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“Great leaders bring out the best in their teams. This handbook from two 
experts makes the latest evidence on team leadership accessible to anyone 
looking for insight in a messy and complex world.”

— Adam Grant, New York Times bestselling author of  
Originals and Give and Take

“Ideas about teams and teamwork are antiquated and cliché. This deeply 
researched, practical, and anecdote- filled book offers a thoroughly unique 
model and cutting- edge perspective on the complexity of teams in today’s 
global space. Applying the principles of 3D Team Leadership not only teaches 
you about teamwork, but also when and how to focus on unleashing 
individual potential.”  

— Andrea Kremer, Emmy Award- winning journalist, Chief 
Correspondent, NFL Network, and Correspondent, HBO’s  
Real Sports with Bryant Gumbel

“In 3D Team Leadership, Kirkman and Harris don’t just tell team leaders to 
shift focus depending on the circumstances. With evidence, clarity, and wit, 
they show precisely how to do so for greatest success.”

— Robert Cialdini, Arizona State University, author 
of Influence and Pre- Suasion

“Given the reality of today’s teams— global, remote, often 24/7— it is time 
for a fresh look at this topic. 3D Team Leadership is the must- read for those 
engaged in and, especially, leading modern teams. It provides a detailed, 
example- filled breakdown of challenges and real- world solutions.”

— Jon Pershke, Vice President, Strategy, Transformation, and Customer 
Solutions, Lenovo

“At some point, you realize that your personal success is dependent on 
your ability to inspire, motivate, and guide others to their own great 
performances. For most of us, this starts with being a team leader. Kirkman 
and Harris walk you through the process of making sense of even the 
most complex teams, and empowering your members to achieve their own 
potential.”

— D. Stacy Betts, Senior Director, Americas Partner Organization, Cisco

“This book provides answers to the critical question of how we should lead 
teams in an age of uncertainty. Digging deeply into theory and practice, the 
authors offer practical advice supported by pithy, real- world examples. Their 



archeological exploits reveal the roles and critical importance of individuals, 
subteams, and teams as a whole. As layer upon layer is revealed, so too is a 
map of how leaders need to develop.” 

— Deborah Ancona, MIT Sloan School of Management, author of 
X- Teams

“We are busier than ever leading multiple teams and partnering with people 
across global locations. 3D Team Leadership teaches us how to direct our 
focus in order to work smarter, not harder. It’s a valuable book for leaders 
who seek a practical approach and the tools to implement it.”

— Sandy Ho, Senior Director of Talent Management, Carter’s

“3D Team Leadership provides a remarkably fresh perspective on team 
dynamics. A must- read for any professional leading in today’s global and 
changing environment, Kirkman and Harris demystify the art and science 
of team motivation and outline powerful, practical solutions to improve 
results.”

 — Jessica Steinberg, Senior Director of Human Resources, The Home 
Depot

“Too many people struggle to collaborate effectively as they wonder how 
to juggle their colleagues’ competing demands. If this sounds familiar, 3D 
Team Leadership is the book for you. Drawing on the best of practice and 
research, Kirkman and Harris provide a user- friendly framework to help 
you allocate and focus your time and attention across teams, subteams, and 
individual team members. This book helps you work smarter to get the most 
from your teams.”

 — Jeff Polzer, UPS Foundation Professor of Human Resource 
Management, Harvard Business School

“Working across different time zones, incompatible technology platforms, 
language barriers, conflicting cultural norms, and competing priorities? 
Kirkman and Harris provide a straightforward, evidence- based lens for 
understanding and maximizing performance in even the messiest team 
environments— with specific consideration for global teams.”

— Katharyne Gabriel, Human Resources Director, YUM! Brands

“Kirkman and Harris provide a persuasive and engaging view of how today’s 
organizations actually use teams. More importantly, they advance tried and 
true, evidence- backed leadership lessons in a way that will resonate with 
anyone who frequently works in a team setting.”

— Barry Hall, Director of Strategic Initiatives, CSX Corporation



“3D Team Leadership is a very valuable resource for anyone teaching 
leadership. With the perfect balance of accessibility, on the one hand, and a 
firm grounding in scientific theory and research on the other, it provides a 
contemporary approach to real issues with teams and multi- team systems.” 

— John R. Hollenbeck, Michigan State University  

“Effective teams are fundamental to all organizations. 3D Team 
Leadership offers an organized and thoughtful leadership model with a 
common sense approach to teams that can help any leader. ‘There is no “I” in 
team’ will mean something new and improved to all who share the wisdom 
granted to us by Kirkman and Harris. This excellent, well organized, and 
practical text will help leaders focus and work smarter.” 

— Frank Rosinia, Executive Vice President & Chief Quality Officer, 
John Peter Smith Health System

“3D Team Leadership is a substantive handbook on which I can rely to make 
sense of any team situation. It debunks fundamental ‘truths,’ engages on a 
deep yet accessible level, and provides a roadmap to better team leadership. 
Kirkman and Harris show that despite what has already been said of teams 
and leaders, we still have a lot to discover. It’s a one- stop- shop that I’m happy 
to have on my desk.”

— Gentzy Franz, Director of People, Uptake

“3D Team Leadership is the best, most current, and most complete look at 
teams available today. Both deeply rigorous and immediately practical, the 
book transforms the latest research on teams into a bold and original action 
plan. Even in the world’s most complex contexts, this book helps leaders 
achieve greatness.”

— Jake Breeden, author of Tipping Sacred Cows

“With a clear and humorous writing style and lively tone that speaks directly 
to readers, this book focuses on how modern teams work, adding a novel twist 
to our traditional view.”

—Tanya Menon, Ohio State University, co-author of Stop Spending, 
Start Managing

“3D Team Leadership provides practitioners with a new framework for 
understanding successful teams. By following the guidelines laid out in 
this book, readers will be able to place appropriate emphasis on individuals, 
teams, and subteams— enhancing their performance as a leader.”

— M. Travis Maynard, Colorado State University
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 1

The Dramatically Changing 

Landscape of Leading Teams

IT’S 6:26 A.M. ON A MID- AUGUST MORNING IN SAN JOSE, 
California. Outside, the near perfect 60- degree temperature is 

accented by a gentle breeze from the south. The sun is making its daily debut, 
and, heeding its lead, commuters all across the western United States reluc-
tantly surrender to their snooze buttons and fire up their coffee brewers in 
preparation for another workday.

But, unfortunately, not Anna. Anna has been holed up in her modest 
second- level office at a prominent technology firm since the very early morn-
ing hours and is looking desperately at her empty coffee cup for answers that 
might help her meet her increasingly complex and ever- expanding obliga-
tions. Today is an example. After a brief sleep and a paltry granola bar, Anna 
arrived at her office around 4:00 a.m. to lead a team meeting with new product 
engineers in Bengaluru (formerly known as Bangalore), India; Sydney, Aus-
tralia; Dublin, Ireland; and Raleigh, North Carolina. Although Anna techni-
cally has the authority to conduct these meetings during local business hours 
(Pacific Standard Time in California), she rotates the meeting times so that 
each office is given at least one convenient local time slot per business quarter. 
This strategy doesn’t solve all cultural and geographic issues, of course, but at 
least it seems to boost overall engagement and fairness perceptions among her 
team members. Unfortunately, it also ensures that at least two members are 
worn down and temporally inconvenienced during the conversations— and 
today was Anna’s turn to sacrifice.
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After her new product development team meeting, Anna spends 45 min-
utes responding to e- mails relating to her “actual” job (an increasingly ambig-
uous term encompassing things like employee evaluations, sending monthly 
P&L numbers, and corresponding with high- level customers), then begins 
preparing for an 8:30 a.m. meeting with one of the company’s ongoing com-
munities of practice (the purpose of Anna’s community was to generate best 
practices in code writing that can be disseminated throughout her company 
worldwide). Anna serves as an ad hoc leader of the community and is tasked 
with coordinating and managing ten core members (those who are relatively 
permanent) and somewhere between forty and fifty more peripheral members 
(those who move in and out of the community depending on interest level). 
Similar to the new product team, these members are located in many differ-
ent countries and are not easily rounded up for even simple conversations. 
Furthermore, because it is such a large team, just making sense of the roster 
feels like an overwhelming task- - and don’t even get her started on trying to 
manage the actual personalities within it! Anna’s most recent “go- to” play for 
getting things done in the community was to form and use subteams (smaller 
sets of teams within the overall community) to address specific initiatives, 
then focus on helping those subteams coordinate with one another to contrib-
ute to overall community goals.

Following her community of practice meeting, Anna grabs another cup 
of coffee and joins a meeting of the company’s senior management team (a 
“privilege” afforded all senior vice presidents). Anna is not the leader of this 
team, but she is expected to actively contribute to discussions and action plans 
concerning her company’s current operational issues and strategic vision. 
Not only are these discussions vital for company well- being, they are also 
important to Anna’s career. They are, in essence, her chance to make a mark 
and impress key decision makers. As a result, Anna preps exhaustively. The 
meetings typically last between 60 and 90 minutes, which, on days like today, 
means that Anna has conducted three intensive team meetings before most 
restaurants even retire their breakfast menus.

Adding to all of these team responsibilities, Anna is also a member of a 
multicompany consortium and two to four company- specific project teams 
at any given time. In contrast to the ongoing teams, these project teams have 
limited life cycles ranging from a few weeks to several months. The special 
project teams, in particular, often move through various phases whereby 
members shift from working mostly individually and independently, then in 
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smaller subteams, and then all together as one intact team. Although Anna 
is not typically the formally designated leader of these project teams, she and 
her colleagues often share certain leadership roles throughout each team’s life 
span. Anna is grateful that she has only one additional team meeting on this 
particular afternoon, but that doesn’t mean she won’t be responding to other 
team- related e- mails, phone calls, and short video chats throughout the day 
(and evening).

Anna’s work life is consumed by teamwork. On many days, she feels over-
whelmed, even suffocated, by the prospect of managing (okay, juggling) her roles 
on each of her teams. They consume her time and energy, they divert her focus 
from her individual day- to- day responsibilities, and they even spill over into her 
personal life. Furthermore, she feels that her career is being decided in large part 
by the complex black box– like inner workings of teams— an unnerving proposi-
tion for someone used to controlling her own destiny. However, Anna knows 
that team- based arrangements can outperform classic individual- based ones; it 
was drilled relentlessly into her head during her MBA program years ago. She 
has also personally witnessed instances of incredible collective performance at 
work. In fact, her solid results on a highly visible team are a big reason that she 
was promoted to her current VP rank. Of course, and unfortunately, she has 
also recently observed just as many examples of team dysfunction- - wasted time, 
free- riding, groupthink, nasty infighting- - than the supposed synergy (that the 
whole is greater than the sum of the parts) her company told her teams would 
produce. Yet these instances have not tempered her company’s desire to form 
new teams to address every type of challenge and opportunity. In short, teams 
are everywhere, and if Anna wants to continue her career ascent, she must learn 
to thrive in all of them.

Does Anna’s story sound familiar? It should, but if not, it will soon enough. 
Anna’s experience reflects a common tale of the thousands of leaders we 
interviewed and consulted with during our careers as researchers, executive 
educators, and practitioners. If you are someone who, like Anna, is currently 
leading multiple teams, while also being a member of another set of teams, 
and you sometimes feel stressed, burned out, confused, overwhelmed, or all of 
these,  this book is for you. Our approach— what we call  3- Dimensional Team 
Leadership (or “3D” Team Leadership, for short)— is designed to help you 
navigate what often feels like chaos in leading and working in today’s teams.

3D Team Leadership, boiled down, is about focus— knowing where to 
devote your time and attention at any given point to maximize your and your 
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teams’ effectiveness. It’s about working smarter, not necessarily harder. There 
are thousands of leadership books and philosophies out there, and many of 
them have some great, time- tested tips and strategies for effectively leading 
teams, but making sense of all of them or just choosing the right ones can 
seem flat- out impossible. In this book, we distill the most powerful leadership 
tools into a clear, practically useful framework you can begin using in your 
team leader (and member) roles right away.

Importantly, this book puts forth the two primary leadership levers that 
you can use to maximize your teams’ effectiveness. First, there are elements 
of team design to consider, such as how work is structured, what kind of goals 
are set, and how rewards can be used to stimulate individual and team perfor-
mance. Second, there are important behaviors associated with team coaching 
that maximizes member and team motivation and performance. Although 
there is at least some evidence that team design can be more important than 
coaching for team effectiveness1 (or, as we like to say, a well- designed team can 
survive a bad coach, but you cannot coach a team out of its poor design), we 
will show you in this book that leaders should strive to use both to create the 
highest- performing teams possible.

The tools contained in this book will help you become a premier team 
leader and, in doing so, unleash your potential to create more value for your 
company, generate more professional gains for yourself and others, and 
reduce your overall stress. We outline three basic dimensions inherent in all 
teams that require different degrees of focus according to a team’s current cir-
cumstances: individual team members, a team as a whole, and the subteams 
within an overall team. We then provide guidance to help you (1) recognize 
what situation your team is in, (2) know what behaviors are appropriate for 
that situation, and, if necessary, (3) shift your focus to different dimensions as 
teams move through different life cycle stages.2

The 3D Team Leadership model was inspired by our academic, consulting, 
and teaching experiences working with team leaders and members. In a nutshell, 
we have seen leaders make the same mistakes over and over: they are unable, or 
unwilling, to see the nuances of teams and, as a result, treat them as only one 
“thing” (usually a single, collective entity while overlooking individuals or the 
subteams in teams). As you might expect, they spend most of their time focus-
ing on setting team goals, holding team retreats, coaching and motivating their 
teams, providing team feedback and after- action reviews, figuring out ways to 
help their teams be resilient when they face adversity and celebrating team success 
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when their team achieves its goals. Unfortunately, sometimes these efforts result 
in frustration and inaction that actually hurt team performance.

To be clear, there is nothing inherently wrong with focusing on overall team 
functioning and performance. In fact, focusing on a team as a whole can be 
especially critical in many instances.3 Our point, however, is that sometimes 
leaders can get a bit too team focused (a tunnel vision, of sorts), especially in 
today’s business environments where we are constantly told teams can, and 
should, do everything. We’ve even heard some team leaders talk about feeling 
guilty if they take time to focus on their one- on- one team member relation-
ships instead of exclusively focusing on their whole team; it’s almost as if they 
consider it cheating on their team! But the premise of 3D Team Leadership is 
that there are times when you should focus on individuals within your teams, 
other times when you should focus on your team as whole, and still others when 
it might be wise for you to focus on smaller subsets of team members (we refer 
to these as subteams throughout the book). The keys are knowing when to shift 
your focus from one dimension to another and being able to answer two ques-
tions: (1) What skills and behaviors does it take for me to lead individuals versus 
teams versus subteams? and (2) How do I know when it is most important to 
focus one of the three dimensions more than the others? In today’s complex 
business environments, the ability to focus has never been more important, and 
that is what this book will help you learn how to do.

Although many leaders are certainly intellectually capable of understand-
ing the technical components of 3D Team Leadership, without guidance they 
often find it quite difficult to exhibit the actual behaviors the model requires. 
Using concrete, practical examples, we’ll teach you how to diagnose key 
aspects of situations, team life cycles, and your relationships with others that 
will push you forward in your leadership journey. As former managers and 
now academics (and when we serve as department heads, managers again) 
who have worked in and alongside dozens of organizations over a combined 
thirty years, we take an evidence- based approach to discussing these tools. So, 
if you are serious about improving your team leadership potential, join us on a 
journey toward learning how to see teams as they really are— in 3D!

Teams: Looking Back and Moving Forward

Teams are inherently messy and complex. Individual members have unique 
skill sets, distinct worldviews, and varying levels of motivation; team 
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composition is fluid as critical members move on to other assignments and 
green newcomers join in their wake; and team dynamics and goals shift over 
time in response to various factors. Yet everything that makes teams com-
plicated also has the potential to make them beautiful. Research and case 
evidence time and time again suggest that teams have the potential to outper-
form, outinnovate, and even outlast comparable groups of individuals work-
ing alone.4 As you undoubtedly know, however, this potential synergy  does 
not occur by happenstance. Teams can also waste time, frustrate members, 
limit creativity, and produce subpar deliverables. One of the biggest factors 
that separates dysfunctional from high- performing teams is leadership.5

Team leadership, simply defined, is the process of motivating and directing 
the actions and energy of an interdependent collection of individuals toward 
a common goal. Several outstanding books have addressed the topics of 
teamwork and leadership over the past twenty- five years. We have benefited 
immensely from them and are careful here to integrate the key tried- and- true 
lessons of team leadership that are still relevant today. Yet without a doubt, 
this book is not old wine in a new bottle. Leading teams in today’s business 
environment is dramatically different and wildly more complex than twenty 
years ago (or even a decade ago), and our book, importantly, is written specifi-
cally for today’s teams.

To see the difference, let’s take a quick look back. In the early 1990s, 
companies typically assigned employees to a single team, at that time often 
referred to as “self- managing” or “high- performing” teams, with responsibil-
ity to deliver products, services, or ideas in a relatively stable and enduring 
fashion. When we began working with many of these organizations, includ-
ing companies like Allstate and Prudential Insurance, IBM, Sara Lee, and 
municipal and federal government offices, it was relatively easy to analyze 
and understand team functioning and performance. Typically we would ask 
human resource managers for a roster of teams with member names attached, 
solicit information from each member using surveys or interviews, analyze 
the data, and report the results.

These types of teams are rapidly approaching extinction.6 Today’s teams 
are unstable— members are constantly coming, going, and coming back to 
teams,7 meaning that a team roster today is often obsolete by tomorrow. 
Moreover, the business world is increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and 
ambiguous (expressed by the acronym VUCA,8 which we use throughout this 
book), meaning that critical team tasks cannot always be easily identified (and 



 The Dramatically Changing Landscape of Leading Teams 7

how can you evaluate the level of team performance if you don’t even know 
the tasks that need to be performed?). Finally, teams are simply more perva-
sive in today’s companies. Not only are more employees members of teams, 
many employees (like Anna) are members of multiple teams9 (some managers 
we consulted with claimed membership on over ten teams in their company at 
a single time). Problematically, most of the books and articles that have been 
written to assist managers in their leadership of teams are based on the older, 
more stable forms of teaming. And although this material has been extremely 
helpful to millions worldwide, it has limited utility for the majority of us lead-
ing and working in today’s teams. To help illustrate, Table 1.1 summarizes the 
key differences between the teams of yesterday and today.

The Importance of Leader Focus:  
The Key to 3D Team Leadership

Organizational life is more complex now than it ever has been before.10 As a 
result, trying to find a single leadership approach for your team is futile if not 
outright dangerous. There are simply too many factors that can affect you, 
your team, and everything in between. Just think about what could be hap-
pening at this moment. Right now your best, and seemingly most loyal, team 
member might be quietly interviewing for another job across the country to 
accommodate his or her spouse’s continuing education; your company’s chief 
financial officer might be casually pitching an acquisition idea to the CEO 
over lunch that will drastically alter the course of your entire firm; Wall Street 
analysts may overreact to after- hours data from across the world and down-
grade your company’s buy rating (and thus hinder the ability to raise capital), 

Yesterday’s Teams Today’s Teams

Stability of membership Relatively stable Highly dynamic

Number of teams (members) Members on one team Members on multiple teams

Number of teams (leaders) Leaders lead one team Leaders lead multiple teams

Team life span Long term, ongoing Short term, ad hoc

Level of interdependence Relatively stable Highly dynamic

Team boundaries Clear and rigid Unclear and fuzzy

Mode of interaction Face-to-face Virtual and hybrid

Team composition Same culture Global and multicultural

TABLE 1 .1 .  Differences between Yesterday’s and Today’s Teams
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which could prompt a massive “restructuring” (i.e., layoffs); or a competitor 
might issue a press release highlighting a new product— one that your team 
has been trying to develop for the past two years. You get the point. Any num-
ber of events— large or small, internal or external, work or personal— can, 
and probably will, affect your team. Clearly you need an adaptable leadership 
approach.

Those who study complexity theory (which examines uncertainty and 
nonlinearity in various systems, including organizations), and specifically 
the ones interested in leadership, have argued for several distinctions between 
leading in simple versus complex environments. In simple environments, 
leaders can use predetermined behaviors and highlight technical processes to 
boost performance (an administrative leadership approach). In more complex 
environments, however, leaders must understand that there are substantive 
“unknown unknowns” in their environment11 and, moreover, they themselves 
have cognitive limits on how much information they can accurately process.12 
Thus, in contrast to traditional command- and- control leadership styles, 
they must instead work to create conditions that allow adaptive properties 
(e.g., problem solving, creativity) to emerge from team members.13 Leaders, 
in essence, do not need to worry about being the primary source of a team’s 
adaptability, but rather should prioritize being the enablers of their teams’ 
adaptive capabilities.14

Very much related to our discussion of complexity, behavioral scientists 
have developed several important theories (e.g., resource allocation theory,15 
conservation of resources theory,16 ego depletion theory17) that generally 
suggest that leaders (and their team members) cannot focus intensely on all 
things all the time; clearly, we have finite cognitive (e.g., self- control, moti-
vation, brainpower), physical (e.g., strength, energy/stamina), and other 
(e.g., time, money) resources that must be conserved and efficiently allocated 
toward our myriad goals in order to be effective. So in today’s environments 
that require us to juggle demands within and across so many teams, focusing 
on the right things at the right time is critical. Doing so helps you, and your 
teams, make sense of situations and optimize their efforts. Consistent with the 
premise that you simply don’t have the resources to do it all, empowering your 
teams and their individual members is vital for success in complex environ-
ments. On that note, a report on global human capital trends published by 
Deloitte stated , “The ‘new organization,’ as we call it, is built around highly 
empowered teams, driven by a new model of management, and led by a breed 
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of younger, more globally diverse leaders.”18 We couldn’t agree more: this is 
the crux of 3D Team Leadership. Before going much further, we will estab-
lish some fundamental principles and terms that will anchor our discussions 
throughout the book.

