bounce	back	from	adversity.(76)

How	Teams	Thrive	in	Dx

PHASE ACTIVITY

Getting	Set 1. Empowering	and	distributing	leadership

2. Engaging	in	high-level	rather	than	detailed	planning

3. Being	crystal	clear	on	expectation	setting

Getting	Safe 1. Prioritizing	the	building	of	psychological	safety	to	combat	mental	health

2. Safeguarding	threatened	empathy	levels

3. Becoming	organized	to	learn

4. Creating	positive	emotional	contagion

Getting	Strong 1. Executing	on	the	empowerment	deal

2. Tolerating	and	thriving	with	collaborative	tension

3. Building	adaptability	and	resilience	at	the	team	level

	

TAKEAWAYS

1. The	effects	of	repeated	digital	transformation	and	widespread
organizational	change	is	changing	the	teaming	landscape.

2. Mental	health	is	likely	to	be	put	under	more	pressure.

3. It	will	be	more	important	for	your	team	to	work	well	as	a	team	and	to
team	with	other	teams	in	a	team	of	teams.

4. Only	the	most	adaptable	teams	will	excel.

5. Employ	adaptable	people	and	build	adaptability	through	the	phases
of	the	code	and	you	will	build	your	adaptable	team.



Chapter	7	

Virtual	Teaming	and	the	Code	

How	have	you	found	working	virtually	recently?	COVID-19	has	meant	we
can	now	all	answer	this	question.	No	doubt	your	answer	will	probably
include	both	positives	and	negatives.	The	positives	are	likely	to	include	the
following:	we	don’t	have	to	commute;	we	have	no	early	AM	alarm	clock
calls;	no	long	unpleasant,	overheated,	overcrowded	trains	or	tubes	where	we
are	forced	to	stand	up	under	the	smelly	arm	pit	of	an	unwashed	stranger	and
no	bumper-to-bumper	traffic.	Nor	do	we	have	late	night	arrivals	back	home,
feeling	so	worn-out	and	emotionally	spent	that	all	we	can	give	our	loved
ones	is	an	exhausted	grunt	or	two.	Is	it	any	wonder	why	73	percent	of
workers	report	the	positives	of	virtual	working	outweigh	the	negatives?(1)

There	are	negatives,	though,	and	we	can’t	ignore	them.	Most	people
complain	they	are	more	isolated,	find	it	hard	to	maintain	healthy	levels	of
productivity,	and	experience	more	conflict/stress	in	their	teams.
Understanding	these	will	help	you	apply	the	solutions	required	to	fix	them.

The	Challenge	of	Isolation
It	can	be	lonely	working	alone	and	feelings	of	isolation	can	be	very	real.(1)

Even	though	we	can	laugh	at	the	memes	and	jokes	flying	around	on
WhatsApp,	many	of	us	miss	the	fun,	banter,	and	camaraderie	we	only
experience	being	physically	present	with	others.	We	miss	the	nonverbal	cues
that	tell	us	how	others	are	feeling	and	the	feel-good	we	get	from	responding
to	them.	Feelings	of	loneliness	and	isolation	ensue	which	then	means	we	are
less	able	to	contribute,	innovate,	and	be	as	effective	as	we	normally	are.(2)

Along	with	financial	worries,	feeling	isolated	has	been	reported	as	being	one
of	the	main	reasons	why	mental	health	in	the	UK	has	worsened	substantially
during	the	pandemic.	Ed	experienced	this	very	issue	in	the	Amazon;	feelings
of	remoteness,	being	desperately	short	of	funding,	and	being	forced	to



interact	with	his	sponsors	by	email	all	conspired	to	make	him	feel	both
isolated	and	depressed.	Compared	to	pre-pandemic	levels,	in	the	first	half	of
2020	alone,	mental	health	overall	has	worsened	an	average	8.1	percent	and
even	higher	in	young	adults	and	women.(3)

The	Challenge	of	Productivity
A	CEO	I	work	with	pushed	back	against	introducing	a	working	from	home
policy.	When	I	asked	him	why	he	said	he	was	worried	about	“people	taking
the	piss.”

To	some	degree	I	could	understand	his	sentiment.	Friends	make	bunny	ears
when	saying	they	are	“working”	from	home.	Not	any	longer,	though.	It’s
actually	the	reverse	that	my	CEO	ought	to	be	worrying	about—mental	and
physical	stress	caused	by	over	work,	especially	for	those	who	are	naturally
hard	working	and	who	struggle	to	know	when	to	stop.	At	home,	we	don’t
have	the	same	boundaries	afforded	by	a	commute	such	as	a	natural	change
of	clothes	or	a	physical	move	from	the	office	to	our	homes.(4;5)	And	as	there
are	more	misunderstanding	occurring	in	the	virtual	team,	we	are	more	likely
to	be	spending	time	reworking,	especially	on	the	more	complex	tasks	and	on
our	detailed	project	management	activities.(2;6-10)	Rework	causes	more	stress
for	all	of	us.

Many	of	us	struggle	without	the	structure	and	routines	of	the	office
environment,	finding	it	harder	to	motivate	ourselves	in	the	face	of	countless
home	distractions.	We	feel	guilty	we	are	not	achieving	what	we’d	like	to	be
achieving,	but	it’s	not	for	a	lack	of	trying.	Focusing	on	a	screen	hour	after
hour	is	so	tiring.	When	I	spoke	to	a	client	the	other	day,	known	for	her
boundless	zip	and	energy,	it	was	as	if	someone	had	dimmed	her	lights.	It
was	late	in	a	day	of	end-to-end	VC	calls,	and	it	really	showed.	(It’s	very
possible,	of	course,	her	low	mood	was	simply	because	she	was	having	to	talk
with	me.)

The	Challenges	of	Conflict	and	Trust
As	we	saw	in	Chapter	Three,	trust	is	crucial	to	a	team,	and	the	sooner	we
build	it,	the	better.	In	the	virtual	team,	this	is	especially	important,	so	much
so,	that	for	some	teams	who	haven’t	formed	it	quickly	enough,	it	has
completely	derailed	them.(11)	Low	trust	forms	one	part	of	a	potentially	very



vicious	cycle	that	the	virtual	team	in	particular	has	to	contend	with.	In	this
cycle,	low	trust	creates	more	conflict	which	creates	lower	trust	which	creates
more	conflict	and	around	and	around	we	go.	This	vicious	cycle	is	especially
dangerous	for	the	virtual	team	because	not	only	does	it	typically	experience
more	conflict	than	the	non-virtual	team,(e.g.,	12-15)	but	acquiring	the	necessary
trust	to	minimize	this	conflict	is	also	harder	to	come	by.	Researchers	have
found	that	the	level	of	trust	in	a	team	is	inversely	proportional	to	the
frequency	of	face-to-face	interactions	across	that	team(6;9;16;17)	and	that	the
level	of	relationship	conflict	is	similarly	inversely	proportional	to	the
number	of	face-to-face	interactions	in	a	team.(18)	So	building	trust	in	the
virtual	team,	where	the	face	to	face	is	time	minimal,	is	seriously
compromised.

The	virtual	team	is	even	more	challenged	to	resolve	this	conflict	as	team
members	in	a	virtual	team	become	bizarrely	more	stubborn.	Researchers
have	found	when	we	work	virtually,	we	are	less	likely	to	change	our	minds	to
accommodate	the	views	and	perspectives	of	others	than	in	face-to-face
teams.(15)

To	make	negotiation	and	collaboration	even	more	challenging,	researchers
have	also	found	it	is	more	difficult	for	team	members	to	disagree	with	each
other	on	a	conference	call	or	via	email.(19;20)	So	in	the	virtual	team,	we	will
also	get	more	unresolved	conflict	which	then	creates	a	higher	intensity	of
negative	emotions,	which	in	turn	causes	team	members	to	be	less	helpful
and	less	thoughtful	to	each	other,	further	driving	down	even	more	levels	of
trust.(21-25)	Surrounded	by	all	this	conflict,	team	members	then	doubt	the
competence	of	the	virtual	team	to	perform	well.(13)

If	leading	the	virtual	team	is	a	tough	gig,	it’s	a	relative	walk	in	the	park
compared	to	leading	the	global	virtual	team	(GVT).	If	I	had	a	medal	to	hand
out	for	acts	of	bravery	in	the	field	of	leadership,	then	I’d	give	one	to	any
leader	of	a	GVT.	All	the	challenges	and	conflict	we	see	in	virtual	teams	are
magnified	in	the	GVT,	thanks	to	time	zone	and	cultural	differences.(14)	In	a
recent	survey(17)	of	1,372	respondents	in	eighty	countries	working	in	GVTs,
each	representing	a	range	of	businesses	of	different	sizes,	the	top	five
conflict	areas	were	found	to	be	(in	order):

1. Colleagues	not	participating

2. Slower	decision-making



3. More	time	being	spent	on	speeding	up	decisions

4. Different	role	expectations	of	team	members

5. Disappointing	action	follow-through

Trust	is	so	important	to	the	virtual	team	that	the	research	concludes	that	as
team	leader,	you	will	only	be	successful	if	you	are	able	to	effectively	resolve
the	inevitable	and	emerging	conflict.(26)

It	all	sounds	doom	and	gloom,	but	a	virtual	team	can	win	if	it	purposefully
and	quickly	builds	trust	and	the	skills	to	leverage	it	when	it	occurs.(19;27;28)

We	have	seen	how	important	swift	trust	and	cognitive-based	trust	are	in
Chapter	Three.	It’s	apparent	from	all	of	this	research	that	the	stakes	are
higher	in	the	virtual	team,	and	that	finding	a	way	to	effectively	lead	the
virtual	team	is	now	crucial,	especially	as	the	trend	toward	virtual	working
will	continue	to	increase,	long	after	COVID-19	has	been	dealt	with.

The	Trend	of	Virtual	Working
Even	before	the	pandemic	sent	us	all	back	home	to	work,	85	percent	of	us
have	at	some	time	worked	in	a	virtual	team	and	almost	20	percent	of	us
spent	our	working	day	interacting	with	other	virtual	teams.	You	will	have
noticed	that	the	virtual	team	bandwagon	has	been	well	and	truly	gathering
speed	prior	to	COVID-19.	A	recent	study	by	IWG	surveyed	18,000	business
professionals	across	ninety-six	international	companies	and	concluded	that
two-thirds	of	people	around	the	world	work	away	from	the	office	at	least
once	every	week.(29)	An	analysis	of	the	American	Community	Survey	(2005–
2018)	by	Global	Workplace	Analytics	found	that	regular	work-at-home	has
grown	173	percent	since	2005,	11	percent	faster	than	the	rest	of	the
workforce	(which	grew	15	percent)	and	nearly	forty-seven	times	faster	than
the	self-employed	population	(which	grew	by	4	percent).(30)

At	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	I	asked	how	you	have	found	working
virtually.	If	you	answered	“isolated,”	you’re	not	alone:	41	percent	of
corporate	virtual	teams	never	actually	meet	in	person,	and	28	percent	of
them	only	meet	once	a	year.(17)

If	you	answered	the	question	with	“challenged,”	that	would	also	make	sense.
Over	recent	years,	we’ve	also	seen	the	growth	the	Global	Virtual	Team
(GVT),	48	percent	of	organizations	with	virtual	teams	now	report	that	half	of



their	teams	had	members	living	in	other	countries,(17)	up	from	41	percent	in
2014	and	33	percent	in	2012.	Not	only	that,	but	many	of	us	are	also	working
in	more	than	one	virtual	team	as	63	percent	of	respondents	surveyed
reported	that	they	work	on	one	to	three	teams	and	22	percent	stating	they
work	on	at	least	four	virtual	teams.(17)	The	GVT	is	clearly	a	more	complex
entity	to	manage.

We’ve	been	working	more	virtually	because	it	suits	all	parties	to	do	so.	It
enables	companies	to	get	the	best	access	to	the	best	global	talent,	allows
round	the	clock	customer	service,	speeds	up	their	response	times	to	global
market	demands,	reduces	travel	costs,	and	most	importantly	for	some	of	us,
allows	team	members	to	spend	all	day	in	our	pajamas.(16)	All	of	these	(maybe
not	the	pajamas	bit)	are	obvious	sources	of	competitive	advantage.
According	to	research	led	by	Stanford	professor	Nicholas	Bloom,	remote
working	increases	productivity,	lowers	attrition,	and	improves
concentration	levels.	He	found	that	workers	were	less	likely	to	take	sick	leave
or	prolonged	breaks	from	work.	He	also	found	that	employers	saved	an
average	of	$2,000	per	employee	each	year	just	on	real	estate	costs.(31)	More
recent	research	into	the	effects	of	COVID-19	induced	virtual	working
supports	the	view	that	organizations	get	more	from	their	employees,	with	77
percent	of	people	in	the	US	saying	they	work	the	same	or	more	hours,	and	69
percent	reporting	their	productivity	levels	are	the	same	or	higher.(32)

Pre-pandemic,	the	forecast	was	that	by	2028,	73	percent	of	all	departments
will	have	remote	workers.(33)	In	light	of	COVID-19,	this	figure	is	expected	to
be	much	higher.(34)	Lockdowns	have	done	wonders	for	discovering	the
benefits	of	virtual	working.	Lockdowns	have	been	singularly	responsible	for
sending	levels	of	virtual	working	through	the	roof	and	with	it,	the	share
prices	of	Zoom,	Microsoft,	and	Cisco.	The	expectation	is	that	the	“new
normal”	will	be	a	more	hybrid	model	of	team-working,	a	blend	of	office	and
remote	working.

For	our	leaders	then,	the	very	real	challenge	of	leading	the	highly	effective
virtual	team	will	only	magnify.	The	complexity	of	building	a	virtual	team	is
so	high	that	some	experts	believe	that	leaders	of	virtual	teams	require
special	training.(35)

Getting	the	Virtual	Team	Set



“The	immediate	goal	of	the	virtual	team	is	to	build	levels	of	Swift	Trust.”

—BRAD	CRISP	&	SIRKKA	JARVENPAA(36)

Clearly,	our	leaders	need	a	bit	of	help	and	to	be	reassured	that	this	help	is
based	on	sound	science.	While	most	of	the	online	and	training	advice	flying
around	concentrates	on	building	psychological	safety	and	making	sure
everyone	is	feeling	looked	after,	consistent	with	the	code,	the	science
actually	directs	us	to	the	more	mundane,	less	sexy,	more	transactional,	Get
Set	phase.	The	science	tells	us	that	when	we	get	this	right,	and	we	build	that
all	important	swift	trust,	the	virtual	team	will	not	only	work	better,	but	it	will
also	be	more	able	to	create	the	compassion	that	so	many	virtual	team
members	are	crying	out	for.	Chapter	Eight	provides	you	with	a	mini	manual
on	how	to	do	all	of	this.	The	remainder	of	this	chapter	is	dedicated	to
sharing	what	the	science	tells	us	about	how	to	best	lead	the	virtual	team.	You
will	see	that,	once	again,	this	research	seamlessly	supports	the	sequence	of
the	code.

Recruit	High	Trust/High	Task-Oriented	People
As	we	know,	you	start	building	your	team	by	first	ensuring	it	is	set.	You	do
this	by	sharing	a	bunch	of	important	mental	models	in	the	“Get	Set”	phase.
In	doing	so	you	build	“same	page	trust”	which	in	turn	contributes	to	the
building	of	swift	trust.	Before	this	trust	journey	takes	place	though,	you	have
to	be	sure	you	put	the	right	people	into	your	team.

In	the	virtual	team,	the	science	tells	us	you	are	best	recruiting	task-
orientated	people	because	they	build	their	trust	much	more	quickly	than
high	relationship-oriented	people.(37)	The	most	successful	virtual	teams	also
have	more	practical	“doers,”	people	who	like	to	form	plans	and	make	things
happen	fast,	rather	than	the	“completer	finisher”	types	who	are	more	prone
to	perfectionism	and	who	can	slow	things	down.(37)

Prioritize	the	Building	of	a	Team	Identity
Team	identity	is	how	we	identify	with	the	team	and	how	positive	we	feel
about	being	part	of	it.	It	is	based,	amongst	other	things,	on	what	the	team
stands	for	and	where	it	is	heading,	two	shared	mental	models	that	the	code
suggests	we	share	in	the	Get	Set	phase.



Teams	with	strong	identities	work	more	effectively	together.(39)	Building	a
team	identity	will	be	important	to	you	as	it	will	protect	your	virtual	team
from	inevitable	conflict.(40)

The	challenge	is	that	building	a	virtual	team	identity	is	not	easy,(14;41)

particularly	for	the	GVT,	where	multicultural	diversity	will	most	likely	be	the
primary	cause	of	conflict.(16)	Language	differences,	ethnocentrism,	clashes
between	individualistic	and	collectivistic	values,	and	different
interpretations	of	the	same	facts	all	play	their	part	in	the	conflict	we	see	in
the	GVT.(16)	Researchers	have	found	that	only	those	GVTs	who	carve	out	the
necessary	time	and	emotional	space	and	who	invest	in	the	communication
technology	to	build	and	safeguard	their	identity	are	able	to	nullify	the	cost	of
these	conflicts.(41)	It	doesn’t	help	that	not	enough	team	leaders	have	been
adequately	prepared	to	lead	a	Global	Virtual	Team.	While	96	percent	of	GVT
leaders	rate	themselves	as	effective	or	highly	effective	in	leading	their	teams,
only	34	percent	have	actually	had	proper	training	to	do	so.(17)

So	how	do	you	build	a	team	identity?	Easy,	you	start	by	getting	everyone	on
the	same	page.

Immediately	Get	the	Team	on	the	Same	Page
The	data	tells	us	that	getting	on	the	same	page	helps	builds	team	identity
and	this	strong	team	identity	will	then	help	your	team	build	the	all-
important	team	trust.	What	we	know	is	that	the	best	virtual	teams	share	the
following	practices.(40)

1. First,	they	invest	in	the	tech	required	to	connect	together	to	have
proper	conversations.

2. Then	they	gave	the	necessary	time	to	actually	agree	on:

+ Their	purpose;

+ Their	shared	goals;

+ Their	preferred	ways	of	working	together.

As	we’ll	see	in	Chapter	8,	these	are	all	mental	models	making	up	the	Getting
Set	phase.

They	then	give	each	other	sufficient	time	to	reflect	on	the	degree	to	which
they	are	meeting	these	agreements	(Get	Safe)	and	they	ensure	they	are
delivering	on	these	agreements	by	taking	accountability	(Get	Strong).



In	other	words,	the	science	confirms	that	you	follow	the	sequence	of	the
code	to	build	your	team	identity.

Explicitly	Define	Decision	Making	Responsibilities
No	team	risks	a	lack	of	clarity	more	than	the	virtual	team	where	the	risk	of
miscommunications	is	so	much	greater.	So	the	advice	coming	out	of	the
research	is	simple,	consistent	and	stark:	to	avoid	what	the	Dyers	called
“violated	expectations,”	make	it	crystal	clear	who	is	making	what	decisions
in	the	team.	Make	it	absolutely	bleeding	obvious	who’s	making	the	calls.(37;42-
44)

Google	did	their	own	research	into	what	made	virtual	teams	work	well	with
their	famous	Project	Aristotle.(45)	They	found	that	their	highest	performing
teams	were	those	that	were	most	clear	and	certain	of	their	roles	and
decision-making	responsibilities.(45-47)	Interestingly,	the	stars	of	their	class
invested	the	necessary	time,	especially	early	on,	to	create	their	clarity.	Once
again,	the	code	points	you	in	the	right	direction,	get	your	roles	and
responsibilities	mental	model	crystal	clear	from	the	outset,	then	continue	to
clarify	them	as	you	go	along.	This	is	exactly	what	Google’s	star	teams	did.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	INTERLINKING	AND	OVERLAPPING	GVTS
It	is	extra	important	that	each	member	of	your	GVT	team	understands
each	other’s	roles	and	responsibilities.	Further	studies	have	found	that
it	is	important	to	establish	that	all	of	the	roles	and	responsibilities	of	a
GVT	are	interlinked	and	to	design	them	so	that	to	some	extent	they	are
also	overlapping.	In	this	way	one	team	member	can	step	in	for	another
in	an	emergency.	So,	while	everyone	within	the	team	needs	to	have
clear	roles	and	sets	of	responsibilities,	in	high-performing	teams	it	is
common	to	find	that	the	team	members	have	a	secondary	set	of	skills.
Go	ahead	and	do	this	because	this	interlinking,	overlapping
arrangement	will	make	your	GVT	more	resilient,	more	flexible,	and
more	successful.(48)

Agree	on	Target	Norms



Andy	Cotton	is	one	of	the	world’s	most	renowned	big	wave	surfers.	At
Nazaré	in	Portugal	in	2011,	he	towed	legendary	big	wave	surfer	Garrett
McNamara	into	a	wave	that	measured	seventy-eight	feet	high.	Several	years
later,	Garrett	returned	the	favor	and	towed	Andy	into	one	reputed	to	be
eighty	feet.	By	anyone’s	definition,	these	are	jaw-dropping-sized	monsters.
When	a	wave	that	big	hits	you,	it	can,	and	has	taken	lives,	so	team	working	is
essential.	One	person	is	on	the	cliff	looking	out	and	giving	instructions	to	a
jet	skier	who	tows	the	surfer	onto	waves	that	are	travelling	way	too	fast	to
paddle	into.	There’s	also	a	safety	ski	on	the	shore,	just	in	case	the	jet-ski
capsizes,	which	it	frequently	does.	Andy	told	me	how	in	training,	if	he
missed	the	pick-up	zone	or	towed	in	too	steeply	on	the	jet	ski,	even	if	the
way	was	only	ten	to	fifteen	feet,	Garrett	would	let	him	know	about	it:

“Treat	every	wave	as	an	eighty-footer,	Cotty.	You	gotta	get	focus	100
percent	on	getting	the	entry	right	on	the	minnows	if	you’re	going	to	get
me	onto	the	monsters.”

The	science	advises	us	that	to	minimize	conflict	in	any	team,	but	especially
the	virtual	team,	just	as	with	Andy	and	Garrett,	it’s	a	good	idea	for	team
members	to	agree,	upfront,	a	shared	vision,	including	shared	norms,
customs,	or	ground	rules.(49)

When	you	set	team	norms	and	then	display	them,	you	will	of	course	perform
better.	But	something	else	will	happen	when	your	team	meets	normative
expectations,	they	will	build	more	profound	levels	of	trust.	However,	the
research	is	also	true.	When	you	set	norms,	you	put	a	stake	in	the	ground
which	can	also	bite	you	in	the	back	side	if	you	don’t	meet	it.	Researchers
verify	that	trust	will	either	grow	or	shrink	depending	on	whether	a	team	feels
that	its	normative	expectations	are	met.(50)	So	set	them,	but	make	sure	you
meet	them.

Make	an	“Empowerment	Deal”
Just	like	agile	teams	and	any	team	operating	in	a	VUCA	environment,	the
best	virtual	teams	have	leaders	who	employ	a	more	empowering	leadership
style.(51)As	expected	though,	empowerment	in	the	vitual	team	is	not	a	one-
way	street.	In	a	recent	study	exploring	the	success	factors	behind	successful
global	virtual	software	development	teams	the	best	teams	were
characterized	by	the	team	leader	proactively	sharing	the	decision	making



across	the	team	and	at	the	same	time	team	members,	experts	in	their	field,
being	proactive,	and	sharing	leadership	among	themselves.(52)

What	was	also	interesting	was	that	of	all	the	teams	in	the	study,	the	one	that
came	out	best	happened	to	operate	in	an	authoritative	organizational
culture.(53)	In	other	words,	a	team	that	smashed	product	development	time
by	a	massive	30	percent	actually	managed	to	strike	an	empowerment	deal
while	operating	in	a	culture	defined	by	autocracy	and	command	and
control.	If	this	team	leader	could	build	an	oasis	of	empowerment	in	a	dessert
of	command	and	control,	why	can’t	others	do	the	same?	This	study	alone
gives	all	virtual	team	leaders	hope.

We	also	know	that	virtual	teams	who	operate	without	distributed	leadership
will	ultimately	fail	because	of	a	failure	to	learn	and	adapt,(53;54)	especially
those	involved	in	the	more	complex,	fast-moving	environments.(35;	54)	As
Amy	Edmondson	states,	the	best	teams	these	days	are	as	much	organized	to
learn	as	they	are	organized	to	execute.

So	the	science	unequivocally	supports	the	empowerment	deal	described	in
the	last	chapter	between	the	leader	and	their	virtual	team.

And	it’s	not	just	you	as	team	leader	who	can	share	your	leadership	more.	If
you	were	to	encourage	the	more	senior	members	of	a	team	to	hold	back
their	natural	instincts	to	speak	and	instead	give	space	to	the	more	passive	or
shy	members	to	contribute,	you	will	find	the	team	becomes	more	reslient
over	time	too.(55)

So	why	don’t	virtual	team	leaders	distribute	their	leadership	more?	It’s
because	leaders	simply	underestimate	their	reports’	ability	to	deal	with	the
empowerment	they	are	thinking	of	giving	them.(56)	As	a	result,	leaders	tend
to	hog	the	decision-making	authority,	essentially	denying	their	team	the
autonomy	to	do	a	better	job	together.(56)

Here	we	can	see	just	how	important	it	is	to	get	the	whole	virtual	team	on	the
same	page.	Consistent	with	what	the	code	prioritizes,	we	see	clarifying	the
mission,	the	plan,	and	the	disciplines	all	helping	the	virtual	team	to	perform
better.	We	also	see	how	important	it	is	to	establish	all	of	these	to	build	a
team	identity	strong	enough	to	help	mitigate	the	inevitable	conflict	we	get	in
the	virtual	team.	All	this	takes	time	and	I	endorse	the	claim	of	the	Dyers	that
doing	all	of	this	may	mean	the	virtual	team	leader	has	to	invest	50	percent
more	time	than	the	co-located	team	if	they	wish	to	be	equally	as	effective.



TEAM	INSIGHT:	HOW	TO	DISTRIBUTE	LEADERSHIP
So	here	is	some	advice	for	you	to	ensure	you	distribute	and	your	team
takes	up	what	you	distribute,	so	you	form	this	distribution	deal	with
your	virtual	(and	non-virtual)	teams.	You	will	notice	how	task-oriented
these	are:

1. Make	it	clear	that	your	job	is	not	to	tell	them	how	to	do	their	job.
2. Make	it	clear	that	you	require	them	to	clarify	between	themselves

decision-making	roles	and	responsibilities	and	that	you	will	only
step	in	if	they’re	struggling	to	
get	consensus.

3. Ask	them	to	communicate	to	you	clear	measures	of	success.

4. Ask	them	to	feedback	their	progress	to	the	whole	team.	The	baton
is	on	them	to	demonstrate	their	progress	to	the	team,	not	just	to
you.

5. Be	absolutely	uncompromising	on	reliability.	Agree	with	them	to
ask	for	support	or	to	flag	up	issues	before	deadlines	not
afterwards.

6. At	the	conclusion	of	VC	calls,	instead	of	you	summarizing	actions,
ask	team	members	to	do	this.

7. Ask	them	how	you	can	best	support	them	to	deliver	so	you	don’t	set
them	up	to	fail.

HOW	TO	GET	THE	VIRTUAL	TEAM	SET

1. Recruit	high	trusting	and	task-oriented	people.

2. Focus	on	building	a	team	identity.



3. Build	same	page	trust	by	agreeing	on	purpose,	goals
and	ways	of	working.

4. Make	decision-making	roles	and	responsibilities
explicit.

5. Strike	an	empowerment	deal	early	with	the	team.

Getting	the	Virtual	Team	Safe
The	code	informs	us	that	having	acquired	the	security	and	trust	from	getting
on	the	same	page	in	the	Get	Set	phase,	your	team	will	then	be	more	able	to
build	psychological	safety.	As	we’ll	see	in	Chapter	9,	the	virtual	team	now
has	to	place	a	high	priority	on	demonstrating	empathic	and	learning
interactions	if	it	is	to	Get	Safe.