Groups, Teams, and Everything in Between

What are the key differences between groups and teams? Does it really mat-
ter? Let’s take a leader we’ll call Amy, a 25- year- old up- and- comer at a major 
insurance company, as an example. Before starting her first job after college, 
Amy assumed a leadership role as a co- captain on her university’s college 
basketball team and, afterward, attended a top business school graduate pro-
gram. After graduating from b- school, her current employer deemed her a 
high potential (or “hi- po”) employee, which meant she was given an oppor-
tunity to complete a formal management training program followed by sev-
eral stretch assignments. Amy’s first assignment after training was as a client 
services team leader overseeing twenty- seven claims- processing employees 
whose primary responsibility was to serve as the initial contact when custom-
ers need to file an insurance claim. Her subordinates, or what her company 
referred to as team members, worked primarily on the phone to gather cus-
tomer information, input it into a computer system, and create unique claim 
reports to pass on to claims adjusters who then physically assessed the extent 
of a customer’s suitability for an insurance payment.

Given her prior experiences (and successes), Amy was a big believer in the 
power of teams and considered herself an “expert” in team leadership. She 
now finds this term humorous. Not surprisingly, Amy’s first initiative when 
she was formally placed in her assignment was to focus intently on establish-
ing the “team thing” for her claims processors. She set team goals; devoted 
substantial time toward team building, including off- site staff retreats; and 
even worked with human resources to help create a modest bonus system tied 
to team performance that replaced a small portion of members’ previously 
individually- based incentives. Within a few weeks, Amy (and others) could 
clearly see the results of her changes— and they were disastrous.

Her employees were confused and, worse, cynical toward all of what they 
called the “team building stuff.” They didn’t understand why they had a bonus 
tied to team goals when 99 percent of the time they worked “alone at their 
desks serving individual customers.” Basically, there was no opportunity for 
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team members to have any influence or impact on their fellow coworkers, 
regardless of their motivational intent. Amy later lamented that calling this 
collection of individuals a “team” in the first place (which was not her choice) 
was wrong— a mistake we see all the time in companies. Amy learned the 
hard way that groups are not teams and teams are not groups. This is the first, 
and perhaps most fundamental, lesson of 3D Team Leadership.

To be clear, a team is typically defined as an interdependent collection of 
individuals who are mutually accountable and share responsibility for specific 
outcomes for their company.19 Members of teams with high interdependence 
constantly exchange the “stuff” with which they work (e.g., information, 
materials, ideas), have high levels of coordination and integration, and require 
high degrees of collaboration to get work done. In these teams, you might 
sometimes find it difficult to disentangle individual member contributions to 
the team— in other words, determine who actually contributed what in the 
process.

The type of interdependence just described is often referred to as task 
interdependence, because it concerns how team members work together to 
carry out their tasks. We should note, however, that there are two other main 
types of interdependence: goal interdependence, or the extent to which mem-
bers’ goals are compatible and team focused, and outcome interdependence, or 
the extent to which rewards and feedback are tied to overall team, not indi-
vidual, performance.20 Each of these is important, to be sure. Nevertheless, 
when we use the word interdependence here, we are referring primarily to task 
interdependence because it is the dimension you as a leader are most likely to 
have control over (note that we do offer some discussions on goals and reward 
systems throughout the book as well).

Mutual accountability means that team members are accountable not only 
to one another, but, importantly, as a team to their company. Team members 
also have shared responsibility for delivering something specific, and it is the 
whole team, not individual members, that delivers a product, service, idea, or 
decision. A business example might be a software development team that is 
writing computer code for a complex piece of software. Many hands do the 
writing of such code, with information moving constantly among members 
to accomplish their tasks. In the sports world, an example is a team of rowers 
moving in perfect  synchronization with one another.

In contrast to teams, groups are typically defined as people who learn from 
one another and share ideas but are otherwise not interdependent or working 
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toward a shared goal.21 The keys here, again, are low levels of interdependence, 
little shared responsibility or accountability, and individuals, not entire 
teams, who are delivering a product, service, idea, or decision. An example 
might be a group of insurance salespeople working in a particular geographic 
territory. On a day- to- day basis, these insurance agents work primarily inde-
pendently with very little coordination needed among them to sell insurance. 
They might share best practices, sales tips, or other information occasionally, 
but they do not fully rely on one another to complete their work. All income 
they earn, of course, gets pooled together for the benefit of the company, but 
the generation of those sales and income is based on the summation of indi-
vidual efforts. Importantly, despite the bandwagon effect that has occurred 
with teaming, teams are not unequivocally superior to groups and groups are 
not superior to teams. Whether a team or group is better able to accomplish 
work depends on what type of structure is better suited to the task. For highly 
interdependent work, a team is often the better choice. In contrast, for more 
independent work, groups often surpass teams in performance.

According to the definitions we have offered, Amy was actually leading 
a group, not a team. Unfortunately, she was leading her group as if it were 
a team, which resulted in a great deal of confusion and frustration. Inter-
estingly, Amy’s mistake is quite common. After all, many companies use 
the word team to refer to any collection of individuals working in a similar 
capacity (e.g., sales team) or location (e.g., Midwest service team), regard-
less of whether those individuals actually depend on one another to success-
fully complete their jobs. Likewise, team is often used casually to motivate 
some sort of collective pride, irrespective of the actual arrangement of work 
(though, in fairness, the overapplication of the word team can be loosely justi-
fied because all employees do have at least some shared interest and account-
ability in making sure the company performs well enough to survive— their 
salaries depend on it!).

In their classic book, The Wisdom of Teams, Jon Katzenbach and Douglas 
Smith suggested that the practical terminology used in companies is an issue 
of semantics— it really does not matter what you call a collection of people in 
your organization as long as they are performing at a high level.22 We agree. 
Our goal in this book is not to rewrite corporate organizational charts or act 
as vocabulary police. The more substantive point to understand, which Kat-
zenbach and Smith also keenly pointed out, is that the conceptual distinction 
between groups and teams is necessary for optimal leadership. Simply put, 
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you can call the collection of individuals you lead whatever you want (group, 
team, gaggle, pride, herd, coalition of knuckleheads), but you must first deter-
mine whether they operate— or should operate— as a team or a group before 
you determine how to lead them. This lesson is profoundly simple, but pro-
found nonetheless.

The managers we consult with and teach in executive education courses 
often have “aha!” moments in response to this point. They say things like, 
“Oh, all this time I thought I was leading a team, so I’ve been doing all of 
these ‘team things,’ but what I actually have is a group. No wonder my people 
are confused.” Or, on the flip side, “I have been treating my team more like a 
group, and maybe that’s why I am having team performance issues.”

Amy’s story, we are pleased to report, has a happy ending. Once the group- 
versus- team distinction became apparent to her, she dropped the emphasis on 
teams and started focusing more on one- on- one mentoring and coaching, and 
she got HR to help her implement new individual performance– based incen-
tive systems. Her focus on individuals, paired with her excellent but once mis-
guided leadership skills, led to stellar increases in productivity and employee 
morale.

An important addendum to Amy’s story is that leaders cannot, and should 
not, assume that the distinction between groups and teams reflects a clean or 
stable either- or dichotomy. Past work, for instance, has noted that groups and 
teams often go through development stages whereby they start out as groups 
before becoming real teams.23 For example, in one classic development model, 
educational psychologist Bruce Tuckman suggested that groups move through 
sequential stages of forming, storming, norming, and performing.24 Although 
today’s teams are quite distinct from the types he studied (in fact, many of the 
groups he included in his review were therapy groups and groups involved 
in human relations training), the overall lesson here is that the quicker you 
can get your teams past the first three stages, the better. In another classic 
team development model, Connie Gersick found that MBA students who were 
assigned a team task in a laboratory setting typically performed at low levels 
of intensity until they crossed some temporal milestone, at which point they 
worked more fervently to finish their tasks. In her findings, this change in 
intensity happened when the teams had used about half of their available task 
time and, thus, her theory became known as “punctuated equilibrium.”25 Of 
course, we have seen this type of “first- half inertia” play out all the time when 
we assign team projects to our MBA students.
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Interestingly, each of these models focused primarily on groups and teams 
with relatively stable membership. Yet today’s teams often have fluid, revolv-
ing door– type memberships; as a result, linear models of team development 
may not always be appropriate. So although leaders fifty years ago may have 
been able to facilitate group discussions that led to quicker forming, storm-
ing, and norming processes, today’s leaders may instead have to individually 
socialize new members on a one- on- one basis to help them see and under-
stand team norms that were established months ago.

Beyond team development, many of today’s teams also go through life 
cycles with either repeated patterns of episodes or stages with members mov-
ing back and forth between independent and interdependent roles. As a result, 
they might look very much like teams at certain time periods and very much 
like groups at others.26 So rather than helping leaders like Amy determine 
whether they are leading a team or a group, we should instead be focusing on 
determining where their entity falls on the group- team continuum (we will 
use the terms group- like and team- like to better acknowledge this continuum 
throughout the book). After all, team members can work together in myriad 
ways that range from low to high interdependence and everything in between.

Of course, this makes things a lot more complicated for team leaders. In 
the simple example, all Amy had to do was figure out what type of entity she 
was leading based on the type of work being done— in her case, a group— 
and then exhibit the right type of coaching on an ongoing basis and design 
and implement the right performance management system. In contrast, in 
the more complex example in which a team’s work often changes, you have 
to constantly evaluate what level of interdependence is optimal and then shift 
your coaching behavior and team design actions to match the corresponding 
entity (group- like or team- like); that is, you need the wisdom to know exactly 
what you are leading at any given time and have the flexibility and adaptabil-
ity to shift your leadership approach to match.

This caveat represents a meaningful departure from the classic work on 
teams (including even relatively recent classics). For instance, the book Lead-
ing Teams: Setting the Stage for Great Performances27 by the late Richard Hack-
man, who was at the time of his passing one of the foremost experts on teams 
in the world, long served as a premier guide for how to design effective teams. 
However, most of the lessons from his book were focused on teams of the past: 
relatively stable entities with members and leaders primarily focused on one 
team and little movement between the group- like versus team- like distinction.
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For example, at the beginning of his book, Hackman outlined four essen-
tial features of what he called “real teams.” The first essential, related to our 
points above, is a team task. Essentially a team task is akin to part of our 
definition of teams: a team task requires members “to work together to pro-
duce something— a product, service, or decision for which members are col-
lectively accountable and whose acceptability is potentially assessable.”28 Such 
an either- or treatment of teams or groups assumes long- term stability in the 
way members work together and carry out their tasks, which may have been 
true in the 1980s and 1990s (when Hackman carried out most of his research), 
but is not necessarily true today.

The same can be said for Hackman’s three other essential features of “real 
teams.” The second feature he described is clear boundaries: team members 
are crystal clear as to who is, and who is not, part of their team. However, 
in today’s teams, members move into and out of teams frequently and on a 
regular basis to respond to VUCA conditions, and team boundaries are often 
fuzzy rather than clear. A software engineer with whom we worked at a large 
technology- based storage company expressed frustration with the fuzziness 
of one of his teams and stated,

One of the teams I lead is a performance automation team that builds soft-

ware used by our performance teams. What that means is that with the vari-

ety of customers we have— and their rapidly changing needs— we bring peo-

ple in and out of our team on a regular basis to try to serve these customers. 

Many team members will actually be out there working with customers, so 

their day- to- day work is sitting with a different team trying to figure out what 

they need. A lot of this team switching is informal; nobody does this for us. 

It’s more self- organizing based on customer needs. It happens fast and very 

organically.

In another example, a regional manager for a large energy services firm told 
us, “When I look internally now, and I try to identify specific teams, it’s almost 
like we don’t have formally defined teams; it’s constantly fuzzy! As business 
changes and grows, business development teams are constantly growing and 
then contracting and back again. These are mostly customer teams, so people 
move in and out of the teams as needed.”

Hackman’s third essential condition is delimited authority, which means 
that managers must “specify when a team is formed just how much authority 
the team initially will have and to make sure that members understand clearly 
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what decisions are and are not theirs to make.”29 Although we agree that it is a 
good idea to get as much clarity as possible up front in a team’s life cycle, busi-
ness conditions change so rapidly today that it is not always feasible to have 
absolute clarity with regard to lines of authority. For example, a senior engi-
neering manager at a high- tech company described this situation and said,

In our world, we sometimes have a single product owner, which makes the 

lines of authority pretty clear. However, sometimes we have a product owner 

team consisting of multiple people. The product owner team will decide to 

ship a product on a certain date, and then a team leader will sometimes swoop 

in and change the ship date without even informing the team! The complex-

ity of the business market in an enterprise organization is intense, and for 

that reason, sometimes leaders can undermine the empowerment of the team. 

And, unfortunately, that also undermines the team’s confidence in the future.

Finally, Hackman’s fourth essential condition is stability over time. At this 
point, given our discussion, perhaps it goes without saying that this might be 
the most tenuous of essential conditions given the dynamic nature of today’s 
teams. Despite his citing the research evidence that teams with stable mem-
bership perform better than those that have to deal with inflows and outflows 
of members due to constantly changing conditions in VUCA environments, 
today’s teams are anything but stable in their membership. Indeed, stability 
is a luxury many of today’s teams cannot afford. A vice president of business 
development for a large energy services company we worked with echoed this 
lack of stability and said, “We are a multinational company and a multidisci-
plinary organization. It should come as no surprise then that our company 
aggressively promotes people changing positions, locations, and assignments. 
That means our teams change around a lot. So you’re constantly in the posi-
tion of having to brief people, make sure the dynamics are still working, and 
teams will often be unbalanced for a certain period of time. That’s just the 
world we live in.”

Reinforcing all of these newer issues, our colleagues writing about team-
work in today’s companies summed it up nicely and stated: “Contemporary 
teams tend to overlap, with members working simultaneously on more than 
one team . . . [and] can therefore rarely be sure what subset of the membership 
will convene at any given time. In short, it can be a puzzle— or even a matter 
of contention— to say who is on the team.”30 We couldn’t agree more with this 
assertion and note that it is a dramatic departure from the essential features 
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of the teams that Hackman described. We also agree that “interdependence 
is a fundamental element of teams, but [we] . . . must take into account the 
fact that it can unfold in non- obvious ways and may well change over a team’s 
life.”31

Importantly, rather than being assigned a level of interdependence (or 
what might be called structural interdependence), today’s members of more 
fluid and dynamic teams are just as likely to choose varying levels of interde-
pendence, depending on changing task needs or business conditions (or what 
might be called behavioral interdependence). Based on these assertions, a key 
recommendation is to “relax the definitional elements of what makes a real 
team and explore what is interesting in contemporary collaboration.”32 Ten 
years after the publication of Leading Teams, Hackman himself acknowledged 
as much and stated, “The time is right to rethink how we construe and study 
[teams] because the balls are in the air and in ways that pose direct challenges 
to traditional conceptual models and research methodologies.”33

From our experience, we should all be in agreement that the nature of 
teamwork has changed dramatically in the past twenty- five years, and perhaps 
exponentially in just the past decade. We also agree that most of the current 
research has not caught up to practice in this regard. That was the impetus for 
our book. We believe that the approach we offer here, 3D Team Leadership, 
advances a highly effective and evidence- based approach to leading today’s 
teams. In large part, the success of all 3D team leaders rests on their ability to 
focus on the right things at the right time for the entities they lead. Indeed, 
Hackman put this eloquently: “Coaching, then, is not just a matter of help-
ing a [team] deal with problems and opportunities that come up. Instead, it 
involves giving focused attention to where a team is in its temporal life cycle— 
and then providing the kind of assistance that is likely to be especially help-
ful at that particular time.”34 Unfortunately, given the complexity of today’s 
teaming, such advice is tough to follow. We next review the various tensions 
of team leadership that make this advice so challenging to implement.

The Classic (But Still Relevant) 
Tensions of Team Leadership

One of the most important elements of teamwork that makes such seem-
ingly straightforward advice so difficult to translate into action is the notion 
that team leadership consists of a set of seemingly intractable tensions (or 
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paradoxes) with which you must grapple. As we will argue throughout this 
book, the 3D Team Leadership approach will equip you with the tools you 
need to reduce unnecessary strains. Some of the most critical tensions are 
classics that were originally articulated decades ago but still ring true today. 
Others are relatively unique to today’s teams. We describe the seven most 
pressing tensions, starting with four classics and then moving on to three 
unique ones for teams today. These are summarized in Figure 1.1.

One of the foremost experts in leadership today, Linda Hill of Harvard 
Business School, articulated the classic tensions of leading teams in her Har-
vard Business School note entitled, “Managing Your Team”35 as well as her 
book, Being the Boss: The 3 Imperatives for Becoming a Great Leader.36 The 
first paradox is embracing individual differences while simultaneously empha-
sizing team identity and goals.37 Because teams are composed of individuals, 
there are two potentially competing forces here, particularly in Western coun-
tries that place more emphasis on individuals compared to groups. That is, 
although most people desire to be a part of groups and teams and have a sense 
of belonging to them, they also simultaneously desire to be unique and have 
a sense of themselves as individuals. Those who study social identity theory, 
which refers to the part of an individual’s self- concept that is determined by 

Note: The tensions in boldface type represent the new tensions identified in our work; 
the others are more established (but still relevant) tensions from Linda Hill’s Harvard 
Business School note, “Managing Your Team.”

FIGURE 1 .1 .  The Tensions of Team Leadership: Striking a Balance
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both group or team membership as well as the emotional significance of the 
membership,38 acknowledge the fundamental tension between the human 
need to be both similar to and also different from others simultaneously.39 
Such research demonstrates that people will achieve an optimal sense of 
social identity and demonstrate the highest degree of team loyalty if a team 
can provide individuals with a sense of belonging and distinctiveness simul-
taneously.40 This begs the question: How much emphasis should be placed on 
motivating, recognizing, and rewarding individuals versus motivating, recog-
nizing, and rewarding entire teams?41

A senior engineering manager at a high- tech company we worked with 
talked about the delicate balancing act for getting a win- win when it comes 
leading individuals and teams:

You certainly grow individuals, but you’re also thinking about the team at 

the same time. I spend a lot of time on one- on- ones— so much so that most 

of my people say they’ve never had a leader spend as much one- on- one time 

as I do, but I think it’s critical. I do this with each of my direct reports every 

other week. I also have team meetings to reinforce team goals and achieve-

ments. To keep the balance, I constantly pay attention to where individuals 

want to grow, but at the same time I also focus on where the team is going. It’s 

not seamless; sometimes you have to be creative. I always remind individu-

als what the team goals are in my one- on- ones. These meetings are really the 

lifeblood of how I manage. I have to figure out how to plug individuals into 

the overall team dynamic so that individuals are successful and the team is 

successful. I try to find particular tasks that raise the individuals’ visibility, 

even if it’s outside a given project.

The second tension is encouraging team members to support one another while 
simultaneously creating conditions under which members can confront one 
another and have healthy levels of functional team conflict.42 Clearly, if team 
members are too supportive, they will be reluctant to disagree with or criticize 
one another’s ideas. Such reluctance would lead to the typical pitfalls associ-
ated with team decision making such as groupthink,43 conflict avoidance,44 or 
the common knowledge effect, known as situations in which team members 
simply discuss information that is already commonly known because they are 
afraid that bringing up unique or unpopular information or ideas might put 
them at risk for ostracizing by fellow team members.45 Conversely, if team 
members get too confrontational, what might start out as healthy, functional, 
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task- based conflict might turn into unhealthy, dysfunctional, relationship- 
based conflict.46 If teams move too far in either direction, it will be very dif-
ficult to steer them back from one side to the other. You have to find a sweet 
spot between support and confrontation.

A regional manager at a large energy services company we worked with 
described the benefits of creating a certain amount of tension in a team:

I am a huge fan of friction for teams. I think when team members challenge 

each other, it’s extremely beneficial. I don’t mind a few complaints coming 

across my desk. What that means to me is that people are fully engaged and 

looking for new ways of doing things. We are a heavily matrixed organization, 

which is essentially there to create friction and challenge. I guess we’re used 

to challenging each other without it becoming personal, and we try to keep it 

more business focused. In fact, when I’m leading a team meeting, I’ll always 

point out one or two people who consistently challenge me on things; I openly 

identify them in the meeting. That way, I’m giving the group permission to 

challenge me and each other.

The third tension is focusing on successful performance while simultaneously 
creating learning experiences that come from making mistakes and failing.47 
In today’s hypercompetitive VUCA business environments, companies are 
typically focused on creating and sustaining the highest levels of performance 
possible. Pressures from shareholders often create a short- term focus in many 
publicly held companies that works against the notion of allowing learning 
from mistakes and failure. The problem here is that there is general consensus 
that much more lasting and deep learning occurs from failure compared to 
success.48 In fact, Stanford University professor John Krumboltz (along with 
his colleague Ryan Babineaux) even created a continuing studies course, Fail 
Fast, Fail Often (which they also turned into a book), to emphasize that happy 
and successful people spend less time planning and more time acting and, as 
a result, making mistakes and failing.49

This is also related to the work on individuals’ goal orientations, which 
suggests that some individuals are motivated by a learning- goal orienta-
tion; that is, they try to develop their competence by building new skills and 
mastering new situations.50 Other people have a performance- goal orienta-
tion, which means that they seek out situations that they can perform well in 
and, as a result, avoid negative judgments. The former will not be as afraid as 
much as the latter to stumble every now and again as long as they are learning 
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something valuable. Although some aspects of these orientations are person-
ality driven (i.e., traits), people can also be primed to have a stronger orienta-
tion for one or the other in particular situations (i.e., states).51 Thus, leaders 
can play a role in encouraging a specific orientation.

Of course, if you were to encourage too much risk taking in order to 
enhance learning and too much failure ensues, you run the risk of dam-
aging your career and reputation, as well as your team’s. However, if you 
focus only on performance to the exclusion of any failure- based learning 
experiences, your teams will likely be unable to adapt when business condi-
tions change. You have to figure out how to balance a focus on performance, 
success, and creating shareholder value (if you’re in a public company) ver-
sus creating the conditions that allow team members to learn from their 
mistakes.

Although some of the leaders with whom we work tell us that making mis-
takes and failure are not really tolerated in their companies (“the cutting edge 
is the bleeding edge” was a particular phrase that emerged), others found ways 
to create more tolerance for these kinds of learning experiences. For example, 
a manager in a large energy services company said,

We’re a team of engineers; we’re very analytical, very precise, and too much 

of that can lead us to analysis paralysis. I don’t think any of us are expect-

ing perfection by any means. All solutions will be flawed to some extent. I’d 

rather have a slightly flawed solution that we can learn from now rather than 

perfection much later. We’ve actually been incorporating some Silicon Valley 

thinking into our projects now— you know, the whole “minimal viable prod-

uct” concept. We take things to market, find out what works and what does 

not work. We make mistakes from time to time. We learn a lot of valuable 

things along the way.

The fourth tension is balancing leader authority with team member discre-
tion and authority.52 This concept is similar to Hackman’s delimited author-
ity, which refers to specifying which decisions will be made by team leaders 
and which ones will be in the hands of team members. This paradox is best 
described by the notion of team empowerment. Team leaders can retain most 
of the decision- making authority in their teams, which would result in a very 
low level of team empowerment. Or these leaders can decide to empower their 
teams to make most of the team’s decisions, which would allow the leaders to 
turn their attention to more external team matters.
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The most important questions underlying this tension are: “How much 
empowerment should a team ultimately have overall?” and, “On which partic-
ular areas or dimensions of team responsibility will a team take most control 
and on which areas will that team’s leader retain more authority?” Even before 
the arrival of teams in great numbers in the late 1980s and early 1990s, leaders 
struggled with the issue of how much authority to give to those who work for 
them. In fact, in our work with companies, this seemed to be the most trou-
bling tension for most managers. One vice president of business development 
at a large energy services company said, “This is where I struggle the most 
sometimes— not decision making so much but problem solving. I will give 
them decision- making authority, but if a problem lands on my desk, I have to 
catch myself from blurting out a solution I know is right. I have a tendency to 
come up with solutions rather than letting them do so.”

In a similar vein, a senior engineering manager at a large technology com-
pany said, “My one- on- ones are my way to get alignment on this issue with my 
team members. I try to remain disciplined with respect to staying out of deci-
sions, at least for those that are less impactful. If the stakes are higher, then I’ll 
push back and ask them to reevaluate. If I’ve learned anything through this 
process, it’s that empowerment is so important. It’s what makes them stay late 
and work on weekends and own the destiny of the project.”

The New Tensions of Team 
Leadership for Today’s Teams

Our work with today’s teams suggests that leaders must figure out how to 
manage at least three additional tensions. The first is simultaneously balancing 
team leadership roles and responsibilities in some teams with team member-
ship roles and responsibilities in other teams. We have already pointed out that 
people are likely to be on many teams, sometimes as team leaders and other 
times as team members. If a person is taking on leadership roles in one or 
more teams and yet is a member of other teams, there is an inherent tension in 
trying to balance these roles across the various team types. Perhaps even more 
basic than the challenge of managing time commitments and role transitions 
(leader to member and back), evidence also tells us that people commonly suf-
fer from “attention residue,”53 which makes it hard to shift focus from one task 
to another. Simply put, our attentional resources are sticky, and our minds 
can stay with one team even though our body is present on another.
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Exemplifying this puzzle, a manager at a large energy services company 
with whom we worked said, “I do this multiple times on a daily basis! As a 
result, it is very hard to shift this mind- set. I’m managing up and down about 
half the time. I get impatient and I want to take over. What I do to correct this 
is make a deliberate effort to shift my mind- set and ask the leader of the team, 
`What do you need from me on this project?’ That helps me shift from leader 
mode to follower mode; it’s a mental switch.”

A senior engineering manager at a large technology company said,

You never really stop being a leader. It comes down to what’s needed in any 

given situation. When I’m designated the team leader, I’m much more dis-

ciplined in terms of setting agendas, alignment, communication— all those 

things; but when I’m a team member, I’m mostly interested in the outcomes. 

I can step up and lead occasionally, but I really mostly work with the leader 

to help the project succeed. My natural personality is to not have to be out 

in front all of the time. As long as the right outcomes are occurring, I’m 

comfortable.

Although leader- member tension often occurs across different teams, it could 
also conceivably occur within a single team. The notion of shared or emer-
gent team leadership has grown in popularity in both organizations and the 
academic management literature.54 Shared leadership suggests that different 
team members will emerge as team leaders at different times depending on 
the nature of the tasks at hand or where the team is in its performance life 
cycle. As a result, leaders might evolve into members, back into leaders, and 
so forth. How a person is able to shift between these roles and balance the 
tensions that accompany this shifting is an area in great need of additional 
examination. For now, based on our work with many of today’s companies, 
we can say for sure that it represents one of the most important, and difficult- 
to- manage, tensions for team leaders.

The second new tension in today’s teams is balancing the need for belong-
ingness associated with face- to- face teamwork against the requirements for 
efficient teamwork associated with more technology- based, virtual approaches. 
Indeed, this is one of the most commonly addressed issues among executives 
when we discuss best practices for managing virtual teams— teams that work 
primarily using technology- based communication tools rather than large 
amounts of face- to- face contact. We are asked: How much face- to- face inter-
action should I create in my team? How often should we have face- to- face 
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meetings? When should I insist on some type of videoconferencing tools 
versus audioconferencing? We discuss answers to these questions later in the 
book, but for now it is safe to say that trying to balance the amount of face- 
to- face teamwork versus virtual working represents an important tension that 
leaders of today’s teams have to navigate. For example, a region manager from 
an energy services company said,

Right now, my team is spread out through North America. I’m going to have 

to make the sacrifice to go to them . . . that really builds trust and credibil-

ity . . . it’s so beneficial. I try to keep in mind that there is so much value in 

face- to- face contact, and I try not get too caught up in the cost. I often ask 

them if we need face- to- face, and then I respond. I encourage them to come 

to me as well. We operate on an out- of- sight, out- of- mind situation. I tell 

folks that they need to cheerlead for themselves and make their contributions 

known. You can’t do that over technology very well.

A final tension in today’s teams is to leverage newcomers’ fresh perspectives 
with the pressure to get them quickly acclimated to an existing status quo. As 
we have noted, membership in today’s teams is dynamic. People shift on and 
off teams on a whim and, even more generally, employees shift companies 
more than they ever have in the past. Member turnover can be problematic, 
of course, because it disrupts the norms and flow that teams need to perform 
at a high level, but on the flip side, adding new members can also be valu-
able. Evidence shows, for example, that being a newcomer can be extremely 
stressful, but in this stress, newcomers can generate creativity55 that combats 
groupthink and look at problems from a different point of view. In addition, 
new team members are often assigned because they have specialized expertise 
or experience that addresses a gap in a team’s current composition. Given that 
fighting against turnover is increasingly futile in today’s environment, par-
ticularly given the influx of turnover- prone millennials (those born between 
approximately1980 and 2000) into the workforce, leaders must be prepared to 
leverage it in the best way possible for their team.

Organization of the Book

As we hope we have made crystal clear by now, the complexity of teaming 
in today’s environment is increasing exponentially. Moreover, there are con-
stant tensions that can make leading (and working on) teams feel impossible 
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at times. Rest assured, though, that it doesn’t have to be this way. Our book 
will show you how to cut through the complexity of teams by using a clean, 
sensible framework. It will help you filter out the seemingly endless noise of 
teamwork and pay attention to the meaningful cues you’ll need to guide your 
leadership behaviors and decision making. By honing your focus, you will 
unleash your own leadership potential as well as the true power of your teams.

The rest of our book proceeds as follows. In Chapter 2, we provide a more 
detailed description of what we mean by 3D Team Leadership and give exam-
ples of the concept. In Chapter 3, we provide a more thorough understanding 
of the first of the three dimensions of 3D Team Leadership: the individuals on 
a team, along with a set of recommendations for maximizing individual per-
formance in team settings, particularly with regard to empowering individu-
als. In Chapter 4, we discuss the second dimension of our 3D model, a team as 
a whole, and we focus on how to maximize overall team performance with a 
special emphasis on team empowerment. In Chapter 5, we tackle the third and 
final dimension of our 3D Team Leadership approach, the subteams within 
an overall team, and we use recent evidence from work on multiteam systems 
to help you understand how to manage multiple subteams and their inter-
relationships. In Chapter 6, we bring all the dimensions together and discuss 
how you can effectively manage each of the three dimensions; importantly, we 
provide guidance as to how you can recognize when you should focus more 
intently on which dimension. In Chapter 7, we go global with our 3D Team 
Leadership model and describe how to adapt it for use in different countries 
or with teams composed of people from different countries. In Chapter 8, we 
add still another layer of complexity by discussing the role of virtual teaming 
and how it affects your use of the 3D Team Leadership model. In Chapter 9, 
we address the needs of individual team leaders and provide practical tools 
for helping you build the key competencies that will enable you to become a 
highly effective 3D Team Leader. In Chapter 10, we discuss the broad applica-
bility of our approach and introduce a series of self- assessment tools designed 
to measure your effectiveness at using the 3D Team Leadership model, as well 
as team assessments for measuring the health of the teams you lead.
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3D Team Leadership

IN TWO- PLUS DECADES OF WORKING WITH THOUSANDS 
of team members in hundreds of teams across dozens of companies, 

we have repeatedly observed three major pitfalls that severely limit a team’s 
potential to be effective. The fascinating underlying reasons behind these 
pitfalls are hardly unique to today’s teams, but they continue to emerge in 
new ways. Luckily, they can be quite easy to diagnose once you start paying 
attention.

The first pitfall we have encountered is that leaders and companies pro-
mote an entirely “there is no ‘I’ in teams” ideology (and we acknowledge 
the joke that there is a “me” if you rearrange the letters!). In essence, those 
who endorse this approach expect individuals to sacrifice their own interests 
and goals for the good of a team. Those who speak out too much or try to 
advance their own agendas are often told, “You’re not a team player!” or given 
mandates to “fall in line or else.” It’s hard to blame leaders and companies 
who adopt this mindset. After all, the idea that collective goals should usurp 
individual ones is likely rooted in good intentions and, moreover, ingrained 
in leaders well before they ever accept their first jobs; just think about some 
of the all- time great movies espousing teamwork, like Apollo 13, Braveheart, 
Hoosiers, and Remember the Titans.

The problem, however, is that a constant “we over me” mind- set is neither 
realistic nor optimal in companies today. Employees now often balance char-
ters from multiple teams, receive evaluations and rewards based on different 
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metrics (including individual performance), and, frankly, are more likely to 
move on to other companies if they feel undervalued as individuals. The point 
here is not that we should be promoting individualistic mercenaries; it is, 
rather, that the best leaders know when and how to give due attention to indi-
viduals and their team as a whole. Illustrating this point, a high- performing 
team member in an insurance company told us:

In a team I was in a couple of years ago, I told my team leader that I would like 

to start doing some additional work that relates to my own personal career 

goals, some things that would lead me closer to my long- term ambitions. I 

enjoyed working on this team a lot, but it was kind of stifling me and keeping 

me away from some of the goals I had set for myself when I originally took this 

job. And his reaction was like, “What are you talking about? We get things 

done in teams in this company, and we don’t put our own agendas ahead of 

our team’s agenda. Aren’t you being a little selfish here?” So I started looking 

online for positions elsewhere, kind of casually at first, but then I guess I just 

lost interest in working for him and that company. I left a few months later. 

To me, it seemed like they ignored what I, as an individual person, wanted to 

accomplish. It was just teams, teams, teams.

This example is important because it highlights the hidden effects of neglect-
ing individuals. This employee, who by all accounts was a value- adding 
member of her team, likely responded to her leader’s feedback in a way that 
indicated she learned her lesson— at least initially. For instance, she tabled 
her requests for individual development opportunities and fell in line with 
the team- first mentality without complaining. It’s what she didn’t do, how-
ever, that gets easily lost in the story. When members become fearful of being 
accused of not being a team player, they often shut down, withhold valuable 
dissenting opinions, and easily agree to potentially devastating false consen-
sus in critical decisions (i.e., groupthink, or our personal favorite term for 
this, groupidity,1 for group stupidity). Some employees, including the one in 
this example, eventually leave their team and company— usually after months 
or even years of reduced contributions and unseen withdrawal.

The second pitfall, which we also mentioned in Chapter 1, is that many 
companies create teams in name only. They bring members together with tre-
mendous, albeit fleeting, excitement and hope that, through some great magic,  
value- adding synergies will materialize. However, instead of breakthrough 
thinking, superior customer service, or higher quality products, these “teams” 
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stagnate or, even worse, disintegrate in ways that cost organizations months of 
lost time and thousands of dollars in mistake- correction efforts, not to men-
tion disgruntled employees.

One of the most common examples occurs when well- meaning managers 
ask employees to behave like a team without the power or foresight to alter 
an individual- based reward system. A similar phenomenon occurs when 
managers halfheartedly set team goals in a project’s initial stage, but then fail 
to follow up with any meaningful thrust such as publicly recognizing team-
work behaviors, altering performance evaluations, or providing team- based 
feedback. Consequently, most employees eventually and often quickly end up 
viewing teamwork as a sham, or “token teaming.” The main issue here is that 
excitement, hope, and outright magic are hardly the primary fuels for effective 
teamwork. The best- performing teams are the product of hard and mindful 
work— not the least of which is upfront efforts to properly design and use a 
team for a common goal.

We witnessed an example of this pitfall in one of the governmental agen-
cies we consulted with a few years ago. The agency had hired us to help their 
employees performing mostly clerical jobs operate in a more team- like fash-
ion. We quickly set out to establish what the teams would look like, how 
members would work in an interdependent manner, and demonstrate how 
teamwork would benefit them with greater productivity and efficiency. After 
working there for several months, we thought we had gotten the organization 
to embrace the team concept, so we left that job to work on projects in other 
companies. About six months later, we got a panicked phone call from the 
person who originally hired us proclaiming that the “team thing” was over. 
He asked if we could come back in to assess the damage.

What we quickly discovered was that all of the team design features that 
we had helped to put in place were not there anymore. Employees were not 
holding team meetings, they went back to working rather independently in 
their jobs, and the team bonus system we had helped set up had been com-
pletely abandoned. It was no wonder, then, that the teams were not work-
ing. Our recommendation to the organization was that teams were not right 
for them because management was not willing to do the hard, uncomfortable 
work to maintain proper team functioning. The big lesson is that if a company 
or leaders want true teamwork but aren’t willing to forgo their tendencies 
toward assigning, evaluating, and rewarding individual work or aren’t willing 
to work through some of the initial messiness, they are playing a fool’s game. 
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We’ll be the first to acknowledge that change can be unpleasant, especially at 
first, but a little grit and openness can make a world of difference.

The third pitfall is the tendency to overlook the relationships between 
smaller subsets of members— we refer to these as subteams— once an over-
all team is up and running. Many leaders, for instance, take the approach 
that members need to “figure it out on their own” for their teams to func-
tion properly. Although classic research on groups and teams does sug-
gest that individuals tend to experience uncomfortable interactions early 
in their formation2 and some types of disagreement can be beneficial,3 too 
much conflict can produce unhealthy subteam divides. These divides, some-
times referred to as faultlines4 because they indicate where teams are likely 
to fracture, can emerge from seemingly innocuous factors, such as depart-
mental membership or geographic location, or deeper- level issues including 
fundamental disagreements on strategy or team processes. The outcomes 
associated with us- versus- them faultlines also vary. They can be obvious, 
such as outright arguments and altercations between factions, or remark-
ably covert, including microaggressions or silent disengagement from sub-
stantive discussions. The latter, problematically, is sometimes mistaken for 
group consensus. Despite their mostly negative connotation, subteams can 
also be leveraged for good for some types of tasks.5 Many of the effective 
leaders we have studied and worked alongside not only strive to mitigate 
and bridge potentially harmful faultlines but also proactively construct and 
harness subteams that work concurrently on complementary tasks during 
some team life cycle stages, which can aid an entire team’s progress toward 
its overarching goal.

As an example of improperly managing subteams, we often use a case with 
our MBAs and executives published by the Ivey Business School at the Uni-
versity of Western Ontario that tells the story of the Leo Burnett company, 
the venerable ad agency behind such popular brand icons as Kellogg’s Tony 
the Tiger, the Pillsbury Dough Boy, the Jolly Green Giant, and the Marlboro 
Man.6 After landing a lucrative contract from a cosmetics company to develop 
a global advertising strategy for new age- defying skin care product, Leo Bur-
nett set up a global virtual team consisting of three satellite subteams: one in 
London, England; one in Toronto, Canada; and another one in Taipei, Tai-
wan. After starting things off right by having a face- to- face kickoff meeting 
in Toronto and conducting videoconference meetings every two months, the 
team appeared to be working well. The leader of the team, who was based in 
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London, also traveled to Toronto and Taipei occasionally to approve the cre-
ative ad designs and provide support.

Trouble started to arise, however, when conflicts emerged between the 
Toronto and London subteams, which had split their responsibility for vari-
ous parts of the ad campaign. These subteams worked rather independently 
from each other, developing parts of the advertising materials that did not fit 
together in a seamless fashion. To make matters worse, there was almost no 
communication, and hence no learning opportunities, between the Taipei and 
Toronto subteams outside of the bimonthly videoconference meetings. Over 
time, communication became even less frequent, devolving into occasional 
e- mails here and there. What the leader of this global virtual team did not 
realize is that subteam faultlines occurred right where you would expect them 
to, along geographic location lines, and no coaching was done to encourage 
or facilitate between- subteam collaboration. To make matters worse, because 
advertising awards (like the ones given out at the Cannes Lions Ad Festival 
held annually in France) are typically bestowed on the local offices housing 
the subteams (even though Leo Burnett still gets the credit overall), there 
was nothing in place from a team design perspective to bind these subteams 
together. On the contrary, these subteams were almost set up to compete with 
one another. We use this case to demonstrate how easily an overall team com-
posed of subteams can fracture and end up operating like several separate 
teams. Unfortunately, we have seen this scenario play out over and over again 
in the companies with which we work.

Why do we see leaders stumble into the three pitfalls so frequently even 
when they seem fairly obvious on the surface? There are multiple answers, of 
course, but one of the most powerful explanations is that the most commonly 
used leadership training and development resources, popular press leadership 
books and practitioner articles do not offer a consistent or comprehensive 
framework suitable for leading today’s complex teams. Most team leadership 
books, for instance, are focused almost solely on leading teams as a whole; 
that is, they only answer the question, How can leaders more effectively moti-
vate and manage groups of people working interdependently? Unfortunately, 
this is only one of the questions relevant to today’s teaming.

Though this focus is certainly useful at least some of the time, we con-
tend that it has led many leaders to underemphasize the importance of 
individuals and subteams that make up overall teams. With only mod-
est exceptions, the broad body of work on team leadership has yet to fully 
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embrace this complexity of teaming.7 Rather, many studies rely on older 
behavioral leadership frameworks— including task- based leadership (clas-
sically referred to as “initiating structure”), relationship- based leadership 
(referred to as “consideration”), and change- oriented leadership (referred to 
as “transformational”)— that were developed before the widespread use of 
teams.8 So when managers seek out best practices, whether in popular books 
or articles, they’re likely to find incomplete, and sometimes even competing, 
messages.

What’s the solution? As our book title suggests, we believe the answer is 
3D Team Leadership; that is, you must be aware of and be able to focus on 
all three dimensions of a team— the individuals in a team, a team as a whole, 
and the subteams within an overall team— at the right time and in the right 
situation in order to maximize team effectiveness. Our model, rooted in both 
evidence and practice, not only explains how to overcome individual and 
subteam- centric problems to achieve optimal team performance but also how 
the individual and subteam dimensions can be leveraged for the good of a 
team as a whole in some circumstances. Of course, there’s always a catch: our 
work suggests that it is difficult, if not impossible, for anyone to focus on all 
three dimensions simultaneously. And even if you could focus on all three 
entities, you’d run the risk of sending confusing messages. This is akin to the 
adage, “If you focus on everything, you’re actually not focused on anything.” 
The trick is knowing when, and then how, to focus on each of the team’s major 
dimensions— and that’s exactly what we’re going to help you figure out in the 
remainder of this book.

Not surprisingly, we are not the first to wrestle with the idea that you 
might need to emphasize different dimensions at different times. In fact, this 
issue has been a problem in contemporary team leadership research for over 
half a century. We are, however, the first to explicitly integrate the most pow-
erful theories and frameworks of team leadership into a simple yet prescrip-
tive model suitable for leading today’s most complex teams. Rest assured, this 
book’s intent is not to describe every theory of team leadership in painstaking 
detail; our goal is to simply provide enough context for you to have a rich and 
immediately applicable perspective.

We’ll start with one of the most fundamental team leadership perspec-
tives: functional team leadership. Functional team leadership broadly suggests 
that team leaders’ primary purpose is to make sure “that the group fulfills all 
critical functions necessary to its own maintenance and the accomplishment 
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of its task.”9 Boiled down, leaders are most effective to the extent that they 
do whatever the team needs whenever the team needs it10 (also referred to 
as a “leader as completer” approach).11 Despite the unquestionable concep-
tual breadth of this theory for explaining why some leaders are more effec-
tive than others, its application often lacks the practical specificity needed to 
serve as a leadership “how- to” (some have even lamented that the theory can 
seem rather like the chicken and the egg— we don’t know which leaders are 
functional until after we see the outcomes).12 Nonetheless, understanding the 
general notion that a leader should seek to satisfy team needs provides a nice 
starting point for being an effective team leader.13 The 3D Team Leadership 
model will give you the practical skills to diagnose and respond to your teams’ 
many unique needs.

Though this may sound overly simplistic, most of the leaders with whom 
we have worked have typically been good at managing only one, or at most 
two, of the dimensions we describe. For example, some leaders are great at 
motivating teams as a whole, but they struggle as one- on- one coaches and 
mentors. Conversely, other leaders are great at getting the most out of their 
individual team members but stumble when trying to motivate the collective 
to reach higher levels of performance. Only in the rarest of situations have we 
found leaders who have demonstrated the awareness and skill to effectively 
manage the subteams within an overall team. To this end, the most com-
mon reaction of leaders is to fight like heck against subteam emergence, even 
though it can often be inevitable and, in some cases, even outright useful. Fig-
ure 2.1 illustrates the three dimensions of 3D Team Leadership: the individu-
als on a team, a team as a whole, and the subteams within an overall team.