Create	Highly	Supportive,	Empathic,	and	Positive
Environments
In	the	Get	Safe	phase	you	move	from	being	very	task	focused	to	focusing	on
relationships.	Doing	this	will	serve	you	very	well	(57).	No	more	so	than	when
it	comes	to	distributing	your	leadership	as	part	of	your	empowerment	deal.
Research	involving	forty	global	teams	shows	the	empowerment	deal	is	much
more	likely	to	reap	you	benefits	if	you	are	also	supportive	and	good	at
communicating.(58)	When	you	check	in	on	how	the	team	are	feeling	and	you
offer	them	your	empathy	and	support,	you	are	boosting	trust.	The	most
successful	GVT	leaders	have	been	found	to	build	environments	consistent
with	the	Get	Safe	phase	of	the	code,	namely:	communication,	support,
timely	responses,	and	constructive	feedback.(59;60)

It	is	well-accepted	in	the	scientific	community	that	leadership	is	probably
the	most	determining	factor	of	psychological	safety	in	a	team;(61)	however,
virtual	teams,	or	any	teams	for	that	matter,	cannot	rely	solely	on	leaders	to
build	safety.	Researchers(62)	examining	virtual	teams	have	identified
additional	ways	for	the	whole	team	to	contribute	to	a	more	positive,	less
conflictual,	and	more	supportive	environment.	They	have	found	that	the



three	skill	sets	of	the	Get	Safe	phase,	vulnerability,	empathy,	and	learning,
all	support	better	team	working.

1. Apologizing	if	you’ve	upset	others	(vulnerability);

2. Going	out	of	your	way	to	clarify	where	you	are	coming	from	in	order	to
avoid	misinterpretations	and	confusion	(empathy);

3. Not	waiting	to	receive	feedback	but	actively	reaching	out	to	receive	it
(vulnerability);

4. Sharing	the	positivity	about	the	good	things	you	see	in	others	(a	form	of
vulnerability,	that	has	been	found	to	be	particularly	helpful	in	virtual
project	teams).

Sharing	knowledge	is	also	especially	important	in	the	VT.	Team	members
who	proactively	share	their	knowledge	really	do	increase	the	chances	of
virtual	team	success.(63-66)

And	it’s	not	just	knowledge	that	the	virtual	team	is	advised	to	share,	but
feelings,	too.	Very	recent	research	testifies	that	virtual	team	members	can	be
trained	to	better	manage	and	share	their	emotions	which	then	reduces
conflict	in	the	team.(67)	This	gives	us	all	hope	as	it	shows	we	can	all	improve
our	emotional	intelligence.

And	let’s	throw	in	the	sharing	of	positivity,	too.	We	know	positivity	works	in
digitally	transforming	teams—as	we	have	found	that	those	that	share	their
positive	emotions	about	working	in	their	virtual	teams	contribute	to	the
building	of	a	more	resilient	team.(68)

All	of	this	sharing	of	knowledge,	emotions,	and	positivity	ensures	the	mood
is	empathic,	positive,	and	appreciative	and	as	result	the	virtual	team
develops	an	even	stronger	team	identity	than	created	by	getting	everyone	on
the	same	page	in	the	Getting	Set	phase.(69)	Consistent	with	the	code,	it	really
does	help	to	get	the	virtual	team	safe	once	it	has	successfully	got	itself	“set.”

Encourage	Team-Level	Feedback
“Reflexivity”	is	a	posh	way	of	describing	the	ability	of	the	team	to	feedback
on	how	it	is	working	and	not	just	what	it	is	doing	or	achieving.	It	specifically
refers	to	feedback	provided	by	the	“whole	team”	on	the	whole	team.	It’s	also
another	term	that	people	like	me	use	to	make	ourselves	sound	more
intelligent	than	we	really	are.	Reflexivity	enables	team-based	learning	to



take	place.	Team	based	learning	is	very	much	part	of	building	the
psychologically	safe	team.	The	research	on	it	is	stark	and	compelling.	Teams
that	feedback	and	have	high	reflexivity	significantly	outperform	those	that
don’t,(53;	70-76)	and	when	the	virtual	team	reflects	on	how	it	is	upholding	those
normative	agreements	made	in	the	Get	Set	phase,	the	research	confirms	that
conflict	levels	fall	and	levels	of	trust	correspondingly	rise.(19;20;27)

Reflexivity	also	does	wonders	for	creating	the	“connected”	team.	This	is	not
to	be	confused	with	teams	that	run	the	Mafia,	although	in	many	ways	very
much	like	them,	the	“connected”	team	possesses	both	a	strong	identity	and
a	sense	of	community.	“Feeling	connected”	has	proven	to	be	an	important
predictor	of	creativity	in	virtual	teams.(77)	Just	ask	the	Mafia:	the	“horse’s
head,”	the	“concrete	shoes,”	and	the	planning	of	the	Valentine’s	Day
Massacre—they’re	all	creative	examples	of	the	highly-connected	team.	And
if	I	ever	did	a	gig	with	any	team	in	the	Mafia,	you	can	bet	your	bottom	dollar
I’d	be	very	much	praising	them	for	this.

Proactive	reflexivity	is	also	especially	important	for	the	GVT.	When
members	of	a	newly	formed	GVT	openly	discuss	their	cultural	differences
and	how	they	may	play	out	in	the	team	journey,	it	helps	them	perform
better.(37;50)

So	the	advice	from	the	science	is	clear:	if	you	run	a	virtual	team,	turn	your
attention	to	getting	the	team	safe	but	only	after	you’re	satisfied	it’s
reasonably	well	set,	and	only	then	go	to	town	on	building	empathic
relationships	before	then	focusing	on	developing	the	learning	team.

HOW	TO	GET	THE	VIRTUAL	TEAM	SAFE

1. Encourage	diversity	of	views	by	asking	someone	by
name	or	by	throwing	it	open…	“Who	would	like	to
express	a	different	or	opposite	point	of	view?”	or	“What
are	the	pros	and	cons	of	this?”

2. Model	vulnerability	by	saying	how	you	feel	and	where
your	personal	challenges	lie.

3. Say	what	you	like	and	what	you	appreciate	about	big



and	seemingly	insignificant	things.	Crack	a	joke.
Sometimes	it’s	important	to	be	positive	even	if	you	don’t
feel	positive.	Your	mood	is	contagious.

4. Listen	and	restate	what	you	have	heard	to	
confirm	understanding.

5. Ask	how	others	are	feeling—run	a	few	VCs	where	you
allow	the	team	to	vent	just	how	they	feel.

6. Get	the	team	to	show	others	around	their	house	or
office.	Help	them	get	to	know	each	other	a	little.

7. Ask	your	more	senior	and	outspoken	team	members	to
give	space	to	the	quieter	ones.

8. Take	time	to	check	in	during	your	1:1	meetings	on	how
people	are	really	feeling	and	what	you	can	do	to	support
them.	Don’t	rush	through	this.

9. Share	successes—no	matter	how	small.

10. Apologize	if	you’ve	upset	others.

11. Go	out	of	your	way	to	clarify	where	you	are	coming
from	in	order	to	avoid	misinterpretations	and	confusion.

12. Don’t	wait	to	receive	feedback	but	actively	reach	out
to	receive	it.

Getting	the	Virtual	Team	Strong
So	far,	you’ve	ensured	your	virtual	team	is	set	and	on	the	same	page,	you’ve
started	to	build	swift	trust,	and	you	are	beginning	to	form	a	strong	identity,
which	is	growing	stronger	and	stronger	as	you	start	to	amass	psychological
safety.	Having	put	these	foundations	in	place,	the	code	tells	you	that	you	are



now	in	a	better	position	to	ramp	up	the	quality	and	quantity	of	value
creating	interactions	that	characterize	the	Get	Strong	phase.	Here’s	what	the
science	says	about	how	to	do	this	for	the	virtual	team.	Chapter	Ten	will
elaborate	on	how	to	get	strong	for	all	types	of	teams.

Explicit	Accountability	is	King
“When	you	meet	your	workmates	by	the	water	cooler	or	photocopier
every	day,	you	know	instinctively	who	you	can	and	cannot	trust.	In	a
geographically	distributed	team,	trust	is	measured	almost	exclusively	in
terms	of	reliability.”

—ERIN	MEYER(78)

We	know	that	we	build	the	most	cognitive-based	trust	when	we	see
reliability	in	action.	Our	trust	plant	grows	when	watered	by	kept	promises
and	upheld	commitments.	In	witnessing	supportive	and	benevolent
behaviors,	we	can	also	feed	our	plant	super	powerful	plant	food	to	generate
powerful	and	influential	emotional	based	trust.	Without	reliability,	any	of
the	trust	accumulated	from	getting	on	the	same	page	and	this	emotion-
based	trust	will	be	pretty	much	ruined.	Plants	need	watering.	Ultimately,
trust	requires	action	not	just	words.

So	the	best	virtual	teams	ensure	they	follow	through	on	the	empowerment
deal	made	in	the	Get	Set	phase.	Team	members	simply	pick	up	and	run	with
what	they	have	been	empowered	to	do.	They	are	proficient	at	working
autonomously	without	checking	back	in	with	their	leaders.(79)	They	clearly
and	explicitly	commit	to	their	actions.	They	say	what	they	are	going	to	do,
they	do	it,	and	then	they	communicate	they	have	done	it.	The	team	leader
follows	suit.	To	not	just	commit	to	what	you	are	going	to	do	and	by	when,
but	to	continuously	summarize	team	commitments	and	team	achievements
as	they	are	achieved.	Making	the	implicit	explicit	is	very	much	the	order	of
the	day	for	the	virtual	team.

Researchers	have	found	that	this	explicit	clarity	helps	build	certainty	and
trust	in	the	virtual	team,	and	the	more	the	team	trust’s	itself,	the	more	the
team	benefits	from	the	extra	trust	generates	from	this	certainty.(80;81)	Google
also	understand	that	demonstrating	reliability	is	crucial	in	the	virtual	team
setting,	their	most	successful	virtual	teams	have	been	those	also	making	the



implicit	explicit,	the	ones	who	have	actively	shared	their	actions	and	their
progress.(46;47)

So	to	help	this	trust	progression	occur,	the	advice	from	science	is	to	bang	out
what	your	virtual	team	is	going	to	do,	who’s	going	to	do	it,	and	what	your
virtual	team	has	achieved.	We	see	the	Get	Set-Get	Strong	pathway	of	the
code	very	evident	here.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	HOW	TO	REDUCE	EMAIL	TRAFFIC
The	sheer	volume	of	emails	has	been	known	to	be	a	very	real	root	cause
of	conflict	in	the	virtual	team,	especially	the	GVT.(16)	This	conflict	is	not
from	a	lack	of	trust,	nor	from	misperceptions,	nor	from	a	lack	of	clarity,
but	from	too	many	emails	stealing	vital	time.	The	antidote?	The	team
has	to	set	itself	the	task	of	reducing	its	email	traffic.	Using	other	forms
of	communications	such	as	Slack,	less	CC’ing,	and	consciously
headlining	whether	the	email	is	“FYI”	or	“To	Action”	can	all	help.

Be	Cautious	with	Constructive	Tension
Providing	negative	feedback	can	be	so	challenging	that	some	of	us	avoid	it
like	the	plague.	In	the	virtual	team,	it	becomes	even	more	of	challenge
though	and	you	have	to	tread	very	carefully.	Online,	it	is	easy	to	make
inaccurate	interpretations	of	what	we	see	and	hear,	based	on	our	mood	level
and	what	we	imagine	about	what	is	being	said.	Perception	is	reality,	but	our
reality	can	become	distorted.	This	is	especially	true	when	we	read	emails.	I
am	sure	I’m	not	alone	in	having	to	reread	an	email	several	times	to	work	out
its	tone.	Even	then,	I	can	judge	it	negatively	when	there	was	no	need	to.
Depending	on	my	mood,	an	email	can	easily	set	off	my	“inner	chimp”	and	I,
probably	just	like	you,	can	become	more	sensitive	and	needlessly	touchy.(82)

The	problem	with	exchanging	negative	feedback	over	email	is	that	it’s	a
terrible	medium	from	which	proper	dialogue	can	flow.	In	email,	we	only
really	engage	in	exchanging	our	positions.	This	is	not	dialogue.	And	it’s
time-consuming	to	construct	what	we	think	is	a	point	well-made	only	to	go
back	and	forth	clarifying,	adding,	posturing,	attacking,	and	defending	on	the
basis	of	what	we	get	back.	Giving	negative	feedback	or	resolving	conflict	over



email	is	a	bloody	nightmare.	Best	to	avoid	it.	Pick	up	the	phone	or	book	a
VC.

For	the	virtual	team,	accumulating	the	necessary	trust	to	have	constructive
Zoom	call	conversations	is	the	practical	answer.	But	this	is	not	easy.	The
science	confirms	that	if	we	exchange	performance-related	feedback	in	the
virtual	team,	then	there	has	to	be	sufficient	trust	present	to	enable	our
feedback	to	be	received	well.(65;	83)	It	also	tells	us	that	exchanging
performance	feedback	will	only	result	in	learning,	the	main	reason	why	we
give	it	in	the	first	place,	if	the	team	members	exchanging	the	feedback
actually	trust	each	other.(56;	65)	Interestingly,	as	teams	get	more	virtual,	the
more	important	trust	becomes	in	feedback	conversations.(83)

So	we	have	to	be	sure	we	have	the	trust	to	engage	in	the	tougher
performance	conversations,	to	be	able	to	hold	others	to	account	and	to
challenge	those	with	whom	we	share	our	goals.	And	we	know	from	the	code
that	we	accumulate	this	trust	from	the	previous	stages,	cognitive-based	in
getting	set,	emotion-based	in	getting	safe,	and	more	profound	inter-
personal	trust	when	see	reliability	combined	with	benevolence,	particularly
in	the	getting	strong	phase.	Patience	and	Diligence	is	required	in	the	virtual
team	as	all	this	takes	a	little	longer	and	the	trust	is	so	much	easier	to	lose.

The	message	is	clear	on	the	role	of	Getting	Strong	for	virtual	teams.	Sure,
you	have	to	keep	experimenting,	but	the	research	tells	us	your	most
important	priority	is	to	ostensibly	demonstrate	accountability	and	reliability.
You	have	to	do	this	while	navigating	the	building	of	constructive	tension
very	carefully.	It’s	important	that	tough	conversations	take	place,	but	the
trust	very	much	has	to	be	there.

HOW	TO	GET	GET	THE	VIRTUAL	TEAM	STRONG

1. Emphasize	the	importance	of	reliability

2. Endorse	reliability	by	asking	the	team	to	declare	their
commitment	to	a	course	of	action:	on	a	0	–	10	scale

3. Encourage	reliability	by	making	sure	you	explicitly	state
the	actions	agreed	and	summarize	those	that	have	been



achieved

4. Advise	the	team	to	give	tougher	peer-to-peer	feedback
only	when	you	feel	they	have	acquired	sufficient	trust	to
do	so

5. If	you	are	going	to	give	negative	performance
feedback,	make	it	descriptive	with	lots	of	examples	and
emphasize	the	importance	of	this	to	the	team

6. Maintain	your	composure	and	positivity	under	duress
—you	set	the	emotional	tone

7. Avoid	sending	negative	feedback	emails.	Give	your
more	challenging	feedback	by	VC	or	at	a	minimum	by
phone	and	encourage	the	team	to	do	the	same

8. Enforce	good	email	etiquette	to	reduce	email	volume

TAKEAWAYS

1. Virtual	teaming	will	continue	to	increase	beyond	Covid.

2. Use	the	code	to	build	your	virtual	team—the	science	supports	it.

3. The	main	challenges	for	the	VT	are	productivity,	conflict/trust,	and
feelings	of	isolation.

4. It	is	especially	important	for	the	VT	to	share	and	agree	on	its	mental
models	in	order	to	progress	through	the	Get	Set	phase.

5. Make	whatever	is	implicit	explicit—state	clearly	what’s	been	agreed
and	especially	what’s	been	achieved.

6. Building	psychological	safety	helps	reduce	conflict	and
misunderstandings	in	the	VT.



7. Avoid,	if	possible,	tough	conversations	online	and	in	front	of	others
unless	trust	in	the	team	is	extremely	high.

8. Leading	the	virtual	team	requires	more	time	and	thought	than
leading	a	co-located	team.



PART	4	

How	to	Use	the	Code	



Chapter	8	

How	to	Get	Set	

The	concept	of	setting	the	team	sounds	counterintuitive.	Many	of	today’s
teams	are	in	such	a	constant	state	of	flux,	so	how	can	we	expect	them	to	Get
Set	and	stay	Set?	We	clearly	can’t,	yet	if	Getting	Set	also	means	being	“ready
to	reset,”	then	Getting	Set	makes	eminent	sense.

Getting	everybody	in	your	team	on	the	same	page	from	the	get-go	and
keeping	them	there	is	what	Getting	Set	is	all	about.	We	want	your	team	to
feel	as	certain	about	where	it	is	going	and	how	it’s	going	to	get	there	as	is
feasibly	practical.	We	want	clarity	of	what	your	team	can	expect	from	each
other.	We	want	them	to	rapidly	build	swift	trust	by	actively	building	same
page	trust.	We	want	your	team	to	be	ready	to	excel	at	building	psychological
safety.	All	of	the	above	define	the	Get	Set	part	of	the	code.

A	great	example	of	a	company	that	understands	the	importance	of	this	first
part	of	the	code	is	Netflix.	In	his	storytelling	book,	Extreme	Teams,	Robert
Shaw	describes	how	companies	like	Netflix,	Pixar,	Whole	Foods,	and
Patagonia	have	each	developed	team	working	cultures,	and	in	doing	so	have
grown	into	hugely	successful	organizations.	Netflix	stands	out.	Their
transparency	and	consistency	are	extraordinary.

In	2009	they	published	their	“Culture	Deck,”(1)	which	outlined	their
corporate	culture,	a	kind	of	manifesto	for	what	they	stood	for,	what	they
expected	from	anyone	working	there,	and	what	employees	can	expect	from
Netflix	in	return.	The	Culture	Deck	still	exists	today,	and	the	Netflix
transaction	remains	crystal	clear.

Workers	at	Netflix	are	expected	to	be	hardworking,	unforgiving,	and	ruthless
when	it	comes	to	standards	and	results.	Netflix	makes	it	quite	clear	it	is
happy	to	pay	whatever	it	takes	to	exit	people	who	fail	to	hit	the	highest	of
standards…



“Adequate	performance	gets	a	generous	severance	package.”
They	employ	their	famous	“keeper	test”	in	which	managers	are	expected	to
justify	keeping	people	in	role	by	answering	this	question	to	a	bunch	of	other
managers	at	performance	review	time:

“Which	of	my	people,	if	they	told	me	they	were	leaving	for	a	similar	job	at
a	peer	company,	would	I	fight	hard	to	keep	at	Netflix?”

Netflix	has	a	reputation	for	being	very	tough,	but	they	are	unashamed	of	the
standards	they	seek	and	are	crystal	clear	on	the	people	they	want	to	hire	and
keep.	In	fact,	they	shout	about	it	in	their	Culture	Deck(1):

Our	High-Performance	Culture	is	not	right	for	everyone.

Many	people	love	our	culture	and	stay	a	long	time.

They	thrive	on	excellence	and	candor	and	change.

They	would	be	disappointed	if	given	a	severance	package;	their
relationship	at	Netflix	is	marked	by	mutual	warmth	and	respect.

Some	people,	however,	value	job	security	and	stability	over
performance,	and	don’t	like	our	culture.

They	feel	fearful	at	Netflix.

They	are	sometimes	bitter	if	let	go	and	feel	that	we	are	a	political
place	to	work.

We’re	getting	better	at	attracting	only	the	former,	and	helping	the
latter	realize	we	are	not	right	for	them.

There	are	consequences	of	thriving	on	excellence,	of	course.	Ernie	Tam	had
been	a	top	performing	Netflix	engineer	for	six	years,	when	one	day	he	was
summoned	into	his	manager’s	office	on	a	Monday	morning	in	2015	and	told
“You’re	no	longer	a	star	performer.”	An	HR	representative	then	entered,
discussed	Mr.	Tam’s	severance	package,	and	took	possession	of	his	laptop.
“I	just	left	the	office	and	never	came	back,”	Mr.	Tam	said.	“For	a	period	of	six
years,	I	was	a	star	performer,	then	all	of	a	sudden	I	was	not.”	Mr.	Tam	was
taken	back,	because	previous	bosses,	consistent	with	the	Netflix	rhetoric,
had	given	him	time	to	improve	and	develop:



“We	develop	people	by	giving	them	the	opportunity	to	develop
themselves,	by	surrounding	them	with	stunning	colleagues,	and	giving
them	big	challenges	to	work	on.	Mediocre	colleagues	or	unchallenging
work	is	what	kills	progress	of	a	person’s	skills.”

Yet	notice	the	clear	additional	message	that	at	Netflix,	don’t	expect	to	be
spoon	fed.	Mr.	Tam’s	development	was	very	much	in	his	own	hands	and
clearly	this	time	he	hadn’t	developed	fast	enough.	Mr.	Tam	is	one	of	many	at
Netflix	who	have	been	fired	before	they	have	been	able	to	develop
themselves.	Perhaps	a	more	realistic	assumption	held	at	Netflix	is	“you	don’t
have	time	to	develop;	you’ve	got	to	be	excellent	at	everything	you	do.”	This
unconscious	belief	might	explain	why	employees	put	very	long,	brutal	hours
in,	so	they	can	maintain	excellence	at	all	times	in	order	not	to	get	fired.	It
might	also	explain	why	managers	are	fearful	of	losing	their	own	jobs	if	they
are	not	seen	to	exit	enough	of	their	team.(2)

Netflix	argues	their	culture	is	not	as	cutthroat	as	some	make	out.	In	2018,
they	pointed	out	they	were	ranked	second	on	Comparably’s	“Happiest
Employees”	list	(an	index	comprised	of	anonymous	employee	feedback).(3)

They	also	quote	a	total	turnover	amounts	to	11	percent	a	year,	which	is
below	the	13	percent	annual	turnover	for	technology	companies	(according
to	a	2018	study	by	LinkedIn(4)).	Others	point	out	that	the	happiness	result
and	the	relatively	low	turnover	have	more	to	do	with	the	fact	that	Netflix
pays	very	high	salaries,	in	some	cases	doubling	the	pay	of	new	recruits	and
awarding	six-figure	raises	at	salary	reviews.	They	also	promise	a	great
reference	to	those	that	leave	to	help	them	secure	other	
roles.(2)	It	seems,	for	all	the	pressure	of	the	job,	people	don’t	want	to	leave
Netflix.	To	me,	that	seems	like	a	very	transparent	deal.

The	Getting	Set	Approach
The	process	of	Getting	Set	is	similar	to	the	aims	of	the	Netflix	Culture	Deck,
as	it	is	about	creating	some	form	of	certainty	and	“same	page	thinking.”	Yet
it	is	different	too,	as	unlike	the	“Netflix	Way”	which	is	a	non-negotiable
manifesto	thrust	upon	the	entire	organization,	Getting	Set	is	series	of
agreements	constructed	by	a	team	for	that	team.

The	Get	Set	manifesto	states	why	the	team	exists,	what	it	is	tasked	with
achieving,	and	how	it	is	going	to	achieve	it.	The	Get	Set	Phase	revolves



around	the	team	making	nine	agreements	and	in	doing	so,	ultimately
sharing	nine	mental	models	that	ensure	it’s	on	its	way	and	rapidly	building
that	all-important	swift	trust.

GET	SET SCORE

MISSION

1. Our	purpose	is	clear	to	us	and	to	
our	stakeholders.

2. Our	goal	are	SMART	and	are	either	clearly	owned	by	individuals,	by	sub-
teams	or	the	whole	team.

3. We	share	a	vision	of	what	we	are	trying	to	achieve.

PLANS

4. We	agree	on	a	high-level	plan	to	achieve	our	shared	goals	including	the
way	we’ll	communicate	to	our	stakeholders.

5. Team	member	roles	and	responsibilities	are	clear	and	understood,
especially	for	the	goals	we	share.

6. We	agree	on	our	priorities	and	we	are	ready	to	swiftly	re-prioritize	if	we
need	to.

	

DISCIPLINES

7. Our	meeting	structures	(frequency,	timing,	invitees,	preparation,	and
agenda-	setting)	enable	both	individual	and	shared	goal	success.

8. We	agree	on	our	target	behaviors	and	how	we	will	maintain	them,	including
how	we	would	like	to	be	led	by	our	leader.

9. We	have	sufficient	“skin	in	the	game”	to	ensure	we	are	motivated	to
collaborate	with	others	with	whom	we	share	goals.



THE	NINE	AGREEMENTS	MEASURING	GETTING	SET.
1	-	strongly	disagree,	2	-	disagree,	3-	neutral,	4	-	agree,	5	-	strongly	agree
Below	3.2:	Requires	Urgent	Improvement,	3.2-3.8:	Requires	Some	Improvement,	
Above	3.8:	Team	Strength

These	nine	agreements	are	all	interconnected.	Having	a	purpose	will	help
you	form	your	goals	and	without	your	goals	in	place,	it	will	be	hard	to	clarify
the	ownership	of	responsibilities	required	to	land	these	goals.	Our	in-house
research	confirms	that	teams	that	are	clear	on	their	mission	are	more	likely
to	be	clear	on	their	plans	which	in	turn	means	they	are	more	likely	to	be
clear	on	their	disciplines.	This	is	illustrated	by	a	real	example	involving	one
of	my	clients,	relayed	to	me	by	several	members	who	witnessed	it.

Julie	has	the	last	agenda	item,	but	it’s	squeezed	on	time.	She’s	already
annoyed	before	she	starts	speaking.	She	holds	a	forecast	constructed	from	a
series	of	meetings	with	other	team	members,	and	presents	a	financial
challenge	of	being	£250	million	overspent.	Peter	says	the	figures	are	too
simplistic	and	claims	that	much	of	the	overspending	sits	with	the	business
who	are	loading	their	costs	onto	the	team.	Jamie	chimes	in—the	original
plan	was	too	optimistic,	and	the	size	of	the	challenge	is	far	more	onerous
than	originally	thought.	We	have	to	push	back—the	transformation	program
will	be	compromised	if	we	don’t	continue	to	invest.	The	mission	has	to	come
first.	Julie	gets	more	agitated.	“You	just	don’t	get	it,	guys.”	she	remonstrates
angrily,	“We	have	no	choice,	we	have	to	hit	this	number!	You	lot	are	not
taking	accountability—go	back	into	your	businesses	and	find	the	bloody
savings!”	She	fumes.	Rob	is	getting	angrier	by	the	second.	He’s	done	what	he
can	to	shed	cost,	now	he’s	being	shouted	at	and	accused	of	not	caring,	and
by	someone	he	doesn’t	even	report	to.	He	says	nothing	to	avoid	a
confrontation.	Sue,	the	team	leader	agrees	but	says	little	to	emphasize	the
importance	of	meeting	the	financial	challenge.	She’s	been	there	before—she
knows	she	has	to	rock	the	boat	to	affect	the	change,	and	not	sticking	to	a
naïve	budget	is	fine.	She	also	knows	that	if	they	don’t	keep	the	CFO	and	CEO
happy—her	job	and	the	whole	program	is	on	the	line.	Eventually	they	all
agree	to	look	at	their	costs	again.	It’s	another	frustrating	meeting	and	not
one	person	leaves	happy.

We	can	see	how	the	purpose	of	the	team	was	not	universally	understood—
was	it	to	turn	the	organization	around,	or	was	it	to	turn	the	organization
around	to	an	agreed	budget?	The	two	are	quite	different.	Some	believed	they



weren’t	going	to	be	captives	to	a	budget	when,	by	the	nature	of	the	task,	they
didn’t	know	how	things	would	turn	out,	while	others	believed	there	was	no
question	of	deviating	from	what	was	agreed.

As	the	purpose	of	the	team	wasn’t	agreed,	the	goals	were	also	less	clear.	Did
they	have	to	hit	this	number?	There	were	different	views	on	this,	largely
stemming	from	the	difference	in	understanding	the	team	purpose.	What’s
more,	the	team	hadn’t	agreed	whether	the	financial	goal	they	were	told	to
hit,	was	a	shared	goal	or	a	goal	that	only	Julie	owned.	Of	course,	they	would
have	claimed	it	was	a	shared	goal,	however	their	behavior	belied	this.	The
financial	shortfall	appeared	to	sit	with	Julie,	not	with	the	team.	She	was	the
one	calling	the	shots.	She	was	the	one	leading	the	discussion,	most	of	the
room	were	quiet,	and	every	one	of	her	previous	forecasting	meetings	were
scheduled	by	her	office,	not	by	other	members	of	the	team.	There	was	no
evidence	of	“this	is	our	goal,	let’s	work	it	out	together.”