A Team Is Not One Thing; It’s Actually Three Things

Breaking down teams into multiple dimensions is not an entirely new idea. 
Over a quarter of a century ago, management consultant Larry Hirschhorn 
wrote Managing in the New Team Environment: Skills, Tools, and Methods14 
(the book was republished in 2002).15 Perhaps not coincidentally, Hirschhorn’s 
work emerged about the same time that teams started their mass infiltration 
into companies. During this time, many companies were enamored by the 
potential to increase productivity by shifting away from tall, hierarchical, 
bureaucratic structures to flatter, more agile ones. However, those who lived 
these events firsthand will remember that these transitions were often fraught 
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with peril as many organizations encountered significant psychological and 
behavioral resistance on the part of employees and managers; the difficulty 
for both to understand new roles; and complications stemming from new sys-
tems, policies, and structures that were needed to accompany new organiza-
tional charts.16

Also important to note is that the shift toward team- based work was not 
always motivated by altruistic, synergy- seeking reasons. Transitions to teams 
were often subterfuge for cost cutting, meaning that many employees likely 
considered “teamwork” a synonym for more ominous concepts like “reengi-
neering,” “trimming the fat,” and “cross- training,” with the goal being that 
you could be replaced at some point by one of your teammates. As a result, 
teaming in companies was met with great cynicism from managers and 
employees alike during its formative years as a widely used organizational 
practice.

In an effort to clarify the benefits of teaming and help managers under-
stand their new team leadership roles better, Hirschhorn conceived of a tri-
angle of relationships inherent in all teams. Sitting at the three points of the 
triangle were (1) the leader of a team, (2) an entire team itself, and (3) various 
individuals on the team. He used the triangle to suggest that leaders must 

FIGURE 2 .1 .  The Three Dimensions of 3D Team Leadership
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simultaneously manage two important relationships: a leader’s relationship 
with his or her team as a whole and a leader’s one- on- one relationship with 
each individual member. To be able to manage both types of relationships, he 
suggested, leaders needed “binocular vision.”17 Hirschhorn, however, had no 
way of conceiving what three decades of rapid change in business environ-
ments would mean for understanding how to manage not only two, but as 
we will argue, three different types of relationships in a team. Our approach 
builds on some of Hirschhorn’s points, but it also features several fundamen-
tal differences— and we feel advancements— that are purposefully suited for 
teams in today’s companies.

To begin, Hirschhorn’s model considered teams as stable entities perform-
ing highly interdependent tasks over a lengthy period of time. As a result, 
leaders could work on cultivating these relationships slowly while worrying 
about only one team, or maybe two at the most. These relationships could be 
built primarily face- to- face, so leaders could have the benefit of richer com-
munication by way of tone of voice, body language, and facial expressions. 
Although this is how many teams operated three decades ago, stability is now 
a distant remnant. Teams today are vastly more complex.

Hirschhorn did not incorporate the third type of relationship that we 
argue is crucial for today’s teams: the leader’s focus on, and relationships with, 
the various subteams contained within an overall team. In fairness, subteams 
are likely much more common now than they were several decades ago. For 
example, in today’s environment in which employees often serve on numerous 
teams, they often use demographic, departmental, or even company overlap 
as a de facto identity marker, which can then create faultlines. You have to 
be especially mindful to manage harmful faultlines between members and 
be opportunistic about using subteams to complete smaller but still interde-
pendent tasks on larger projects. In this sense, team leadership now extends 
beyond Hirschhorn’s original vision of leading individuals and a team as a 
whole; that is, many team leaders today end up overseeing a large team system 
consisting of multiple, smaller teams within it.18

Next, Hirschhorn believed that leaders should balance their focus on 
their team as a whole and each individual on their teams. Although we agree 
that leaders should, in a general sense, be mindful of each of the dimensions 
within a team, the 3D Team Leadership model emphasizes optimization over 
mere balance in terms of allocating a leader’s focus. Recall from Chapter 1 
that we briefly introduced the premise that leaders have finite cognitive and 
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physical resources that must be allocated efficiently in order to maximize 
their effectiveness. Based on this view, we believe that it is unreasonable for 
most leaders— and especially leaders who have already decided to invest their 
limited time to read a leadership book!— to ratchet up their efforts to focus on 
even more than they are currently.

If you’re like Anna in Chapter 1, for instance, you do not have any more 
time or effort to give. Furthermore, it’s possible that your team members are 
also maxed out in terms of devoting resources toward their work, so they’ll 
appreciate your more focused direction as well. Assuming most motivated 
leaders are already giving near- maximum effort, asking them to spread their 
focus across multiple entities is a risky proposition. For example, what if 
efforts to increase your focus on one or two entities ended up reducing the 
attention toward the focal entity that your team needs the most? Then you 
really have a problem on your hands.

To be clear, we are not suggesting that your focus can be on only one 
dimension. Indeed, as we will detail much more in this book, you will want 
to allocate some of your resources to multiple foci when you are anticipating 
a transition from one interdependence level to another. Our point, rather, is 
that the allocation of your leadership resources should match the ideal interde-
pendence level of your team. For instance, if your team is working on a simple 
task that requires low interdependence now but will eventually move to more 
complex tasks in the future, your focus might be 75 percent on individuals, 
20 percent on your team as a whole, and 5 percent on the potential subteams 
within your overall team.

You might be thinking, Why would I want to invest anything in subteams if 
I don’t know for sure that’ll ever use them? Some of our own research addresses 
this question. While working on an extensive review of the factors that help 
teams perform proactively, we found evidence that leaders might be well 
suited to lay the basic groundwork for different types of behaviors even if they 
are not relevant at the moment.19 In this sense, you can consider your leader-
ship efforts like an investment portfolio, whereby even modest diversification 
can protect you from unexpected, albeit inevitable, changes in your team’s 
task or environment.

Very much related to the above, your resources as a leader will vary as a 
function of your physical energy, demands from other parts of your job (e.g., 
you will have fewer resources available for leading your team when your boss 
asks you to turn around a massive presentation at the last minute), and myriad 
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other factors. When your available resources are strained, the 3D Team Lead-
ership model can help you choose from different leadership tactics. For exam-
ple, if you have 30 minutes free in an afternoon, you might choose to conduct 
a single team meeting rather than two individual coaching sessions if your 
team is currently trying to complete a complex project. With that on the table, 
we now define and describe each of the three facets of 3D Team Leadership.

The “I’s” in Teams
Many leaders have become so enamored with using teams to complete a vari-
ety of tasks and solve problems that they overemphasize the collective team 
to the detriment of the individuals in it. In this sense, common axioms like 
“we over me” and “there is no ‘I’ in team” can spur overly simplistic, impracti-
cal, and even dangerous corporate ideologies. There are several reasons why 
overlooking individuals can inflict undue harm to your team. At the most 
basic level, and as we alluded to in Chapter 1, many tasks are better suited for 
less interdependent groups of individuals versus highly interdependent teams. 
Artificially imposing teamwork principles on noninterdependent work can 
result in wasted time coordinating, avoidable interpersonal and task- related 
conflict, free riding or slacking, and countless other “process losses.”20 When 
a task is ill- suited for highly interdependent teamwork, leaders who focus too 
much on a team as a whole will likely do more harm than good.

At a deeper level, some evidence suggests that overemphasizing teamwork 
can even be oppressive to employees. For example, in an examination of self- 
managing work teams in the early 1990s,21 researchers found that in contrast 
to what was expected based on popular wisdom— that self- managing work 
teams would provide individual team members with greater freedom and 
autonomy (and thus more motivation) compared to the prior, more bureau-
cratic structure the company had used— employees actually felt more con-
strained by a “form of control more powerful, less apparent, and more difficult 
to resist.”22 This type of oppression, referred to as “concertive control,” comes 
from “a substantial consensus about values, high- level coordination, and 
a degree of self- management by members or workers in an organization.”23 
Simply put, many team members who used to have one boss overseeing their 
work responsibilities now felt as if they had nine or ten bosses (their fellow 
team members) telling them what to do. As a consequence, team members felt 
suffocated rather than set free by the new, overemphasized role of team- based 
work.
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Although the choice to implement self- managing work teams is sometimes 
a structural decision, these findings convey two important lessons for team 
leaders. First, by shifting too much responsibility to an overall team, some 
individual members will embrace, and even abuse, their newfound power. In 
reaction to these individuals (“the oppressors”), other members may strive to 
conform rather than offer divergent viewpoints that may add value to their 
team. As a leader, you thus play a critical role in protecting the value- adding 
potential of each individual member to your team’s overall charter.

A second, and perhaps more intuitive, lesson is that placing too much 
focus on team goals, priorities, and accomplishments can cause individuals 
to feel overlooked and underappreciated. Speaking to this issue, a regional 
manager at a large energy services company told us:

I just had this situation two weeks ago. We are allowed to give stock awards 

to select employees every year based on individual performance. After I made 

my award decisions, a guy came into my office very upset. He wanted to know 

why he didn’t get an award this year. He reminded me that his team had been 

very successful, and he was actually right, but he still felt overlooked for his 

individual performance. So I had to admit that I completely focused on the 

success and goals of the team and overlooked the individuals in that team. I 

don’t think I did any one- on- one coaching with that team; I was more focused 

on the whole team. After he calmed down, we ended up setting specific goals 

and objectives for the next year— the specific things he’d be evaluated on.

So despite the fact that his team did well, this particular team member still felt 
overlooked and underappreciated.

In a similar vein, a manager at a large high- tech company said:

We had a situation with a relatively inexperienced manager who overrotated 

on all the team goals. People wanted to leave the team and not go the extra 

mile for that leader. It turns out that this guy was focused on business goals 

and not enough on the individuals in the team. There was a lack of people 

development, and he just ignored the balance between business and team 

goals and developing and coaching his people. I understand he was getting 

pressure from upper management to meet those goals, but he will never meet 

any of them by ignoring the needs and interests of the people in his team.

So what might account for leaders’ tendency to minimize the “I’s” in their 
team? The answer, not surprisingly, is multifaceted. One common explanation 
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we’ve encountered is that some leaders hold a profound (and incorrect) belief 
that devoting attention to individual team members directly and unequivo-
cally undermines the core principles of effective teaming. Speaking to this, 
our numerous interactions with managers suggest that many leaders not 
only place too much focus on their team as a whole, but do so quite proudly. 
Moreover, many of these same leaders also seem to believe that by openly 
promoting an exclusive team- first focus, they were strategically positioning 
themselves for promotions into higher levels of management, which is consis-
tent with many organizations’ focus on teams. For example, a vice president 
of sales and business development at a large energy company recalled a par-
ticular leader who

let her preconceived notions of what the team should be get in the way of let-

ting individuals shine. She was too disengaged, and even though she acted like 

she wanted input from the individual team members, in the end, you’d see 

the output, and she didn’t take any member input into consideration. That 

particular leader was too busy managing upward to take time enough to build 

high- quality relationships, even though she was capable of doing it.

Unfortunately, leaders with this mind- set are not playing with a full deck, so 
to speak. As we saw in Chapter 1, they are failing to realize the complexity 
of a key paradox in teams: embracing individual differences while simulta-
neously emphasizing team identity and goals. The perpetuation of the myth 
that team leaders should have a near unwavering focus on a team as a whole 
(Hirschhorn’s work excluded) is particularly curious. For instance, many team 
leaders also justify their company’s emphasis on teamwork by saying things 
like, “Teams allow us to combine individuals with a diversity of viewpoints, 
ideas, experiences, and backgrounds,” and, “Having unique individuals on a 
single team allows the whole to be greater than the sum of its parts.” Indeed, 
research supports these arguments.24 We agree. If there is no potential for a 
team to create synergy, there probably isn’t even a need for a team; a group, or 
even a single individual, would probably do as well or even better. Thus, one 
of the most important ways you can help create the conditions for synergy to 
occur is to make sure individual inputs are surfaced, heard, integrated, and 
valued.25

Of course, other leaders fall short of embracing the individuals in their 
teams for nonideological reasons. Sometimes it might be because they have 
been rewarded or recognized for their team leadership focus in their current 
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or previous company, particularly if their organization is overly enamored 
with teams. As a result, they have a lot of difficulty working against these past 
tendencies (i.e., practice makes permanent). Another reason is that they might 
lack the confidence, skills, or knowledge breadth to be effective one- on- one 
mentors, coaches, and sponsors. For example, a manager at a high- technology 
company told us, “I think personality matters to some extent. We have a lot 
of introverts in engineering, and they shy away from people. The tendency is 
to just get away in a closet somewhere; they’re just not that interested in the 
one- on- one stuff. And these people are at least decent at team leadership, but 
the one- on- ones make them uncomfortable.”

A managing counsel at a large energy company also highlighted cultural 
differences as a cause for mishandling the “I’s” in his team:

I lead a team located in South America, and all the team members are female 

and Latina. I’m a white male born and raised in Texas. The cultural identity is 

very different. So I can be very short in an e- mail, and that’s not good. I need 

to add more nuanced language and be generally more careful about how I say 

something. When I’m talking with them one- on- one, I can’t say “yes” or “no” 

directly. I need to be subtler. My skill set is still improving on this, but I think 

the key is willingness to learn and adapt.

A Team as a Whole
Although many leaders tend to overemphasize their team as a whole at the 
expense of individuals and subteams, it is not uncommon for us to observe 
and hear about leaders who largely neglect their overall team. In these cases, 
leaders generally treat their team as a collection of individuals and devote 
their time toward one- on- one coaching, mentoring, and sponsoring rather 
than trying to identify and solve team needs. They do not set team goals, 
establish strategic frameworks to guide their team’s decision making, imple-
ment team bonuses, or design and monitor the amount of interdependence 
members use to complete tasks. In essence, they lead a “group” under the 
guise of a “team.” For example, a vice president of business development for 
an energy company we worked with said:

There was this manager I had in the past, and I worked for this guy for six 

months, and the whole time he didn’t have even one team meeting. Other 

teams were having them at least once a week. He really struggled with manag-

ing the team; he didn’t really do it at all, only individuals. And this was of no 
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benefit to our company because there was no synergy or sense of accomplish-

ment. I don’t think he was comfortable being a team leader.

Not surprisingly, employees quickly identify this as a sham and end up ignor-
ing their manager’s (or company’s) toothless expectations to behave like a 
team; they know individual efforts are the valued currency to gain rewards 
and recognition and, consequently, continue to behave individualistically. Yet 
these practices compromise all of the potential benefits of actual teamwork: 
that teams can generate synergy. We suspect that some leaders fail to focus 
enough on their team as a whole for several reasons.

One of the biggest reasons stems from a lack of skill development. We 
highlight skill development here rather than knowledge deficiency or innate 
ability because most leaders we talked to in this category actually understand 
what they should be doing. In fact, although many leaders today have read 
books or attended executive education classes on team leadership, they still 
feel unnatural taking the necessary steps with their own teams. And some 
leaders, at an intuitive level, believe that focusing on the building blocks of 
their teams, the individuals, is more effective than working with the over-
all product. As an example, a senior director in a governmental agency with 
whom we worked said:

Earlier in my career, I struggled a lot with doing all of the things I needed to 

do to use my team leadership skills effectively. I did okay with the individual 

team members. . . . We had systems in place for individual performance eval-

uations, management by objectives, training opportunities, and individual 

career paths. But I just couldn’t wrap my head around doing much of this for 

the team as a whole. I mean, you can’t promote an entire team, can you? And 

wouldn’t individual members who might have worked harder during a par-

ticular period get upset if I gave a whole team a negative performance review? 

Over time, I’ve learned that these were excuses. . . . What I really couldn’t 

admit at the time was, “I didn’t know how to lead a team.”

In addition to skill deficiencies, some leaders have deep- seated attitudes and 
values that explain their reluctance to focus on their team as a whole. Research 
on national culture, for instance, suggests that, on average, leaders from West-
ern countries are more comfortable focusing on individuals, whereas leaders 
from Eastern and Latin American countries take a predominantly group- 
centric view (e.g., families, teams, country).26 Given that these value- based 



40 3D Team Leadership

dispositions are often instilled in us from an early age and are reinforced over 
time through rich traditions, they can be understandably hard to disentangle 
from leadership behaviors.

Beyond cultural differences, some managers also cited perceptions of gen-
erational differences as a possible cause. One employee, for example, noted:

I had a team leader working for me who was from Generation X, and she was 

leading a team of all millennials. She hated the team thing— she didn’t hold 

any team meetings or promote any teamwork at all. The only problem was 

that the millennials on her team seemed to love all that stuff. So they were 

pretty frustrated for a while. I finally encouraged her to pay more attention 

to team leadership. She eventually adapted pretty well, and things improved.

We hesitate to draw too many conclusions about the role of generational dif-
ferences and team leadership, however. Wharton Business School professor 
Peter Capelli, one of the foremost thought leaders in HR, concluded that 
efforts to bridge generational gaps are often fruitless “time wasters,”27 and, 
to his point, there is still a lot of controversy about the evidence for genera-
tional differences.28 As one example, to assess generational differences, some 
researchers sent out surveys measuring things like values or attitudes; then 
they used respondents’ ages to separate the data into categories like veterans 
(i.e., the Greatest Generation), baby boomers, Generation X, Generation Y 
(millennials), and now Generation Z (born 2000 and later, although we have 
seen some use 1996 as the cutoff between millennials and Gen Z). However, 
using age ranges to create the generational categories means that age and 
generation are confounded. Ideally, you would want to hold age constant by 
examining survey data from veterans when they were 25 years old, boomers 
when they were 25 years old, and so on. Then you could conclude that differ-
ences were in fact due to generation, not age.

That said, different generations of workers might have at least slightly dif-
ferent reactions to teamwork worth considering, presumably because they 
were raised at different times and in some cases have had dramatically differ-
ent exposure to significant historical events (e.g., wars, economic depressions, 
technology changes). In one of the few studies that has provided a compre-
hensive review of the research evidence on generational differences and work 
attitudes, the results showed that Generation X, and especially Generation Y, 
are consistently higher in certain individualistic traits than previous genera-
tions.29 Those who have witnessed millennials’ (and Gen Z’s) obsession with 
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taking selfies with their phones would probably agree that they at least appear 
more narcissistic than previous generations.

If you took this information at face value, you would conclude that you 
should focus more on the “I’s” in your teams at the expense of your over-
all team if you are leading mostly millennials. However, other research has 
shown that age changes in narcissism are larger than generational changes, 
that is, narcissism decreases as people grow older; translation: children are 
selfish, but they tend to grow out of it.30 The bottom line here is that although 
millennials do want to be recognized as individuals on their teams (ignore 
them at your own peril, because they will seek work elsewhere), growing up 
constantly exposed to teams in organized sports and in school means that 
they also value their place on a team and derive an important sense of mean-
ing from being part of something bigger than themselves. Of course, using 
broad buckets like generations (or genders, cultures, ethnicities) to make 
assumptions about individuals’ preferences or predispositions is always a 
risky proposition. There is still no substitute for getting to know your team 
members personally.

Subteams
Now we come to a key component of teams that is unique to our 3D Team 
Leadership model: subteams, or the smaller sets of team members contained 
within an overall team. As noted at the beginning of this chapter, individual 
team members frequently identify strongly with a smaller faction of their 
teammates. These groupings often occur naturally through social identity 
processes31 and can serve as a key way for members to make sense of the 
team context; in some cases, they can even promote team learning behav-
ior.32 Members sometimes associate with others based on surface- level demo-
graphics (e.g., age, race/ethnicity, gender), functional or geographic location 
(e.g., accountants versus information technology, North America versus 
Europe), or even deep- level belief systems (e.g., values). Less readily acknowl-
edged, however, is that you as a leader can exert major influence on whether 
intrateam boundaries result in problematic faultlines or powerful subteams 
that boost overall team functioning.33

Subsets of members on many project teams are often constructed to carry 
out specific team tasks, especially when the size of the overall team gets really 
large. For example, on a software development team, two or three members 
might work interdependently to write a certain section of code. Concurrently, 
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another two or three members might be charged with testing and debugging 
that code (and so on). The best leaders are aware of their various subteams and 
understand that they must pay attention to multiple sets of relationships, such 
as the ones members have with one another within each subteam and those 
between each of their subteams.

Sounds complicated, doesn’t it? Well, it is. In fact, a team composed of 
multiple subteams represents a more complicated level of interdependence 
than even a highly interdependent overall team. We refer to this more intense 
level of interdependence as multilayered interdependence because, as a leader, 
you will need to attend to layer upon layer of different types of interdepen-
dence. For example, within each specific subteam, members work interdepen-
dently with one another (very much like a small overall team), which we call 
within- subteam interdependence. However, at some point, subteams typically 
have to coordinate their efforts and work interdependently with the other 
subteams, which we call between- subteam interdependence. Finally, there is 
the interdependence that connects an overall team (composed of the various 
subteams) to its external environment, or what we call across- subteam inter-
dependence. We hope that it is apparent by now why we refer to this as multi-
layered interdependence!

To be sure, if the subteams are relatively small and unlikely to have their 
own subteam leaders, then it will be your responsibility as the overall team 
leader to manage all of these different sets of relationships (within, between, 
and across subteams). As subteams become larger, however, they may be 
more likely to have actual subteam leaders (these can be formally identified 
or emerge on a de facto basis, though overall team leaders must be wary of 
the latter). To maximize your effectiveness, you will likely be relying more on 
each subteam’s leadership to manage the relationships between individuals 
within each subteam, which will then allow you to focus more on the rela-
tionships between and across the subteams. That does, however, introduce 
another layer of management, which can create problematic coordination and 
communication issues.

Importantly, you should be proactive in establishing subteams ahead of 
appropriate tasks based on factors like members’ knowledge, skills, and abil-
ities. Be wary of trusting members to divide up on their own, as they will 
often choose to do so based on nonsubstantive differences. Although harm-
ful divides between members must always be a concern, knowing when to 
focus on and use subteams often requires you to have a core understanding 
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of your team’s life cycle stage. And, similar to our points regarding the other 
two dimensions, you must also be careful not to focus on subteams so much 
that they usurp the priorities of your team as a whole or cause individual team 
members to feel overlooked.