This	goal	ambiguity	then	created	different	expectations	of	their	roles	and
responsibilities.	Julie	gave	the	impression	that	the	financial	delta	sat	with
her	to	fix,	even	though	she	didn’t	believe	this	to	be	true,	while	the	team	did
little	to	reassure	her	that	they	were	leading	the	charge	on	this	too.	Julie
became	anxious	and	angry	about	their	apparent	lack	of	ownership	so
naturally	being	a	good	leader,	she	took	even	more	ownership,	which	only
made	things	worse.	Sue,	the	team	leader,	meanwhile	was	nowhere	to	be
seen.	She’d	already	contracted	with	the	team	that	they	were	to	make	as
many	of	the	decisions	and	to	work	things	out	as	much	as	they	could	without
her.	Great	in	theory,	but	there’s	a	difference	between	empowering	and
laissez-faire	leadership.	Eventually	she	recognized	she	had	to	step	in	and	at
least	emphasize	they	had	to	work	this	out.	But	she	failed	to	realize	they	were
stuck	and	needed	more	of	a	steer.	So	instead	of	being	decisive	and	adamant
about	their	collective	responsibility,	certainly	in	a	way	that	reassured	Julie,
she	simply	pushed	it	back	to	them	to	sort	it	out.	As	team	leader,	she	had	also
failed	to	establish	any	meaningful	skin	in	the	game	for	teaming	to	take
place.	There	were	zero	consequences	being	applied	to	her	team	members
for	not	leaning	in	together	and	collectively	solving	the	problem.

The	way	the	meeting	was	structured	further	fanned	Julie’s	flames	as	she	was
thinking,	“How	could	Sue	put	a	£250	million	gap	in	the	financials	as	the	last
agenda	item	in	a	meeting	that	regularly	runs	over	time?	What	does	this	say
about	how	important	the	financial	shortfall	is	to	Sue	and	the	team?”	Yet	Julie



hadn’t	realized	that	she	was	fully	capable	of	influencing	the	agenda.	In
transactional	analysis	parlance,	she	was	oscillating	between	persecutor	and
victim.

The	norms	this	team	had	already	set	were	not	being	upheld.	This	was
because	they	were	simply	not	front	of	mind.	And	this	was	because	they	had
failed	to	reflect	on	them	at	the	end	of	their	previous	meetings,	as	they	had
originally	committed	to	do.	So	although	they	had	contracted	to	be	direct	and
not	to	withhold	opinions	or	feelings,	Julie,	who	was	feeling	distinctly
isolated,	chose	to	avoid	disclosing	this	in	favor	of	only	communicating	her
anger.	Nor	did	she	challenge	Sue	and	ask	her	to	take	a	more	definitive
stance.	Rob	felt	very	angry	at	being	shouted	at	but	chose	to	keep	quiet.	This
would	have	generated	the	unhelpful	assumption	that	their	agreed	team
norms	weren’t	worth	the	paper	they	were	written	on.

This	story,	relayed	to	me	by	several	team	members,	illustrates	how	getting
on	the	same	page	is	a	multifaceted	endeavor.	Without	agreement	in	one
part,	the	team’s	struggled	to	form	agreements	in	others.	As	a	result,
emotions	can	run	very	high	which	in	turn	then	impact	the	trust	and
psychological	safety	across	the	team.	The	emotional	charge	in	the	room
meant	that	the	team	were	less	equipped	to	resolve	its	conflict.	The	team
were	floundering	in	the	Get	Safe	phase,	which	contributed	to	sub-standard
psychological	safety	which	in	turn	compromised	the	ability	of	the	team	to
collaborate	and	manage	arising	tensions.	In	this	story,	we	see	the	opposite	of
Getting	Set	to	Get	Safe	to	Get	Strong.	We	see	the	root	cause	of	the	team
fracture	orginating	in	the	Get	Set	phase,	just	as	the	code	predicts.

It	also	summarizes	the	spine	or,	more	accurately,	the	back-brace	of	the	Get
Set	phase—as	these	building	blocks	are	inter-connected—which	when
absent,	can	prove	to	be	so	costly.	Much	of	my	early	work	with	a	team	is	to
help	them	construct	this	back-brace.	If	you’ve	tried	to	make	a	plan	without
first	understanding	the	precise	outcomes	you	wish	to	achieve,	you’ll
appreciate	that	the	challenge	isn’t	just	what	goes	into	the	back-brace,	but
the	order	in	which	to	build	it.	Fortunately,	both	common	sense	and	science
helps	us	out	here.

How	to	Agree	on	the	Mission



One	of	the	most	influential	researchers	and	writers	on	teams,	the	late
Richard	Hackman(5)	made	the	acquisition	of	a	shared	purpose	one	of	his	top
six	conditions	for	successful	teaming.	Subsequent	research	has	validated	the
importance	he	placed	on	defining	team	purpose.(i.e.,	6-9)	More	recently,	the
success	of	Sinek’s	book	Start	with	Why(10)	exemplifies	not	only	his	excellent
writing,	but	the	growing	appetite	we	have	to	understand	why	we	exist	and
what	we	stand	for.

The	case	studies	in	the	Dyer’s(11)	book	also	emphasize	the	importance	they
place	on	defining	a	shared	mission,	including	defining	the	shared	purpose
and	the	shared	goals	between	teams.	They	recognized	that	when	a	shared
purpose	is	established	in	a	team,	the	goals	and	accompanying	plans	can
then	be	agreed	from	which	the	appropriate	meeting	structures	and
behavioral	norms	could	then	be	identified.	In	doing	so,	they	perfectly
described	the	core	elements	of	the	Get	Set	phase	in	motion,	starting	with
agreeing	on	the	team’s	purpose.

It’s	actually	not	that	difficult	to	agree	on	the	purpose	of	a	team	in	the	form	of
a	statement.	Hackman	recommended	that	this	statement	emphasize	the
contribution	the	team	makes.	He	emphasized	it	had	to	be	easy	to
understand	and	challenging	to	achieve	in	order	to	convert	it	into	more	of	a
motivational	mission.	The	way	to	generate	a	purpose	statement	is	to	work
through	a	three-part	statement:

1. What	does	your	team	uniquely	do	or	deliver?

2. Who	do	you	do	it	for?

3. Why	do	you	do	it?

TEAM	INSIGHT:	CREATING	A	PURPOSE
I	have	found	it	takes	about	an	hour	of	debate	to	construct	something
that	reasonably	ticks	all	the	boxes.	Finesse	this	with	a	few	iterations
after	the	meeting	and	you’ll	get	a	purpose	statement	fit	for	purpose.
Watch	out	for	the	curse	of	team	wordsmithing,	though.	This	can	take
hours	and	hours.

Here’s	an	example	of	a	great	Purpose	Statement	from	a	team
responsible	for	change:



We	enable	profound	improvement	in	how	the	organization	delivers
change	in	order	to	accelerate	the	safe	delivery	of	what	matters	for	our
customers,	our	colleagues,	and	the	Group,	by	challenging	convention,
providing	better	method,	and	transferring	capability.

To	make	the	most	of	purpose	statements	like	this,	I	advise	teams	to
regularly	refer	to	it	in	their	decision	making,	to	check	any	new	team
goals	align	with	it	when	they	are	made,	and	to	pull	out	the	statement
and	discuss	it	to	help	recharge	energy,	excitement,	and	passion,
especially	in	the	tougher	times.

Identify	Shared	Goals
The	Mission	part	of	Getting	Set	includes	one	of	the	most	important	skills	of	a
team.	To	be	able	to	set	goals	and	agree	which	of	these	are	shared	goals	and
which	are	not.	If	goals	in	your	team	represent	a	pizza,	are	your	team
bringing	individual	pizza	slices	to	you	that	add	up	to	one	big	pizza	at	the	end
of	the	year,	or	are	they	working	more	closely	together	to	bring	“joint”	pizza
slices	and	segments?

Many	years	ago,	I	worked	as	the	sports	psychologist	to	Southampton
Football	Club,	a	Premiership	football	team	that	was	at	the	time	managed	by
the	legendary	ex-England	international	Glen	Hoddle	and	his	likeable
assistant	John	Gorman.	Glen	and	John	combined	very	well	together.	Hoddle
was	the	strategic	thinker	and	Gorman	organized	practice	and	built	a	great
team	spirit.	The	season	I	worked	with	them	I	saw	first-hand	how	well	they
collaborated,	helping	Southampton	achieve	their	highest	ever	end	of	season
league	position.	When	they	separated	to	manage	different	clubs,	neither
found	anywhere	near	the	same	success.

At	Southampton	we	focused	on	shared	goals	in	the	sub-units	of	attack,
midfield,	and	defense.	We	wanted	the	players	to	understand	they	had	a	joint
responsibility	for	each	of	these	sub-units.	Some	of	these	shared	goals	sat
between	these	subunits.	Making	90	percent	of	passes	required	a)	a	good
accurate	pass	and	b)	good	movement	by	the	receiver	to	get	in	a	position	to
receive	the	pass.	Pass	completion	is	a	proper	shared	goal—it	requires	both
an	unerring	pass	and	the	movement	of	the	receiver	to	get	into	a	space	to
receive	it.	To	bring	these	goals	to	life,	I	would	sit	with	each	subunit,	such	as



the	attack	comprising	James	Beattie,	Marion	Pahars,	and	Kevin	Davies,	and
we’d	talk	about	what	they	required	from	each	other	to	help	them	achieve
their	shared	goals.	I’d	do	the	same	with	the	midfield	trio	and	the	defensive
units.	Then	I’d	work	with	Glen	to	help	him	pay	attention	to	the	shared	goals
of	the	whole	team	such	as	retaining	possession	and	set	piece	marking.	We
managed	to	engender	a	collective	sense	of	responsibility	amongst	the	team,
where	egos,	in	a	very	real	sense,	became	diluted	in	favor	of	the	overall	team
agenda	as	team	members	realized	they	were	dependent	on	each	other	for
individual	and	team	success.	When	you	consider	the	typical	millionaire
young	Premiership	football	player,	this	was	not	easy.	If	shared	goals	can	be
understood	amongst	so-called	“prima	donna”	football	players,	they	can	be
understood	anywhere.

We	also	embraced	the	concept	of	setting	performance	goals.	Studies	show
that	teams	perform	better	and	develop	more	resilience	over	time	when	they
set	SMART	performance	goals.(12-15)	The	achievement	of	a	performance	goal
means	we	can	control	and	influence	it.	For	the	players	at	Southampton	this
meant	not	winning,	or	scoring	a	set	number	of	goals,	or	anything	else	that
they	couldn’t	really	influence	or	control.	It	meant	striving	to	make	90
percent	of	passes,	putting	75	percent	of	crosses	into	the	“danger	zone”	or
tracking	back	and	defending	when	they	lost	the	ball.

In	their	highly	pragmatic	book	The	Discipline	of	Teams,	Jon	Katzenbach	and
Douglas	Smith(16)	focused	on	the	“hard	stuff”	more	than	the	“soft	stuff”	and
brought	to	our	attention	the	difference	between	a	“leader	led	goal”	and	a
“true	team	goal.”	Where	leader	led	goals	are	more	like	individual	pizza
slices,	true	team	goals	are	proper	shared	goal	that	requires	a	very	different
type	of	leadership	and	teaming	to	guarantee	success.	More	recently,
emanating	from	agile	working,	we	have	we	have	OKRs	(or	Outcomes	and
Key	Results),	which	are	goals	described	in	outcome	format.	Whatever	type	of
goals	a	team	has	in	front	of	it,	the	most	important	question	a	team	can	ask
itself	is	this:

Which	of	these	goals	require	us	to	really	collaborate	together,	and	which	are
mainly	individual	endeavors	requiring	a	bit	of	support?

TEAM	INSIGHT:	CLARIFYING	SHARED	GOALS



When	I	ask	where	the	shared	goals	exist	across	a	team,	I	will	often	get
either	an	array	of	different	answers	or	just	confused	faces.
Automatically,	this	tells	me	the	necessary	clarity	of	where	teaming	is
most	important	in	that	team	is	almost	certainly	missing.	The	clarity	of
inter-team	goals	is	often	equally	vague,	which	is	of	real	concern	given
most	teams	now	operate	in	teams	of	teams.	Understanding	where
team	members	are	dependent	on	others	in	and	outside	of	team	for
their	mutual	success	really	is	the	bed	rock	of	team	working.	The
discipline	of	virtual	teams,	cross-functional	teams,	and	even	inter-
organizational	alliance	teams	requires	this	kind	of	up-front	clarity.	The
Dyers	emphasize	the	growing	importance	of	alliance	teams.	They	also
strongly	advocate	clarifying	the	shared	goals,	which	tasks	sit	with
which	goals,	and	which	roles	and	responsibilities	sit	with	which	tasks,
all	classic	Getting	Set	conversations.

As	we’ll	see	in	the	next	chapter,	understanding	goal	dependency
supports	the	art	of	humble	dialogue	that	Edgar	and	Peter	Schein	so
fervently	advocate.	As	we	will	see	in	chapters	nine	and	ten,	it	is	humble
dialogue	that	really	opens	the	door	to	creativity,	coordinated	action
and	value	adding	collaboration.	Once	again,	we	see	Getting	Set	helping
us	to	Get	Safe	which	then	helps	us	to	Get	Strong.	We	see	the	validity	of
the	code	coming	through.

So	after	you	form	your	purpose,	you	can	then	start	to	identify	your
shared	goals.	You	don’t	need	to	work	out	every	single	shared	goal	that
exists—just	five	or	six	of	the	most	important.	My	experience	is	that	if
you	can	work	well	on	these,	and	in	the	right	way,	then	you	will	most
likely	collaborate	well	on	their	other	shared	goals	too.

INDIVIDUAL	PIZZA	SLICE	GOALS SHARED	PIZZA	SEGMENT	GOALS

+ You	each	bring	a	slice	of	pizza	to	the	table	-
all	the	individual	slices	of	pizza	add	up	to	1	big
team	pizza	delivery.

+ You	contribute	to	a	pizza	segment	which
requires	you	to	“really”	collaborate	and	”do
work”	with	others	in	your	delivery	team.



+ Although	you	have	to	collaborate	with	others
to	deliver	your	pizza	slice,	essentially	you	and
your	department	do	most	of	the	work.

+ The	buck	stops	with	you	and	you	only.	The
team	leader	holds	you	alone	accountable	for
success	or	failure.

+ If	one	of	the	delivery	team	fails,	the	whole
delivery	team	fails.

+ The	delivery	team	members,	not	the	team
leader,	hold	each	other	accountable	for	the
delivery	of	their	shared	goal.

	

How	to	Agree	on	the	Plans
You’ve	agreed	your	purpose	and	your	goals,	so	now	let’s	work	from	some
kind	of	plan	to	achieve	them.	It	sounds	simple	enough,	and	sometimes	it
really	is,	but	for	many	teams,	this	is	where	a	blockage	in	the	Get	Set	phase
will	occur.	Of	course,	formulating	strategies,	plans	and	priorities	are	not
one-off	activities;	they	require	continuous	updating.	It’s	been	obvious	to	me
that	different	team	members	require	different	amounts	of	certainty	to	feel
comfortable.	I’ve	seen	several	senior	teams	in	a	pensions	business	stall	on
their	plans	because	the	executive	team	to	which	they	report	wasn’t	clear	on
the	overall	company	strategy.	I’ve	seen	situations	where	plans	coming	down
from	“on	high”	have	been	so	short	lived,	and	subject	to	so	much	change,
that	teams	have	purposefully	ignored	them,	knowing	they’ll	only	change
again.	The	fact	that	there	is	so	much	uncertainty	and	one	team’s	strategy
affects	another’s	adds	significant	complexity	to	the	planning	challenge.

Let’s	also	not	forget	that	the	ability	of	a	team	to	agree	on	its	plans	is	also
related	to	how	that	team	is	able	to	work	together.	Unlike	all	the	other
elements	of	the	Get	Set	Phase,	which	are	more	like	simple	agreements,	the
planning	element	requires	good	dialogue	skills	and	process	to	be	done	well.
Essentially,	the	ability	of	the	team	to	be	proficient	in	the	Get	Safe	and	Get
Strong	phases	come	to	bear	on	this	particular	part	of	the	Get	Set	phase.	So	in
some	respects,	it	makes	sense	to	first	develop	the	dialogue	skill	and	the
psychological	safety	in	order	to	plan.	However,	without	a	trained	facilitator
in	the	room	to	point	out	patterns	and	to	coach	the	team	to	improve	its
process,	most	teams	can’t	wait	to	build	safety	or	more	advanced
communication	skills.	Under	pressure	of	time,	they	have	to	be	able	to	work
from	some	kind	of	high-level	plan	from	which	priorities	will	emerge	and
change	over	time.	That	is	why	the	code	and	the	science	behind	it	advises	the
team	Gets	Set	before	it	Gets	Safe.	Achieving	some	kind	of	certainty	that	the



team	is	either	on	the	right	track	or	is	getting	on	the	right	track	is	really	what
this	part	of	Getting	Set	is	all	about.

Organizational	Ambidexterity
Organizational	Ambidexterity	is	the	ability	of	an	organization	to	exploit	a
current	business	model	while	simultaneously	exploring	future
opportunities.	Organizational	ambidexterity	does	not	necessarily	need
ambidextrous	employees,(17)	in	fact	organizations	do	better	when	they
separate	their	functions	that	are	involved	in	exploitation	and	explorative
activities.(18)	For	many	teams,	though,	this	separation	is	just	not	possible.
Many	leadership	styles	have	to	do	both.	Similarly,	smaller	businesses	just
don’t	have	the	resources	to	separate	these	roles;	they	are	forced	to	explore
and	exploit	at	the	same	time	and	with	the	same	people	in	the	room.	These
teams	don’t	have	the	luxury	of	working	on	their	aircraft	in	the	hangar,	they
have	to	change	their	engines	while	flying	at	35,000	feet.

Teams	operating	in	the	explorative	domain	have	to	be	able	to	make
decisions	in	complex,	chaotic,	and	disorderly	environments(19)	while	those
who	are	tasked	with	exploiting	what	they	already	have	make	their	decisions
in	more	simple	and	complicated	situations.	This	requires	immense
decision-making	versatility	as	many	have	to	exploit	as	well	as	explore.	In
complex	situations	where	there	are	unknown	unknowns,	teams	can’t	rely	on
collecting	data,	analyzing	it,	and	then	making	plans,	they	have	to	probe
around	not	knowing	what	they’ll	find	before	they	then	find	it	and	respond
accordingly.	This	is	what	Ed	and	Cho	had	to	do	quite	regularly:	walk	until
they	met	a	threat,	then	decide	there	and	then	how	they	were	going	to	deal
with	it.	In	chaotic	situations,	cause	and	effect	are	so	unclear	it	makes	no
sense	for	the	team	to	probe	around.	It’s	best	they	just	take	an	action,	any
action,	and	iterate	on	the	back	of	whatever	emerges.	Here,	the	team	is
attempting	to	move	into	a	complex	situation,	where	it	can	become	aware	of
emerging	patterns	from	which	it	can	then	act.	In	situations	of	more	extreme
disorder,	the	team	has	no	idea	what	decision-making	domain	it	is	in	and	no
way	of	finding	out.	The	only	option	may	be	to	break	down	the	decision	into
constituent	parts,	allocate	them	to	one	of	the	four	other	domains,	and	then
see	what	happens.

Ambidextrous	Decision	Making



Teams	have	to	be	able	to	flex	their	decision-making	approach.

Teams	today,	in	light	of	Dx	especially,	have	to	be	able	to	convert	their	goals
into	plans	in	many	of	these	different	decision-making	environments	and	all
at	the	same	time.	That’s	some	challenge.

Whatever	decision-making	situations	faced	by	the	team,	the	research	tells	us
that	some	certainty	is	important,	even	if	the	plan	is	not	to	have	a	plan	or	to
set	about	forming	a	plan.	Getting	Set	simply	means	the	whole	team	is	on	the
same	page,	is	doing	what	it	can	get	a	plan,	and	is	ready	to	re-plan	if	required
to	do	so.	I	have	seen	plenty	of	teams	do	this	well,	and	I’ve	seen	plenty	of
teams	struggle.	As	long	as	the	team	have	bright	people,	are	prepared	to
dedicate	the	right	amount	of	time	to	the	task	and	have	some	steer	from
others	they	rely	on	in	the	organization	of	where	the	business	is	heading,	this
is	a	challenging	but	eminently	feasible	team	task.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	GETTING	READY	TO	RESET
A	crucial	component	of	Getting	Set	is	the	ability	of	your	team	to	re-plan
and	to	be	ready	to	pivot.	In	the	Get	Set	phase,	your	requirement	is	not
actually	to	pivot,	but	simply	to	be	ready	to	pivot.	I	have	found	that	a
helpful	way	to	build	confidence	and	certainty	that	the	team	is	ready	to
do	this	is	for	the	team	to	ask	itself:

1. What	scenarios	might	emerge	that	will	require	us	to	rapidly	change
direction?



2. What	do	we	have	to	do	so	that	we	are	ready	to	initiate	a	change	in
direction	if	one	of	these	scenarios	presents	itself?

3. How	do	we	want	to	react	when	we	get	our	curve	balls?

Getting	on	the	same	planning	pages	also	entails	collaborative	stakeholder
conversations	with	those	outside	of	the	team	who	influence	the	team’s
ability	to	achieve	its	goals.	Peter	Hawkins	recommends	bringing	“outside	in”
thinking	here,	where	it	is	the	stakeholders	of	the	team	that	we	must
especially	engage	with,	to	help	us	construct	our	purpose,	goals,	and	plans	so
they	are	constructed	with	their	agendas	in	mind	more	than	our	own.
Stakeholder	conversations	simply	have	to	be	prioritized,	planned,	and
executed	on	an	ongoing	basis.

As	we	discovered	in	the	last	chapter	on	virtual	working,	the	mentality	of	“just
do	it”	also	has	to	be	applied	to	clarifying	team	roles	and	responsibilities	and
especially	being	clear	on	who’s	responsible	for	what	decisions.	This	is	one	of
the	most	important	tasks	in	the	Get	Set	Phase	which	first	requires	the
understanding	and	agreement	of	which	goals	are	shared	and	co-owned.

Roles,	Responsibilities,	and	Empowered	Execution
As	General	McChrystal	emphasizes,	it’s	not	just	individual	goals	that	require
empowered	execution,	most	goals	in	this	increasingly	complex	world	are
shared	and	these	also	require	the	boss	to	get	out	of	the	way	to	let	those
responsible	for	collaborating	on	the	same	pizza	slices	or	segments	of	pizza
to	run	the	show	without	undue	interference.	In	a	shared	goal,	the	“true
team”	involved	,	as	Katzenbach	and	Smith	referred	to	it,	influences	each
other,	challenges	each	other,	supports	each	other,	and	brings	the	goal	home
collectively.	Only	when	they	need	help	or	they	can’t	agree	do	they	seek
direction	from	above.

As	my	client	Julie	discovered	in	the	previous	story,	the	dysfunction
experienced	had	at	its	core	an	abdication	of	responsibilities	right	across	the
team.	The	shared	nature	of	that	financial	goal	necessitated	a	very	different
set	of	responsibilities	than	those	imagined	by	the	team.	Julie	had	passed	the
responsibility	for	making	sure	the	topic	had	adequate	airtime	to	the	Sue,	the
team	leader,	who	herself	had	failed	to	recognize	that	when	the	team	was



stuck	on	a	shared	goal;	it	was	her	role	to	try	to	help	unblock	matters.
Meanwhile,	the	rest	of	the	team	were	in	reactive	mode,	failing	to	show	any
initiative	for	the	shared	problem,	instead	treating	it	as	if	it	was	solely	Julie’s
pizza	slice.	Each	of	these	dysfunctions	interacted	with	the	other	to	raise	the
emotional	charge	in	the	room,	which,	as	we	all	know,	rarely	helps	matters.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	USE	HUMBLE	CURIOSITY	FOR	CLARITY
Those	responsible	for	shared	goals	simply	have	to	have	open
conversations,	upfront	and	throughout	the	process,	to	clarify	roles	and
responsibilities.	They	can	start	the	conversation	at	one	of	their	earliest
meetings	together.	Then	when	it	appears	there	are	blockages	or
ambiguities,	it’s	a	great	page	to	which	to	return.

“Can	I	confirm	what	I	think	I’m	responsible	for	here	and	what	I	think	you’re
responsible	for?”	is	a	direct	and	challenging	question.	Asked	with
genuine	curiosity	and	humility,	though,	it	will	often	reveal	the	root
cause	of	conflict	you	are	seeing	in	your	team.

Clarifying	roles	and	responsibilities	is	really	not	a	difficult	task,
provided	it	is	done	in	a	non-telling	kind	of	why.	After	all,	if	the	same
people	have	different	understandings	of	what	they’re	required	to	do,	it
doesn’t	mean	they	are	lazy,	stupid,	or	difficult.	It	usually	means	they’ve
either	been	told	something	different,	quite	often	by	the	same	person,
or	they’ve	applied	unconscious	filters	(usually	from	past	experiences)
to	the	same	message.	“Can	you	get	involved?”	for	some	means	“Can	you
run	the	show?”	whilst	for	others	it	can	mean	“Shout	if	think	I’m	needed.”
The	good	news	is	that	differences	can	nearly	always	be	resolved,	if	not
by	those	disagreeing	then	with	the	help	of	others	involved,	with	the	last
resort	having	them	spelled	out	by	their	boss.

How	to	Agree	on	the	Disciplines
Now	your	team	is	clear	on	its	mission	and	its	plans.	To	be	sure	of	completing
the	Get	Set	Phase	though,	and	ready	excel	at	building	psychological	safety	in
the	Get	Safe	phase,	you	will	want	your	team	to	agree	on	three	important



disciplines.	These	have	been	proven	to	support	the	execution	of	business
plans:	how	your	team	meets,	how	it	rewards	itself,	and	how	it	wants	to
behave.

Meetings
You	want	the	minimal	governance	time	required	to	deliver	the	goals	of	the
team	including,	especially	if	the	team	is	highly	interdependent,	the	time	it
takes	for	the	team	to	feel	well	connected.	Agreeing	what	meetings	are
necessary	and	how	these	will	be	constructed	and	attended	will	flow
naturally	on	the	back	of	the	goals,	roles,	and	plans	you’ve	already
established.	The	process	of	the	meeting—the	way	the	team	converses,
makes	decisions,	and	behaves—veers	into	the	Get	Safe	and	Get	Strong
phases.	In	these	phases,	you	will	especially	want	the	norms	the	team	signs
up	to	being	demonstrated.	You	will	want	to	see	all	the	Get	Safe
competencies	in	evidence	and	a	climate	high	in	psychological	safety.	That
way,	effective	decision	making,	innovation,	and	collaboration	will	more
likely	flow.	In	the	Get	Set	phase,	we	want	your	team	to	be	very	focused	on
the	structure	of	its	meetings	and	to	be	sure	it	is	happy	with	the	following
aspects:

1. Agenda	Discipline:	is	it	fit	for	purpose	and	are	right	people	in	the	room
and	ready	to	contribute?

2. Empowerment	Execution:	are	the	owners	of	the	goals	doing	the
presenting	on	their	part	of	the	agenda	and	those	sharing	the	goals	doing
the	challenging,	probing,	and	responding?

3. Shared	Goals:	are	team	members	presenting	to	each	other	rather	than
just	the	leader?

4. Getting	Safe:	has	the	team	dedicated	sufficient	time	to	feeding	back	on
how	it	is	working	together	and	what	it	is	learning	about	itself?

5. Sub-Teams:	are	meetings	taking	place	where	necessary	in	addition	to
the	whole	team	meetings,	and	are	they	fit	for	purpose?

6. Team	Leader:	have	you	and	the	team	agreed	your	role	at	your	whole
team	meetings	and	sub-team	meetings?

7. Are	the	more	strategic	and	long-	and	short-term	planning
requirements	of	the	team	accommodated?



8. Resetting:	do	your	meeting	structures	allow	your	team	to	pick	up,	in
good	time,	when	some	resetting	or	pivoting	is	required?

Skin	in	the	Teaming	Game
Apparently,	an	alarming	percentage	of	parachutes	were	failing	to	open	in
World	War	II	and	the	allies	were	losing	too	many	unnecessary	lives	as	a
result.	The	parachute	packing	department	was	ordered	to	improve	their
reliability	by	the	powers	to	be.	The	staff	responsible	for	packing	the
parachutes	said	that	they	couldn’t	do	this,	that	they	were	already	doing
everything	they	could,	and	improvements	were	impossible.	So	the
commander	told	them	that	rather	than	hand	them	out	to	the	soldiers,	he
would	be	initiating	parachute	testing	and	the	staff	would	be	randomly
selected	to	make	these	test	jumps.	The	reliability	rate	soon	exceeded	the
demanded	level.

The	principle	is	not	new	of	course.	In	his	book	Skin	in	the	Game,(20)	Nassim
Taleb	(of	Black	Swan	fame)	informs	of	us	the	earliest	documented	example,
Hammurabi’s	law,	was	posted	on	a	basalt	stele	circa	3,800	years	ago:

“If	a	builder	builds	a	house	and	the	house	collapses	and	causes	death	of
the	owner	of	the	house,	the	builder	shall	be	put	to	death.”

I’m	very	close	to	sending	this	quote	to	our	builder.

Taleb	demonstrates	that	only	with	skin	in	the	game,	can	we	ever	achieve
symmetry	in	our	transactions.	His	challenge	to	Financial	Advisors	who	offer
us	paid	advice	is	this:

“Don’t	tell	me	what	you	think,	tell	me	what’s	in	your	portfolio.”
Brilliant	and	simple.	In	the	Get	Set	phase,	providing	skin	in	the	team	game	is
simply	ensuring	those	who	play	a	part	in	a	shared	goal,	either	stand	to	win	or
lose	by	their	involvement.	Organizations	are	excellent	at	pledging	there	is
skin	in	the	game	when	it	comes	to	individual	achievements,	but	it	tends	to
stop	there.	They	play	relative	lip	service	to	guaranteeing	there	is	enough
cost/reward	to	the	way	their	team	collaborates	on	their	shared	goals,	either
within	the	team,	and	especially	with	other	teams.

Money	is	the	obvious	currency	of	cost	or	reward.	For	many	people,	it	is	all
they	want.	Most	sales	managers	know	the	way	to	a	salesperson’s	heart	is	via
the	bonus	they	stand	to	get	from	selling	more.	But	it	doesn’t	end	there.	It	can



include	development	opportunities,	extra	responsibilities,	appreciation,	or
simply	gratitude.	Getting	on	the	same	page	when	it	comes	to	ensuring	there
is	skin	in	the	team	game	is	not	that	easy.	Most	team	leaders	hand	reward
and	recognition	to	the	HR	department	and	accept	the	status	quo.	They	don’t
fight	for	their	corner.	This	is	a	big	mistake.	In	doing	so,	they	are	not
maximizing	the	chances	of	shared	goal	success.	When	challenged,	just
about	every	team	I’ve	ever	worked	with	accepts	that,	actually,	there’s	a	lot
they	can	do	to	influence	the	way	their	teams	are	recognized	and	rewarded.

As	we	saw	in	Chapter	One,	individualism	is	on	the	rise	and	not	all
individuals	strive	for	the	benefit	of	the	greater	good,	but	in	many	ways,	who
cares?	If	we	ensure	there	is	skin	in	the	team	game	then	the	individualistic
will	win,	the	team	will	win	and	other	teams	in	the	ecosystems	will	also	win.
Skin	in	the	team	game	maximizes	the	chances	that	everybody	involved	wins
together.

Simple	Ways	to	Ensure	Skin	in	the	Teaming	Game
1. Make	sure	any	shared	goal	involvement	is	explicitly	and	sufficiently

represented	in	the	performance	review	process.

2. Ensure	in	your	one-to-ones	that	the	amount	of	time	you	spend
discussing	progress	on	shared	goals	is	reflective	of	the	actual
significance	of	these	goals.

3. Ask	questions	about	how	the	sub-team	is	working	and	what	they	are
doing	to	help	that	sub-team	work	well.

4. Praise	and	hold	to	account	the	whole	sub-team	together,	rather	than
pick	off	members	individually.

Norms
We	saw	in	the	previous	chapter,	that	regardless	of	whether	teams	are	virtual
or	co-located,	establishing	clear	norms	helps	those	teams	perform	better.
Part	of	Ed	and	Luke’s	downfall	laid	in	not	doing	this.	Ed	wanted	to	walk
farther	and	faster	and	was	critical	and	harsh,	Luke	wanted	to	take	it	easy	and
desired	a	more	positive	climate.	They	didn’t	agree	on	how	they	were	going
to	be	together,	instead,	like	so	many	teams,	it	was	assumed.	On	the	other
hand,	Netflix	is	crystal	clear	and	takes	great	lengths	to	ensure	the	deal	it
makes	with	its	employees	is	explicit	and	totally	unambiguous.	If	they	could



tie	a	banner	to	the	moon,	visible	from	earth,	articulating	their	norms,	I’ve	no
doubt	they	would	have	done	it	by	now.

The	best	teams	bring	the	same	level	of	clarity	to	bear,	but	at	the	team	level.	I
advise	teams	to	make	these	agreements	with	other	teams	inside	and	outside
their	organization	with	whom	they	collaborate.

As	described	in	Chapter	Six,	I	also	find	it	a	very	worthwhile	endeavor	to
agree	leadership	deals	between	the	team	leader	and	the	whole	team.
Typically	the	team’s	requests	include	air	cover,	communications,	and
empowerment,	while	the	leader	will	encourage	decisiveness,	courage,	and
problems	that	are	also	accompanied	with	solutions.	When	the	deal	is	made,
a	mental	model	is	shared,	same	page	trust	increases,	swift	trust	follows,	and
as	the	team	has	participated	in	creating	a	shared	output,	the	team	also	feels
more	emotionally	connected.	That’s	what	I	call	a	good	deal	for	all.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	FORMING	TEAM	NORMS
I	run	an	exercise	where	I	ask	the	team	to	individually	write	down	all	the
behaviors	they	most	detest	and	vehemently	don’t	want	to	see	in	their
team	(for	example,	“unreliability”).	They	then	pool	these	behaviors,	put
them	into	groups	or	themes,	give	each	group	a	“heading”	of	a	reverse
behavior	(for	example,	“do	what	we	say	we’ll	do”),	and	then	prioritize
their	eight	to	ten	most	important	headings.	These	then	form	the	basis
of	normative	statements	they	most	want	from	the	team.

Getting	Set	in	Action
Bill	and	Ben	own	a	very	successful,	fast-growing,	and	award-winning
property	agency.	Bill	runs	the	team	that	wins	the	leasing	deals,	and	Ben,	the
team	of	surveyors	that	prices	the	refitting	and	refurbishments	their	clients
want.	Both	teams	operate	quite	differently,	bound	by	a	different	set	of
assumptions	of	how	to	work	in	their	part	of	the	business.	Bill’s	team	is
innovative,	fast,	abrasive,	bold,	and	daring.	They	have	to	be	win	deals,
outthink	the	competition,	and	survive	in	a	very	cutthroat	environment.	They
are	incredibly	successful,	led	by	Bill,	who	has	a	reputation	in	the	industry	for
being	one	of	the	most	innovative,	charismatic,	visionary,	and	toughest



businessmen	around.	Self-belief	is	one	of	his	stand-out	strengths,	and	it	has
enabled	him	to	keep	going	when	others	have	doubted	him.	Ben’s	team	of
surveyors	are	more	introverted,	quieter,	diligent,	and	sensitive	who	value
accuracy	above	all	in	order	to	avoid	lawsuits	made	against	the	firm.	Ben	is
well	respected	within	the	industry	for	his	breadth	and	depth	of	knowledge,
and	for	his	strong	moral	stance	to	do	the	right	thing,	even	it	means	saying
“No”	to	demanding	clients.

Recently,	Ben’s	team	has	been	losing	several	long	serving	surveyors,	who
have	departed,	complaining	of	being	overworked,	underpaid,	and	given	a
very	tough	time	by	Bill	and	his	team.	Bill	resembles	Ed	in	the	Amazon—he
sets	the	highest	of	standards	nor	doesn’t	suffer	fools	gladly.	He	and	several
senior	members	of	his	team	have	been	berating	Ben’s	team	for	not	being
quick	enough	to	complete	the	work	that	his	team	requires	to	win	their	deals.
Ben’s	team	complain	all	they	seem	to	get	from	Bill	is	criticism,	impatience,
anger,	sarcasm,	and	non-negotiable	dictates.	There	is	not	a	lot	of
appreciation,	dialogue,	civility,	help,	or	empathy	for	the	situation	they	face.
It	feels	to	them	as	if	they	are	just	objects	to	enable	the	stars	of	the	business	to
go	do	their	magic.	Bill	has	little	time	for	their	frustration,	seeing	it	as	a	sign
they	don’t	set	their	standards	high	enough	nor	take	sufficient	ownership	for
the	work	that	has	to	be	done.	He	feels	he	has	to	spoon-feed	them	too	much.
He’s	fed	up	with	them	and	their	whining	and	is	quick	to	anger	when	he
speaks	with	them.	Ben	feels	stuck	in	the	middle.	As	a	partner,	he	knows	how
important	it	is	that	the	dealmakers	are	supported,	and	he	knows	that	the
brilliance	of	Bill	is	one	of	the	reasons	the	business	and	his	bank	balance	are
doing	so	well.	But	he	also	knows	his	team	are	working	all	hours	and	are
feeling	distinctly	unappreciated.	He	also	can’t	afford	to	lose	any	more	staff.
Tensions	between	him	and	Bill	are	at	an	all-time	high	and	he	feels	so	stuck
and	depressed,	he’s	not	sleeping.	It’s	not	as	if	they	can	work	this	out
between	them	as	there	are	no	formal	meetings	between	the	two	teams.
Ben’s	team	would	rather	not	have	them	anyway.	At	the	last	meeting,	when
one	or	two	spoke	up,	they	were	rounded	on	and	humiliated	by	a	very	angry
Bill.

The	story	illustrates	how	shortcuts	in	the	Get	Set	phase	contributed	to
compromised	psychological	safety.	There	wasn’t	a	common	set	of
behavioral	guidelines	that	bound	their	two	very	different	sub-cultures
together.	This	was	proving	costly	as	they	shared	goals	and	just	as	we	found



with	Ed	and	Luke,	underneath	these	goals	were	unclear	roles	and
responsibilities.	Bill’s	view	of	ownership	of	work	was	different	than	that	held
by	the	surveying	team.	There	were	also	no	meetings	between	them	to	ensure
they	were	working	well	together.	Those	that	they	did	have	were
characterized	by	Bill	telling	Ben	and	his	team	what	he	and	his	team	wanted
them	to	do.	Following	the	code	enabled	Bill	and	Ben	to	bring	their	exciting
vision	for	the	business	to	the	fore,	clarify	the	goals	they	shared,	agree	on	the
responsibilities	that	sat	with	their	teams,	co-create	a	set	of	values	and
behaviours	they	could	all	sign	up	to	and	gain	consensus	on	what	type	of
meetings	would	enable	overall	team	success.	The	Performance	Review
process	was	also	redesigned	to	ensure	all	the	team	had	skin	in	the	game	for
honoring	the	norms	agreed.	Consistent	with	the	code,	trust	and	levels	of
psychological	safety	began	to	improve.	With	the	basics	done,	we	only	then
really	started	working	on	the	dialogue	and	the	way	they	were	interacting
together.

TAKEAWAYS

1. Getting	Set	is	where	we	start	our	team	development	journey.	It
involves	the	team	making	nine	sets	of	agreements	with	each	other
and	remaking	them	whenever	necessary.	Several	of	these
agreements	are	interconnected,	particularly	purpose,	goals,	roles,
meetings,	norms,	and	skin	in	the	team	game.

2. Form	a	purpose	statement	and	regularly	refer	to	it	to	help	guide	your
decision	making.

3. Make	sure	your	team	is	crystal	clear	on	the	goals	that	are	shared	and
who’s	sharing	them.

4. Make	the	implicit	explicit.	This	includes	clarifying	the	high-level
plan,	roles,	and	responsibilities	and	your	team	norms.

5. Agree	team	leadership/team	membership	deal.

6. Ensure	there	is	skin	in	the	game,	but	remember	it	is	difficult	to	do
this	if	there	is	no	obvious	game	and	no	obvious	skin.

7. Getting	on	the	same	page	builds	confidence,	certainty,	and	“same
page	trust.”	Equipped	with	these,	your	team	will	be	more	able	to



progress	through	the	next	two	phases	of	its	development,	Getting
Safe	and	Getting	Strong.



Chapter	9	

How	to	Get	Safe	

Greg	Hill	is	a	world-record-holding	extreme	skier	who	has	achieved	some
extraordinary	feats	of	courage,	endurance,	and	skill.	The	owner	of	multiple
world	records,	he	told	me	a	story	about	travelling	to	Pakistan	to	shoot	a	film
of	him	skiing	down	a	treacherous	peak	that	had	never	been	skied	before.	It
entailed	him	ascending	with	a	team	of	European	skiers	and	a	film	crew	up	to
a	high	point	of	5,500	meters,	before	choosing	a	line	and	making	his	descent.
As	anybody	who	skis	off-piste	will	know,	his	biggest	risks	were	falling	or
setting	off	an	avalanche.	Both	can	be	deadly	in	the	extreme	skiing	game.
Greg,	like	others	pro	skiers,	trusts	his	technique	not	to	worry	so	much	about
falling,	especially	in	this	descent	as	it	wasn’t	that	rocky.	The	risk	of	avalanche
was	significant	though.	The	area	was	prone	to	having	them	and	a	lot	of	snow
had	recently	fallen.	Avalanches	don’t	tend	to	respect	how	good	a	skier	you
are,	they	just	kill	you.	His	home	playground	was	British	Columbia,	so	he	was
not	familiar	at	all	with	this	terrain.	This	nearly	cost	him	his	life.

Greg	and	the	team	ascended,	the	climb	long	and	tiring.	Greg	was	aware	that
the	team	was	getting	weary	in	the	thinning	air	and	were	keen	to	get	some
decent	footage	in	return	for	their	efforts.	Eventually	he	reached	the	very	top,
picked	his	line,	and	dropped	in.	A	few	seconds	later	an	avalanche	was
triggered.	Avalanches	can	reach	speeds	of	eighty	miles	per	hour	after	just
five	seconds.	Greg	was	just	a	statistic	waiting	to	happen.	Incredibly,	he	had
the	calmness,	under	threat	of	imminent	death,	to	calibrate	the	safest	place
to	ski	to	where	he	felt	the	avalanche	would	be	less	potent.	He	never	made	it,
though;	within	seconds	he	was	swept	off	his	skis	and	down	the	mountain.
Incredibly,	he	was	still	able	to	think	rationally,	and	despite	being	tossed
around	like	a	rag	doll,	going	head	over	heels	under	the	snow,	he	tried	to
keep	his	head	as	near	to	the	surface	as	possible.	His	body	contorted,	twisted,
and	turned	with	the	movement	of	the	snow.	Then	he	felt	the	excruciating
pain	of	his	leg	snapping.	As	he	felt	the	surge	slowing,	still	very	much	with	his



wits	about	him,	and	knowing	that	suffocation	is	a	primary	cause	of	death	in
avalanches,	he	put	his	hands	in	front	of	his	face	to	ensure	he	created	an	air
hole	from	which	to	breathe,	also	swimming	and	struggling	to	remain	near
the	surface	of	the	snow.	When	he	did	stop	moving,	he	was	completely	frozen
into	in	a	tomb	of	concrete	like	snow.	Luckily	for	him,	he	was	on	the	surface
and	his	head	was	out	of	the	snow.	He	couldn’t	breathe	as	snow	had	got	into
and	frozen	in	his	mouth.	Calmly,	he	waited	for	his	body	temperature	to
warm	it	up	so	that	it	would	melt	enough	for	him	to	be	able	to	spit	it	out.	He
was	then	able	to	breathe	and	await	rescue.	Thanks	to	his	calmness	under
pressure,	and	against	all	the	odds,	he	survived,	with	nothing	more	than	a
broken	leg.	Greg	knows	he	was	lucky	to	be	alive.

Speaking	about	it	afterwards,	Greg	realized	he’d	made	two	big	mistakes.	The
first	was	losing	his	perspective	and	succumbing	to	Kodak	Courage.

“I	am	not	sure	why	my	sensors	didn’t	go	off,	but	they	should	have.	I	was	at
the	top,	waiting	for	the	sun	to	come	out	so	I	could	rip	it.	When	it	did
appear,	the	camera	crew	told	me	to	drop	in,	so	I	decided	to	go.	It	was	my
first	ever	descent	in	Pakistan	and	I	just	wanted	to	ski	the	slope.	The	issue
was	there	were	not	a	lot	of	escape	options	once	I	had	committed	to	the
line.	What	I	didn’t	do	was	ski	cut	the	snow,	ski	a	bit,	then	ski	cut	and	stop
until	I	was	lower	down	the	line.	I	wanted	to	give	the	cameras	something
from	the	top,	so	I	just	skied	it.”

The	second	mistake	he	made	was	not	creating	a	climate	in	the	team	where
the	European	skiers	could	feel	safe	enough	to	challenge	his	decision	to	ski
that	line	without	testing	it	first.	The	Euros	were	too	much	in	awe	of	him.	He
was	the	great	Greg	Hill.	Nobody	questioned	him.	He	told	me	what	he	most
needed	at	that	time	was	the	voice	of	sanity.	Back	home,	Greg’s	friends	were
not	intimidated	by	him	or	his	world	records.	Rather	than	fear	the
consequences	of	speaking	out,	they	feared	the	consequences	of	not
speaking	out.	But	Greg	didn’t	clock	this.	His	humility	got	the	better	of	him.
He	didn’t	see	himself	as	a	star,	revered	and	able	to	intimidate.	Greg
admitted	to	me	that	he	wished	he	would	have	impressed	upon	the	team,	the
importance	of	speaking	up	and	challenging	him	if	they	felt	it	compromised
his	or	anybody	else’s	safety.	He	would	have	set	about	building	much	more
psychological	safety.

The	Getting	Safe	Approach



The	code	advises	that	to	get	the	best	out	of	your	team,	it’s	important	to	build
high	levels	of	psychological	safety	and	to	do	this,	it	helps	if	we’re	on	the
same	page,	so	your	team	is	more	able	to	be	vulnerable	with	each	other,	be
empathic,	and	learn	together.	The	code	then	says	your	team	is	then	able	to
leverage	this	safety	to	propel	them	into	interactions	that	then	really	drive
value.	As	we	know,	all	of	this	is	supported	by	scientific	research.	Of	course,
you	don’t	wait	for	your	team	to	be	set	before	engaging	in	the	skills	that	create
psychological	safety,	you	want	to	see	these	from	the	get-go.	However,	the
code	tells	us	that	before	you	invest	time	specifically	improving	and
developing	these	skills,	you	first	ensure	the	team	shares	the	mental	models
in	the	Get	Set	phase.	Remember,	the	science	supports	this	order	of
development.

Part	of	the	reason	you	Get	Set	before	you	Get	Safe	is	to	calm	your	team
down.	The	swift	trust	built	from	being	on	the	same	page	helps	to	reduce
levels	of	fear,	agitation,	and	concern.	As	we	saw	with	Ed	and	Luke,	these
compromise	psychological	safety.	It	doesn’t	end	with	Getting	Set,	though.
Far	from	it,	the	ability	of	your	team	to	manage	its	emotions	in	the	way	it
interacts	with	each	other,	as	we	shall	see	throughout	this	chapter,	will
hugely	influence	its	ability	to	build	psychological	safety.

GET	SAFE SCORE*

VULNERABILITY

1. We	are	open	about	what	we	don’t	know	and	good	at	asking	for	help.

2. We	use	humor,	appreciation	and	gratitude	to	create	a	positive	and
optimistic	atmosphere.

3. We	feel	confident	to	say	how	we	really	feel,	without	fear	of	reprisal.

EMPATHY

4. We	listen	well,	picking	up	on	both	content	and	emotions.

5. We	respect	diversity,	encouraging	contributions	from	each	other.



6. We	are	generous	at	sharing	our	knowledge	and	in	offering	help.

	

DISCIPLINES

7. Our	meeting	structures	(frequency,	timing,	invitees,	preparation,	and
agenda-	setting)	enable	both	individual	and	shared	goal	success.

8. We	agree	on	our	target	behaviors	and	how	we	will	maintain	them,	including
how	we	would	like	to	be	led	by	our	leader.

9. We	have	sufficient	“skin	in	the	game”	to	ensure	we	are	motivated	to
collaborate	with	others	with	whom	we	share	goals.

	

THE	NINE	BEHAVIORS	MEASURING	GETTING	SAFE.
1	-	strongly	disagree,	2	-	disagree,	3-	neutral,	4	-	agree,	5	-	strongly	agree
Below	3.2:	Requires	Urgent	Improvement,	3.2-3.8:	Requires	Some	Improvement,	
Above	3.8:	Team	Strength

How	to	Build	Vulnerability
We	know	that	to	fuel	learning,	teams	have	to	be	comfortable	being
vulnerable	by	taking	the	time	to	reflect	on	how	they	are	working	together	as
a	unit.(4)	As	we	discovered	in	Chapter	Six,	learning	and	adaptability	are	very
much	team	sports.

Amy	Edmondson’s	research(5)	demonstrates	how	being	a	little	bit	vulnerable
with	each	other	is	one	of	the	most	powerful	ways	a	team	can	build
psychological	safety,	and	for	Brené	Brown,	a	resident	expert	on	the	subject,
it’s	an	essential	ingredient,	not	just	for	psychological	safety,	but	also	for
creativity.

“Vulnerability	is	the	birthplace	of	love,	belonging,	joy,	courage,	empathy,
and	creativity.”

—BRENÉ	BROWN(6)

All	very	well,	but	how	do	you	go	about	doing	it?	Being	vulnerable	sounds
horrendous	doesn’t	it,	like	something	terrible	is	about	to	happen?	It	doesn’t
have	to	be;	in	fact,	it	can	be	liberating.

Admit	Imperfections	and	Ask	for	Help



Admit	Imperfections	and	Ask	for	Help
In	the	previous	chapter,	we	could	see	that	property	man	Bill	showed	little
vulnerability.	He	had	unbridled	self-confidence.	Just	like	a	heavy	weight
boxer,	he’d	never	been	interested	in	admitting	his	weaknesses.	Vulnerability
was	the	last	thing	he’d	wanted	to	leak	in	his	cutthroat	world	of	winning
property	deals.	What	he	hadn’t	clocked,	though,	was	that	he’s	more	than	a
deal	maker;	he	leads	his	organization.	He	hadn’t	taken	his	“deal	making	hat”
off	when	he	entered	the	office	and	had	learned	to	replace	it	with	his
“leadership	hat.”	He	continued	to	swagger,	talk	big,	and	be	impenetrable.
Just	like	Ed	when	he	started	his	walk	in	the	jungle,	he	showed	zero
weaknesses	and	no	chinks	in	his	rather	impressive	armor.

The	players	at	Southampton	football	club	playing	under	Glen	Hoddle	would
have	agreed	that	a	little	bit	of	self-deprecation	goes	a	long	way.	Glen	used	to
intimidate	them	at	practice,	sometimes	preferring	to	rely	on	himself	to	take
the	crosses	at	the	practice	sessions.	What	impact	do	you	think	that	had	on
his	players?	Admitting	imperfections	is	not	that	difficult.	We	just	have	to	find
a	way	to	own	up	to	things	we’re	not	so	sure	about	or	haven’t	done	well	and
be	open	and	explicit	about	things	we’re	not	that	good	at.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	THE	TOUGH	CAN	BE	VULNERABLE
Alex	Ferguson,	the	most	decorated	soccer	manager	of	all	time,
revealed	how	he	used	vulnerability	to	help	break	bad	news	to	star
players	at	Manchester	United	that	he	was	dropping	them.

“I	tell	them	‘Look,	I	might	be	making	a	mistake	here’—I	always	say	that
—‘but	I	think	this	is	the	best	team	for	today.’	I	try	to	give	them	a	bit	of
confidence,	telling	them	that	it	is	only	tactical	and	that	bigger	games	are
coming	up.”

—Sir	Alex	Ferguson(7)

Notice	how	one	of	the	toughest	and	most	ruthless	bosses	soccer	as
ever	seen,	in	his	own	words,	“always”	made	himself	just	a	little	bit
vulnerable	when	giving	bad	news	to	players.



Under	duress	when	we	are	emotionally	charged,	we	are	also	less	likely	to
hold	our	hands	up,	admit	we	don’t	know	something,	or	convey	we	might
need	a	bit	of	help.	One	of	my	clients,	Karen,	a	global	Human	Resources
Director,	lived	in	fear	of	not	being	good	enough,	especially	in	the	eyes	of	her
boss.	Over	time,	she	has	learned	to	request	more	time,	more	information	or
a	little	bit	of	help	understanding	what’s	being	asked	of	her	from	those	who
lead	her.	Appearing	not	to	be	in	perfect	control	is	a	skill	set	that	really	can	be
acquired.	The	breakthrough	moment	for	Karen	occurred	when	she	had	the
humility	to	realize	she	was	actually	dependent	on	others	to	achieve	her
goals.	Ed	and	Peter	Schein	term	this	moment	“here	and	now	humility,”	a
kind	of	humility	that	transcends	any	traits	of	humility	we	may	naturally
possess.	They	describe	it	as	a	feeling	which	occurs	when	we	know	we	are
dependent	on	someone	else	in	a	situation.	Some	of	us	would	rather	risk
failure	than	admit	we’re	dependent	on	others.	When	we	share	the	reality
that	we	are	dependent	on	others	to	achieve	a	goal,	they	more	readily	share
the	necessary	information	required	to	achieve	that	goal.

Say	How	You	Feel
Chapters	One	and	Six	describe	a	mental	health	crisis	which	very	much	looks
like	it	will	get	worse	not	better.	Being	able	to	disclose	how	we	actually	feel	is
an	important	way	to	stay	healthy	and	to	seek	the	help	we	need	when	we
need	it.

I	feel	vulnerable	writing	this	book.	It	will	soon	be	in	the	public	domain,	and
I’ve	no	idea	how	it	will	be	received.	It	could	get	panned	and	as	a	result,	I
might	get	panned.	Sometimes	I	worry	my	writing	is	not	good	enough	and
sometimes	I	worry	that	by	spending	so	much	time	improving	it,	I’m
compromising	the	unity	of	my	family	and	the	success	of	my	consultancy
business.

As	I’ve	just	demonstrated,	being	vulnerable	is	actually	quite	simple.	It	just
requires	candor	and	the	sharing	of	important,	truthful	information	about
ourselves,	which,	in	doing	so,	incurs	a	risk	of	being	negatively	judged.	When
we	are	vulnerable,	we	are	more	likely	to	build	intimacy	in	our	relationships
and	to	draw	people	toward	us	rather	than	away	from	us.