High- tech industries, especially those that focus on software development 
and project- based information technology, have made significant strides in 
understanding how to best use subteams. As an example, consider the fol-
lowing description of teaming from a senior engineering manager at a large 
technology firm:

We use an Agile model [an approach to project management that uses flex-

ible and iterative, rather than sequential and lockstep, phases] for many of 

our teams, and those teams definitely have subteams. We call those subteams 

“sprint teams,” and they meet daily in what we call “stand- up meetings.” In 

this process, team leaders have to let the subteams do their thing; they have 

to be empowered. In the old days, leaders could be more directive, but it’s 

much more complicated now. When you have multiple subteams, as a leader 

you have to worry about one subteam doing something the other subteam is 

not aware of. You have to have the right balance of communication, and it’s a 

leader’s job to put the right mechanisms in place to make sure there is enough 

coordination between the subteams. It’s always hard to find the right level 

of communication; you don’t want too much, but you don’t want too little 

either. Our Agile sprint teams have five to nine members, so things can get 

complicated pretty quickly. It’s all about empowerment now. You might have 

sprint teams where you communicate the overall goals, but the authority and 

responsibility has got to be with those teams.

A vice president of business development at an energy company echoed this 
and said, “It’s all about two things: empowerment and communication. When 
you lead an overall team, you might have time for less empowerment, but 
when subteams are formed, you have to empower! And with communication, 
you need constant feedback. When subteams go off track, you need to have 
your finger on the pulse to get them back on track.”

As the examples illustrate, focusing too much on the individuals on a 
team or a team as a whole can harm the potential for team success because 
some of that potential rests with subteams working effectively within an over-
all team. Related, both people we quoted commented on the need for leaders 
to empower their followers, and the subteams specifically, to ensure success. 
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Managing a traditional team is hard enough, but throw in several subteams 
and you’ve got an entire complex system of potential problems and multilay-
ered interdependence to consider. It would be difficult— okay, impossible— for 
you to do it all by yourself. Subteams must be empowered to resolve their own 
issues and find the best ways for the entire team to be successful. The best 
leaders just facilitate that process.

The leaders with whom we have worked struggle with subteams for 
numerous reasons. The most obvious and common reason, based on our evi-
dence and observations, is that providing direct, explicit leadership focus to 
subteams within an overall team is a relatively new concept— and probably 
a counterintuitive one too. Although work has gotten more and more com-
plex over the past several decades and, coincidentally, team membership has 
grown and spans more boundaries than ever before, leaders often have not 
had any specialized training on the unique needs of subteam leadership. Thus, 
they lack the awareness and skills needed to lead complex multisubteam sys-
tems and consequently mismanage or altogether neglect subteams.

A senior manager’s experience summed this problem up well:

I had a manager who was very technical, and he was charged with leading 

four remote subteams, and each subteam had a different way of doing things. 

He could never seem to bring the subteams together to get any type of com-

mon process or alignment. He didn’t spend time with off- sites, and he didn’t 

bring people from the different subteams together at all. He had great techni-

cal skills, but he just seemed lost with the subteam leadership. He eventually 

left the company.

Even when leaders are willing to acknowledge the existence of meaningful 
subteams, they are not always willing to provide leadership to them. The rea-
sons for this unwillingness vary. Some leaders may be fearful of acknowledg-
ing that different subteams are operating because they think doing so will 
somehow compromise the overall goals of their team; others may be over-
whelmed by the prospect of managing multiple subteams (again, this is com-
plex!); and finally, some leaders may become disinterested, or “lose a little 
steam,” when thinking about subteams and the granular, detailed work best 
suited for such arrangements. For example, a vice president of sales and busi-
ness development at a large energy firm told us, “Sometimes leaders seem to 
forget they have subteams. They lack the passion for the subteams’ work. They 
forget they have to integrate with other subteams to tie it all together. I almost 
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think leaders become disinterested and unwilling to manage the subteams 
because if they get too far down into the subteams, they will lose their passion 
and lose sight of the overall team goals.”

An important point here is that nearly all teams are susceptible to 
divides between members,34 regardless of whether their leaders care to 
acknowledge such factions. However, only the best leaders realize that 
they play critical roles in managing and leveraging these divides for the 
betterment of their teams. We next discuss how the material in this book 
can be applied to teams that feature shared leadership in addition to a 
single, formal leader.

Using 3D Team Leadership in a Shared 
Leadership Environment

The idea of leadership coming only from one individual is not always an accu-
rate reflection of how team leadership really works, especially in today’s envi-
ronment. Indeed, as we briefly mentioned in Chapter 1 when discussing the 
tensions of team leadership, the concept of shared leadership has grown in 
importance and popularity. Shared leadership on a team exists when leader-
ship behaviors emerge from various team members at different points along 
a team’s life cycle.35 Shared leadership is critical in today’s teams because (1) 
rarely can a single person handle all of the leadership responsibilities in a 
VUCA environment, (2) knowledge teams are typically staffed by people with 
high levels of expertise who are usually eager to take on leadership responsi-
bilities, and (3) flatter organizational structures necessitate leadership emerg-
ing more so from within teams rather than from a formal leader nested in a 
traditional hierarchy.36

Our 3D Team Leadership model can be applied to teaming environments 
with high levels of shared leadership just as well as it can be applied to teams 
with a single, formal leader. The major difference is that leadership activities 
and behaviors have to be coordinated among those carrying out different 
leadership responsibilities. And these activities and behaviors can be broken 
up and assigned in many different ways, perhaps based on individual leader 
strengths or a team’s task requirements.

One of the teams we worked with in the energy industry used our model 
in a team with a great deal of shared leadership. Greg, the formal team leader, 
described it this way:
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In our company, management really wants us to focus on grooming team 

members to become team leaders and executives. In fact, we have a lot more 

junior folks that have joined the company in the last ten years due to technol-

ogy breakthroughs and new opportunities. But the problem is that there is a 

gap between all of those relatively new people and the more senior folks we 

have. There really aren’t that many people in the middle. We have a kind of 

“two- hump camel” distribution when it comes to seniority. We in the indus-

try refer to grooming these younger folks to replace the more senior ones as 

the great “crew change.”

One way to develop the junior people faster is to throw a lot of leadership 

challenges at them quickly. But we do this in teams so they also have a lot of 

support from their team members and also their other leaders and mentors. 

So, in one of the teams I lead, I put Erin in charge of doing all the team lead-

ership stuff we need, like team building, team coaching, setting team goals, 

and so on. I’ve gotten feedback on my performance reviews in the past that 

I’m great at leading individual employees, but I struggle with doing the same 

things for my team. So having Erin take on the team leadership role serves 

two purposes. One, it helps to overcome my challenges when it comes to lead-

ing teams. Erin can do it much better than I can. And, two, it gives Erin a 

chance to develop her leadership skills much more quickly than if I tried to 

provide all the leadership. It’s working really well breaking it up this way.

Thus, sharing some of the responsibilities inherent in the 3D Team Leadership 
model can serve to both play to the strengths of each individual and help to 
develop other members.

There are, of course, challenges that occur when using the 3D Team 
Leadership model in a shared leadership fashion. Greg talked about these 
challenges:

When I first started asking Erin to take on more and more team leadership 

responsibilities, we got our wires crossed quite a bit. I don’t think we spent 

enough time up front discussing exactly what leadership responsibilities 

were hers and which ones were mine. We had an agreement at the beginning 

that I would focus on individual motivation and leadership, and she would 

focus on team motivation and leadership. But the problem is the differences 

are not always clear- cut. For example, sometimes she would do a lot of one- 

on- one mentoring and occasionally some mentoring for the subteams. And 

then I would do the same thing only to find out that she had provided slightly 
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different direction and advice. So, it wasn’t that Erin shouldn’t have been 

doing the one- on- one stuff ever; it was more about her coming back to me at 

some point and saying, “Hey, I gave some advice to Brent that I thought you 

should know about just in case it comes up in your discussions with him.” Not 

doing that caused some real headaches in the beginning. So I would strongly 

advise anyone wanting to use 3D Team Leadership in this kind of a situation, 

you better make sure that you are constantly communicating and coordinat-

ing with those people in the team taking on leadership responsibilities. Other-

wise, you’re in for a lot of unnecessary confusion. Believe me, I lived it.

Greg’s experience suggests that 3D Team Leadership can be effectively used 
with teams that practice shared leadership just as well as it can with a single, 
formal leader of teams. The main concern with shared leadership, however, 
is the amount of coordination needed between leaders. This, of course, is a 
known challenge inherent to shared leadership that extends well beyond our 
3D Team Leadership model. Indeed, shared leadership does add an extra layer 
of complexity to our model, but again the advantages are that you don’t have 
to do all the leadership tasks for your team (a frequent necessity in VUCA 
environments). Team members can develop leadership skills and abilities 
while they are team members, not just when they are formally appointed 
to leadership positions. Our energy companies refer to the latter advantage 
as “keeping the leadership pipeline full.” Even if your team relies on shared 
leadership, you as an individual can help guide some of the critical coordina-
tion and communication functions with your newfound 3D Team Leadership 
skills.

Before moving on, we briefly describe how each of the next three chapters 
lays out the fundamental building blocks of 3D Team Leadership: the indi-
viduals in a team, a team as a whole, and the subteams within an overall team.

The Building Blocks of 3D Team Leadership

So far, you have learned that the most successful team leaders are those who 
know when and how to effectively manage the three dimensions inherent in 
most team environments: individuals, a team as a whole, and subteams. We 
have also discussed that most of the team leaders with whom we have worked 
are adept at managing only one, sometimes two, but rarely all three of the 
dimensions well. Instead, they typically have a “go- to” style that they use in 
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just about any situation, especially when they are under pressure and time 
constrained. In today’s teaming environment, that’s a recipe for disaster.

What you will learn next in Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are the practical, action- 
oriented team leadership skills for leading each dimension of your team. 
Chapter 3 provides a step- by- step guide for how to motivate and lead individ-
uals in team contexts. Team contexts bring their own unique set of conditions 
and challenges, even if you are focused on primarily leading and motivating 
individuals. For those who tend to focus insufficient attention on their team 
as a whole, Chapter 4 is key. If you need to learn more about how to effectively 
lead subteams or just want to better understand their nuances, pay particular 
attention to Chapter 5.

Something else important to remember when seeking out the most help-
ful parts of this book to fit your specific situation is, again, knowing what 
you are leading. For example, if you are leading what is generally recognized 
as a stable, ongoing group— that is, a collection of people who learn from 
one another and share ideas but are not interdependent and are not work-
ing toward a shared goal— then Chapter 3 can help. If you are charged with 
leading what is generally recognized as an ongoing team with higher levels of 
interdependence, the leadership actions described in Chapter 4 will equip you 
to do your job better over the long haul. If you are leading what is generally 
recognized as an ongoing team with multiple subteams that display multilay-
ered interdependence, Chapter 5 provides an essential how- to guide.

However, many of you are or will be leading teams that make transitions 
over time: from individuals to teams to subteams in an unpredictable fashion. 
Our advice is to familiarize yourself with all of the material and recommen-
dations in Chapters 3, 4, and 5. Something else to remember before reading 
these chapters is that a team’s members will not always pick the right level of 
interdependence on their own. It is not uncommon, for instance, for members 
of virtual teams to defer to mostly individual- based arrangements because 
it is easier than trying to communicate across multiple time zones. Unfor-
tunately, this means that members and their teams lose out on the potential 
benefits that come from collaboration— which is the very reason we use vir-
tual teams in the first place.

On the flip side, members of some teams prefer to work in highly inter-
dependent arrangements because they enjoy the relationships they have with 
one another. However, when tasks are relatively straightforward, these teams 
often fail to outperform standard groups of individuals because they spend 
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more time socializing and overthinking or discussing than actual work. Thus, 
one of the key leadership functions is to identify which type of interdependence 
enables the team to optimally accomplish its mission at any given time (i.e., 
from low to high to multilayered). After identifying the proper arrangement, 
you can then shift your focus and, when necessary, make team design changes 
by, for example, establishing formal reporting guidelines or assigning specific 
individual roles to members.

The process of identifying the appropriate level of interdependence 
is multifaceted. You need to rely on your own judgment and expertise, of 
course, but you must also probe for your team’s pulse, which can come from 
directly soliciting member feedback or making more indirect assessments of 
the team’s performance (e.g., monitoring member attitudes, benchmarking 
against other teams). At a base level, you should aim to understand the com-
plexity of your team’s current task when deciding on an optimal interde-
pendence arrangement, with higher levels of complexity typically dictating 
more highly interdependent arrangements.37 Once the level of task complex-
ity is gauged, you can then choose how you will structure and incentivize 
your team’s work. We’ll provide you with some common, telltale signs to 
look for in the following chapters that will help you diagnose your situation. 
As we have discussed in this chapter, focusing on different dimensions— 
individuals, a team as a whole, and subteams within an overall team— can 
reinforce the optimal work flow arrangement and thus contribute to supe-
rior team performance.

Finally, different teams might vary on their optimal interdependence 
arrangement even if they are assigned the exact same tasks.38 For example, 
when a team has one or more experts in a particular domain, they may work 
most efficiently by assigning relatively independent tasks to the experts rather 
than working in a collaborative fashion.39 However, when a team doesn’t 
enjoy a particular expertise in a domain of interest, its members may need to 
work together intensively so that they can evaluate and discuss the merits of 
multiple solutions. Very much related to this point, teams can also learn over 
time, meaning that a task that is considered complex at an early performance 
episode may eventually become routine as it gets repeated in later episodes.40 
Thus, determining the level of interdependence that is appropriate for your 
team involves more than just diagnosing the characteristics of a particular 
task in isolation; it also requires that you account for the knowledge, skills, 
and abilities of your team members in your team’s current state.
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As you read Chapters 3, 4, and 5, we ask that you assess yourself on each of 
the behaviors and skills discussed in these chapters. Eventually we hope you 
will use a multirater feedback system with the measures found in Chapter 10 
to do a more formal assessment of your 3D Team Leadership competencies. 
As you read each chapter, ask yourself: How well do I perform these behav-
iors? Am I paying enough attention to each dimension in my leadership of 
teams? Do I change my focus on the different dimensions as my team’s needs 
change, or do I tend to stick with a singular focus no matter the situation? Am 
I flexible enough to be a true 3D team leader?

Be honest with yourself and, if necessary, embrace the discomfort. Indeed, 
no learning or growth will occur in your leadership repertoire if you are not 
truthful about the various leadership approaches and behaviors described in 
the rest of this book. Our hope is that you will soon be viewing your team in 
3D and reaping all the satisfaction that comes from harnessing the power and 
beauty of great teamwork.
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The First Dimension: The “I’s” in Teams

THERE’S NO ‘I’ IN TEAM.” “YOU’RE NOT A TEAM PLAYER.” 
Sound familiar? Chances are, you’ve heard— and maybe even 

said— phrases like this before. Innocently enough, they insinuate that a focus 
on individual interests always comes at the expense of some important team 
outcome. Yet this mind- set often reflects an oversimplified, and frankly unre-
alistic, view of teaming today. Indeed, our extensive research, interviews, and 
consulting experiences confirm that a singular focus on a team over individu-
als can be a perilous leadership strategy.

Unfortunately, these strategies are everywhere in companies and are often 
viewed as gospel. They operate at an almost subconscious level and guide 
leaders’ actions, symbolic behavior, what they say, and approaches to process-
ing information and viewing problems. So what’s wrong with these practices? 
Two things. First, as we described in Chapter 1 (remember Amy, our young 
high- potential leader at the insurance company), not all tasks are suited for 
teamwork. As the great teams scholar Richard Hackman was fond of saying, 
“So far as I know, not a single great novel, epic poem or symphonic score has 
ever been written by a team.”1

Second, neglecting the individuals on a team can result in members feel-
ing insecure (what is often referred to as psychologically unsafe)2 and mentally 
withdrawing from their jobs.3 Ultimately this can have compounding costs. 
Evidence suggests that many employees silently quit— in terms of speaking up 
and being engaged— well before they actually leave their job.4 Because people 

“
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often have numerous roles on a lot of teams and must constantly shift their 
priorities from one team outcome to another, all while trying to demonstrate 
their own individual value so that they can enjoy a successful career, these 
concerns are likely more important today than they have ever been. Thus, 
even seemingly harmless “we- over- me” leadership approaches, like throw-
ing around the phrases at the start of this chapter any time individualism 
emerges, can hurt your unit’s effectiveness.

Why do some leaders believe that the needs and interests of individuals on 
a team should unequivocally be sacrificed for team interests? There are many 
explanations, of course, but we have observed three recurring reasons. First, 
many of us (academics, managers, students) simply take it for granted that 
teams should take precedence over individuals. Maybe we’re just uncomfort-
able acknowledging that individual contributions play such a big part in our 
everyday lives. Doing things for the “good of the team” or “sacrificing self- 
interest in the name of teams” is a way of life at work today. To be sure, there 
are many instances when a team should take priority over individuals; again, 
we’re just saying it shouldn’t be this way all of the time.

Second, and related to the first reason, is a belief in the widely regarded 
myth that focusing on a team over individuals promotes fairness and impor-
tant developmental stages of a team. Yet failing to differentiate among 
individuals can hinder team success and can be perceived as unfair to top- 
performing members. Of course, as we discuss later in this chapter, focusing 
on individuals is a nuanced practice with some slippery slopes too.

Finally, many leaders are uncomfortable having difficult conversations 
with individuals and struggle to manage conflict and reconcile differences 
between members. Indeed, the most common form of handling conflict in 
many organizations is avoidance: “If I pretend it’s not there, hopefully it will 
just go away.” To this end, telling someone that he or she is “not a team player” 
is often used as an ineffective substitute for active conflict management.5 Well- 
managed team conflict, however, can sometimes serve as a starting point for 
the kind of breakthrough thinking that separates the best teams from the rest. 
In this light, fully engaging individual team members and embracing their 
unique ideas is vital for tapping into the upside of teaming.

In the remainder of this chapter, we provide practical advice for leading 
individuals in team contexts. As we said in the previous chapter, the words 
in team contexts are not accidental.  For example, working in teams, even 
those with relatively low levels of interdependence, gives members plenty of 
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opportunities to observe or hear accounts of how you interact with your other 
team members. As much of the research on motivation shows, people tend 
to compare themselves with others to figure out their relationship with you, 
and then they form judgments about how fairly you are treating them.6 Thus, 
it behooves you to think about your actions and behaviors toward each of the 
“I’s” on your teams in order to build highly effective and productive teams as 
a whole.

Focusing on the “I’s in teams takes precedence over a team as a whole in 
two types of situations. First, individuals should be the primary focus in an 
ongoing team with relatively low levels of interdependence— or, more accu-
rately, a group. Importantly, we are assuming here that the level of interdepen-
dence is relatively stable whereby the group will not eventually change into a 
team. Recall that many organizations refer to groups as “teams” because the 
term is popular and “sounds right.” However, leading a group as if it were a 
team creates all sorts of confusion among members and, depending on the 
nature of the task, often results in inferior performance.

The second situation in which a focus on the “I’s” in teams takes prece-
dence over a team as a whole is when a team follows some sort of life cycle 
and a particular stage in that life cycle calls for more independent, group- 
like work (not uncommon in teams that use multiple stages or phases, like 
software development teams). Note that this is very different from the situ-
ation we just described: an ongoing group with relatively stable, low levels 
of interdependence. In that situation, you need to identify that you have a 
group and then adjust your behaviors to focus primarily on the “I’s” in your 
group. However, leading an entity that switches between groups and teams is 
more complicated. You will need to know, at any given time, exactly what you 
are leading. Once identified, you will need to switch your focus7 to the indi-
vidual dimension as the situation calls for it and initiate team design changes 
and coach individuals to a greater extent than your team as a whole. This, of 
course, requires you to engage in meaningful reflection and forethought.

Best Practices for Leading and Motivating 
the “I’s” in Team Contexts

Although research on leading and motivating individuals has been accumu-
lating for well over 100 years, what we offer here is a focused, hands- on set of 
practices for leading and motivating individuals in team contexts. We’ll cover 
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topics related to both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motiva-
tion is basically what the term suggests— motivation that comes from within 
individuals. It is driven primarily by an individual’s interest in or passion for 
the work itself and therefore is not based on drivers outside the person, like 
money or a promotion. And although you cannot directly cause individuals to 
be intrinsically motivated (after all, it comes from within), you can create the 
conditions under which they experience an internal fulfillment in carrying 
out valued tasks.

In contrast, extrinsic motivation consists of motivation that comes from 
outside an individual. Such motivators could include things like pay raises 
or bonuses, opportunities for promotion, competition, external praise, and 
even negative sources like fear of punishment or criticism from others. Unlike 
intrinsic motivators, extrinsic motivators tend to have shorter- term, less per-
manent effects. As David Russo, former head of human resources at the SAS 
Institute located in Cary, North Carolina (a repeat winner of Fortune maga-
zine’s best places to work in the United States), once said, “A raise is only a 
raise for thirty days. After that, it’s just somebody’s salary.”8 Although extrin-
sic rewards tend to have shorter- term effects and sometimes get a bad rap, 
make no mistake, they are still highly important in companies. Speaking to 
this point, a report by the Society of Human Resource Management noted 
that employee pay was the number one driver of employee satisfaction,9 which 
is of course related to motivation.

The relationship between extrinsic and intrinsic rewards can be compli-
cated, so we cannot just tell you about all the potential levers to pull— both 
intrinsic and extrinsic— and turn you loose on your team. For instance, some 
evidence suggests that adding extrinsic rewards to a task that people already 
find highly intrinsically motivating can actually end up undermining their 
intrinsic motivation.10 The overall evidence, however, shows that intrinsic and 
extrinsic rewards go hand in hand to produce high levels of individual moti-
vation as long as they are aligned toward promoting the same goals.

In the following sections, we discuss how each of these concepts, to some 
extent, can be used to effectively motivate the “I’s” in your teams and thus 
improve overall team performance. One important point, however, is that 
we focus more on intrinsic than extrinsic techniques due to their longer- 
lasting and generally more powerful effects on performance. We believe this 
approach is appropriate for several reasons: (1) employees today are express-
ing a strong desire for meaningfulness in their work, an intrinsic facet; (2) you 
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may not always have the formal power to change extrinsic reward systems 
easily; and (3) teams often move through different tasks and life cycles so fast 
that trying to change extrinsic reward systems quickly enough is impractical, 
if not impossible.