In	the	budget	discussion	in	the	previous	chapter,	Julie	became	angry	and
accusatory	because	of	what	she	considered	a	laissez-faire	attitude	toward	a
massive	budgetary	shortfall.	The	team	who	didn’t	understand	the	nature	of



this	shared	goal,	the	codependencies	at	work,	and	what	ownership	actually
looked	like	only	made	her	more	angry.	In	that	relatively	low	trust
environment,	Julie	was	the	polar	opposite	of	being	emotionally	calm,	she
was	so	charged,	she	simply	couldn’t	access	and	display	any	natural
empathy.	She	was	agitated	partly	because	she	felt	very	exposed	and	partly
because	she	expected	more	from	her	colleagues.	In	her	mind,	they	didn’t
share	the	same	sense	of	urgency	and	the	same	sense	of	ownership	as	she	did
for	the	issue.	She	was	thinking	“this	isn’t	my	sole	pizza	slice—we	share	this
issue,	so	I	shouldn’t	be	the	only	one	leading	the	charge	here,”	“you	lot
should	be	much	more	on	top	of	your	numbers,	it’s	complete	joke	you’re	so
far	out,”	and	“this	issue	is	so	important,	what	the	hell	is	it	doing	last	on	the
bloody	agenda!”	These	“should”	messages,	understandable	as	they	were,
made	her	exceptionally	angry,	and	feeling	like	a	victim,	she	turned	on	her
persecutors	with	hostility	and	venom.	Yes,	everything	she	was	saying	was
spot	on,	however,	she	would	have	had	unquestionably	more	impact	if	she
had	instead	exposed	to	the	team	her	own	vulnerabilities.	To	do	this	required
her	to	reveal	what	was	really	happening	inside	of	her	and	expose	the	reality
of	how	she	was	actually	feeling.	This	obviously	included	anger,	but	also,	as
she	disclosed	afterwards,	feelings	of	isolation	and	fear.	Sharing	calmly	this
more	intimate	so-called	“softer”	information	paradoxically	may	well	have
been	much	harder	hitting.	However,	in	the	heat	of	the	moment,	she	wasn’t
even	aware	of	these	innermost	feelings,	she	was	only	aware	of	her	more
obvious	anger,	so	in	her	agitated	state,	providing	the	team	with	this	form	of
vulnerability	proved	to	be	way	beyond	her.	She	had	also	assumed,	most
likely	unconsciously,	that	getting	angry	was	the	best	route	to	achieve	the
outcome	she	wanted,	which	was	to	influence	the	team	to	engage	in	a
discussion	to	solve	the	problem	at	hand.	She	was	not	alone	here.	Most	angry
people	carry	this	assumption	around	with	them.	It	turns	out	though	that	her
assumption	was	incorrect.	In	fact,	her	anger	achieved	the	very	opposite
outcome,	it	caused	many	of	the	team	to	close	ranks	around	her,	especially
the	ones	whose	budgets	were	the	furthest	out.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	APOLOGIZING
I’ve	found	apologizing	to	be	a	real	stretch	for	some	leaders,	especially
the	more	alpha	types.	One	of	my	clients,	Tim,	managed	a	large	team
that	invested	in	huge	infrastructure	projects.	His	portfolio	accounted



for	more	than	£10	Billion.	He	told	me	that	he	felt	it	was	a	weakness	to
apologize.	He’d	been	schooled	in	the	investment	banking	world,	where
exhibiting	this	kind	of	vulnerability	just	wasn’t	done.	His	conviction	was
so	ingrained,	no	doubt	because	he’d	done	very	well	in	his	career
without	apologizing,	that	when	I	politely	confronted	him	with	solid
evidence(8-10)	that	timely	apologizing	actually	helps	teams	work	better,	it
did	little	to	change	his	mind.	To	be	fair,	he	did	see	the	funny	side	when	I
apologized	for	wasting	his	time.

Be	Positive,	Appreciative,	and	Humorous
Not	so	long	ago	I	was	driving	on	a	motorway	and	feeling	a	bit	down	in	the
dumps.	In	front	of	me	was	a	huge	semi-trailer	truck	with	the	sign	“How’s	my
driving?	Call	08….”

So	I	called	and	the	conversation	went	like	this:

“Hello,	what’s	the	registration	no	and	road	you	are	driving	on?”
“C455WRX.	I’m	on	the	M4.”
“Why	are	you	calling,	sir?”
“I	want	you	to	know	that	your	driver	is	driving	quite	superbly,	possibly	the
best	I’ve	ever	seen.”
“Sorry,	I	don’t	understand.”
“His	lane	control	is	spot	on	and	not	once	has	he	strayed	outside	of	the
white	lanes.	He’s	magnificent.”
“Oh.”	(sounding	confused)
“And	his	indication	is	wonderful,	so	early	and	so	precise.”
“Ah,	I	see.”	(trying	not	to	laugh)
“And	get	this,	he	is	consistently	staying	inside	the	speed	limit.	It’s	quite
extraordinary.”
“That’s	great	to	hear.”	(now	laughing)
“You	can	be	so	very	proud	of	him.”
“We	are,	sir.	Thanks,	then.	Bye.’’	(struggling	to	get	the	words	out)
“No,	thank	you.	Bye.”



Time	wasting?	Maybe.	But	the	call	put	a	smile	on	my	face	and	on	that	of	the
receiver,	so	maybe	not.	Who	knows	whether	that	driver	received	the	over-
exuberant	but	truthful	feedback.	(I	hope	so.)	When	we	don’t	take	ourselves
or	even	the	situations	around	us	too	seriously,	it	helps	us	cope	with
whatever	life	throws	at	us.	Just	ask	any	soldier	how	important	gallows	humor
is	to	them	as	a	means	to	staying	sane	and	feeling	as	safe	as	they	can	when	in
the	line	of	fire.	In	a	way	my	phone	call	was	my	way	of	coping	with	a	period	of
low	mood.	I	certainly	felt	better	for	making	the	call,	and	judging	by	her
reaction	to	my	surprisingly	enthusiastic	feedback,	I	imagine	the	feeling	was
mutual.	I’ve	no	doubt,	in	a	strange	way,	we	created,	just	for	a	few	minutes,	a
nice	safe	bond	between	us.	I	see	these	bonds	being	formed	in	teams,	too.
The	humor	relaxes	the	team,	and	it	can	break	the	tension,	especially	if	it	is
aimed	out	ourselves	rather	than	others.	It	can	be	an	incredibly	powerful	way
to	make	people	feel	safe	around	us.	With	humor,	we	risk	rejection	or
offending	someone,	especially	in	this	very	woke	environment.	Many	of	the
most	charismatic	leaders	I’ve	seen	over	the	years	have	combined	self-
deprecating	humor	with	huge	self-confidence,	creating	outstanding	levels	of
psychological	safety	in	their	teams.

Positivity	is	the	specialized	subject	of	Professor	Barbara	Frederickson	one	of
the	world’s	most	respected	writers	on	the	subject.	Fredrickson	has	found
something	rather	amazing	about	happiness.	If	we	want	to	be	happy,	it’s	not
such	a	good	idea	to	cultivate	a	100	percent	“positive	mental	attitude,”	but
rather	strike	a	ratio	of	sharing	three	positives	to	one	negative	emotion.
Frederickson’s	research(11)	gives	us	permission	to	share	with	others	any
feelings	we	may	have	of	sadness,	despair,	frustration,	or	anger,	as	long	as
these	feelings	don’t	dominate.	In	other	words,	it’s	good	for	us,	from	time	to
time,	to	admit	we	are	not	happy.	There’s	also	a	ratio	for	positivity	that	seems
to	work	for	work	teams	too,	it’s	called	the	Losada	ratio.(12)	The	researchers
observed	the	meetings	and	interactions	of	sixty	teams	and	counted	the
frequency	of	positive	statements	and	negative	ones.	Statements	of	humor
and	appreciations	were	recorded	as	positives	while	those	belying	criticism
and	concern	were	recorded	negatively.	They	found	that	the	higher
performing	teams,	the	ones	with	the	best	P&Ls,	customer	reviews	and	360
leadership	feedback	reports,	returned	a	ratio	of	positive	behavior	to	negative
of	3.2:1	while	the	more	mediocre	teams	recorded	1.8:1.	The	very	worst
achieved	a	paltry	1:20	ratio.	Although	the	study	has	been	the	source	of	some



controversy	in	terms	of	its	methodology,	it	provides	further	endorsement	for
appreciation	and	broadly	supports	the	Frederickson’s	ratio.

Yet	for	many	of	the	more	critical	leaders	I’ve	worked	with,	and	I	include
myself	here,	being	sufficiently	positive,	appreciative,	and	grateful	can	been	a
real	challenge.	For	some	of	us,	especially	when	under	pressure,	we	are
unable	to	be	vulnerable	in	this	way.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	WE	WANT	TOUGH	LOVE,	NOT	RELENTLESS
TOUGHNESS
I	met	Barbara,	a	young	and	inexperienced	CFO	at	one	of	my	first	ever
client	engagements.	She	led	a	highly	dysfunctional	team,	and	her	360
leadership	reports	remains	one	of	the	most	damning	I’ve	ever	had	the
misfortune	of	feeding	back.	I	remember	quivering	in	fear	before	going
into	see	her	to	share	with	her	its	contents.	She	responded	to	the
feedback	that	was	highly	critical	with:

“I	expect	basic	standards,	so	why	should	I	applaud	them?”

Underneath	her	hardheadedness	was	the	fear	of	driving	complacency
and	of	being	taken	advantage.	Barbara	had	been	trained	to	spot	errors
on	spreadsheets	and	management	reports.	Perfectionism	was	drilled
into	her.	Like	so	many	other	CFO’s	I’ve	worked	with	over	the	years,	her
vulnerability	behind	her	highly	critical,	unforgiving,	mistake-pointing-
out	mind-set	was	a	deeply	flawed	set	of	assumptions	about	how	to
best	influence	better	team	performance.	Barbara	was	ultimately
removed	from	her	post.	Her	relentless	negativity,	pessimism,	and
criticism	arising	from	maladaptive	perfectionism	ultimately	cost	her
job.

A	Word	of	Warning	about	Vulnerability
So	vulnerability	is	helpful	and	there	are	several	ways	for	teams	to	be
vulnerable,	but	we	also	don’t	want	too	much	of	it	either.	Everything	in
moderation,	as	my	wise	old	Gran	used	to	tell	me.	If	we	are	constantly
appreciating,	cracking	jokes,	asking	for	help,	admitting	our	mistakes,



apologizing,	or	over-sharing	how	we	are	feeling,	it	can	come	across	as	self-
indulgent	and	cause	others	to	question	our	competency	levels.	My
experience	is	that	most	of	us	though,	are	more	prone	to	under	cook
vulnerability	rather	than	over	cook	it.	Just	ask	Ed,	Greg,	Bill,	or	Barbara.

How	to	Build	Empathy
“You	will	find	sympathy	in	the	dictionary	somewhere	between	shit	and
syphilis.”

—ANONYMOUS

Being	empathic	is	very	different	from	being	sympathetic.	Empathy	is	being
able	to	see	the	world	through	the	eyes	of	others	and	then	responding	in	a
helpful	way.	Whereas	sympathy	is	very	passive,	empathy	is	much	more
dynamic,	so	people	who	have	it	pick	up	on	the	emotions	and	thinking
behind	actions,	words,	and	silences,	compute	it,	and	then	do	something
productive	with	it,	all	at	the	same	time.	It’s	a	skill	that	is	at	the	heart	of
emotional	intelligence,	but	it’s	a	skill	that	is	not	always	easy	to	access,	as	it
requires	self-awareness	and	as	we	saw	with	Julie	and	the	team,	reasonable
degrees	of	calmness.

Where	was	the	empathy	between	Bill	and	Ben?	The	mood	in	their	office,	just
like	it	was	in	the	jungle	with	Ed	and	Luke,	was	overly	cutting	and	too	edgy.
Positive	feedback,	courtesy,	appreciation,	and	gratitude	were	all	in	short
supply,	yet	that	was	what	the	surveyors,	working	their	butts	off,	really
wanted	above	all	else.	Humor	was	apparent,	but	it	was	sharp,	sarcastic,	and
aimed	at	others	rather	enjoyed	with	them,	so	it	came	across	as	demeaning.
There	was	no	demonstrable	willingness	to	help	arising	from	Bill	and	his
team.	They	thought	that	by	throwing	rocks,	they	were	being	helpful.	OK,
Ben’s	team	were	not	assertive	enough	by	asking	for	help.	Their	passivity	only
made	Bill	more	irate,	and	understandably	so.	But	was	their	reticence	any
wonder?	Like	Luke,	they	felt	intimidated.	Asking	for	help	was	only	going	to
get	them	shouted	at	for	being	pathetic	and	weak.	Feedback	was	one	way	and
largely	negative.	And	it	revolved	around	the	work	being	done,	not	on	how
the	teams	were	working	together.	A	classic	(aggressive)	defensive	vicious
cycle	had	emerged,	where	Bill,	who	hates	passivity	and	defensiveness,
reacted	to	what	he	saw	with	anger	and	frustration,	which	only	caused	more
passivity	and	defensiveness.	It	was	Ed	and	Luke	all	over	again.



Empathy	was	in	short	supply	when	Julie	was	remonstrating	with	the
management	team	over	the	budget	shortfall.	The	team	were	under	the	most
intense	pressure	to	deliver	the	most	substantial	amount	of	change.	They
would	have	been	more	receptive	to	Julie’s	frustration	if	Julie	had	shown
more	recognition	that	they	also	had	the	most	challenging	of	tasks,	that	to
meet	a	budget	set	out	months	ago	was	in	many	ways	an	impossible	ask.	As
we	saw	in	Chapter	Six,	digital	transformations	are,	by	their	nature,	highly
complex	and	highly	emergent.	Julie	gave	the	impression	she	was	operating
with	a	“no	excuse	mentality,”	which	the	team	felt	was	somewhat	naïve.
Don’t	forget,	they	were	at	the	coal	face	and	were	more	subject	matter	experts
in	digital	tech	than	Julie,	so	they	understood	the	risks	of	compromising	long
term	success	by	making	short	term	cuts	to	hit	a	preconceived	budget.	To	one
or	two	of	them	in	particular,	Julie	came	across	as	annoyingly	arrogant.

At	the	same	time,	the	team	were	also	unable	to	diffuse	the	heat	in	the	room
by	empathizing	with	Julie,	by	really	noticing	her	anger,	wondering	what	was
actually	going	on	inside	of	her,	and	then	tuning	into	it.	They	were	as	un-
empathic	to	Julie	as	she	was	to	them.	Having	been	beaten	up,	shouted	at,
and	feeling	unfairly	treated,	they	were	fired	up	with	their	own	bunch	of
should’s:	“you	shouldn’t	be	shouting	at	us,	you	shouldn’t	be	so	aggressive,
you	shouldn’t	be	lecturing	us.”	Just	like	Julie,	their	reactions	were
understandable	but	fundamentally	unhelpful.	It	just	shows	how,	regardless
of	what	level	we	are	in	the	organization,	it’s	so	hard	not	to	revert	to	our	basic
human	instinct	and	react	emotionally	to	the	threats	we	see	in	front	of	us.
Responding	with	emotional	intelligence	to	threat,	specifically	with	empathy,
is	a	challenging	ask.	As	we	go	up	the	organization,	the	egos	get	bigger	and	so
the	primitive	threat	reaction	becomes	even	more	pronounced.	It’s	no
excuse,	though.	As	sports	psychologist	Steve	Peters	would	say,	we	have	to	be
able	to	manage	our	inner	“chimps.”(13)

If	the	team	had	the	emotional	intelligence	to	distance	themselves	from	their
own	emotional	reactions,	then	instead	of	getting	caught	up	in	the	row	that
ensued,	they	would	have	imagined	that	behind	Julie’s	anger	was	real	fear
and	they	would	have	explored	what	they	imagined	with	what	Ed	and	Peter
Schein	call	“humble	inquiry.”	Then	they	might	have	“reframed”	the
discussion	away	from	the	attack	defend	pattern	toward	a	more	constructive
dialogue.	Any	one	of	the	following	would	have	helped:

“Tell	us	what’s	really	going	for	you	Julie,	how	are	you	really	feeling?”



“What	do	you	imagine	about	us	that	is	causing	you	to	be	so	angry?”

“I	can	see	you	are	upset.	How	do	you	feel	we	are	letting	you	down?”

“What’s	it	really	like	for	you	to	be	in	this	position	in	front	of	your
stakeholders?”

Training	the	team	to	“listen	for	emotions”	is	time	well	invested.	We	tend	to
listen	for	content,	often	not	very	well,	so	listening	for	emotions	for	many	of
us	can	be	a	real	stretch.	We	can	learn	much	from	the	field	of	therapy	here.
The	greatest	therapists	and	coaches	like	Carl	Rogers(14)	are	trained	to	offer
unconditional	love	and	support	to	their	clients.	Principle	amongst	their
techniques	is	simply	feeding	back	what	they	are	hearing.	Summarizing
doesn’t	just	help	confirm	we’ve	listened	correctly;	it	also	builds	a	bridge	with
the	speaker	so	that	they	feel	heard.	They	feel	valued.	They	feel	safer.

So	the	empathic	team	asks	questions	to	understand,	listens	to	what’s	being
said,	and	then	feeds	back	what	they	hear—both	content	and,	where
appropriate,	emotions	too.

“You’re	clearly	pissed	off,	Julie,	and	you’ve	got	a	right	to	be.”
That	would	probably	have	helped.

It	was	only	when	we	discussed	this	interaction	at	a	later	team	offsite	that	the
team	became	aware	of	the	pattern	of	attack	and	defend,	and	in	doing	so
became	more	empathic	toward	each	other	and	more	able	to	work	together
to	create	a	totally	different	dynamic.	Julie	started	asking	for	help,	rather	than
demanding	action;	the	team	started	to	offer	help,	rather	than	being	in
reactive	mode;	Sue,	the	team	leader,	started	to	attend	budget	meetings	to
help	the	team	navigate	priorities	they	couldn’t	navigate	without	her.	Julie
calmed	down,	the	heat	in	the	room	dropped,	and	several	months	later,	after
we	had	applied	the	code,	we	measured	levels	of	psychological	safety	and
found	they	had	grown	significantly.

Meanwhile,	Bill	and	Ben	worked	on	their	relationship,	and	Bill	came	to
understand	how	his	leadership	role	required	a	different	modus	than	his
deal-making	role.	With	practice,	he	raised	psychological	safety,	the
surveying	team	learned	to	say	“no”	and	struck	a	deal	negotiating	clearer
prioritization	which	enabled	them	to	make	and	keep	more	commitments.	As
a	result,	relations	improved,	staff	stopped	leaving	and	Ben	got	his	sleep



back.	And	importantly,	Ben	kept	on	believing	in	himself	and	winning	in	the
marketplace.

So	to	build	psychological	safety,	a	team	has	to	bring	buckets	of	empathy	to
its	interactions.	We	want	lots	of	statements,	conversations,	and	responses
that	tell	our	teammates	that	we	understand	and	empathize	with	them,	their
situations,	what’s	behind	their	thinking,	the	pressures	they	face,	and	the
conflicts	they	have	to	manage.	This	doesn’t	mean	we	have	to	agree	with
what	they	say	or	do.	The	demonstration	of	the	skills	inherent	in	the	third	Get
Strong	phase	will	ensure	this	doesn’t	happen.	It	simply	means	we	are	able	to
relate	to	their	world	and	their	experience	of	it.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	LISTEN	OUT	LOUD
In	reality,	all	nine	Get	Safe	behaviors	help	to	build	empathic
relationships,	however,	the	cornerstone	of	empathy	is	listening.	When
we	feel	properly	listened	to,	we	feel	safer	with	that	person.	The	art	of
empathic	listening	includes	actively	restating	what	is	being	said	and
picking	up	and	responding	to	the	emotions	being	conveyed.	Great
listeners	build	intimacy	through	the	process	of	listening.	General
McChrystal	of	Team	of	Teams	fame	understood	this	perfectly	and	went
one	one	step	further:	he	thanked	everyone	by	name	who	briefed	him,
never	criticized	the	quality	of	the	briefings	he	received,	and	took	the
calculated	risk	of	not	just	summarizing	what	he	had	heard	but	also	his
thinking	about	what	he	had	heard.	He	made	a	habit	of	what	he	called
“thinking	out	loud”	at	his	daily	briefings	attended	by	his	entire
command.	In	adopting	this	practice,	he	cleverly	simultaneously
engaged	in	empathic	listening	while	modeling	vulnerability	in	front	of
what	was	surely	a	pretty	hard-nosed	command.

Respect	Diversity	and	Knowledge	Sharing
The	importance	of	both	of	these	in	the	Dx	and	virtual	teaming	world	was
evident	in	Chapters	Six	and	Seven.	Like	all	of	Getting	Safe,	the	role	of	the
leader	in	setting	the	tone	here	is	crucial.	Encouraging	contributions	from	all,
avoiding	cliques,	and	clearly	demonstrating	equity	and	fairness	are	must
do’s	for	the	leader	wishing	to	build	psychological	safety.



How	to	Build	the	Learning	Team
Vulnerability	and	empathy	both	support	better	learning	(15-20),	which	is	why
attending	to	learning	is	something	you	do	after	attending	to	vulnerability
and	empathy	in	the	Get	Safe	part	of	the	code.	In	Chapters	Six	and	Seven,	we
discovered	just	how	important	learning	is	to	success	in	digitalized	worlds.	It
enables	us	to	adapt	to	what	emerges,	which	is	so	important	when	we	can’t
plan	or	predict.	Amy	Edmondson	in	her	book	on	teaming(21)	suggests	we
have	to	now	organize	ourselves	to	learn	when,	to	date,	we’ve	been	taught	to
organize	to	execute.	This	paradigm	shift	makes	eminent	sense.	For	too	long,
we’ve	learned	only	as	a	by-product	of	execution.	In	this	digitalized	mayhem,
just	as	General	McChrystal	demonstrated,	it’s	time	we	organized	our
structures	and	processes	so	we	are	better	able	to	learn.

Little	and	Often	Team-Based	Learning
Conversations
Team-Level	Learning



There	is	no	more	obvious	place	to	organize	ourselves	to	learn	than	at
meetings.	Meetings	are	like	the	family	meals.	When	they	go	well,	it’s	a	sign



the	family	are	in	a	good	place.	When	they	either	don’t	exist	or	are	largely
unrewarding,	it’s	a	sure	fire	“tell”	that	all	is	not	well.	But	let’s	now	add
another	filter,	when	they	are	not	generating	learning,	we’re	also	not	running
them	well	enough.	The	sad	truth	is	that	most	meetings	are	not	structured	or
led	in	a	way	that	maximizes	team	learning.	To	do	this	justice	requires	the
team,	to	regularly	discuss	its	experiences,	including	its	wins	and	its	mistakes
along	its	journey	together,	and	then,	from	these	conversations,	extract	useful
knowhow	it	can	then	apply	going	forward.	It’s	a	way	of	helping	the	team
adapt	better	to	whatever	is	next	thrown	at	them.	It	also	de-stigmatizes	errors
which	then	encourages	the	team	to	experiment	more.	Doing	this	regularly	is
the	key,	not	once	or	twice	a	year,	but	little	and	often,	through	the	year.

Any	learning	conversation	is	a	good	conversation,	but	team-based	learning
is	often	the	poor	relation	compared	to	individual	based	learning.	Agile
teams	are	the	exception;	they	learn	very	well	indeed	because	they	have
signed	up	to	learn.	Item	number	twelve	in	the	original	agile	manifesto	states:

No	12.	At	regular	intervals,	the	team	reflects	on	how	to	become	more	effective,
then	tunes	and	adjusts	its	behavior	accordingly.

So	as	a	result,	they	run	what	they	call	“retroflections”	where,	as	a	whole
team,	they	shine	the	light	on	how	they’ve	been	working	together	and	what
they	can	keep	doing	or	do	differently.	They	do	this	under	pressure	of	time.
Like	cleaning	their	teeth	in	the	morning,	they	form	a	habit,	and	they	keep
doing	it,	no	excuses.	Simple	disciplines	done	little	and	often.	The	Dyers	felt
that	team-based	learning	was	so	important	they	made	it	one	of	their	core
teaming	competencies,	uniquely	referring	to	it	is	as	a	“meta-competency.”
They	also	advocated	the	use	of	team-based	surveys	or	diagnostics	to	shed
light	on	where	to	focus	the	learning	conversations.	A	quantum	leap	has	to	be
made	to	make	team	diagnostics	the	norm	rather	than	the	exception.	Our
obsession	with	leadership	360	instruments	prevents	leaders	from	looking	at
the	functioning	of	the	teams	they	lead.	Instead,	they	are	predominantly	only
looking	at	one	part	of	this	system—themselves.	And	we	wonder	why	teams
don’t	work	so	well?

TEAM	INSIGHT:	TEAM-BASED	LEARNING	IS	A	DISCIPLINE
We	could	learn	much	about	team	leadership	and	team-based	learning
from	world	class	yacht	skipper	Dee	Caffari.



Dee	holds	the	world	record	as	the	first	woman	to	circumnavigate	the
globe,	solo	and	nonstop,	against	the	prevailing	winds	and	currents.	She
is	the	only	woman	to	have	sailed	nonstop	around	the	world	a	total	of
three	times	and	to	have	now	completed	six	laps	of	planet	Earth.	In
2017/2018,	Dee	skippered	the	first	mixed-gender	youth	team	to	take
part	in	the	Volvo	Ocean	Race	(now	known	as	the	Ocean	Race).
Considered	to	be	one	of	the	most	grueling	yacht	races,	crews	tackle
some	of	the	most	formidable	oceans	on	our	planet,	including	the
notorious	Southern	Ocean	where	the	waves	regularly	hit	30	to	forty
feet,	with	some	even	reaching	eighty	feet.	As	one	of	the	most
accomplished	sailors	and	skippers	on	the	planet,	Dee	had	this	to	say
about	team-based	learning:

“We’d	been	on	the	boat	for	weeks.	We	had	all	got	used	to	daily	meetings
which	were	mainly	tactical.	Then	at	the	end	of	each	leg,	when	we	got
onto	shore,	shattered	and	desperate	for	some	sleep,	the	last	thing
anyone	wanted	to	do	was	to	get	in	a	closed	room	and	spend	several
hours	debriefing	what	we,	as	a	team,	had	learned	from	that	leg.	But	I
insisted	on	it,	and	we	all	agreed	at	the	end	of	the	race,	it	was	one	of	the
most	valuable	things	we	did	together.”

Humble	Inquiry
To	really	learn	requires	us	to	ask	insightful	questions	at	opportune	times
and	in	ways	that	helps	illicit	learning	information.	Unfortunately,	plenty	of
teams	I’ve	worked	with	over	the	years	have	had	members	who	have
preferred	to	tell	others	what	they	already	know	rather	than	inquire	about
what	others	know.	Yet	we	know	that	the	best	teams	ask	a	higher	ratio	of
questions	than	average	or	poorly	performing	teams.(12)	Once	again,	our
ability	to	be	open	minded	is	related	to	how	emotionally	charged	we	are.
When	threatened,	we	become	more	attached	to	the	positions	we	hold	and
become	more	interested	in	defending	our	thinking	sometimes	by	attacking
the	thinking	of	others.	In	doing	so,	we	become	less	curious	about	what
others	are	thinking.	Some	of	us	believe	that	if	we	were	to	be	curious	it	would
actually	weaken	our	position,	influence,	and	impact.	Of	course,	it’s	the	very
opposite	that	is	the	case.



Ed	Schein	recognized	nearly	sixty	years	ago	how	emotions	such	as	anxiety
compromised	our	ability	to	learn.	To	prevent	what	he	called	“learning
anxiety”	during	culture	change	programs,	it	was	originally	Ed	who	suggested
we	build	“psychological	safety”	so	the	people	that	we	wish	to	change	can
unfreeze	old	assumptions	and	reframe	them	into	new,	more	helpful	beliefs.

Ed	and	Peter	Schein	have	since	written	extensively	about	the	benefits	of
humbly	asking	questions	instead	of	telling	people	what	we	think.	They	warn
us	that	when	we	tell,	we	communicate:

1. We	know	more	than	others.

2. Our	knowledge	is	the	correct	knowledge.

3. We	have	the	right	to	structure	someone	else’s	experience	for	them.

However,	when	we	genuinely	and	humbly	ask,	we	empower	the	other
person	to	provide	useful	knowledge	and	information,	and	in	doing	so,	we
make	ourselves	temporarily	vulnerable.	Not	only	do	we	receive	more
information	we	also	build	more	psychological	safety.	Clearly,	the	two	are
linked.

Support	Learning	and	Growth	Using	Descriptive
Feedback	Skills
There	are	few	better	experiences	for	me	than	seeing	team	members	go
beyond	self-interest	to	actively	support	the	personal	growth	and
development	of	their	teammates.	Traditionally,	the	learning	and
development	agenda	has	been	placed	firmly	in	the	hands	of	team	leaders
and	L&D	departments	who	have	tended	to	provide	these	resources	for
individuals	rather	than	whole	teams.	I	don’t	understand	this.	What	better
way	to	learn	and	develop	than	to	do	so	with	your	teammates?	What	better
way	to	boost	levels	of	psychological	safety?

For	productive	learning,	feedback	has	to	be	exchanged	on	goals	that	are
important	to	both	parties.	Just	dumping	feedback	without	first	establishing	it
relates	to	a	shared	goal	is	unlikely	to	land	so	well.	As	Ed	Schein	points	out,
it’s	not	so	helpful	if	your	tennis	coach	gives	you	unsolicited	and	negative
feedback	on	your	forehand	if	it	is	the	backhand	that	you	are	practicing
together.(22)	The	establishing	of	shared	goals	in	the	Get	Set	provides	this
crucial	component	of	building	psychological	safety	in	the	Get	Safe	phase.



And	as	we’ll	explore	in	the	next	chapter,	the	best	way	to	do	this	is	to	describe
what	is	noticed	and	how	we	are	feeling	rather	than	evaluate	what	is
happening	and	saying	what	we	think	“about”	it.

The	Getting	Safe	phase	is	therefore	characterized	by	an	attitude	of	being
prepared	to	abandon	certainty,	an	outcome	that	was	so	important	to	acquire
in	the	previous	phase	of	Getting	Set.	In	Getting	Safe	though,	there	is	now	a
quest	for	a	psychologically	safe	climate	and	for	the	seeking	of	clarity,	which
can	only	really	be	achieved	with	humble	inquiry.	Through	the	art	of	listening
more	deeply	to	how	others	are	responding	with	genuine	curiosity	and	by
taking	an	interest	in	what	they	have	to	say	and	who	they	are,	profoundly
deeper	levels	of	intimacy	can	be	created	from	which	learning	can	then	be
more	thoroughly	achieved.	It	is	this	intimacy	that	enables	the	team	to	better
shine	in	the	next	phase,	Getting	Strong.

De-Stigmatize	Errors
Great	performers,	artists,	and	teams	make	plenty	of	mistakes	and	learn	to
embrace	them,	thrive	on	them,	and	even	celebrate	them.	Not	repeating	the
same	mistake	is	important	so	great	teams	are	also	intolerant	of	sloppiness.
But	they	don’t	treat	all	mistakes	as	the	same.	To	be	able	to	take	the
experiments	required	for	adaption,	they	view	certain	mistakes	as	wonderful
learning	opportunities.	Just	ask	James	Dyson	who	worked	through	5,126
failed	prototypes	between	1979	and	1984	before	coming	up	with	the	dual
cyclone	vacuum	design	that	turned	him	into	a	multi-millionaire.

“Failure	is	interesting—it’s	part	of	making	progress.	You	never	learn	from
success,	but	you	do	learn	from	failure.	We	have	to	embrace	failure	and
almost	get	a	kick	out	of	it.	Not	in	a	perverse	way,	but	in	a	problem-solving
way.	Life	is	a	mountain	of	solvable	problems	and	I	enjoy	that.”

—JAMES	DYSON(23)

Here’s	how	you	de-stigmatize	errors	at	meetings:

1. Openly	discuss	failures	and	extract	the	learning.

2. Acknowledge	the	effort	behind	near	misses.

3. Discuss	the	qualities	demonstrated	by	an	endeavor,	even	if	it	has
failed.

4. Celebrate	but	don’t	over-celebrate	the	wins.



5. Celebrate	but	don’t	over-celebrate	the	losses.

TAKEAWAYS

1. Immediately	endorse	the	nine	behaviors	that	help	to	get	the	team
safe	and	encourage	the	team	to	demonstrate	them	at	whatever	level
of	maturity	your	team	are	at.

2. Invest	team	time	in	improving	these,	but	only	after	the	team	has
reached	a	competent	enough	level	in	the	previous	Get	Set	phase.

3. First	develop	the	vulnerable	team	by	encouraging	the	team	to:

+ Ask	for	help.

+ Reveal	how	they	really	feel.

+ Be	positive	and	appreciative.

4. Then	develop	the	empathic	team	by	encouraging:

+ Listening	for	both	content	and	emotions.

+ Sharing	what	you	know	and	respecting	diversity.

5. Then	develop	the	learning	team	by:

+ Ensuring	the	team	is	being	vulnerable	and	empathic.

+ Learning	as	a	whole	team	and	not	just	individually.

+ Humbly	inquiring	and	being	curious.

+ Building	descriptive	feedback	skills	and	encouraging	their	use	of
peer-to-peer	coaching	and	feedback.

+ De-stigmatize	errors	by	openly	discussing	the	learning	gained.

6. As	team	leader,	model	all	the	vulnerability,	empathy,	and	learning
you	ask	for.



Chapter	10	

How	to	Get	Strong	

This	is	a	true	story.	Recently,	a	large	corporation	hired	several	cannibals	to
increase	their	diversity.

“You	are	all	part	of	our	team	now,”	said	Mary	from	Human	Resources
during	the	welcoming	briefing.	“You	get	all	the	usual	benefits,	and	you
can	go	to	the	cafeteria	for	something	to	eat,	but	please	don’t	eat	any
employees.”

The	cannibals	promised	they	would	not.	Four	weeks	later,	their	boss
remarked,

“You’re	all	working	very	hard,	and	I’m	satisfied	with	your	work.	We	have
noticed	a	marked	increase	in	the	whole	company’s	performance.
However,	one	of	our	secretaries	has	disappeared.	Do	any	of	you	know
what	happened	to	her?”

The	cannibals	all	shook	their	heads,	“No.”
After	the	boss	left,	the	leader	of	the	cannibals	said	to	the	others,

“Which	one	of	you	idiots	ate	the	secretary?”
A	hand	rose	hesitantly.

“You	fool!	For	four	weeks,	we’ve	been	eating	managers,	and	no	one
noticed	anything.	But	now,	you	had	to	go	and	eat	someone	who	actually
does	something.”

If	Getting	Set	is	about	sharing	mental	models	to	get	on	the	same	page,	then
Getting	Strong	is	all	about	doing	what’s	on	that	page.	And	if	Getting	Safe	is
all	about	building	a	climate	where	the	team	feels	able	to	take	some	risks,
have	tougher	conversations,	experiment,	and	innovate,	then	getting	strong
is	doing	risk	taking,	doing	tougher	conversations,	doing	experimentation,
and	doing	innovation.	It’s	when	the	all	the	rubber	gained	in	Getting	Set	and



in	Getting	Safe	actually	makes	contact	with	the	tarmac	and	the	team	delivers
its	tangible	value.	The	only	way	that	a	team	can	do	all	of	this	is	if	its	members
collectively	stretch.	Stretching	defines	this	phase.

Getting	Strong	is	about	Stretching

SET

We	all	agree	we’re	going	to	have	to	stretch	ourselves

SAFE

We’re	warming	up	our	muscles	and	starting	to	extend

STRONG

We’re	all	stretching	out	of	our	comfort	zones	together

The	founder	of	Gestalt	psychology	Fritz	Pearls	recommended	“contact”	in
all	interactions,	where	we	meet	the	other	person	with	full	awareness	and	see
them	for	who	they	are	rather	than	who	we	imagine	them	to	be.	In	the
Getting	Strong	phase,	making	contact	becomes	a	bit	edgier	as	our
interactions	are	more	influential.	Maintaining	adult-to-adult	relationships
and	not	reverting	to	parent-to-child	relationships	becomes	a	little	more
challenging.	If	we	were	jumbo	jet	pilots,	we’d	want	enough	contact	to	avoid
having	to	abort,	pull	up,	and	circle	back	around	but	not	too	much	that	we
create	anxiety,	or	worse,	crash	and	burn.	We	want	good,	solid,	safe	landings.

The	Getting	Strong	Approach
“One	afternoon	at	Aberdeen	I	had	a	conversation	with	my	assistant
manager	while	we	were	having	a	cup	of	tea.	He	said,	‘I	don’t	know	why	you



brought	me	here.’	I	said,	‘What	are	you	talking	about?’	and	he	replied,	‘I
don’t	do	anything.	I	work	with	the	youth	team,	but	I’m	here	to	assist	you
with	the	training	and	with	picking	the	team.	That’s	the	assistant
manager’s	job.’	And	another	coach	said,	‘I	think	he’s	right,	boss,’	and
pointed	out	that	I	could	benefit	from	not	always	having	to	lead	the
training.	At	first,	I	said,	‘No,	no,	no,’	but	I	thought	it	over	for	a	few	days
and	then	said,	‘I’ll	give	it	a	try.	No	promises.’	Deep	down,	I	knew	he	was
right.	So	I	delegated	the	training	to	him,	and	it	was	the	best	thing	I	ever
did.

“It	didn’t	take	away	my	control.	My	presence	and	ability	to	supervise	were
always	there,	and	what	you	can	pick	up	by	watching	is	incredibly
valuable.	Once	I	stepped	out	of	the	bubble,	I	became	more	aware	of	a
range	of	details,	and	my	performance	level	jumped.	Seeing	a	change	in	a
player’s	habits	or	a	sudden	dip	in	his	enthusiasm	allowed	me	to	go	further
with	him:	Is	it	family	problems?	Is	he	struggling	financially?	Is	he	tired?
What	kind	of	mood	is	he	in?	Sometimes	I	could	even	tell	that	a	player	was
injured	when	he	thought	he	was	fine.

“I	don’t	think	many	people	fully	understand	the	value	of	observing.	I	came
to	see	observation	as	a	critical	part	of	my	management	skills.	The	ability
to	see	things	is	key—or,	more	specifically,	the	ability	to	see	things	you
don’t	expect	to	see.

“The	minute	staff	members	are	employed,	you	have	to	trust	that	they	are
doing	their	jobs.	If	you	micromanage	and	tell	people	what	to	do,	there	is
no	point	in	hiring	them.”

—SIR	ALEX	FERGUSON(1)

I	know	it’s	a	bit	dated	and	comes	from	a	white	male	manager	speaking	about
a	male	sports	team,	but	Sir	Alex	Ferguson	perfectly	illustrates	here	what	the
Getting	Strong	phase	is	all	about.	We	see	his	coaching	team	having	the
courage	and	the	skills	to	challenge	him	about	how	much	he	was	trusting
them;	we	see	Ferguson	initially	not	want	to	relinquish	control	because	he’s
obviously	fearful	they’ll	not	do	as	good	as	job	as	him;	we	see	him	then	get
over	his	anxiety,	take	a	risk,	and	make	an	experiment	to	empower.	Then	we
see	the	coaches	take	the	accountability	they	were	given	and	pay	back	the
faith	Ferguson	placed	on	them	by	competently	running	the	sessions.	Finally,
we	see	Ferguson,	after	freeing	up	his	time,	being	better	able	to	provide	more



value	to	the	team.	The	story	also	illustrates	the	benefits	of	this	approach.	The
team	went	on	to	break	Glasgow’s	football	dominance	in	Scotland,	winning
three	league	titles,	the	European	Cup	Winners	Cup,	a	Scottish	League	Cup,
and	four	Scottish	Cups.	We	also	see	in	his	quote	the	three	pillars	of	Getting
Strong:	accountability,	constructive	tension,	and	experimentation,	all
combining	to	create	these	successful	outcomes.	The	common	denominator
in	all	three	is	“stretching”	and	being	prepared,	as	Sir	Alex	did,	to	move	out	of
comfort	zones.

GET	STRONG SCORE

ACCOUNTABILITY

1. Individuals	and	sub-teams	working	on	shared	goals	take	action	without
unnecessarily	referring	upward.

2. We	are	effective	at	influencing	those	with	whom	we	have	to	collaborate,
both	inside	and	outside	of	the	team.

3. We	habitually	commit	to	do	X	by	Y	and	we	give	early	warning	signs	if	we
can’t	deliver	on	them.

CONSTRUCTIVE	TENSION

4. When	necessary,	we	can	have	challenging	conversations	with	those	whom
we	share	goals.

5. We	respond	calmly	and	constructively	to	bad	news,	tough	feedback,
challenge	or	critique.

6. We	are	effective	at	minimizing	and	resolving	inevitable	interpersonal
tension	and	conflict.

	

EXPERIMENTATION 																				

7. We	are	prepared	to	step	forward,	take	action	and	adapt,	even	when	we
don’t	have	the	clarity	we	would	like.

																					



8. We	bring	creative	and	lateral	thinking	to	our	problem	solving.

9. We	experiment	and	take	calculated	risks	to	try	to	deliver	more	value.

THE	NINE	BEHAVIORS	MEASURING	GETTING	STRONG.
1	-	strongly	disagree,	2	-	disagree,	3-	neutral,	4	-	agree,	5	-	strongly	agree
Below	3.2:	Requires	Urgent	Improvement,	3.2-3.8:	Requires	Some	Improvement,	
Above	3.8:	Team	Strength

How	to	Build	Accountability
Accountability	is	a	broad-brush	term	that	can	mean	any	number	of	things.
We	want	accountability	for	results,	taking	action,	leadership,	standards,
getting	the	job	done,	taking	a	risk,	not	letting	others	fail…	the	list	goes	on.

This	section	of	the	code	defines	accountability	more	along	the	lines	of	taking
purposeful	action	without	unnecessary	referral	back	up	the	chain.	It’s	the
“execution”	part	of	General	McChrystal’s	“empowered	execution.”	We’ve
seen	how	important	this	is	in	our	digital	age—controlling	from	the	center
just	doesn’t	work	so	well.	Chapters	Six	and	Seven	both	testify	that	in	this
virtual	and	VUCA	world,	leaders	are	advised	to	distribute	their	leadership
and	empower	their	teams.	More	than	ever,	we	want	leadership	throughout
the	team,	not	just	of	the	team.

Attend	to	the	Basics	First:	Get	Set	and	Get	Safe
A	common	mistake	I’ve	seen	with	team	leaders	is	expecting	their	teams	to
be	accountable	without	first	building	the	foundations	through	the	Getting
Set	and	Getting	Safe	phases.	That’s	like	painting	your	house	without	an
undercoat.	The	message	won’t	stick.	In	the	Get	Set	phase	the	team	agrees
what	it	has	to	be	accountable	for,	why	it’s	important,	who	else	is	involved,
how	we’re	going	to	be	accountable,	and	what	we	get	for	being	accountable.
Getting	Safe	then	builds	on	the	cognitive	trust	and	certainty	accrued	in	the
Get	Set	phase	with	emotional	trust	and	extra	confidence	to	execute	on
accountability.

All	those	shared	mental	models	shared	and	agreements	in	the	Get	Set	phase
and	all	those	relationships	secured	in	the	Get	Safe	phase	will	enable	your
team	to	extend	itself	and	to	take	the	interpersonal	risks	that	define	true
accountability.

The	Accountability	Journey



The	Accountability	Journey

SET

We	all	know	what	we	are	accountable	for	and	what	accountability	we
share

SAFE

We	are	building	up	the	required	safety	to	courageously	take	up	the
empowerment	offered

STRONG

We	are	executing	empowerment	by	taking	initiative,	making	decisions
and	humbly	asserting

Empower	Individuals	AND	Sub-Teams
Clarys	ran	a	very	senior	team	of	corporate	finance	bankers	who	she	felt
weren’t	working	that	well	together.	Her	brief	to	me	was	to	help	them
collaborate	more	with	less	reliance	on	her	as	the	team	leader,	so	they	could
generate	more	ideas	and	be	more	challenging	with	each	other	instead	of
relying	on	her	to	do	both.	Yet	when	I	observed	one	of	her	team	meetings,	I
noticed	that	all	eyes	were	permanently	fixed	on	her	as	she	ran	the	show.
Addressing	individuals	one	by	one,	she	shared	with	them	her	considerable
knowledge,	expertise,	and	insight	while	they	each	addressed	her,	and	only
her,	with	responses	to	her	questions.	The	meeting	was	more	of	a	series	of
public	one-to-ones	with	the	team	presenting	to	her	alone	their	individual
slices	of	pizzas.



Clarys	believed	she	empowered	her	team.	She	did,	but	only	at	an	individual
level.	The	concept	of	encouraging	them	to	work	in	sub-teams	to	work	on
shared	goals	without	her	involvement	was	completely	alien	to	her.	Yet
several	team	goals	required	four	of	five	team	members	to	collaborate
together.	She	had	not	explicitly	formed	her	sub-teams,	encouraged	them	to
meet	together,	present	to	each	other,	or	challenge	each	other.	Even	though
she	couldn’t	see	it,	all	the	interactions	revolved	around	her.

Goal	4	is	shared	between	Teams	1	and	2



Any	one	‘in	the	goal	circle’	is	showing	‘proper	ownership’	of	the	goal

	

	

Jacqui	leads	the	distribution	team	of	the	insurance	arm	of	a	major	UK
institution	and	applies	the	same	thinking.	Unlike	Clarys,	she	understands
that	empowerment	is	not	just	an	individual	transaction	but	occurs	at	the
sub-team	level,	too.	Refining	the	propositions,	gaining	new	corporate
pension	schemes,	or	improving	levels	of	customer	service	are	all	shared
goals,	better	achieved	in	sub-teams	than	by	mainly	individuals.	So	she	helps
the	sub-teams	to	be	formed	and	makes	them	more	accountable	for	the	joint
pizza	slices	and	segments	that	they	hand	to	her	through	the	year.	She
doesn’t	confuse	laissez-faire	leadership	with	empowerment,	though.	She
sees	empowerment	as	a	series	of	conversations,	so	she	offers	support,
advice,	and	clears	the	path	so	that	her	sub-teams	are	enabled	and
supported.	Ferguson	did	the	same	at	Aberdeen,	ensuring	the	right	training
equipment	was	available	and	by	being	highly	visible	and	available	to	offer
his	advice	when	his	coaches	required	it.	Similarly,	Jacqui	focuses	on
influencing	her	boss,	her	stakeholders,	and	her	peer	group	to	ensure	her
team	have	the	right	propositions	to	sell	and	that	other	parts	of	the
organization	are	directing	their	customers	toward	her	teams	so	that	they	can
assist	them	with	their	pension	requirements.	She	also	meets	with	her	sub-
teams	and	gives	them	her	time.	She	does	this	in	addition	to	attending	to	the
whole	team	and	holding	regular	one-to-one	meetings.	In	doing	so,	she	is
demonstrating	she	values	the	concept	of	accountability	at	the	sub-unit	level.
Unsurprisingly,	Jacqui	is	seen	as	one	of	the	brightest,	talented	leaders	in	the
organization.



TEAM	INSIGHT:	DON’T	FEED	THE	ACCOUNTABILITY	NEST
A	doting	bird	will	go	and	fetch	worms	and	give	them	to	her	screaming
hungry	chicks.	Then,	they’ll	scream	again,	and	off	the	bird	will	fly	to
bring	back	additional	worms.	Ultimately,	the	chicks	grow	up,	learn	to
fly,	and	hunt	for	their	own	worms.	If	the	mother	bird	keeps	feeding	the
nest,	though,	the	birds	don’t	acquire	the	courage	or	capability	to	fend
for	themselves.	They	are	forever	reliant	on	their	mother	for	their
survival,	ultimately	perishing	when	their	mother	is	no	longer	around.

Too	many	managers	feed	their	own	nests	in	the	same	way.	Jamie	was
one.	Bright,	helpful,	diligent,	and	wanting	to	help	his	IT	team,	he
couldn’t	stop	himself	from	answering	any	question	asked	of	him	and
fixing	any	problem	they	created.	No	matter	what	the	topic,	he	was	so
bright,	so	experienced,	and	so	fast	that	under	constant	pressure	of
time,	he’d	sort	it.	As	a	result,	he’d	created	a	dependency	culture	in	the
team	as	well	as	a	succession	plan	problem.	The	gap	between	him	and
his	reports	in	terms	of	capability	was	obvious.	By	getting	the	team	Set
and	on	the	same	page,	especially	by	sharing	goals	in	their	sub-teams
and	meeting	him	halfway	with	their	empowerment	deal,	the	gap	started
to	narrow,	and	Jamie	saw	a	growing	team	rather	than	a	dependent
team.

Develop	Humble	Influencing	Skills
Effective	influencing	requires	one	of	the	most	sophisticated	of	so-called	“soft
skill”	sets:	listening.	questioning,	feedback,	conflict	resolution,	empathy,
rapport,	emotional	intelligence…the	list	goes	on.	Part	of	the	challenge	teams
have	is	in	actually	knowing	what	great	influencing,	especially	without
positional	power,	actually	looks	like.	This	is	where	training	helps.	Many
leaders	require	this	training	as	they	simply	don’t	have	the	role	models
around	them.	Too	many	of	our	senior	leaders	are	either	a	little	too	passive
or,	more	often,	too	aggressive.	Leaders	these	days	have	very	few	role	models
to	follow	in	the	art	of	principled,	balanced,	and	assertively	gentle
influencing.

Take	Steve	Jobs,	Elon	Musk,	and	Jeff	Bezos	as	examples.	In	the	age	of	heroic
leadership,	these	are	our	modern-day	heroes.	They	have	demanded



excellence	at	all	costs,	yet	are,	or	were,	famously	aggressive	when	it	came	to
influencing	the	agenda.	Steve	Jobs	could	be	notoriously	demeaning,
especially	if	he	didn’t	rate	someone.	Nothing	is	wrong	with	the	highest	of
standards,	and	even	unrealistic	standards	can	be	timely,	too—how	many
amazing	breakthroughs	have	we	seen	as	a	result	of	dreaming	the
impossible?

Jobs	was	a	perfectionist,	especially	when	it	came	to	design.	It	was	all	he
really	cared	about.	He	applied	no	filters	in	his	social	etiquette.	When	he
travelled	to	Japan,	one	of	the	more	respectful	and	honorable	modern-day
societies,	he	famously	wore	jeans,	sneakers,	left	the	gifts	his	guests	gave	him
behind,	and	never	reciprocated	with	his	own.	He	would	also	“sneer”	at
engineers	and	was	known	to	tell	them	their	work	was	“crap”	in	front	of	their
colleagues.	Any	sniff	of	mediocrity,	and	he	could	rapidly	turn	into	a	nasty,
demeaning	bully.	He	once	barked	at	an	interviewee,	who	he	immediately
took	a	disliking	to:

“How	old	were	you	when	you	lost	your	virginity”

“What	did	you	say?”	The	candidate	looked	baffled.

“Are	you	a	virgin?”	Jobs	asked.(2)

A	brilliant	man	and	role	model	in	the	art	of	product	design	he	may	have
been,	but	a	collaborator	who	influenced	others	to	collaborate?	An	influencer
who	helped	others	influence?	Forget	it.

Like	Jobs,	Jeff	Bezos	also	has	ridiculously	high	standards	but	could	also	be
famously	aggressive	and	insulting.	Three	of	his	favorite	sayings	were:

“I’m	sorry,	did	I	take	my	stupid	pills	today?”

“Are	you	lazy	or	just	incompetent?”

“Why	are	you	ruining	my	life?”	(3)

What	about	Elon	Musk?	Where	does	he	stand	on	what	he	expects	in	terms	of
commitment	to	the	cause?

“I	asked	Musk	directly	just	how	much	he	was	willing	to	put	on	the	line.	His
response?	‘Everything	that	other	people	hold	dear.	I	would	die	on	Mars.	If
my	wife	and	I	have	a	bunch	of	kids,	she	would	probably	stay	with	them	on
Earth.’	“(4)

He’s	not	exactly	diluting	the	standards	here,	is	he?	He’d	happily	die	on	Mars



and	abandon	his	family.	Committed?	Unquestionably.	Unhinged?	Probably.
It	came	as	no	surprise	when	he	very	recently	admitted	having	Asperger’s
syndrome,	a	condition	characterized	by	feeling	and	experiencing	empathy
differently.	He	has	my	fullest	respect	for	revealing	this.	However,	just	like
Jobs	and	Bezos,	he’s	another	leader	in	a	long	list	who	can	also	bully	their
way	to	getting	what	they	want.	I	would	throw	Donald	Trump	in	here,	too	(I’d
like	to	literally	throw	him	in),	with	bucket	loads	of	positional	power	and	an
unquestionable	track	record	of	being	aggressive,	belittling,	and	cruel	to
anybody	who	crosses	him.

As	Edgar	and	Peter	Schein	point	out	in	their	beautifully-crafted	Humble
series,	the	force	of	our	messages	increasingly	seems	to	be	taking	precedence
over	the	salient	facts	that	define	our	realities	and	we	find	ourselves	more
and	more	resorting	to	forceful	“telling”	than	engaging	in	the	art	of	more
“humble	leadership.”

So	where	do	we	go	for	inspiration?	We	need	role	models	and	leaders	around
us	to	show	us	the	way,	especially	the	more	senior	leaders.	We	need	to	see
tough,	respectful,	and	yet	simultaneously	humble	and	compassionate
conversationalists	in	action,	the	sort	of	“radical	candor”	that	Amy	Scott
writes	about	in	her	book	and	the	sort	of	“humble	leadership”	that	Edgar	and
Peter	Schein	describe	in	their	books.	Teams	desperately	need	to	see	their
leaders	modelling	a	more	compassionate	form	of	influencing.

HUMBLE	INFLUENCING	AND	COLLABORATION

1. Inquire	and	understand	what’s	important	to	others	and
not	just	what’s	important	to	you.

2. Share	feedback	that	you’re	understanding,	so	they
know	you	know.

3. Share	with	them	what’s	important	to	you	and	why	it’s
important	to	you.

4. Explore	options	with	them	as	best	you	can,	so	you	both
get	what	you	want	and	need	from	the	collaboration.



5. Present	ideas	and	solutions	but	be	open-minded	to
different	ways	of	achieving	what’s	important	to	you.

Encourage	“X	by	Y”	Reliability
We	know	that	Swift	trust	is	conditional,	and	that	it	is	only	realized	when	the
team	continues	to	be	supportive	and	respectful,	thus	increasing	emotion-
based	trust,	while	simultaneously	proving	it	is	reliable	over	time,	delivering
on	its	commitments	to	build	cognitive	task-based	trust.

Great	teams	get	commitment-making	spot-on.	They	don’t	just	commit	to
doing	“X,”	they	commit	to	doing	“X	by	Y.”	There	is	a	massive	difference
between	“OK,	I’ll	do	it,”	and	“OK,	I’ll	do	it	by	midday	tomorrow.”	Not	only
does	explicitly	timed	commitment	making	increase	the	chances	of	that
commitment	being	actioned,	it	encourages	the	giving	of	early	warning	signs
if	deadlines	can’t	be	made,	many	of	which	we	know	can’t	be	due	to
unforeseen	circumstances.	Taking	care	of	the	inconvenience	of	the	impact
of	letting	someone	down	is	a	validating	team	behavior.	It	models
thoughtfulness,	builds,	and	helps	the	team	coordinate	better.

How	to	Develop	Constructive	Tension
Your	team	will	only	be	able	to	perform	at	its	best	if	you	and	the	team	learns
to	tolerate	temporary	tension	between	you	and	the	team	and	between	the
team	members.	Veterans	of	the	Mac	team	learned	that	they	could	stand	up
to	Jobs,	but	only	if	they	knew	what	they	were	talking	about.	It	was	only	with
profound	domain	expertise	that	he	would	tolerate	pushback,	even	admire	it.
I’ve	worked	with	the	most	intimidating	of	leaders	over	the	years.
Formidable,	hard-nosed,	ruthless,	unforgiving	brutes,	and	they	were	just	the
same	as	Jobs.	They’d	respect	you	if	you	stood	up	to	them	and	tried	to
influence	them,	but	boy	did	you	have	to	know	your	stuff	and	have	the	data	to
back	it	up.	They	sniffed	self-interest	in	the	form	of	defensiveness,
uncertainty,	bluff,	or	bravado	a	mile	off,	like	red	flags	to	a	bull.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	NORMS	MUST	BE	SACROSANCT
The	importance	of	sticking	to	an	agreed	set	of	team	norms	can’t	be
underestimated.	Sam	Walker’s	book	The	Captain	Class(5)	illustrates	how



he	uncovered	a	common	characteristic	in	the	greatest	sporting	teams
in	history—that	of	the	inspirational	but	uncompromising	captain.	These
captains	held	normative	standards	as	sacrosanct,	regardless	of
whether	the	team	was	winning	8–0	or	playing	a	seemingly	innocuous
practice	game.	As	many	Chicago	Bulls	and	Manchester	United	ex-
players	will	testify,	both	Michael	Jordan	and	Roy	Keane	were	examples
of	such	captains.	Keane	was	so	normatively	principled,	he	walked	out
of	the	1992	Football	World	Cup	because	he	was	so	disgusted	by	the
standards	of	kit	and	training	methods	provided	by	the	Irish	coaching
team.	The	Irish	manager	at	the	time,	Mick	McCarthy	was	operating	from
a	very	different	“page”	than	the	one	Keane	was	used	to	being	on	at
Manchester	United.	Claiming	he	couldn’t	influence	McCarthy,	he	simply
walked	out.	Whether	you	agree	with	his	reaction	or	not,	you	can’t	help
being	struck	by	his	commitment	to	the	norms	he	held	dear.