Empowerment Really Is the Gold Standard 
of Individual Intrinsic Motivation

Prior evidence, including some of our own research, clearly supports the 
notion that empowerment is one of the best intrinsic motivators for individu-
als. But we can guess what you might be thinking: Here we go again— more 
talk on the greatness of empowering your employees even though, in reality, 
it often doesn’t work. We get it. Just the word empowerment can cause cyni-
cal reactions in a lot of the companies with which we work, and rightly so. 
There are so many examples of failed empowerment experiments that it’s no 
wonder many leaders just aren’t open to the idea, and even if they do practice 
it in some way, they avoid the use of the word altogether to reduce others’ 
skepticism.

What are some of the roots of the cynicism directed toward empower-
ment? At its base, there is a lot of confusion about what empowerment really 
means. Is it a feeling? An experience? A structure? A set of leadership behav-
iors? If this were a multiple- choice test, the answer would be “all of the above” 
(and more). Empowerment, in practice, is complex. For our purposes, we will 
define it using the most widely accepted and evidence- based definition that 
exists today. In essence, we’ll separate the wheat from the chaff and get to the 
heart of what empowerment really represents: a powerful form of intrinsic 
motivation.

Another reason empowerment invites a great deal of suspicion in compa-
nies is that even if everyone agrees on a definition, plans are often so poorly 
implemented that they’re doomed from the start. An effective empowerment 
program requires a lot of hard work upfront, and some leaders are often, sadly, 
either unable or unwilling to put in the work that would make it successful. 
For example, some leaders are unwilling to empower their employees for fear 
of letting go (they might have a high need for control or need for power com-
plex, of sorts). They think, If my individual performance is going to be judged 
by the performance of this team, then by gosh, I’m going to have my hand in as 
much of the process as I can! At the opposite end of the spectrum are leaders 
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who have better intentions but fail to do the hard work up front to empower 
individuals; instead, they set their team members out to wander in the wil-
derness. Our colleagues Tanya Menon and Leigh Thompson call this type of 
laissez- faire approach to leadership “macromanagement” (read: hide in your 
office and avoid your people), the opposite of micromanagement. Both are 
disastrous for empowerment.11

Unfortunately, there is a fine line between empowering leaders and those 
who are more laissez- faire that often goes unseen.12 Richard Hackman gave 
a fitting example for how leaders should think about sharing their authority 
when he said: “It is entirely proper for senior leaders to say, in effect, ‘This is 
the mountain we will climb. Not that one, this one. Although many aspects 
of our collective endeavor are open for discussion, choice of mountain is not 
among them.’”13 Thus, just because you are an empowering leader does not 
mean you will relinquish your instrumental role in helping the individuals 
on your team succeed; you will keep them focused on the mission, proactively 
make changes and suggestions, and more generally keep a pulse on what indi-
vidual team member needs should be met.

So, to be clear, empowering leadership is not easy. You must be prepared 
for and willing to accept that your team members may choose to do things 
differently than you would have done yourself. The trade- off, however, is that 
when they’re empowered to do it their way, they’ll work harder, longer, and 
with more conviction. Another benefit of empowerment is that it will allow 
you to focus more intently on bigger- picture leadership functions while your 
team members work through the complex, and at times chaotic, nature of 
today’s tasks. In this sense, empowering your followers is one of the most effi-
cient ways to maximize your limited resources. When it is done correctly, your 
empowered team members will amaze you by how much they can accomplish.

The influential business writer Ken Blanchard’s aptly named book Empow-
erment Takes More Than a Minute14 (published almost fifteen years after the 
best- selling The One Minute Manager15) is a testament to the importance of 
working hard at empowerment. Making sure empowerment programs work 
properly takes way more than a minute! We next provide an evidence- based 
approach for empowering the “I’s” in team contexts, and we start by providing 
a clear definition of empowerment.
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Why Are People Still Confused about What 
Empowering Individuals Really Means?

When we ask our executives to provide a definition of empowerment, we hear 
about as many definitions as the number of people we ask. And as we noted 
already, some people are fairly cynical about empowerment. The most com-
mon definition of empowerment we hear is to transfer power from leaders to 
those around them. After all, the word power is in the word “empowerment” 
itself. This definition suggests that a leader loses power so that other indi-
viduals may gain it. There are two problems with this view. First, the defini-
tion is overly narrow. As you will see, the term means a great deal more than 
one person giving another more power. Second, this definition also assumes 
that empowerment is a zero- sum game or some sort of fixed pie: if you give 
someone else more power, by definition, you must lose power. However, the 
evidence shows just the opposite: by empowering others to tackle more ambi-
tious challenges, you will be freed up to take on more of the actual leadership 
responsibilities of your role rather than doing others’ work for them. In other 
words, giving up some power can, paradoxically, make you more powerful 
than you ever thought possible.

The evidence- based definition of empowerment we use implies that people 
have perceptions and judgments about the tasks they perform and the work 
they do. These judgments, in turn, determine how intrinsically motivated 
they feel. Importantly, people make judgments about four distinct aspects of 
their work:

• How much choice they have over what they do
• The degree of impact their work has on others around them and their 

company
• The level of competence they experience when performing their tasks
• The extent to which they feel a sense of meaningfulness when working

Figure 3.1 shows the four dimensions of individual empowerment. Note that 
these dimensions combine to create individual empowerment, but they also 
themselves are mutually reinforcing (e.g., increasing choice also increases 
impact).

The first dimension of empowerment is choice, defined as the extent to 
which people have self- determination or control over carrying out their 
work.16 Although empowerment does not equate solely to choice, this is the 
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dimension that is most commonly associated with empowerment. In fact, 
some people use the terms empowerment and choice/autonomy interchange-
ably. This is a big mistake. Giving someone a great deal of choice over a mean-
ingless task with little or no impact in which a person feels very incompetent 
does not constitute an effective empowerment experience. People need more 
than power to be truly empowered. Despite this, the role of choice is not to be 
underestimated in any empowerment effort.

The second dimension is impact, or the extent to which a person’s work is 
perceived as making a difference in a company.17 People typically want to feel 
that what they do matters at work. The key here, then, is feedback: people need 
clear information on their work’s level of impact within a company. We have 
probably all experienced times in our working lives when we felt as though we 
were doing fairly mundane, routine tasks that lack a sense of impact in our 
companies and, consequently, for ourselves. Of course, all of us still do some 
of these tasks from time to time. However, we have all also probably experi-
enced the opposite: when we perform tasks that really matter, we can stand 
back and truly see the results of all of our hard work. There is a high degree of 
intrinsic satisfaction in that.

The third dimension is competence, or the extent to which people can 
carry out their work skillfully when they attempt to do so.18 We can all think 

FIGURE 3 .1 . The Dimensions of Individual Empowerment
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of times when we did not feel competent in certain tasks we attempted. In 
fact, that’s why neither of us plays golf— too much consistent incompetence 
on display! A low level of perceived competence typically results in an aver-
sion to taking on tasks we do not feel we can do well. And by avoiding cer-
tain tasks, we never really get to even attempt to develop competence at them. 
In contrast, a high level of perceived competence is usually associated with 
proactivity, high levels of effort, and persistence in the face of obstacles.19 
Thus, experiencing competence is a direct precursor to feelings of intrinsic 
motivation.

The last dimension is meaningfulness, or the extent to which people care, 
on an intrinsic level, about the work they do.20 Of all four dimensions of 
empowerment, this one is the easiest to spot. When people are performing 
activities that are meaningful to them, they exhibit many visible clues. Every-
thing from their facial expressions, body language, the excitement with which 
they talk about their ideas, and their interactions with others communicates 
meaning. When people do intrinsically meaningful work, they typically do 
not need any other source of motivation. They often perform at extraordi-
narily high levels of effort and persistence, even in the face of seemingly insur-
mountable obstacles, and have a greater sense of well- being and happiness 
than those doing less meaningful work. In fact, a comprehensive study of 
motivation found that above all other factors, meaningfulness was the most 
powerful force linking how work is designed (discussed below) to important 
outcomes like performance and job satisfaction.21 And today’s employees are 
seeking meaning in their work more than ever before.

Reality or Hype: What Does the Evidence Say 
about the Benef its of Empowering Others?

You don’t simply have to take our word for it that empowering individuals in 
team contexts works. The evidence is in regarding the effectiveness of these 
four dimensions of empowerment in producing valuable outcomes for leaders 
and individuals, and it’s overwhelmingly positive. A comprehensive analysis 
of almost 150 research studies across a variety of industries, occupations, and 
geographic regions demonstrated that people who are more empowered are 
more satisfied with their jobs, more committed to their companies, feel less 
strained, and are less inclined to quit. Empowered individuals also exhibit 
better job performance, are more innovative, and make better organizational 
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citizens (they act in ways that go above and beyond their formally required job 
duties).22 So although we do have some anecdotal evidence that empowerment 
programs sometimes fail to live up to their originally intended objectives,23 
when implemented correctly, empowerment works in today’s companies that 
value innovation, creativity, proactivity, and an entrepreneurial mind- set.

What Leader Behaviors Are Critical for 
Empowering Individuals in Teams?

By now it should be clear that you should be very interested in empower-
ing the individuals you manage on your teams because empowered employ-
ees have superior performance as well as a healthy set of other work- related 
behaviors and attitudes. Now you’re probably wondering: What should you 
actually do to get your employees to experience high levels of individual 
empowerment? If empowerment is really all about intrinsic motivation— 
something that you cannot actually directly affect— how do you set the stage 
so that employee empowerment actually occurs? There are three main ways 
that you can accomplish this goal: (1) displaying empowering leader behavior, 
(2) creating empowering structures and systems, and (3) building high- quality 
empowering relationships.

Five Ways to Display Your Empowering Leader Behavior
You can behave in certain ways that help lay the foundation for individu-
als to experience empowerment. Almost two decades ago, we developed a 
measure of empowering leader behavior and examined it in several different 
companies. We found that people who had more empowering leaders actu-
ally felt more empowered, and ultimately, these employees were more pro-
ductive and were happier with their jobs.24 We have included this measure 
in Chapter 10 so that you can assess your own empowering leader behavior 
or, better yet, have people around you assess your behavior. Shortly after we 
developed our measure, other researchers independently developed another 
measure of empowering leader behavior and examined it in a variety of com-
panies.25 Both evidence- based approaches agree that five leader behaviors 
are critical for increasing the level of individual empowerment in organiza-
tions.26 Although we originally intended these measures of leader behavior to 
be applied to teams as a whole, they have also been shown to be applicable to 
individuals in team settings.27
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The first behavior is role modeling, or leading by example. If you’ve been 
formally appointed to a leadership role or just organically fell into it, and 
especially if you rightfully earned that position through superior perfor-
mance, your team members will probably be looking to you for clues about 
how they should behave. Don’t underestimate that opportunity. We spoke 
about this topic with a senior director for digital strategy and transformation 
in a high- technology company with whom we worked. This director believes 
in the power of role modeling the empowerment behavior he expects from his 
individual team members. He provided the following example:

Just today, in fact, I set out to go and meet with the chief digital officer of our 

company. I didn’t ask my boss for permission, but I did let him know I was 

going to do it. I share stories like this with my people, and I tell them how 

much I appreciate the fact that my boss lets me do this. If you want to go and 

talk to senior people, go do it! Every now and again, somebody will mess this 

up and look like an idiot, but that’s okay too. Of course, you’re then going to 

get a lot of coaching. I expect people to own their s— t. If it goes well, great; if 

it doesn’t, you still own it. I want to be 100 percent consistent with this.

This director’s anecdote demonstrates several key aspects of role modeling. 
For one, leading by example automatically entails that you display the desired 
behaviors yourself. When he took action to speak with his company’s chief 
digital officer, he was clearly acting out the empowerment behaviors he wanted 
to see from his own team members. Second, sharing empowerment stories is 
important. Actions speak louder than words, for sure, but that doesn’t mean 
you should avoid sharing your experiences in ways that help employees draw 
connections. By verbally relating his own experience, this director ensured 
that his team members not only knew about the experience but also under-
stood how they could take similar action. And third, an emphasis on consis-
tent role modeling of desired behaviors can help you show members you are 
serious about empowerment. Thus, leading by example can be a powerful way 
to set the conditions for greater individual empowerment.

The second behavior is encouraging and allowing individuals to partici-
pate in decision making.28 Another leader at a high- technology organization 
discussed the way in which he allowed one of his team members to be more 
active in decision making:

I have a team member who used to be an analyst, but she wanted to be more 

strategy oriented. So I started bringing her into more conversations about 
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strategy. And I invited her to challenge me. I told her that you need to be 

willing to argue with the boss. But from my perspective, it takes a leader who 

has a certain level of self- confidence and self- esteem, which will allow you 

to invite conflict and input, and people can tell you you’re wrong, and you 

will have to be okay with it. Some people leave my team because they want to 

be “lawn furniture.” Those who learn that I expect participation in decision 

making and disagreement, they’re the ones who stay.

Therefore, by emphasizing the critical role of team members’ participation in 
decision making and by actually giving individuals the opportunity to exer-
cise such behavior, you can increase individual empowerment in your teams.

The third behavior is providing effective coaching so that individuals 
can become confident in their empowerment experiences.29 Coaching can 
be tricky and requires that you tailor your efforts differently for each indi-
vidual team member; being fair, in these cases, does not necessarily imply 
treating everyone the same way. Coaching trends have gone through several 
fads over time, but some common underlying facets of effective coaching 
stand the test of time. For one, an effective coach must truly believe that 
her or his people are capable of positive change. Although some individu-
als have deep- seated beliefs about this ability to change, the evidence shows 
that employees are generally malleable.30 Second, coaches must be willing to 
encourage learning- goal orientations and give individualized feedback that 
helps individuals craft specific goals and build self- belief in their ability to 
accomplish those goals.31

A director of sales in a large technology- oriented company described his 
experience in coaching his new Australian team member, who had taken 
three years of leave after the birth of her first child:

I called her three weeks before she came back and told her I was delighted to 

have her back at the company. I wanted to make sure she didn’t have a reac-

tion like “This guy doesn’t know me or trust me,” so I had to set the scene and 

make sure she knew I was familiar with her skill set. I had a team member in 

Singapore help her get back into the flow since she was located in Australia. I 

gave her an assignment where she led a team tasked with developing an appli-

cation for virtual sales training. I gave her my vision and also coached her on 

how to handle the vendor. I spent a lot of time coaching her on the job on how 

she can evolve her role. After so much time off, I was really happy she reinte-

grated so well back into the company.
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As this leader’s anecdote shows, coaching can be a critical component in 
increasing the likelihood of individual and, subsequently, team empowerment 
and success.

The fourth behavior is sharing important and strategic information with 
individuals. Although you often have to be judicious in the types and amount 
of information you share with your team members due to confidentiality 
issues or company- sensitive information, team members will likely experi-
ence higher levels of individual empowerment when they feel like insiders to 
your company’s important and strategic information. A high- level executive 
at a technology- based company reinforced the importance of information 
sharing:

I do this every day. I might have a tendency to share too much information 

actually. It’s not always clear where knowledge stops and gossip starts. But if 

my people are better informed, then we can have better debates and discus-

sions. I explain the company strategy every day and how it ties to the macro-

world. And even if my ideas aren’t fully formed yet, I still share information 

about what I’m thinking and what the higher- level people in our company are 

thinking. In fact, I’ve shown them fifty iterations of our new digital strategy. 

They embrace the fact that this is an evolving story, and they need to know 

that we are in the process of socializing the strategy.

Sharing such information with team members, though likely differing in level 
and amount depending on the team, is crucial for individuals to experience 
greater empowerment.

The final behavior is displaying a high level of concern and caring for indi-
viduals. Showing respect for people, ensuring that they feel a sense of dignity 
at work, and making sure that they know that you have their best interests 
at heart goes a long way toward making your individual team members feel 
empowered. The director of sales said, “My Australian team member actually 
did a professional kickboxing match. She won the fight, which, knowing her, 
I expected, but she ended up in intensive care; she ruptured her spleen and 
almost died. She was so concerned about missing work, but I told her not to 
worry; something similar had happened in my family, so I said she should 
take care of herself; I will take care of things on this end; don’t work full time; 
take it slowly.”

Another high- technology team leader echoed the importance of a personal 
touch and said, “I personally care for my people. I’m comfortable having an 
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emotional connection to them. I can be close, but I can still be objective about 
making decisions about career and bonuses. I probably have more people in 
tears sharing deeply moving issues with me than many leadership books say 
you should have, but in a good way. I think it boils down to self- confidence 
and being genuine and authentic.” Ultimately all companies, divisions, and 
teams are made up of people. When you show great concern and care for indi-
viduals, you will give your team members the confidence they need to branch 
out and act on their own empowerment opportunities. To be clear, expressing 
empathy and concern for others comes more easily for some people than oth-
ers (no judgment here), but the evidence shows that even the most challenged 
individuals in this regard can improve.32

Table 3.1 provides practical examples of the five empowering leader 
behaviors.

Leveraging Your Company’s Structures and 
Systems to Make Them More Empowering
In addition to the various leader behaviors just described, there are two struc-
tural features associated with higher levels of individual empowerment: socio-
political support and work design.33 Regarding the first, there are three main 
interventions to enhance your individual team members’ perceptions of this 
form of support.

First, individual team members need to feel as though they work in a sup-
portive organizational climate that promotes empowerment, and you can 
play a big role in fostering such climates. For example, having a great num-
ber of empowering leaders working to make sure individual team members 
feel comfortable taking risks and being proactive in their jobs can foster per-
ceptions of a supportive climate. As a result, you need to make sure you are 
encouraging all of the actions associated with individuals’ display of empow-
erment. Importantly, and what makes this distinct from empowering leader 
behaviors, is that all leaders in a company to the extent possible must col-
lectively, not singularly, work together to promote such a climate by integrat-
ing and coordinating their empowering leader behaviors. In order to have a 
strong supportive climate, all hands need to be on deck.

A manager at a high- technology company talked about the importance of 
creating “air cover” for his team members to take risks:

I get feedback that I support people taking risks. People’s bosses sometimes 

chicken out when they get challenged about their follower. A few weeks ago, 
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we were doing transformational change, and one of my team members who 

was in charge of a certain group of customers forgot about including them. 

One of our executives had a meltdown. I could have had my team member 

shafted for that, but I went to the executive and I said, “Yes, we missed this 

one group. Thanks for letting us know; we’ll address it.” I didn’t yell at my guy 

and throw him under the bus. You will always go to battle for those in your 

team, even those you don’t like.

Clearly, this leader works to create a supportive climate for his team members. 
When combined with similarly empowering leader behaviors from others, a 
company can develop a strongly supportive organizational climate.

Second, individual team members need to have a high level of perceived 
organizational support, or a recognition that their company values and cares 
about them and has their best interests at heart. As we noted previously, hav-
ing team members who feel psychologically safe can lead to a host of positive 
team outcomes.34 One team member in a health care organization we spoke 
with talked about the importance of this type of support:

I always knew that I had the support of my boss and my teammates to take 

risks and do things that were a little, I guess I would say, unorthodox— for 

example, when I wanted to change the way I handled a certain process in 

TABLE 3 .1 .  Empowering Leader Behaviors Targeted at Individuals in Teams

Empowering Leader Behaviors Examples

1. Role model Take an individual team member to a meeting and 
show that person how you take initiative in the pres-
ence of your own boss.

2. Encourage and allow individuals 
to participate in decision making

Assign an individual team member to be a devil’s ad-
vocate or inquisitor; encourage that person to disagree 
with you and poke holes in your ideas. Don’t punish 
this person if he or she makes good points; instead, 
use what he or she said.

3. Provide effective coaching Take time out to develop unique coaching strategies 
for each team member individually.

4. Share important and strategic 
information

Beyond information that is strictly off-limits, make 
individual team members feel like insiders by openly 
sharing important information.

5. Display a high level of concern 
and caring

Ask one of your team members to think of a request 
that might make something in his or her personal life 
better. If it’s a day off to attend to a personal matter, a 
slightly longer vacation, or going to flex-time for a few 
weeks, say yes.
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my team, which actually involved getting people from other teams— both 

upstream and downstream— to buy into the change because it affected the 

whole process of what we do. After getting encouragement from my team 

leader and teammates, I approached a couple of higher- ups about the idea. 

I had done my homework, but I was still nervous about presenting my plans 

because again it was not the normal way we typically did things. And in the 

meeting, they asked a lot of questions— I was sweating, but I knew deep down 

my ideas were better than what we were currently doing. Not only did these 

guys buy in, but they asked me to make the same presentation to their bosses. 

Now my approach is being adopted by the whole company. That’s what the 

words organizational support mean to me: it means the company cares about 

my opinions.”

Thus, when individuals feel that their company will support them, they will 
take bold risks that could have lasting positive effects. Without such perceived 
organizational support, however, individual team members will likely not 
bring their new ideas to light, and the company may ultimately lose out on a 
potentially great change or opportunity.

Finally, individual team members need to feel that their company has a 
high level of trust in them. A high- technology manager located in Europe said:

We make sure they know the company trusts them by allowing them to par-

ticipate in decision making. I make sure to keep explaining my own decision 

making to them, so I might say, “Here was my rationale for getting to a certain 

place,” especially with unpopular decisions. It’s part of my own growth to 

explain decisions to them, so I can get honest feedback. I send my folks out 

to do important things to build their confidence and competence, even when 

others in the company might rather have me there instead. I take three- week 

vacations, not like a day or two like you guys in the United States, so I have 

to tell my team members, “You are my fully empowered stand- in; see you in 

three weeks.”

Trusting your individual team members to make decisions, act as representa-
tives, or lead others might sound unnerving because much of your perfor-
mance may rest on the success of these individuals, but it is absolutely critical 
to empowering the individuals on your teams. In addition, by trusting your 
team members, you will help them develop the ability to take on greater 
responsibility, which frees up your time and allows you to focus on your most 
important tasks.
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In addition to sociopolitical support, the other key feature of an empower-
ing structure is having a work design that supports empowerment. There are 
five key elements for designing empowering work experiences: skill variety, 
task identity, task significance, autonomy, and feedback.35 First, skill variety 
is the extent to which a job requires a large number of different activities and 
behaviors so that an individual can use various skills or knowledge bases. In 
other words, does an individual use many or few skills to carry out work? An 
example of a job with high skill variety might be university professor, who 
teaches classes, conducts research, writes papers, leads and serves on com-
mittees, and presents papers at conferences. Some of the tasks are more extra-
verted in nature, requiring extensive interaction with colleagues and students. 
Other tasks are more introverted in nature, such as sitting at a computer and 
running statistical analyses. In contrast, a job with low skill variety might be a 
college instructor whose sole responsibility is to teach the exact same courses 
every semester. Of the four dimensions of empowerment, skill variety is most 
closely tied to producing feelings of competence and meaning.

Second, task identity is the extent to which a job requires the accom-
plishment of an entire product, service, decision, or output. Essentially, is an 
individual involved in all or substantial portions of producing the output or 
just a small part? For example, the Saturn Motor Company was well known 
for enhancing task identity for their autoworkers by creating small cells of 
employees who were responsible for assembling an entire vehicle. In contrast, 
some automotive manufacturers still use long assembly lines, often highly 
automated these days, in which employees perform only a very small part of 
vehicle assembly, representing low task identity. Of the four dimensions of 
empowerment, task identity is most closely tied to producing feelings of com-
petence and impact.

Third, task significance is defined as the extent to which a job influences 
the work or lives of other people or the company as a whole. In other words, 
is an individual carrying out tasks that are visible and influential for others or 
doing work that is more behind the scenes and lacks an immediate, tangible 
impact on others? As an example, a colleague of ours is a pediatric cardiac 
surgeon who on a day- to- day basis has the lives of children in her hands. One 
can imagine the level of significance she feels when she can inform anxious 
parents about a successful surgery. Of course, every hospital setting has vari-
ous behind- the- scenes individuals who perform important tasks that might 
not have immediate significance for the people around them. Of the four 
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dimensions of empowerment, task significance is most closely tied to produc-
ing feelings of meaning and impact.

Fourth, autonomy is defined as the extent to which the task allows indi-
viduals to have the freedom, discretion, and independence for how and when 
they carry out work. Is an individual allowed control over the various aspects 
of his or her job, or constrained in decision making by other job aspects, such 
as a boss or the routinization of the task? Importantly, note that autonomy is 
both an aspect of job design and one of the actual dimensions of individual 
empowerment, a similarity that trips a lot of people up. The difference lies in 
the fact that for job design, work is set up in such a way that allows an individ-
ual to have a lot of choice and discretion. As a result, autonomy in this sense 
is an aspect of work structure. In contrast, when viewed through the lens of 
individual empowerment, autonomy refers to the actual experience of free-
dom and discretion, which would, we hope, be the result of structuring work 
in an autonomous fashion. Creating an autonomous work structure and then 
having an employee actually experience autonomy as a result of that structure 
is not always guaranteed, however. Many varying factors (e.g., a controlling 
boss, an employee’s unwillingness to accept responsibility) might cause an 
individual to not actually experience the feelings of being autonomous despite 
an enabling work structure.

Sales jobs are often structured so that salespeople have a great deal of 
autonomy in deciding when, how, where, and what tasks they will carry out 
on a day- to- day basis. The sales support roles of assisting salespeople, however, 
have much less autonomy because support work is often tightly coupled to the 
ebb and flow of the sales activity of those in the field. Of the four dimensions 
of empowerment, not surprisingly, autonomy in job design is most closely tied 
to producing feelings of autonomy as an empowerment dimension.

Finally, feedback is defined as the extent to which a job produces clear and 
consistent information about how well an individual is performing his or her 
work. Basically, is an individual constantly aware of his or her performance 
level on a day- to- day basis, or are there substantial time lags in gaining that 
information? For example, a laboratory technician who tests samples of tis-
sue for viability receives ongoing, immediate feedback about the results of his 
work. In contrast, a laboratory researcher who conducts experiments on tis-
sue samples and submits the results of her work to academic journals might 
get feedback only every few months. Of the four dimensions of empowerment, 
feedback is most closely tied to producing feelings of competence and impact.
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Taken together, to create high levels of individual empowerment, you can 
focus on redesigning jobs to enhance skill variety, task identity, task signifi-
cance, autonomy, and feedback. But you’re probably wondering, “Just how 
viable is enhancing all of these aspects of job design for your employees?” 
One piece of good news is that jobs in the knowledge economy often come 
with these design aspects already baked in, particularly when compared to 
manufacturing or many service jobs. Moreover, some companies are begin-
ning to reduce, or eliminate altogether, the formal and bureaucratic role of 
HR in designing jobs, which can provide you and your team members with 
significant latitude in determining how work is done.36

Despite these promising avenues, a comprehensive review of work design 
practices recently concluded that many companies still fall quite short in 
terms of optimal work design.37 Moreover, even when organizations report 
that they have enriching work designs, their employees often see things quite 
differently (and much more cynically). When work is designed around heavy 
routinization or automation, or in companies in which an HR department 
maintains strong oversight for specific job redesigns, you may experience sig-
nificant headwinds when trying to alter how employees can approach their 
work. In these cases, having a solid HR business partner can be extremely 
helpful in facilitating design changes, and so we recommend cultivating this 
relationship extensively. Try to help those in HR see your point of view, under-
stand theirs, and work together to find value- adding solutions that can sup-
plement your efforts as a team leader. Sharing the knowledge you’ve gained in 
this chapter is an excellent starting point.

Beyond partnering with HR, you might also have to get creative in order 
to enhance job design. For example, you could use job sculpting to tap into 
individuals’ life interests even if their immediate jobs do not take them into 
account. Life interests are “long- held, emotionally driven passions, intricately 
entwined with personality and thus born of . . . [a] . . . mix of nature and nur-
ture.”38 Job sculpting thus creates a match between individuals and jobs so 
that their deeply embedded life interests can be expressed. Some successful 
techniques for job sculpting include these:

• Asking employees to write down their opinions about career 
satisfaction

• Listening carefully and asking questions that draw out deeply 
embedded life interests
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• Adding a new responsibility that helps to tap into a life interest
• Changing assignments to match life interests to responsibilities if 

possible
• Considering a more major move such as a complete job change or 

even an amicable separation if necessary39

You should not assume that you as a leader are solely responsible for help-
ing individual team members sculpt the characteristics of their jobs to make 
them more empowering and intrinsically motivating. Another line of research 
has demonstrated that employees will engage in job- changing behaviors 
themselves— something that has been referred to as “job crafting.”40 Indeed, 
team members are not just passive entities waiting to be motivated and led; 
rather, they are actively shaping and reshaping their job responsibilities in 
a self- motivating way. Whether you rely on job sculpting, crafting, or some 
other means to change a job’s design, the bottom line is that empowerment 
matters. As a result, do whatever you can structurally to make sure that the 
“I’s” in your teams experience the fullest amount of empowerment possible.

Moving beyond empowering behaviors and structures, we also know that 
team members’ empowerment is affected by the larger systems in which they 
operate. Our experiences suggest that lacking an organized and coherent sys-
tem that promotes empowerment is the biggest cause of failed empowerment 
initiatives in companies. So what’s the trick? If you ask us to pinpoint one 
issue, at the top of our list is “clarifying expectations.” Without this, empow-
erment efforts get off track from the very beginning. Your vision of empow-
erment will likely differ from that of individual team members, and if these 
differences are not properly discussed, never the twain shall meet.

An effective empowerment system largely encompasses one- on- one con-
versations, broader communications, and other more peripheral information 
channels working together to communicate the same set of expectations to 
employees. Classic organizational behavior research describes the “sensemak-
ing” processes that employees go through to determine their best courses of 
action at work.41 At base, these processes suggest that employees will look to 
their supervisor, coworkers, and others in their company to determine what 
options are available to make sense of uncertainty and, by extension, the most 
likely outcome of each option. This process will happen again and again over 
time, with employees constantly updating their assessments of what outcomes 
are likely to emerge from each behavioral option. So employees may decide 
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that they’ll follow their supervisor’s push to act empowered at some early 
point in time, but if they later find out that their company does not reward 
this course of action in their annual review, they may opt for more cautious 
approaches going forward. Clearly you want to make sure they’re getting 
the most direct and consistent message from every possible source you can 
control.

One of the most important conversations to have early on in any empow-
erment discussion centers on detailing a job’s tasks and how those tasks 
contribute to a company’s strategic objectives. This serves several purposes. 
For one, this is your chance to explicitly highlight the match between what 
you want your employee to do and what the company expects from that 
person; if there’s any inconsistency, you can work to reconcile it. Second, 
related to helping an individual with sensemaking, this conversation could 
also show people how valuable their job is to their company. Third, and 
importantly, you can use this conversation to highlight the possible con-
straints employees are likely to face when carrying out their newly empow-
ered tasks. When people know some of the most common challenges, they 
can better frame strategies for moving ahead and avoid feeling blindsided 
later. Knowing challenges ahead of time makes it less likely that they ques-
tion their own ability later (e.g., “I don’t know why I fell short. It must be a 
‘me’ problem!”), as they can instead contribute shortcomings to a common 
and expected headwind (e.g., “Okay, I knew that might come my way, and 
now I’m ready to try again!”).

Some common challenges you might want to discuss directly with indi-
viduals upfront include issues relating to costs and time, resource availabil-
ity, participation level of other parts of the organization, and, related, any 
key stakeholders who require buy- in before something can move ahead. Of 
course, it is also important to be sure their skill sets are properly matched to a 
job and determine how their progress will be monitored, especially if you are 
giving them a stretch assignment.

The first meeting or two that you have with individual team members is 
crucial. In that initial conversation, you need to make sure that your employ-
ees completely understand the answers to the following questions:

• What exactly are you asking them to do?
• Why does what you are asking them to do matter? How does it 

contribute to the big picture?
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• Who else in the organization will need to be involved to get the tasks 
done? What messages you will be sending to these people?

• What will a truly successful outcome look like?
• How will they keep you in the loop, and how often?
• How much authority do they have to take action and make decisions?
• What are the major resource constraints?
• What is the system for monitoring their progress?

These questions will help you create an effective empowerment system and 
serve to establish the clear boundaries, expectations, and communication 
systems needed for employee success. If it isn’t already apparent, we’ll say it 
again: empowerment takes way more than a minute! However, by using these 
techniques, you will also experience what we call the “pay now or pay much 
more later” phenomenon: if you put in the hard work for creating an effective 
empowerment system upfront, you will reap the benefits further down the 
road. We summarize the ways in which you can create empowering structures 
and systems in Table 3.2.

Building High- Quality Relationships Can Also 
Jump- Start Your Empowerment Efforts
So far we have discussed the behaviors needed to build an effective empow-
erment program, as well as the structures and systems that are critical for 
supporting such a program. What we have not discussed yet, however, is the 
importance of building high- quality empowering relationships with each 
of the “I’s” on your teams— what researchers call “leader- member exchange 
(LMX).” A substantial body of evidence links the quality of the relationship 
between leaders and team members to valuable outcomes. In fact, a compre-
hensive analysis of almost 250 studies found that employees reporting higher 
relationship quality also performed their jobs more effectively, were better 
organizational citizens, and had lower turnover.42 Those same employees were 
also more committed to their company and were more satisfied with their 
jobs and leaders. In addition, these employees see their companies as being 
fairer and their work roles as having less ambiguity and conflict. Critical to 
our focus on empowerment here is that the link between relationship qual-
ity and employee empowerment was the second strongest relationship in the 
entire study (just behind that of relationship quality and satisfaction with 
supervisors).
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The evidence on LMX seems rather straightforward: build good relation-
ships with all of the individual members on your team so that they perform 
better, feel better, and react more positively in general. However, such advice 
is easier said than done. In fact, a preponderance of evidence shows that in 
reality, leaders naturally build high- quality relationships with some (but not 
all) team members, perhaps subconsciously based on factors such as perceived 
competence, similarity, likability, or even prior performance.43 Why does this 
happen? As we noted in Chapter 1, it’s most likely all about resources. One 
particularly valuable resource in short supply is time. Because leaders are 
often busy juggling team demands with those of their individual day- to- day 

TABLE 3 . 2 .  Creating Empowering Organizational Structures and Systems 
Targeted at Individuals in Teams
Empowering Organizational  
Structures and Systems Examples

1. Supportive organizational climate Make sure that all individual members in your team 
know that you have their back. Encourage other 
leaders to support your team members and defend 
them if those leaders do not.

2. Perceived organizational support Reinforce to individual team members that the 
overall organization will support them in their goals 
and pursuits. Make all team members aware of the 
various support programs in place for any issues or 
problems.

3. Organizational trust Provide all team members with opportunities to 
take risks and do not punish for them. Build a net-
work of trust by expanding the number of mentors 
for team members.

4. Work design: Skill variety Constantly expand each individual team member’s 
skill repertoire by creating new tasks and responsi-
bilities that build new skills. Coach team members 
on the most valuable skill sets to develop.

5. Work design: Task identity Involve each team member in as many of the steps of 
completing a product, service, decision, or output. 
Try not to restrict team members to accomplishing 
only a small piece of a task.

6. Work design: Task significance Make sure each team member knows how his or her 
efforts tie into the big picture.

7. Work design: Autonomy Ensure that all team members have the appropriate 
level of autonomy and discretion when performing 
their jobs. Design the job itself so that autonomy is 
“baked in.”

8. Work design: Feedback Have team members meet with internal and exter-
nal customers. Get feedback from these meetings, 
and pass it along.
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jobs, they must be selective in how they allocate their time for building 
high- quality relationships. In addition, leaders must efficiently allocate their 
emotional and cognitive resources. Unfortunately, some members prove 
more taxing than others, and frankly, it’s hard to build high- quality rela-
tionships with people you can’t really stand!

Related to these constraints, many of the practical takeaways from this 
research are misconstrued in ways that ignore the fact that individuals are 
often embedded in teams (however, the theory was originally constructed 
with groups and teams in mind).44 Thus, some leaders may arrive at a sim-
ple conclusion: use their finite resources to build high- quality relationships 
with only those members performing the most important tasks. In some 
ways, this isn’t an altogether bad strategy. Some evidence, for example, sup-
ports building different quality relationships based on the importance of 
individuals’ roles within a team.45

Yet this approach is also somewhat oversimplified in that it does not 
explicitly acknowledge that team members are constantly evaluating 
the relationships of their peers with their leader to determine where they 
stand in their team and, by extension, how they feel about their role. Much 
research, including our own, suggests that differentiating relationships 
among team members can have harmful effects on individual outcomes, 
including employees’ being less engaged46 and having increased perceptions 
of unfairness,47 which may hinder overall team performance in the long 
run. So, what do we make of this? Should you spread your limited resources 
evenly and try (likely in futility) to build high- quality relationships with 
everyone on your team— or instead be selective and focus only on the “most 
critical” relationships? We think the answer is both— and, no, this isn’t as 
impossible as it might sound.

As it turns out, leaders and followers often evaluate the quality of their 
mutual relationships based on different criteria. Leaders, not surprisingly, 
tend to assess quality based on work- related factors (e.g., performance), 
whereas followers are often more concerned with interpersonal treatment 
(e.g., being treated with dignity and respect).48 This fact is important because 
it presents leaders with an opportunity to attain the best of both worlds. For 
example, you may be able to optimize team performance by differentiating 
quite liberally— and thus preserving valuable resources— based on work- 
related factors. Examples might include assigning more important tasks 
to higher- performing individuals or providing more coaching to members 
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who are struggling to keep pace. Related, when team members have con-
current roles on other teams or other significant work responsibilities, you 
should ask them how their roles on other teams are going and, when pos-
sible, be considerate of competing time demands.49

Apart from this work- related differentiation, you can simultaneously 
be mindful of treating all members equally based on interpersonal factors. 
Finding a brief moment to ask a member how his or her day is going, inquir-
ing about important life events, and other personal acts of concern are small 
gestures that can potentially make a big difference in maintaining the fair-
ness perceptions that keep members engaged. (This is essentially equivalent 
to one of the empowering leader behaviors already discussed: displaying a 
high level of concern and caring.) Indeed, the evidence shows that individu-
als are more willing to tolerate, and even embrace, differentiated relation-
ships in teams so long as they perceive the overall context to be fair.50 In the 
absence of perceived fairness, however, members may display lower levels of 
commitment and satisfaction and will be more likely to want to leave their 
team.

We should also acknowledge that most of the professionals with whom 
we have worked admit to having ebbs and flows in their daily schedules 
in which some days are less busy than others. So beyond the prescriptions 
above, we advise you to take advantage of your relative downtime by invest-
ing in your individual relationships with team members. Examples from 
our observations and interviews with effective team leaders include taking 
a team member to lunch to check in on how he or she is doing on a project 
or, better yet, refusing to talk about work- related matters at all; recognizing 
team members informally for their contributions, preferably in the presence 
of more senior leaders; engaging in small acts of kindness like remember-
ing birthdays, asking a specific question about family members, or attend-
ing a nonwork event in which the team member is participating (e.g., a 
half- marathon, their child’s soccer championship); asking a team member 
to volunteer with you at a community event; or simply stopping by a team 
member’s work space every now and again just to catch up. These invest-
ments may seem small and not really feel like conventional “work,” but they 
can pay big dividends in terms of creating the individual empowerment 
your team needs to achieve success.



76 The First Dimension

Beyond Empowerment: How You Can Use Extrinsic 
Motivation to Get the Most Out of Your “I’s” in a Team

Although we have spent the bulk of this chapter on intrinsic motivation— 
specifically that created by empowerment— we also recognize the importance 
of extrinsic motivation for the “I’s” in your teams. In contrast to the ubiqui-
tous “we- over- me” mentality, many extrinsic reward systems in practice still 
place a major emphasis on individual contributions. However, when consider-
ing the case of rewarding individuals in team contexts, some approaches are 
more effective than others. Because there are many great books on individual 
performance management,51 we focus here on what we believe are the most 
crucial elements for enhancing performance management for individuals in 
team contexts. In fact, the biggest mistake we see companies make today is 
that they fail to provide any rewards or recognition for the team component 
of individual performance. A lot of managers talk about the importance of 
teamwork and collaboration, but their company reward systems are set up to 
encourage only individual performance and recognition.

A great example of this is the forced ranking system popularized by GE in 
the 1990s (and since abandoned) that a substantial, though declining, number 
of companies still use. 52Sometimes pertly referred to as the “rank- and- yank” 
system, forced ranking requires that managers categorize their employees 
using a fixed percentage, typically modeling the categories of 10 percent as 
underperforming, 50 to 60 percent as passing, and the remaining 30 to 40 
percent as high performing. The result of such a system, however, is anything 
but teamwork. In fact, a forced ranking system is actually laser focused on 
fostering competition among team members, encouraging such behavior as 
ingratiating oneself with a leader, shameless self- promotion, and perhaps even 
bad- mouthing or sabotaging the work of others in order to attain the lim-
ited rewards promoted in the system. In short, it can bring out the worst in 
people. A related concern is that employees rarely follow a standard bell curve 
in terms of performance, which means that forcing them to fit one artificially 
and unfairly gives the illusion that some employees are falling short in terms 
of their contributions.53

Due to the numerous bad effects produced, Microsoft abandoned its forced 
ranking system altogether in in favor of a system that promotes collaboration 
and teamwork.54 At about this same time, Yahoo picked up the rank- and- 
yank model, presumably as way to get rid of lower- performing employees. 
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However, the forced ranking system perfectly reflects the underlying mes-
sage in the classic article, “On the Folly of Rewarding A, While Hoping for 
B.”55 Author Steve Kerr points out that one of the most common management 
reward follies is hoping for teamwork but rewarding for individual effort. In 
addition to dropping the formal rank- and- yank system years ago, GE also 
has surprisingly acknowledged that it was abandoning formal annual reviews 
altogether and will move to providing performance information using an app, 
presumably driven by millennials’ desire for more frequent feedback and love 
of technology.56

So what gives? Why are we still rewarding for individual performance 
while simultaneously asking for teamwork and collaboration when we know 
that people often do things for which they get rewarded and evaluated? Part 
of the answers lies with culture. In the individualistic cultures characteristic 
of the West, people want to be recognized and rewarded mostly for their indi-
vidual, not collective, contributions. Our organizations are in part a reflection 
of national culture, so we cannot abandon individual- based reward and rec-
ognition systems, particularly in the West.

What we have seen produce great results in many of the companies with 
which we have worked is building in a subset of rewards and recognition 
based on an individual’s teamwork behaviors. Notably, these do not need to 
involve huge changes to current performance management systems. Some-
thing as simple as adding a few survey items on teamwork behavior to an 
evaluation system can work. In one of the more widely used, evidence- based 
survey measures of assessing individual performance, a four- item section on 
teamwork behavior supplements the dimensions of general job performance, 
career progress, innovation, and organizational citizenship behavior.57 
Despite its simplicity, many organizations to this day have yet to add a team-
work component to their evaluation systems. However, most team members, 
especially in Western cultures, pursue their own distinct agendas if there is no 
actual measure of teamwork behavior put in place.

A possible worst practice for managing the “I’s” in teams is favoring team- 
based over individual- based performance incentives. Although it might make 
sense on paper to assume that “if you want people to act like a team, you 
should pay them as a team,” most of the research evidence suggests otherwise.

For example, in the late 1990s, Levi- Strauss replaced its denim jean sewers’ 
piece- rate pay system of compensating each person based on the number of 
jeans she or he produced over a specified time period with a team- based pay 
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system of dividing workers into teams of ten and paying each individual based 
on an entire team’s output.58 After making the switch, things got so heated at 
a plant in Tennessee that the company had to hire off- duty sheriff’s deputies 
to be posted at the entrance to the plant to keep the peace. This clearly shows 
that individual team members want to be compensated primarily for the work 
they do themselves, especially in highly individualistic countries. If compa-
nies want to add team bonuses on top of individual pay, this is not a problem. 
But carving out a portion of a team member’s individual- based performance 
pay and replacing it with team- based performance pay will not work. Just ask 
Levi- Strauss, which now makes a much smaller number of jeans in the United 
States (which, admittedly, was also the result of large- scale outsourcing of the 
U.S. textile industry, not just bad incentive systems).