A	bit	of	tension	helps	most	teams	perform	better.	The	Dyers	referred	to	it	as
“constructive	controversy.”	I	like	the	word	“tension”	as	it	relates	more
directly	to	how	people	are	feeling	about	the	controversy.	When	it	is
constructive,	this	tension	guards	against	too	much	psychological	safety
which	can	cause	“Group	Think,”(6;7)	a	state	characterized	by	complacency
and	insufficient	internal	critique.	Valued	by	Jack	Welch	of	GE	fame,
constructive	tension,	or	“edge,”	as	he	called	it,	provides	the	team	with	this
challenge,	and	fuels	its	creativity.	I’ve	no	idea	if	Jack	liked	ABBA,	but	they
produced	some	of	their	finest	work	in	the	years	following	both	divorces	in
the	two-couple	band.	I	imagine	Jack	would	have	liked	the	title	of	one	of	the
masterpieces	they	penned	during	this	difficult	time	for	them,	“The	Winner
Takes	It	All,”	even	though	the	song	was	really	about	losing.

Your	team	will	create	constructive	tension	by	pushing	itself	onwards,
challenging	standards,	and	holding	each	other	accountable,	but,	all	the
time,	maintaining	emotional	composure.	It	can	do	all	of	this	inside	or
outside	its	team	boundary.

I	have	found	the	ability	to	have	challenging	conversations	and	to	hold	others
to	account	to	be	one	of	the	toughest	skillsets	a	team	can	acquire.	It	requires
a	fundamental	belief	that’s	it	is	OK	to	have	a	challenging	conversation	with
someone	who	you	don’t	formally	lead,	the	necessary	psychological	safety	to



have	that	conversation,	and	the	technique	to	execute	it	well.	That	is	some
combination	and	explains	why	just	about	every	team	I’ve	ever	worked	with
has	wanted	to	be	better	at	it.

The	courage	to	confront	someone	or	something	can	be	incredibly	validating
but	get	it	wrong	and	suddenly	we’ve	a	scene	on	our	hands,	which	potentially
could	be	long	lasting	or	even	permanent.	It’s	why	most	teams	play	it	safe
and	avoid	the	difficult	conversations.	But	it	also	explains	why	most	teams
are	also	mediocre	performers	at	best.	The	old	adage	applies:	poor	teams
have	leaders	who	fail	to	hold	the	team	to	account,	average	teams	have
leaders	who	do	hold	the	team	to	account,	but	the	best	teams	hold	themselves
to	account.

Be	Descriptive:	Facts	Are	Your	Friends
It	became	clear	to	me	that	Emma	was	at	the	center	of	things.	Charismatic,
popular,	powerful,	and	somewhat	intimidating	if	you	got	on	the	wrong	side
of	her,	her	name	kept	coming	up	and	not	in	a	good	way.	Others	in	the	team
told	me	that	she	was	“saying	one	thing	and	then	doing	another.”	Even	Harry
the	team	leader	said,	“She’s	the	only	one	who	isn’t	respecting	my
leadership.”	Not	only	was	Emma	a	big	personality,	she	was	also	a	mood
influencer	and	at	the	center	of	the	goals	of	the	team.	So	I	decided	to	run	an
exercise	that	enabled	the	team	to	give	feedback	to	all	other	members	of	the
team,	believing	that	this	would	enable	them	to	speak	directly	to	Emma,
rather	than	about	her,	which	was	what	they	were	doing.	Apart	from	brave
Martin,	a	more	junior	team	member,	Emma	received	very	little	feedback
from	the	rest	of	the	team	during	the	exercise.	All	those	criticizing	her	in
private	revealed	nothing	in	the	exercise.	So	I	purposefully	invited	Harry,	the
team	leader,	to	comment—surely,	he	would	confront	the	elephant	in	the
room.

Harry	did	speak	but	he	chose	to	do	so	for	other	people—”people	find	you
less	available,”	“others	have	told	me	they	find	you	hard	to	pin	down.”	I
prompted	Harry,	“Do	you	find	Emma	unavailable	and	hard	to	pin	down?”
He	replied,	“No,	we’re	working	fine.”	If	the	team	leader	couldn’t	confront
Emma,	what	chance	did	the	rest	have?	The	implicit	norm	was	set—”best	not
upset	the	apple	cart,	especially	if	it	involves	strong	powerful	characters.”

The	best	teams	describe	what	they	see	and	notice	and	say	how	they	feel.
They	offer	less	opinion	and	judgement	and	when	they	do,	they	do	so



tentatively,	being	careful	not	to	state	their	opinions	as	facts.	In	doing	so,	they
raise	awareness,	facilitate	learning,	and	makes	change	and	adaption	easier.
Pointing	out,	descriptively,	that	someone	in	the	team	has	spoken	out	five
times	and	each	time	it	has	been	to	either	criticize,	express	concern,	or
disagree	with	someone	(as	I	did	recently	with	someone	in	a	very	senior
Transformation	team)	is	far	more	powerful	than	giving	them	your	opinion
that	they	are	a	“negative	presence.”	The	wonderfully	reassuring	difference
between	an	observation	and	an	opinion	is	that	others	cannot	argue	with	an
observation,	whereas	they	can	and	probably	will	do	with	an	opinion,	and
especially	so	if	they	are	emotionally	charged.

Our	ability	to	be	able	to	observe	and	describe	is	similarly	compromised
when	we	are	the	ones	who	are	emotionally	charged.	In	this	more	“aroused”
state,	we	are	more	likely	to	think	or	even	tell	a	person	they	are	being	a	pain
in	the	backside	rather	than	calmly	and	objectively	describe	what	we	are
noticing	that	makes	us	believe	they	are	being	a	pain	in	the	backside.	Instead
of	telling	them	they	have	been	missing	deadlines,	not	saving	documents	in
the	right	place,	or	turning	up	late	to	meetings	without	telling	us	in	advance,
we	are	more	likely	to	greet	them	with	a	hostile	face	and	leak	the	fact	we	are
displeased	with	them	in	ways	we’re	not	even	aware	of.	Maintaining
composure	is	therefore	an	important	skill	for	team	members	to	develop	in	in
the	Get	Strong	phase.

Similarly,	when	I	ask	teams	to	tell	me	the	difference	between	aggression	and
assertiveness,	they	will	invariably	tell	me	that	with	aggressive	feedback,	the
person	is	attacked,	whereas	in	assertive	feedback,	the	feedback	is	aimed	at
the	behavior,	rather	than	the	person.	In	other	words,	the	feedback	is	not
personal.	When	Julie	shouted	at	the	team	during	that	budget	discussion,
“You’re	not	showing	any	accountability,”	she	would	have	had	more	success
with	stating,	“I’m	the	one	who’s	booking	the	meetings,	not	you.”

When	Bill	said	to	the	surveyors,	“The	standard	of	your	work	is	crap,”	he
would	have	had	more	impact	if	he	said,	“We’re	having	to	spend	hours
reworking	your	slide	decks	for	client	presentations.”

Instead	of	avoiding	giving	feedback	to	the	formidable	Clarys	for	being	too
controlling,	one	of	the	members	could	have	said,	“I	don’t	feel	comfortable
speaking	up	at	our	meetings.	”



Instead	of	Harry	saying	nothing	to	the	notoriously	slippery,	charismatic
Emma,	he	could	have	said:

“You	say	you’ll	get	back	to	me	on	something,	but	you	regularly	don’t	do
this.	For	example,	the	updated	migration	plan.	I	still	haven’t	received	it.	“

In	each	of	these,	it	is	the	facts	that	are	exchanged,	not	opinions	about	the
facts.	Feelings	are	facts,	too,	of	course.	If	I	say	I’m	upset,	and	I’m	being
honest,	then	that’s	a	fact	that	can’t	be	disputed,	even	though	the	reason	for
my	feeling	upset	may	not	be	accurate.	You’re	annoyed	I’m	late	for	this
meeting	as	you	think	it’s	rude.	However,	I	was	late	because	I	was	helping	an
old	lady	get	back	to	her	feet	after	a	nasty	fall.	You	weren’t	wrong	in	feeling
angry,	but	it	turns	out	you	were	wrong	to	think	I	was	rude.	The	difference	is
crucial.	Saying	how	we	feel	is	not	to	be	confused	with	saying	how	we	feel
“about”	something—which	is	just	another	opinion,	albeit	one
masquerading	as	a	feeling.	“I’m	feeling	demeaned”	is	very	different	to	“I	feel
you	are	being	demeaning.”

Instead	of	Julie	shouting	“you	lot	are	letting	yourselves	down,”	she	would
have	created	constructive	tension	with	“I’m	feeling	exposed	right	now.”

Knowing	the	difference	between	a	fact,	an	opinion,	and	a	feeling	is	the	basis
of	assertiveness	in	teams	and	runs	right	through	all	three	development
phases	in	the	code,	coming	to	the	fore	most	obviously	in	the	Constructive
Tension	skill	set	of	the	Getting	Strong	phase.

There	are	a	host	of	other	assertive	skills	to	master	here	too,	such	as	making
“I”	statements	rather	than	“you”	statements,	making	requests	rather	than
demands,	stating	your	interests	while	ostensibly	trying	to	satisfy	those	of
others,	are	all	to	be	encouraged.

The	Journey	of	Constructive	Tension

SET

I	understand	and	accept	I’m	dependent	on	others	to	co-deliver	my
shared	goals



SAFE

I	see	mistakes	as	learning	opportunities

STRONG

I	am	influencing	and		asserting	myself	to	ensure	shared	goal	success

Respond	Calmly
“I	will	only	work	with	a	jet	skier	who	is	calm.	I	only	chose	them	if	they	don’t
get	too	hot	when	the	waves	are	big.	In	massive	waves,	it	actually	requires
more	skill	to	drive	a	jet	ski	slower	than	it	does	to	drive	it	faster.	They	can’t
do	this	if	they	are	‘hot’	and	if	they	are	unable	to	be	calm,	as	it
compromises	my	ability	to	be	calm,	which	I	have	to	be,	to	get	on	and	stay
on	an	eighty-foot	wave.”

—ANDY	COTTON,	INTERNATIONAL	BIG	WAVE	SURFER

Influence,	collaboration,	and	assertiveness	starts	with	calmness,	whereas
aggression,	passivity,	and	defensiveness	are	all	driven	by	anxiety	and	fear,
usually	of	failure.	Julie	realized	that	her	ego	got	in	the	way,	and	she	became
too	aggressive	in	the	budget	meeting.	Similarly,	we	saw	a	lack	of	composure
from	Ben’s	surveying	team,	in	the	form	of	anxiety	and	a	lack	of	assertiveness.
To	influence	others	and	to	be	influenced	by	others,	particularly	when	the
collaboration	involves	the	tougher	conversations,	we	have	to	bring
emotional	self-control	to	the	room,	regardless	of	how	intimidating	that	room
might	be.

Rob	is	the	head	coach	of	a	well-known	first-class	professional	rugby	team	in
the	UK.	He’s	used	to	tension.	When	he	first	played	professional	rugby	at	the
best	rugby	team	in	the	UK	at	that	time,	he	was	immediately	punched	in	the
face	to	see	how	he’d	react.	Team	training	was	regularly	a	series	of	punch
ups,	to	help	them	build	the	physicality	to	compete	with	anyone	they	came
up	against.	With	their	particular	brand	of	rugby,	they	won	everything	that
was	possible	to	win.	Who	would	argue	that	the	tension	they	created,	through



their	team	punch	ups,	was	anything	but	extremely	constructive?	Not	for	Rob
in	the	long	run,	though.	Now	he’s	having	to	learn	how	to	keep	his	cool	more
as	a	head	coach	in	corporate	environment	of	professional	club	rugby.

Rob	is	like	so	many	other	corporate	team	leaders	I	work	with,	still
unconsciously	assuming	he’s	on	the	rugby	field,	receiving	and	giving
metaphorical	thumps	on	the	nose	and	most	likely,	still	being	the	school
captain.	In	school,	captains	are	selected	because	they	are	the	best	in	the
team	or	the	most	self-confident,	or	both.	Under	pressure,	on	and	off	the
field,	Rob	can	still	revert	back	to	influencing	the	agenda	by	shouting,
admonishing,	or	aggressively	holding	to	account.	There’s	much	more	to	him
than	this.	But	on	occasion,	just	like	countless	other	corporate	managers	out
there,	he	can’t	help	but	revert	back	to	type.

As	Rob	has	discovered,	corporate	teams	are	very	different	than	sports	teams.
In	professional	sports,	the	team	is	paid	to	win.	In	corporations,	teams	exist
not	to	win	alone,	but	in	collaboration	with	other	teams,	so	that	the	whole
organization	wins.	Sports	teams	play	better	when	their	backs	are	against	the
wall,	and	are	unified	against	a	common	“enemy,”	most	often	it’s	the	press	or
disrespectful	trash	talking	opposition.	It’s	in	the	team’s	interest	to
“enemify.”	It	brings	out	the	best	in	them.	Many	corporate	teams	make	the
mistake	of	following	suit,	though.	Like	Rob,	they	subtly	or	unsubtly	enemify
other	teams	in	their	organizations.	For	Rob	it’s	the	club’s	“tie-wearing
corporate	boys”	who,	on	occasion,	wind	him	up.	For	other	managers
though,	it’s	typically	central	services	like	HR,	finance,	or	IT	who	are	most
frequently	portrayed	as	incompetent,	unsupportive,	and	useless	cost
centers.	Leaders	just	like	Rob	set	the	trend	with	their	subtle	or	unsubtle
asides,	jokes,	taunts,	and	jibes.	They	may	well	be	“projecting,”	failing	to
confront	poor	performance	inside	their	team,	or	with	their	peer	group,	or
with	their	boss,	and	instead	projecting	their	dissatisfaction	with	themselves
onto	others,	especially	the	easier	targets.	In	competitive	cultures,	it’s	bred
into	them	that	it	helps	to	put	yourself	up	by	putting	others	down.

In	this	digital	age,	we	simply	can’t	afford	to	enemify	like	this	anymore.	Not
only	does	it	pull	people	away	rather	than	closer	to	each	other,	it	also	fires	up
our	levels	of	cortisol	and	makes	us	more	agitated.	The	emotional	charge
created	closes	our	minds,	makes	us	less	humble	and	less	likely	to	inquire
and	more	likely	to	point	a	finger	and	tell.	It	perpetuates	conscious	and
unconscious	bias.



So	the	best	teams	keep	calm,	manage	their	“inner	chimps,”	and	learn	to
respond	rather	than	react	to	threat.	It’s	why	emotional	intelligence	in	your
team	is	so	important.	How	do	you	get	teams	to	do	this?

As	we	know,	mood	is	contagious.(8-17)	So	when	it	comes	to	setting	the
emotional	tone,	the	onus	is	on	you	to	model	calmness	under	duress,	to	have
the	equanimity	to	listen,	inquire,	and	be	open-minded	rather	than	to	react
spontaneously	by	telling,	defending,	or	attacking	back.	You	model	the
dialogic	skills	required	to	get	the	team	Safe.	It	also	falls	on	the	core	members
of	your	team,	those	who	set	the	emotional	tone.	Every	team	has	them.	When
they	discover	this	for	themselves,	I’ve	consistently	found	them	to	want	to	be
able	to	adjust	their	tone	for	the	benefit	the	team.

Employ	Conflict	Resolution
Effective	conflict	resolution	is	like	influencing;	it	requires	a	multitude	of
interpersonal	skills.	The	ability	of	your	team	to	engage	in	these	skills	will
depend	on	the	commonality	of	the	nine	mental	models	in	the	Get	Set	phase
and	levels	of	psychological	safety	created	in	the	Get	Safe	phase.	The
importance	of	a	common	mission	and	clearly	established	shared	goals
cannot	be	overstated.	These	will	bind	your	team	relationships	together	and
gives	those	in	conflict	the	motivation	to	sort	things	out	for	the	sake	of	the
greater	good.	Mick	Jagger	and	Keith	Richards	have	a	track	record	of	bust-
ups;	however,	they	have	consistently	managed	to	park	their	differences	to
ensure	the	Rolling	Stones	remains	very	much	alive	and	kicking.

How	to	Build	Experimentation
One	of	the	most	important	qualities	of	today’s	teams	is	the	ability	to
experiment—to	try	things	out,	to	see	what	happens,	and	then,	to	be	able	to
adapt	accordingly.

The	Experimenting	Journey

SET

I	agree	to	experiment	to	achieve	my	goals



SET

I	see	mistakes	as	learning	opportunities

STRONG

I	experiment	and	take	risks	in	order	to	achieve	my	goals



If	you	want	to	build	a	team	that	can	experiment,	then	develop	your	team	in
the	order	of	the	code	to	help	you	build	a	team	to	experiment.	The	code
culminates	in	experimentation,	and	our	research	confirms	that	this	is
predicted	by	all	eight	preceding	skill	sets	(three	in	Get	Set,	three	in	Get	Safe
and	two	in	Get	Strong).	You	first	share	mental	models	about	your	tasks	at
hand,	including	agreeing	on	the	explicit	norms	that	support
experimentation	and	ensuring	skin	in	the	game	for	experimentation.	Then,
ensure	your	team	acquires	reasonably	high	levels	of	psychological	safety	to
enable	mistakes	to	be	made	and	to	be	learned	from.	The	science	then	tells
us	that	your	team	members	will	then	take	risks,	execute	without	having
every	box	ticked	first,	and	apply	lateral	thinking	to	their	problem	solving,	all
features	of	the	experimenting	team.

To	really	experiment,	team	members	also	have	to	productively	engage	in
conflict	and	learn	to	improvise	with	whatever	emerges.(18-23)	When	they	do
this,	as	Edmondson	has	advocated,	they	are	learning	by	“doing,”	and	are
“organized	to	learn.”

So	how	do	we	do	get	the	team	to	experiment?	Easy—recruit	the	team	with	an
experimentation	mind-set	and	skillset	and	then	follow	the	code.	Encourage
them	to	experiment	and	celebrate	it	when	it	happens.	That’s	not	just	my
opinion.	That’s	what	the	science	tells	us.

TAKEAWAYS

1. Don’t	wait	for	the	team	to	be	Strong—encourage	it	from	the	outset,
but	recognize	that	being	“accountable,”	operating	with	“constructive
tension,”	and	“experimenting”	are	all	built	on	the	foundations	of	the
two	previous	stages,	Getting	Set	and	Getting	Strong.

2. Build	accountability	by:

+ Empowering	sub-team	accountability	as	well	as	individual
accountability.

+ Building	and	practicing	humble	leadership	and	influencing.

+ Encouraging	X	by	Y	commitment	making.

3. Create	constructive	tension	by:



+ Embracing	facts	and	feelings	and	engaging	in	descriptive
feedback.

+ Avoiding	enemifiction.

+ Promoting	and	modeling	calmness	and	composure.

4. Foster	experimentation	by:

+ Hiring	the	talent	who	are	able	and	prepared	to	experiment.

+ Building	up	competence	in	the	Get	Set	and	especially	the	Get
Safe	phase.

+ Encouraging	experimentation	and	celebrating	it	when	you	see	it,
regardless	of	the	outcomes	created.



PART	5	

Teaming	and	The	Future	



Chapter	11	

The	Third	Rail	

It’s	much	easier	to	row	with	the	tide	than	against	it.	Working	in	an
organisation	that	supported	team	working	was	one	of	Hackman’s	three	key
foundations	for	better	team	working.	The	other	two,	he	said,	were	ensuring
that	a	team	was	a	necessary	entity	in	the	first	instance	and	that	selection	was
done	well.	He	estimated	that	organizational	support	and	selection	into	the
team	alone	explained	about	60	percent	of	a	team’s	performance.(1)	Other
researchers	have	also	found	that	team-friendly	cultures	tend	to	produce
more	effective	teams	but	have	questioned	exactly	how	much	the	culture
actually	matters.(2-5)	One	thing	is	for	sure:	teams	will	work	better	if	they	exist
in	a	team-oriented	culture.

If	we	are	going	to	turn	around	a	dodgy	track	record	of	team	working,	then	we
have	to	challenge	and	reframe	several	deep-seated	outdated	assumptions
into	new	and	more	team	orientated	assumptions	such	as	ensuring	there’s
skin	in	the	team	game,	measuring	leadership	effectiveness	using	team
diagnostics	rather	than	individual	diagnostics	and	making	teams	rather	than
individuals	our	heroes.	Trusting	in	the	world’s	first	simple	but	scientific	code
to	guide	team	development	will	also	help.	To	enable	all	of	these	shifts	in
thinking	to	take	place,	though,	there	are	two	additional	and	highly
influential	reframes	to	be	made	by	leaders.

From	“Psychometrics	Are	the	Answer”	to
“Psychometrics	Are	a	Small	Part	of	the	Answer”
When	I	was	trained	to	use	my	first	of	many	psychometric	tools	over	20	years
ago,	the	facilitator	shared	an	unforgettable	story.	On	another	course	where
he	was	training	users	on	the	same	tool,	he	went	to	the	restroom	during	a
coffee	break	and	found	himself	standing	at	a	urinal	next	to	one	of	his
delegates.	Looking	silently	straight	ahead,	as	men	awkwardly	do	when



standing	next	to	someone	they	know,	the	silence	was	broken	with	the	words,
“Great	course,	really	enjoying	it—and	a	hell	of	a	tool	you’ve	got	there.”

Despite	the	magnificence	of	whatever	psychometric	tool	you	use	in	your
organization,	there	is	not	one	shred	of	evidence,	anywhere,	that	your	team
will	be	more	effective	if	it	were	to	employ	another	“green	color,”	“plant,”	or
“ENTJ.”	Evidence	just	doesn’t	exist.	Why	is	it,	then,	that	for	decades,	so
many	companies	have	been	using	psychometric	profiles	as	the	go-to
approach	to	help	their	teams	perform	better,	especially	the	more	senior
teams?

I	have	used	psychometrics	and	will	probably	use	them	again.	They	can	help
team	members	open	up	a	bit	and	learn	about	each	other’s	natural
tendencies.	They	can	facilitate	discussion.	They	can	especially	be	very
helpful	in	selection	decisions,	so	you	know	who	you’re	bringing	into	the
team.	However,	do	I	use	them,	like	so	many	organizations	and	consultants
as	a	go-to	approach	to	team	development?	Absolutely	not.

Most	teams	I	work	with	have	bigger	fish	to	fry	than	discussing	personality
profiles.	Nor	do	they	need	a	psychometric,	and	all	the	time	it	takes	to
understand	them	and	to	tell	each	other	what	is	important	to	reveal	about
themselves.	Are	we	really	going	to	remember	all	that	information,	anyway?
In	a	team	of	twelve,	it	requires	a	team	member	to	have	to	remember	11
different	profiles,	not	to	mention	working	out	and	remembering	how	they
are	going	to	mesh	their	own	profile	with	each	of	them.	Is	this	really	going	to
happen?	Seriously?

Let’s	be	honest,	these	“reports”	are	individual	development	reports,	not
really	team	development	reports	at	all.	Amalgamating	twelve	individual
reports	into	a	team	report	is	simply	that—an	amalgamation	of	component
parts,	not	a	report	on	the	team	system.	There	is	a	profound	difference.	It’s
crazy	to	think	that	in	a	team,	with	its	complex	system	of	inter-dependencies
and	feedback	loops,	you	can	add	up	all	the	individual	reports	and	then
predict	how	the	whole	team	will	behave.	Team	member	personalities	are
not	like	segments	of	an	orange	that	add	up	to	make	one	big	orange
personality.	If	only	it	were	that	simple!

If	we	are	to	improve	the	way	our	teams	work,	we	have	to	be	more	discerning
and	challenge	our	over-reliance	on	psychometrics.	To	do	that,	we	have	to
understand	their	lure.	Maybe	we	use	them	because	we	trust	them,	and	this



is	because	those	flogging	them	have	an	“ology”	and	a	tool	that	they	know
more	about	than	we	do.	Maybe	it’s	because	they	are	super	colorful	and	that
means	they	are	interesting.	Maybe	it’s	because	they	tell	me	about	me,	and
there’s	no	more	fascinating	subject	out	there.	Maybe	because	the	team
coach	doesn’t	have	much	else	to	offer	the	team	other	than	the	tool	they’ve
been	trained	in.	Maybe	they	do	have	a	lot	to	offer,	but	as	working	in	the
moment	with	a	team	can	be	so	stressful	for	a	team	coach,	they	seek	refuge	in
them.	Or	maybe	it’s	because	those	buying	them	are	too	gullible	or	not
discerning	enough.	I	suspect	all	have	played	their	part	over	the	years.	The
benefits	they	bring	to	help	break	down	barriers	and	enable	the	team	to	relax
into	itself	before	then	working	on	how	it	will	become	a	high	performing
team	is	actually	misguided.	We	build	more	trust	more	quickly	these	days
when	we	start	to	get	on	the	same	page	about	why	we	exist,	what	we	are	going
to	achieve,	and	how	we	intend	to	work	together.	Let’s	get	that	team	moving
forward	to	help	us	feel	more	comfortable	about	each	other.	These	days,	time
is	so	scarce,	so	let’s	get	to	know	each	other	as	we	make	progress.	That’s	why
in	the	code,	the	Get	Safe	phase	follows	the	Get	Set	phase.

We	now	need	less	fizz	and	more	substance	in	the	way	we	develop	our	teams.
It’s	time	we	all	relied	less	on	psychometrics.	They	are	a	niche	aid	only,	and
with	all	the	money	that	we’ve	spent	on	them,	too	many	of	our	teams	still
don’t	work	that	well.

From	Transformational	back	to	Transactional
Be	authentic.	Lead	with	purpose.	Be	vulnerable.	Show	humility.	Connect
with	others’	emotions.	Be	a	servant	to	your	team.	Influence	with	charisma.
Lead	through	your	values.	Coach	and	develop	the	potential	around	you.
Create	the	learning	team.	Empower.	Foster	creativity.	Be	inspirational.

These	are	all	part	of	being	a	transformational	leader	and	have,	for	a	while
now,	been	dominating	leadership	books,	articles,	and	development
programs	the	world	over.	It	was	the	late,	great	Bernard	Bass	who	introduced
the	term	“transformational	leadership”	back	in	the	early	‘80s.	Together	with
his	friend	and	colleague	Bruce	Avolio,	he	discovered	that	transformational
leadership	raises	the	“discretionary	effort”	of	followers,	beyond	that
required	to	simply	achieve	a	goal.	Bass	wanted	to	explain	why	some	of	us
run	through	walls,	work	extra	hours,	or	make	personal	sacrifices	simply
because	of	the	way	we	relate	to	our	leaders.(6;7)



Transformational	leadership	was	part	of	what	Bass	termed,	The	Full	Range
of	Leadership	(FRL),	a	spectrum	of	leadership	behaviors.(8;9)	He	found	that
leadership	was	like	a	piano,	we	all	play	all	the	notes,	but	some	of	them	more
than	others.	The	FRL	was	composed	of	three	elements,	“non-leadership
behaviors,”	“transactional	leadership,”	and	“transformational	leadership.”
The	model	was	based	on	the	relationship	between	leader	and	follower.	Bass
proved	that	when	playing	the	non-leadership	range	such	as	laissez-faire
leadership,	we	are	not	that	present,	and	unsurprisingly,	we	produce	poor
leadership	outcomes.	When	we	move	up	a	notch	and	play	in	the
transactional	leadership	range,	we	produce	good	but	unspectacular	results.
Here	the	transaction	is	between	the	leader	and	each	member	of	the	team	to
ensure	a	fair	exchange	is	made	for	the	work	done.	Typically,	this	means	the
leader	providing	information	and	resources	in	the	form	of	role	clarity,
feedback,	encouragement,	support,	knowledge,	and	clarity	of	what’s
expected.	It’s	the	basics.	It’s	what	managers	get	taught	in	their	first	ABC
management	development	courses.	Notice	the	transaction	is	not	with	the
team,	though.	It’s	between	the	leader	and	the	individual.	Moving	up	another
notch,	when	we	play	the	chords	in	the	“higher	leadership	range,”	we	exhibit
transformational	leadership,	and	we	demonstrate	the	types	of	behaviors
listed	in	the	opening	paragraph	to	create	outstanding	results.	Since	its
inception,	The	Full	Range	of	Leadership	has	become	the	most	validated
leadership	model	that	exists	today.(10)

I’ve	met	both	Bruce	and	Bernard.	In	1998,	I	flew	out	to	Monterey,	California
to	present	my	own	research	into	the	adoption	of	transformational
leadership	in	the	financial	industry	at	a	conference	they	had	organized	and
to	be	trained	in	their	tool.	They	were	two	of	the	most	unassuming,	lovely,
and	authentic	academics	you	could	ever	meet.	Charisma	is	great,	they
pointed	out,	but	there	has	to	be	more	than	charisma	to	leadership;	after	all,
Hitler	had	loads	of	it.	To	their	credit,	they	weren’t	too	bothered	about
building	a	massive	shiny	leadership	360	brand	and	business.	They	just
wanted	to	get	the	truth	about	leadership	out	there.	As	a	result,	their	model
used	language	and	headings	that	weren’t	the	most	user-friendly.	Sure
enough,	their	somewhat	clunky	phrases	like	“Full	Range	of	Leadership,”
“Active	Management	by	Exception,”	“Contingent	Reward	Behavior,”	and
“Transactional	Leadership”	became	less	talked	about	in	favor	of	the	big	new
shiny	toy,	transformational	leadership.	It	is	quite	remarkable	that	there	has
been	very	little	advancement	in	the	leadership	field	since	they	produced



their	FRL	over	forty	years	ago.	Pick	up	any	book	on	leadership	and	you	will
find	its	content	matter	will	slip	somewhere	in	the	Full	Range	of	Leadership,
and	especially	these	days,	in	the	transformational	leadership	range.	Literally
nothing	I’ve	seen	has	really	added	to	their	model,	only	brought	a	bit	more
depth.

The	problem	is	that	the	transformational	leadership	approach	was	never
intended	to	exist	on	its	own.	Bass	and	Avolio’s	research	culminated	in	a	very
important	caveat,	that	without	sufficient	transactional	leadership	in	place	to
support	it,	transformational	failed	to	produce	outstanding	results.	In	fact,
transformational	leadership	without	transactional	leadership	can	be
downright	dangerous.

Nowadays,	there’s	little	mention	of	transactional	leadership	in	business.	It’s
as	if	it’s	the	embarrassing	cousin	some	people	don’t	want	their	relatives	to
meet.	And	yet	through	all	the	years	I’ve	worked	with	teams,	I	have	seen
much	more	dysfunction	as	a	direct	consequence	of	shortfalls	in
transactional	leadership	than	from	any	lack	of	transformational	leadership.
So	many	teams	are	just	not	on	the	same	team	page	when	it	comes	to	clarity
of	shared	goals,	roles,	and	decision	making,	and	there	is	often	a	distinct	lack
of	feedback.	Part	of	the	reason	might	be	that	Bass	and	Avolio	focused	solely
on	the	transaction	between	leader	and	follower.	Quite	right	too,	but	effective
teams	also	require	a	transaction	between	the	leader	and	the	team	as	a	whole
and	between	the	team	members.	I	may	understand	my	role,	but	do	I
understand	the	role	of	my	virtual	team	mate	over	in	Shanghai?	I’m	clear	on
the	team	purpose,	but	I’m	not	convinced	others	are.	I	may	feel	empowered
by	my	boss	to	perform	my	role,	but	I	also	share	another	goal	with	two	other
members	of	the	team,	are	we,	as	a	sub-team	also	empowered?	To	team	well,
teams	require	transactions	between	the	leader	and	the	whole	team,	and
between	shared	goal	owners	of	sub	teams.	And	as	emphasized	in	the	Get	Set
phase,	where	we	set	them	up,	and	in	the	Get	Strong	phase,	where	we	execute
this	agreement,	it	is	these	transactions	that	are	the	most	pivotal	and	the	ones
so	many	teams	need	to	be	making.

Transactional	Leadership	at	the	Team	Level



The	Get	Set	phase	also	contains	some	transformational	elements	such	as
firing	the	team	up	to	believe	in	the	team	vision,	mission,	and	purpose	and
then	in	Get	Safe,	inspiring	confidence	that	they	can	all	be	achieved.
Optimism,	self-belief,	and	charisma	can	help	grab	the	teams’	emotions	and
get	it	fizzing	with	the	belief	and	energy	it	can	succeed,	but	the	bread	and
butter	for	your	team	is	to	know	what	is	collectively	doing,	who’s	doing	it	and
how	they	are	going	to	do	it.

So	it’s	time	we	talked	less	of	“transformational	leadership”	as	a	solitary
endeavor	and	reignited	the	importance	of	its	quieter,	more	introverted
unassuming	sibling—good	ol’	fashioned	transactional	leadership—at	the
team	level	as	well	as	at	the	individual	level.	Without	the	transactional	basics
in	place,	you	will	have	no	foundation	from	which	to	build	a	great	team.

TEAM	INSIGHT:	UNDERESTIMATE	TRANSACTIONAL	LEADERSHIP	AT
YOUR	PERIL
Not	so	long	ago,	I	coached	a	C	Suite	leader	and	his	team	at	one	of	the
UK’s	largest	Institutions.	He	was	blessed	with	absolutely	buckets	of
transformational	leadership	but	very	little	on	the	transactional	side.	He
was	an	unbelievably	charismatic	leader,	a	visionary	who	empowered
and	commanded	tremendous	loyalty,	someone	who	possessed	almost



cult	like	status	in	the	organization.	When	I	first	met	his	leadership
team,	though,	it	was	chaotic,	dysfunctional,	and	fractured.	Roles	were
ambiguous,	conflict	wasn’t	addressed,	priorities	were	unclear,	and
meetings	were	tense.	An	unbelievable	transformational	leader	he	may
have	been,	but	without	a	reasonable	dose	of	transactional	leadership,	it
meant	his	team	were	neither	cohesive,	aligned,	nor	effective.	He	ended
up	putting	a	deputy	in	place	to	effectively	take	care	of	the	more
transactional	stuff	and	principally	as	a	result	of	this,	his	team	began	to
grow	into	a	far	more	cohesive	and	adaptable	unit.	Ultimately	though,	it
was	his	bread-and-butter	transactional	leadership	which	led	to	his
downfall—he	ended	up	being	removed	from	his	post	due	to	unforeseen
spiraling	costs	and	a	perception	that	he	wasn’t	across	what	he	needed
to	be.

TAKEAWAYS

1. Team-orientated	cultures	support	better	team	working.

2. If	the	code	in	this	book	is	to	reap	the	greatest	rewards,	then	several
assumptions	about	how	to	team	require	reframing	at	the	highest
levels	in	our	organisations.

3. It’s	time	we	valued	more	transactional	leadership,	especially	at	the
team	level.

4. It’s	time	we	jumped	off	the	psychometric	gravy	train	and	applied
more	science	and	discernment	to	how	we	build	our	teams.



Chapter	12	

It’s	Our	Destiny	

“Devastated,	humiliated,	I	felt	like	walking	away	from	the	sport.”

—KATE	WALSH(1)

These	were	the	sentiments	of	player	Kate	Walsh	after	GB	women’s	hockey
team	had	embarrassingly	lost	2–0	to	Korea	in	the	Olympic	qualifiers	in	2004.
It	was	a	shattering	experience.	Years	later,	players	still	get	upset	talking
about	it,	as	they	recall	the	heartache	of	knowing,	after	four	years	of	training,
competing,	and	dreaming,	that	they	were	not	going	to	the	Athens	2004
Olympics.	Now	though,	the	same	players	recognize	this	low	point	was	also
the	turning	point	for	Team	GB	Hockey.

Twelve	years	later,	Kate	captained	Team	GB	to	a	spectacular	and	dramatic
penalty	shoot	win	in	the	2016	Rio	Olympics	Hockey	final.	Team	GB	become
the	first	ever	GB	women	team	to	win	a	Hockey	gold	medal.	Nine	million
British	viewers	watched	the	spellbinding	final.	Holland,	who	they	beat	in	the
final,	were	the	number	one	ranked	team	in	the	world,	blessed	with	more
technical	ability.	Team	GB	scored	an	equalizing	goal	ten	minutes	before	the
final	whistle	then	won	a	penalty	shoot-out.	It	was	the	stuff	of	dreams—a	true
fairy-tale	ending.	From	the	depths	of	despair,	they	had	picked	themselves	up
to	become	Olympic	champions.

It	was	Ed	and	Cho	all	over	again,	against	all	the	odds,	conquering	the
Amazon	on	the	heels	of	failure.	Their	story	represents	the	cycles	so	many
great	teams	go	through,	the	pain,	the	sweat,	and	the	tears,	and	ultimately,
when	the	team	gets	it	right,	and	with	a	bit	of	luck	along	the	way,	a	happy
ending.	Like	Ed	and	Cho,	it’s	a	story	of	resetting,	building	trust,	staying
strong	under	duress,	and	ultimately	coming	out	as	winners.	More	than
anything	though,	it’s	a	story	about	deep	feelings	of	togetherness,	lifelong



friendship,	and	love.	It’s	another	story	that	so	perfectly	illustrates	why	I	love
working	with	teams.

On	closer	examination	we	see	once	again	the	code	being	applied	to	great
effect.	The	resetting	took	place	back	in	2004,	immediately	after	Team	GB
crashed	out	of	the	Olympic	qualifiers.	The	England	team	immediately	lost	60
to	70	percent	of	its	funding.	According	to	their	new	CEO	Philip	Kimberley,	it
was	already	in	a	financial	mess:

“It	was	very,	very	bad.	There	was	a	very	shell-shocked	team.	We	had	a
completely	new	governance	structure	and	a	completely	new	board.	We
owed	£500,000,	we	had	no	strategy,	and	we	had	no	financial	control.	We
couldn’t	even	afford	a	sandwich	for	a	volunteer.”

Kimberley	developed	the	concept	of	the	Great	Britain	Framework,	and	after
months	of	negotiation,	managed	to	convince	all	three	home	nations:
England,	Scotland,	and	Wales	to	agree	to	sign	a	game	changing	legally
binding	document.	Game	changing	because	it	established	Great	Britain
Primacy,	meaning	that	all	three	nations	committed	to	putting	the	ultimate
goal	of	Team	GB	above	national	interests.	Sally	Munday,	the	current	chief
executive	officer	for	England	Hockey	and	chief	operating	officer	of	Great
Britain	Hockey,	agreed:

“I	cannot	stress	enough	the	significance	of	that	framework	agreement
and	what	it	has	allowed	us	to	do.”

So	the	resetting	really	started	with	the	creation	of	clear	shared	purpose	that
put	Team	GB	first.	They	went	further	with	their	purpose,	though;	they	talked
about	“creating	history”	and	“inspiring	a	generation.”	They	made	these	their
mantras.	From	this	repurposing,	we	see	the	rest	of	Get	Set	being	played	out
to	perfection,	shared	vision	to	win	Olympic	gold,	shared	performance	goals
including	tournament	wins,	ranking	places,	agreed	plans,	including
recruiting	coaches	much	earlier	in	the	Olympic	cycle	to	give	the	team	extra
practice	time,	agreed	roles	including	a	wider	coaching	support	group	and
deep	seated,	crystal	clear	playing	responsibilities,	and	agreed	values	and
norms	revolving	around	making	marginal	gains,	team	comes	first	thinking,
and	finding	ways	to	win	against	the	odds.

Meanwhile,	as	all	this	resetting	took	place	with	new	coaches,	the	team
worked	on	building	psychological	safety	by	rebuilding	trust,	togetherness,



and	a	learning	team.	All	of	this	was	led	by	coaches,	specifically	recruited	for
their	learning	mind-sets,	as	Kimberley	states:

“I	was	pretty	clear	that	I	wanted	coaches	with	brains	who	could	work	up	a
learning	curve.”

Over	time,	the	coaching,	training,	and	learning	together	enabled	them	to	set
high	standards	from	which	they	held	each	other	to	account.	Players	had	to
be	dropped,	experiments	were	taken	with	different	players	trying	out
different	things	to	help	the	team	to	perform	better.	People	spoke	up	in
meetings.	The	tension	was	constructive,	both	supportive	and	challenging:

“So	in	the	Rio	Olympics	we	walked	onto	the	field	as	one	team,	we	jogged
off	as	one	team.	We	were	united	in	everything.	We	all	contribute	to
meetings,	we	all	have	a	say.	It	created	a	sense	of	ownership	in	the	team.”

Ownership	and	accountability	blossomed,	and	the	team	became
characterized	by	exceptional	coordination	rather	than	brilliant
individualism.	This	gave	them	an	edge	over	their	more	technically	gifted
opponents.	Ultimately,	as	the	code	would	have	predicted,	with	all	boxes
ticked,	they	were	in	a	position	to	win:

“We	won	Olympic	gold	because	we	were	a	team,	there	were	no
superstars…we	were	such	a	team…	We	did	our	jobs.”

—ALEX	DANSON(2)

Like	the	story	of	Ed	and	Cho,	it’s	a	lovely,	heart-warming,	feel-good	story.
And	because	of	the	journey	from	despair	to	success,	it	proves	that	teaming	is
not	so	easy	to	get	right.	Both	stories	can	give	our	teams	working	in
organizations	hope.	By	teaming	well	and	following	a	code	that	statistically
raises	our	chances	of	success,	we	can	enjoy	our	journeys	a	little	bit	more,
safe	in	the	knowledge	that	the	prize	of	high	performance	is	there	to	be
gained.	We	may	not	always	have	the	chance	to	win	gold	medals	or	break
world	records	but	we’re	going	to	bloody	well	do	our	best	to	achieve	our	best.

The	Amazon	and	GB	Women’s	Hockey	stories	give	me	goosebumps.	I
frequently	get	them	when	I	work	with	teams.	It’s	one	of	the	reasons	I	love
working	with	them.	But	it	wasn’t	always	this	way	for	me.

In	my	younger	days,	I	was	not	interested	in	teams	at	all.	I	was	wrapped	up	in
my	own	world.	Although	I	played	team	sports	like	cricket	and	rugby	at
school,	I	was	more	comfortable	and	better	at	playing	individual	sports	such



as	tennis.	The	concept	of	team	working	was	alien	to	me,	and	part	of	the
reason	I	didn’t	value	teams	was	that	I	didn’t	trust	them.	My	sister	Rachel	had
serious	brain	damage	following	a	whooping	cough	vaccination	that	went
drastically	wrong	around	the	time	I	was	born.	We	were	only	eighteen
months	apart,	and	so	I	was	born	into	a	family	that	was	in	shock	and	trauma
trying	to	come	to	terms	with	this.	My	father,	a	busy	eye	surgeon	with	an
unbelievably	caring	disposition,	threw	all	of	his	energy	into	his	work	and	in
looking	after	Rachel,	both	at	which	he	excelled.	He	became	one	of	the	top
eye	surgeons	in	Wales	and	was	awarded	an	OBE	at	Buckingham	Palace	by
the	Queen	for	his	services	to	the	Greek	community	in	Cardiff,	whose
eyesight	he	looked	after	largely	without	charge.	However,	there	was	a
consequence	of	having	his	caring	energy	depleted.	Hugely	loving,	he	was
also	often	angry,	short-tempered,	and	intolerant.	He	was	also	very	dogmatic
and	single-minded.	He	had	to	be	to	assert	himself	and	to	overcome	the
prejudice	he	received	as	a	working-class	Greek	immigrant	in	the	more
Anglo-Saxon	middle-class	world	of	medicine.	My	late	mother,	also	very
loving	and	caring,	was	very	young	but	not	so	well	equipped	to	cope	with
Rachel.	When	my	younger	brother,	Hugh,	came	along	four	years	after	I	was
born,	by	all	accounts	she	sought	refuge	in	him,	leaving	me	a	little	bit	in	no-
man’s	land.	My	identity	and	a	sense	of	security	within	this	unpredictable
set-up	were	probably	missing	as	I	grew	up	without	the	secure	early
attachments	in	place	to	equip	me	with	the	self-confidence,	trust,	and	skillset
to	cope	so	well	in	team	environments.

Although	likeable	and	good	fun	to	be	around,	I	failed	to	acquire	several
important	key	skills	that	are	important	for	effective	team	working:	self-belief,
assertiveness,	and	influence.	I	was	brought	up	mainly	being	told	what	to	do
by	my	father	who,	shall	we	say,	didn’t	lack	any	confidence	in	how	he	saw	the
world,	including	deciding	on	all	my	school	subjects	at	school.	I	didn’t	have	a
sense	of	my	own	purpose,	goals,	plans,	and	values.	They	were	largely	my
father’s.	Consequently,	I	always	felt	a	bit	of	an	outsider,	suspicious	of	the
intentions	of	others	and	without	a	voice	that	was	worth	listening	to.	I
inherited	a	strong	work	ethic	and	encouraged	to	channel	my	energy	only
really	into	individual	pursuits	such	as	academia	and	tennis.	Not	feeling	too
proud	of	who	I	was,	I	became	depressed	but	without	knowing	it.	Talented	at
tennis,	I	tried	to	make	it	as	a	pro,	but	without	the	necessary	physical	and
mental	skills,	I	was	never	going	to	make	it.	And	I	failed	academically,	too,
dramatically	underperforming	in	all	my	school	exams.	Both	failures	only



fueled	my	depression.	So	when	I	left	home,	I	had	no	sense	of	who	I	really
was,	and	opted	to	go	to	a	very	average	polytechnic,	one	I	didn’t	even	bother
to	visit	beforehand.	Throughout	my	time	there,	I	was	profoundly	unhappy	in
and	with	myself	and	didn’t	know	what	a	team	was	or	how	to	behave	in	one.

My	love	for	teams	started	when	I	took	on	my	first	job	as	a	medical
representative.	Days	were	spent	driving	to	doctors’	surgeries	alone,	sitting	in
doctors’	surgeries	alone,	seeing	doctors	alone,	and	returning	home,	alone.
Even	though	I	hated	it,	with	much	better	mental	health	thanks	to
discovering	anti-depressants,	I	started	to	discover	I	could	relate	very	well	to
others,	I	had	a	voice,	and	I	started	to	develop	my	confidence.	I	also	had	the
most	important	things	a	young	man	could	ever	want,	loads	of	stickie	pads,
pens,	atlases,	flashlights,	and	staplers.	I	was	also	beginning	to	relish	the
team	events,	the	quarterly	sales	meetings,	and	the	conferences.	Something
was	happening.	Being	an	active	and	influential	part	of	the	most	successful
sales	team	in	the	UK	was	the	most	amazing	part	of	a	very	lonely	job.	Feeling
I	was	onto	something,	I	took	the	travel	vouchers	I	won	from	a	sales
competition,	handed	in	my	notice,	and	went	travelling	with	my	friend	Jona,
to	“find	myself.”	It	was	then,	in	my	late	twenties	that	I	started	to	learn	more
about	myself.	By	traveling	as	a	team	with	Jona	through	deepest	New	Guinea,
where,	just	like	Ed,	we	visited	the	remotest	of	tribal	communities,	I	started	to
discover	much	more	about	the	value	of	communities	and	teams.	We
returned	home	after	four	months,	and	I	decided	to	take	up	a	career	in
psychology.	No	longer	was	my	head	down	all	alone	in	my	books.	I
surrounded	myself	with	other	learners	and	a	team	of	friends	and	advisors
who	challenged	me,	supported	me,	and	helped	me	keep	sane.	I	was	now
realizing	that	learning	was	not	just	an	acquirable	skill,	it	was	also	much
more	of	a	team	endeavor	than	I	had	ever	realized.	I	also	engaged	in	some
therapy,	and	with	a	clearer	head,	and	with	lessons	learned	from	previous
academic	experiences,	I	knuckled	down	and	in	three	months	graduated	with
GBR,	the	equivalent	of	a	degree	in	psychology	before	going	on	twelve
months	later	to	complete	a	Masters	in	Occupational	Psychology	which	I
attained	with	a	Distinction.	Something	significant	was	happening.	I’d	gone
from	a	serial	academic	underperformer	to	what	I	believe	to	be	a	UK
academic	record	in	psychology.	A	few	years	later,	I	then	also	became	the
only	psychologist	in	the	UK	who	was	chartered	as	both	an	occupational	and
sports	psychologist.	I	credit	this	transformation	largely	to	discovering	a	team



of	people	outside	my	immediate	family	who	helped	me	to	get	the	best	out	of
me.

It	was	no	surprise	that	at	the	age	of	twenty-nine,	I	started	a	career	as	a	sport
psychologist	and	business	psychologist	with	a	company	specializing	in	team
building	called	Sporting	BodyMind.	Under	the	tutelage	of	two	amazing
psychologists,	John	Syer	and	Christopher	Connolly,	I	immediately	became
drawn	to	the	joy	of	working	in	a	team	and	in	helping	other	teams	work	well.
John	and	Christopher	were	two	humanistic	psychologists	who	were	way
head	of	their	time.	They	trained	emotional	intelligence	and	systems	thinking
in	professional	sports	and	business	teams	years	before	Daniel	Goleman	and
Senge	wrote	their	books.	They	were	developing	the	equivalent	of
psychological	safety	decades	before	Amy	Edmondson	really	brought	the
term	to	the	fore	in	team	building.	Their	love	for	team	working,	with	all	of	its
wonderful	systems	complexity,	was	infectious.	More	than	anything,	they
taught	me	about	what	was	required	to	feel	safe	and	sound	inside	a	team,	and
to	their	eternal	credit,	how	it	also	felt	to	be	in	one.	I	learned	all	about
vulnerability	and	empathy	from	them.

My	full	immersion	into	teams	occurred	after	I	left	Sporting	BodyMind	to	join
KPMG	Consulting.	I	was	employed	in	the	Change	function,	and	I	became
the	go-to	person	when	it	came	to	any	consulting	requiring	team	working.
KPMG	helped	me	to	appreciate	the	importance	of	building	commercially
successful	teams,	as	well	as	building	safe	teams.	The	experience	gave	me	a
bit	more	edge.	It	was	here	that	I	learned	to	understand	about	culture,
stakeholder	management,	accountability,	and	assertiveness.	In	2005,	after
getting	increasingly	frustrated	at	having	to	shoe-horn	what	I	felt	were	crucial
team	development	interventions	into	pre-sold	large	programs	of	change,	I
decided	to	leave	and	start	my	own	consultancy	to	bring	all	of	my	education
and	experience	to	bear.	I	suppose	I	also	wanted	to	have	the	freedom	to
express	myself,	too,	something,	unsurprisingly,	I	hold	very	dear.	Running
my	own	business	has	since	taught	me	the	importance	of	emotional	self-
control,	experimenting,	and	risk	taking.	Now	I’m	very	much	part	of	several
teams	and	loving	all	the	experiences	I	have	with	them.	In	all	of	them,	I	now
have	what	I	couldn’t	find	when	I	was	much	younger,	the	joy	from	achieving
something,	or	at	the	very	least,	from	trying	to	achieve	something	special,	in
highly	functional,	safe,	and	driven	teams.	I	also	have	redefined	and	created	a
very	special	relationship	with	my	father.	Together,	we’ve	been	able	to	reset.



My	story	illustrates	a	transition	from	team	working	uncertainty,	insecurity,
and	failure	to	one	of	confidence,	security,	and	modest	success.	It	mirrors
what	is	possible	for	all	of	us.	Some	of	us	may	not	be	so	competent	at	it.	But	as
I	have	proved,	that’s	more	to	do	with	not	being	enabled	to	team	rather	than
a	lack	of	talent	to	team.

It’s	in	all	of	our	destinies	to	team	well	because	biologically,	and	through
evolution,	we’ve	been	programmed	to	team	well.	We	have	survived	and	we
will	continue	to	survive	because	we	are	essentially	tribal,	communal
animals.	Before	we	had	conscious	thought	and	speech,	which	happened
70,000	years	ago,	we	were	already	well	accustomed	to	teaming.	It	is	believed
that	for	about	two	million	years,	our	Homo	forefathers	and	mothers,	were
connected	by	our	five	senses,	especially	sight	and	sound,	and	it	was	through
these	connections	that	we	were	better	able	to	survive	against	those	that
threatened	us.	Over	the	more	recent	hundreds	and	thousands	of	years,	we
have	learned,	in	teams,	to	hunt	game,	fight	for	survival,	protect	ourselves
and	our	families	from	animal	and	human	attacks,	cultivate	our	land,	invent
tools,	make	homes,	migrate	to	new	territories,	and	assemble	IKEA	furniture.

There	are	parts	of	our	brains	that	process	threat	and	activate	reactions
before	we	even	recognize	it	in	order	to	warn	ourselves	and	others	to	take
care.	We	have	other	parts	of	brain	that	contain	mirror	neurons	that	fire	off
electrical	responses	without	conscious	control,	that	naturally	allow	us	to
empathize	with	others.	We’ve	had	to	empathize	to	survive.	How	else	would
we	warn	our	tribe	that	there’s	a	dangerous	animal	on	the	loose	or	to	know
how	many	grapes	to	pick	to	feed	the	family?	This	genetic	disposition	to
relate	and	to	empathize	isn’t	going	away	anytime	soon,	even	with	all	the
extra	screen	time.	Our	history	is	one	of	survival	and	reinvention.	Just	look	at
Madonna.

So	we	can	be	optimistic	about	teaming.	As	we	progress	further	into	the
digital	age	with	all	its	impending	machine	learning,	we	can	take	heart	from
our	biological	disposition	to	team.	And	we	can	take	heart	from	the	accrued
knowledge	we’ve	acquired	about	how	to	team.	We’re	going	to	need	it.	We
want	more	societal	compassion,	and	we	want	more	equality.	We	have	to
shift	from	being	“me-focused”	to	being	more	“other	centric”	as	the	gap
between	the	societal	have’s	and	the	have-not’s	keeps	on	increasing.	Most
importantly	of	all,	we	also	want	to	cultivate	“team	earth”	when	it	comes	to



saving	our	planet	from	deforestation,	global	warming,	and	species
extinction.

These	changes	sit	ostensibly	with	our	nations’	governments,	but	they	don’t
end	there.	We	are	now	seeing	an	upsurge	in	corporate	responsibility	fueled
by	a	more	purposeful	agenda	emanating	from	our	younger	generation,	in
particular.	Good	on	them.	We	want	to	see	more	collaborations	and
partnerships	between	our	organizations	and	our	societies.	But	if	we	want	to
see	more	macro-level	team	working	like	this,	then	don’t	you	think	we	have
to	improve	the	micro-level	team	working	first?	If	we	can	get	our	teams	inside
our	organizations	working	well,	it	will	then	help	our	organizations
collaborate	better	with	their	external	stakeholders.	In	team	working,	charity
really	does	start	at	home.

And	I,	for	one,	see	absolutely	no	reason	why	we	can’t	do	this	and	take	our
teaming	to	a	whole	new	level.

Happy	Teaming.
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thank	you	for	giving	me	the	subject	matter	to	write	about.	I’ve	found	joy,
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way,	and	I	shall	be	forever	grateful.	Also,	I’m	indebted	to	Adrian	Grace
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humbly	look	at	himself	in	the	mirror	and	to	fearlessly	share	his	mistakes	and
his	learnings	for	the	benefit	of	others.	Now	that’s	what	I	call	a	proper	team
player.
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