Another important aspect to consider for an effective, teamwork- 
rewarding extrinsic motivation system is that it is not enough to simply score 
someone on how much teamwork behavior he or she exhibits. The evaluation 
and performance of the desired behaviors must also be tied to each company’s 
reward system, preferably with salary increases or bonuses, or both. A high- 
technology team leader described his company’s system for incentivizing 
teamwork by saying, “Everyone can recognize anyone on the team with a cash 
award. If it’s a hundred bucks or so, you just give it; you don’t need approval. 
You can do up to a thousand dollars with management approval. Team mem-
bers can grow their network this way, and it’s a mechanism to build support 
for teamwork. I like to see people use this outside our team; it helps build 
support for your team too.” Giving cash awards or other extrinsic rewards for 
teamwork on top of an individual’s base pay can thus be an effective way to 
motivate individuals in team contexts.

In addition to reward systems, the importance of nonmonetary recogni-
tion programs should not be overlooked. In a series of studies we conducted 
looking at both employee- of- the- month awards and team leaders publicly 
recognizing high- performing individual team members, we found that indi-
vidual recognition actually had spillover effects.59 That is, when an individual 
team member received an employee- of- the- month award or was formally rec-
ognized by a team leader in front of peers, the performance of that individual’s 
fellow team members also increased, and, more important, so did the overall 
team’s performance. The effect was even stronger if the recognized team mem-
ber was an important and central member of the team. Although rewarding 
individual team members monetarily might breed unhealthy competition or 
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resemble the rank- and- yank evaluation system, recognition appears to oper-
ate differently. Thus, it is perfectly acceptable to single out an individual top 
performer because such recognition will raise all boats in terms of fellow team 
member and overall team performance. An important caveat, of course, is to 
ensure the recognition is fair and will not result in harmful disruptions in the 
team’s working patterns.

A comprehensive goal- setting program is also a key determinant of a 
high- quality extrinsic motivation system. The acronym S- M- A- R- T goals 
(pertaining to goals that are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, 
and time- bound) is frequently heard in many companies to the point that 
one wonders if this is just another faddish term without much evidence 
behind it. However, based on many decades of research in the manage-
ment and applied psychology fields, some scholars argue that goal setting 
is the most powerful theory of motivation we have.60 Thus, the evidence 
would support setting SMART goals in organizations to promote excellent 
performance. Still, setting such goals tells you only what characteristics 
the goals themselves should have. It says nothing about the content of the 
goals. And just like rewards and recognition, most of the language used in 
the contents of SMART goals tends to be targeted more toward individual- 
focused behavior and outcomes, omitting a focus on teamwork behaviors 
and results.

It is also important to note that you sometimes have to work hard to find 
common ground between individual and collective goals. A best practice here 
is to develop a set of cascading goals from the team level down to the indi-
vidual level. Individual team members will have to clearly see how their indi-
vidual goals fit into the bigger picture of their team’s objectives. Otherwise, 
members will either be confused about the mismatch between individual and 
team goals, or they will focus more of their energy on their own distinctive 
goals and thereby compromise team performance.

The last point we make about extrinsic motivation is that many people are 
on more than one team, some temporary and some more permanent. None-
theless, this reality does not change the fact that extrinsic motivation will be a 
key driver of an individual’s performance on all of these teams. Thus, you will 
have to be creative in terms of simultaneously designing reward, recognition, 
and goal- setting programs for multiple team membership complexities.

These types of reward systems are recent and evolving, and one of the 
leaders we work with in a high- technology company reflected this point:
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This is really difficult. You come together on initiatives; we set objectives 

based on initiatives, and when an initiative is successful, we tie rewards to the 

goals that were accomplished in the initiative. So our performance reviews 

have to cover multiple teams. We collect feedback from each team and provide 

it back to each individual. So this way, I can get a more well- rounded picture 

of what the person has contributed to each team. It’s part of our HR process 

now: we get to go out and collect information from many cross- functional 

teams.

Multiple team complexities are now a key characteristic of today’s companies, 
and leaders need to be able to set up their extrinsic motivation systems in such 
a way that enables the success of all involved.

As the previous quote suggests, it could be useful from time to time to 
collect information about an individual team member’s performance from 
his or her team members. Although the popularity of peer evaluations has 
ebbed and flowed over the years, there are certain things you can do to make 
them more valid and useful.61 First, make sure the team members you are 
asking to review a focal individual have adequate opportunity to observe his 
or her performance. Not every member of a team has an equal chance to get 
a good sense of whether a fellow team member is performing well. Second, 
make sure your peer evaluation survey items or questions you ask in an inter-
view are a true reflection of the most important things you want to see from 
your team members. Related, a good rule of thumb is the more behaviorally 
oriented your measures are (meaning, do not try to assess someone’s person-
ality or non- job- related aspects), the more valid the evaluation will be. Third, 
a single peer evaluation system is not likely to be applicable company- wide, 
so leave room for modification based on idiosyncratic criteria. Finally, take 
into account the relationships team members have with one another as you 
begin to review and incorporate peer evaluations. With regard to the quality 
of relationships between leaders and team members, team members them-
selves often have different quality relationships with their teams (sometimes 
referred to as team member exchange, or TMX,62 rather than leader- member 
exchange, or LMX). So, you might find some hints of bias depending on rela-
tionship quality.

When taking into account the variety of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
tools available to you, an obvious concern is how you know which motiva-
tional tool to focus. There is no simple right answer we can give for everyone, 
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as every team is different and, moreover, most teams are constantly changing. 
That said, you can learn a lot by engaging in your own sensemaking processes. 
Recall that we have described this as asking yourself a series of questions 
aimed at developing a range of options and assessing (and constantly updat-
ing) probabilities regarding their potential outcomes.63 At first, you may have 
to rely on somewhat indirect cues, such as observing how your team members 
react to different tasks or whether they’re willing to take ownership. If you see 
that your team members never really break out of old routines despite your 
best efforts, you may be well served to look at what extrinsic messages they’re 
getting.

Another approach, which is supported by the evidence on external bound-
ary spanning64 and environmental scanning,65 is to look beyond the borders 
of your team to find necessary information that can better inform your inter-
nal processes and functioning. For example, you might evaluate the external 
environment to find out whether other team members in your company are 
demonstrating high levels empowerment or, alternatively, whether individuals 
on other teams are similarly struggling to act in empowered ways. If the for-
mer, your team may be lacking some of the intrinsic gusto they need, whereas 
in the latter, perhaps more extrinsic forces are to blame. Be prepared in these 
early stages to make some mistakes; it takes time to tune your levels. A key 
for mitigating downsides of these mistakes is to communicate constantly and 
respectfully to your team members about why you made the changes you did, 
be empathetic to team member concerns (remember LMX!), and admit and 
own up to your own mistakes.

Fortunately, your ability to diagnose team needs and, by extension, what 
motivational tools you need to use will get easier. To this point, heeding the 
advice we offer in this chapter will not only help you achieve short- term 
results, but will also help you refine your sensemaking to be more accurate 
over time. For example, when you work to build high- quality relationships 
with your team members or rely on more rigorous performance feedback, you 
can get a better sense of how your team is working and where members might 
be seeing some deficiencies or tensions. The trust and psychological safety you 
engender with your team members not only helps them engage with their day- 
to- day tasks but will also translate into their being willing to give you valid or 
critical advice.66 They may, for instance, admit that they have not been taking 
ownership over certain aspects of their job because they don’t feel that the 
company rewards that part of their job or because they’ve been getting mixed 
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signals from elsewhere in the company. Similarly, as you learn to be mindful 
of the larger system in which your team is operating, you’ll be more attuned 
to how messages from outside the team (e.g., company- wide communications, 
promotion and bonus decisions) create a match or mismatch with your own 
messaging. In these cases, you can step in and reconcile mixed messages, pro-
vide support, and coach them toward positive change. Taken together, you 
should look to your team members and the broader environment to deter-
mine the motivational tools with the most impact that you can use.

In this chapter, we covered several key reasons you should be concerned with 
motivating the individuals on your teams, and we provided practical advice 
and many examples from the team leaders with whom we work that you can 
use to do so. Intrinsic motivation techniques such as displaying empowering 
leader behavior, creating empowering structures and systems, and building 
high- quality empowering relationships; or extrinsic motivators like recog-
nizing and rewarding individuals on teamwork behavior, adding on team 
bonuses, and setting individual-  and team- aligned SMART goals will all 
allow you to set the stage for individual empowerment to occur. By leveraging 
these factors, you can better manage and guide your teams, and ultimately 
your company, to enduring success.
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The Second Dimension: A Team as a Whole

IN CHAPTER 3, WE DISCUSSED THE IMPORTANCE OF 
focusing on the “I’s” in teams that have either relatively low and sta-

ble levels of interdependence (i.e., more like a group) or life cycles that include 
stages in which team members sometimes work relatively independent of one 
another. For many leaders, this is a counterintuitive, albeit critical, lesson. In 
this chapter, we’ll shift gears and focus on providing you with the hands- on 
tools for leading a team as a whole.

There are two main instances when a team as a whole takes precedence 
over the individuals and subteams within it. The first is in an ongoing team 
with relatively high levels of interdependence— what might be referred to as 
a “real” team. Importantly, the assumption here is that the level of interde-
pendence is relatively stable; that is, the team will not eventually change into 
a group. If led properly (a big if), teams tackling interdependent work will 
almost always produce superior outputs compared to a similar number of 
individuals working independently, particularly for complex tasks.1

The second situation, and an increasingly common one, occurs when a 
team needs to shift from relatively low interdependence to a more collabora-
tive effort as part of a life cycle progression. In contrast to the prior scenario— 
where leaders simply need to identify that they have a real team and then 
adjust their behaviors to focus mostly on the team as a whole— leaders in the 
second situation need to be able to recognize the transitions from group- like 
to team- like work and switch their focus accordingly. This, of course, requires 
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leaders to be constantly mindful of how their team is completing tasks (and 
how their team should be completing tasks).

Best Practices for Leading and 
Motivating a Team as a Whole

Well over a century of research has examined the effects of good leadership on 
individual outcomes like performance and job satisfaction. By contrast, the 
evidence addressing the leadership of groups and teams is much younger. For 
instance, social psychologists began examining small groups in earnest only 
in the 1960s and 1970s. Two decades later, in the 1980s and 1990s, research 
on organizational teams became more widespread and has remained strong 
ever since. In this chapter, we build from the accumulating evidence to offer 
a focused set of practices that can be used to coordinate and motivate teams 
as a cohesive unit. We start with a primer on team basics, then move toward 
a more updated approach that takes into account the fact that today’s teams 
are highly dynamic and that leaders and members are often part of multiple 
teams simultaneously. Similar to Chapter 3, we also discuss the underlying 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivational drivers underlying great performances in 
today’s teams.

As we discussed in prior chapters, teams, in their simplest form, repre-
sent two or more individuals working interdependently toward a shared goal. 
Their primary virtue, and hence why companies use them, is that they have 
the potential to produce synergistic gains that exceed what can be achieved by 
an equal or larger set of individuals working independently.2 Of course, teams 
do not always achieve these gains. As Richard Hackman said, “I have no ques-
tion that a team can generate magic. But don’t count on it.”3

So what sets the good teams apart from the bad ones? There are nearly 
infinite possibilities, but at base it comes down to two distinct, albeit related, 
factors: the way in which team members work together and the energy behind 
the way the team works. In our framework, the way in which team mem-
bers work together reflects how they go about completing their tasks, that is, 
the specific activities, or processes, that convert a team’s “raw materials” into 
“finished goods.”4 By contrast, the energy component of our framework is 
meant to capture the psychological and motivational aspects of a team, some-
times referred to as emergent states or simply states.5 With this framework, it 
is possible that two teams could approach their tasks in the exact same way 
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(e.g., same meetings, same outlined steps for completing work), but one team 
might do so with more vigor and commitment, thereby generating superior 
performance. Similarly, it is possible that two teams may be equally motivated 
toward goal pursuit, but one team organizes and approaches its tasks more 
efficiently than the other. Thus, it is important for leaders to consider both 
processes and states to ensure optimal performance.

Let’s start with the way in which teams work— their processes. Our col-
leagues and team experts Michelle Marks, John Mathieu, and Stephen Zac-
caro developed a taxonomy of team processes. Within this framework, they 
argued that teams frequently move through episodes in which they might 
plan and strategize for some time (i.e., transition phases) and then work inten-
sively on team tasks (i.e., action phases) and eventually repeat the iteration 
any number of times.6 This could be like an airline cockpit crew that spends 
time planning for an upcoming flight (a transition phase), then actually tak-
ing off, flying, and landing an airplane (an action phase), and then doing an 
after- action review (back to a transition phase).

Consistent with this model, there are three basic types of team processes. 
The first type, transition processes, includes activities like analyzing a team’s 
mission, specifying goals, and formulating a strategy. The second type, 
action processes, typically follows transition processes and includes activi-
ties like coordinating the sequence of actions among members, monitoring 
a team’s resources, and assessing a team’s progress toward goals. Finally, the 
third type, interpersonal processes, operates across both transition and action 
phases and includes activities like resolving conflict and maintaining healthy 
member relationships on a team.

Not surprisingly, as a team leader, you should actively monitor your 
team’s processes and, when necessary, step in to meet team needs.7 In some 
cases, this may be as simple as helping your team develop appropriate goals 
or resolving conflicts between two or more team members. In other cases, it 
may be more complex and require more substantive interventions aimed at 
altering how your team coordinates its tasks. This is particularly important 
in today’s teaming environment where team tasks change frequently in both 
their overall scope and complexity.8

Helping to establish healthy processes is especially important when your 
team is first formed (or when a substantive influx of new members join). 
Indeed, teams typically decide very quickly— even in the first few minutes!— 
how members will conduct their work without much specific thought as to 
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whether the approach is appropriate;9 in many cases these decisions are born 
from members’ previous experiences on other teams or simply as a matter 
of convenience. As we noted previously, members often want to “divide and 
conquer” (either individually or using subteams) when a more collaborative, 
interdependent team approach is actually needed. Unfortunately, these initial 
interaction patterns are sticky, which means they can last a long time and be 
difficult to change.10 Thus, you need to set the proper tone early and guide 
your team toward healthy changes throughout its life cycle.

Consistent with this logic, your role in helping your team establish healthy 
processes is critical when members do not yet have a common implicit under-
standing for how they are supposed to behave during the team’s action phases, 
referred to as shared mental model.11 Teams with well- developed shared men-
tal models can process information more effectively and clarify members’ 
expectations for accomplishing tasks, which allows you to direct your lead-
ership efforts toward other important aspects of your team, such as build-
ing team empowerment. To help your team develop a healthy shared mental 
model, you should invest time early on in your team’s life cycle toward team 
briefings that you lead before and after important tasks or projects are com-
pleted12 and, related, be mindful to lead your team in thoughtful discussions 
about task strategies.13 If you inherit a team that is already up and running, 
your first job will be to diagnose what type of shared mental model already 
exists in the team, if any, and then take steps to change it if needed.

Of course, teams can vary wildly in how they approach their work, and in 
today’s VUCA environment, there may not be a single best way to approach 
tasks (or the “best way” may not be known). In addition, due to constantly 
changing tasks and revolving- door team rosters, continually developing 
and redeveloping shared mental models can be an overwhelming prospect. 
Luckily, just like we noted for individuals in Chapter 3, you can empower 
your team’s members to initiate many of these processes themselves. This is 
where the energy (or team emergent state) component comes in to support 
healthy team processes. We next discuss ways in which you can motivate and 
empower your team as a whole to generate the type of energy your team needs 
to be high performing.
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Empowerment Is Not Just for Individuals; 
It Works for Teams Too

The evidence for the positive effects of empowerment on individual outcomes 
such as job performance and satisfaction is undeniable. What might be less 
apparent to you, however, is that similar outcomes can be achieved by empow-
ering an entire team. Interestingly, individuals respond very positively, in 
both behavior and attitude, when you empower your teams as a whole.

There is even better news: team empowerment also improves both an 
entire team’s performance and its internal team processes (such as communi-
cation and decision making), yielding a kind of two- for- one effect in compa-
nies. In order to help you implement this sort of empowerment in your own 
teams and thus reap its many benefits, we first discuss an evidence- based defi-
nition of team empowerment that parallels individual empowerment. Impor-
tantly, despite the fact that there are similarities between individual and team 
empowerment, there are also some crucial differences worthy of discussion.

What Is Team Empowerment, and How Is It 
Different from Individual Empowerment?
Although the four- dimension definition of individual empowerment— choice, 
impact, competence, and meaningfulness— got significant traction in 1990s, 
there was an almost complete absence of attention toward empowerment 
in teams. This was especially surprising given the widespread adoption of 
teamwork in many companies worldwide at the time. Although some of the 
companies we were partnering with talked very generally about empower-
ing their teams, they nevertheless couldn’t articulate exactly what that meant. 
Frustrated by the lack of a common definition and evidence on team empow-
erment, we decided to embark on a two- decade research program ourselves 
designed to (1) find out what empowerment really means in teams, (2) deter-
mine whether teams with more empowerment performed better than those 
with less, and (3) if that were true, determine how leaders can actually create 
more empowerment in their teams.

Our evidence- based definition of team empowerment relies on the notion 
that team members have collective perceptions and beliefs about their over-
all team tasks, which in turn determine how intrinsically motivated team 
members feel as a team. Importantly, these perceptions have to be shared 
by all team members (or at least a majority) for team empowerment to truly 
exist. After all, if there are no shared beliefs about team empowerment (i.e., 
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everyone in a team sees it differently), then all you probably have is individual 
empowerment and no real sense of team empowerment. Our work showed 
that team members make collective judgments about four distinct aspects of 
their team’s work:

• how much autonomy an overall team has
• the degree of impact an entire team’s work has on others (e.g., 

individuals, other teams, a company, clients)
• the level of potency members experience when performing team tasks
• the extent to which team members feel a sense of meaningfulness 

when carrying out team tasks.

Figure 4.1 shows the four dimensions of team empowerment. Note that each 
of the four dimensions combines to create team empowerment, but the four 
dimensions themselves are also mutually reinforcing (e.g., increasing auton-
omy will also increase impact).

The first dimension of team empowerment is autonomy, defined as the 
degree to which team members experience substantial amounts of freedom, 
independence, and discretion in their team’s work.14 Autonomy is akin to the 
individual empowerment dimension of choice. And while many people equate 
team empowerment with team autonomy, autonomy alone is not enough for 
a team’s members to be truly empowered. In fact, our own work shows that 
although giving a team more autonomy does lead to at least some valued team 
outcomes, it is only when you add impact, potency, and meaningfulness to the 
mix that teams truly experience the type of valued outcomes we really care 
about.15

It is important to note here that although some people might assume that 
increasing individual autonomy for every member of a team automatically 
increases overall team autonomy, this is not exactly true. After all, individual 
autonomy is the degree of freedom an individual believes she or he has in car-
rying out a task or making a decision. Team autonomy is the degree to which 
a team’s members collectively believe they have a sense of freedom in carrying 
out their tasks or making a team decision. The key difference is that with team 
autonomy, a team’s members have to share the amount of decision- making 
latitude in their work with one another— which, by definition, might actually 
result in decreases in individual autonomy. For example, when an individual 
has complete choice about working independently, that person can decide 
entirely on his or her own how or when to do something and there is no need 
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to discuss options with fellow team members or share in any decision making. 
In teams, however, members might have to give up at least some of their indi-
vidual autonomy in order for their team to reach a shared decision about how 
or when to act. In short, although a few members on a team might have a high 
degree of choice individually, the team as a whole might have a relatively low 
level of autonomy. Similarly, even though a team might have a high collective 
sense of autonomy, the individuals on that team might be constrained from 
making totally independent decisions.

Similar to individual empowerment, the second dimension of team 
empowerment is impact, or the extent to which a team produces work that 
is significant and important for a company.16 Members of most teams want 
to believe that their work is worthwhile and that it has substantial benefit 
to stakeholders both inside and outside their company. As with individual 
impact, feedback from stakeholders is important. The more a team’s members 
believe that their work really matters— and not just symbolically— the more 
intrinsically motivated they will feel, and thus they will be more likely to per-
sist in their tasks even in the face of obstacles.

Despite the fact that the term impact is used for both individual and team 
empowerment, they do not mean exactly the same thing. When an individual 
experiences a sense of impact, that individual realizes that his or her indepen-
dent actions have a significant effect on stakeholders. On the contrary, when 

FIGURE 4 .1 .  The Dimensions of Team Empowerment
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a team experiences impact, its members realize that the collective efforts of 
their team are having a substantial effect on a company’s stakeholders. And 
just like autonomy, a team could have a few members who are experiencing 
high levels of individual impact even though the team’s members do not nec-
essarily share in a collective sense of impact. Similarly, an entire team might 
be accomplishing tasks with a high level of collective impact, even though 
the individuals on that team do not experience impact independently. Given 
that individuals increasingly belong to multiple teams and might feel that they 
need to choose between which team gets their full investment, working to 
explicitly establish and clarify members’ perceptions of their team’s impact is 
in your best self- interest (although, of course, we’d hope that all teams in our 
companies are high- impact teams).

The third dimension of team empowerment is potency, or the collective 
belief of members in a team that it can be effective.17 Potency is akin to the 
individual empowerment dimension of competence and is a broad concept 
that constitutes a belief that applies to a wide variety of team tasks, not just a 
single or small subset of tasks. It is similar to confidence but less amorphous 
in that it is tied to specific beliefs about work. When a team’s members feel a 
collective sense of potency, they believe that nothing can stop the team from 
being successful. When we were interviewing high- potency teams in various 
companies and observing them in action, we saw that members act differ-
ently; they literally stand taller, are more at ease with one another, are quick 
to smile and laugh with one another, and display a sense of confidence that is 
palpable. In contrast, we observed that members of low- potency teams have 
poor body language and facial expressions, sometimes appear beaten down, 
seldom smile or laugh with one another, and generally display a lack of con-
fidence.18 In our experience, you need to interact with a team for only a few 
minutes to get a read on the likely level of team potency.

As with the other dimensions, team potency is not the same thing as indi-
vidual competence. Indeed, adding up each member’s level of competence and 
averaging them to get a team total will not yield an accurate assessment of 
team potency. Just because each member of a team has a high level of perceived 
competence does not automatically translate into all members feeling a collec-
tive sense of potency. The 2004 U.S. Olympic men’s basketball team is a good 
example. This team was widely considered to have some of the most talented 
individual players of any other team in the tournament, with a roster that 
included current and future National Basketball Association hall- of- famers 
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like Allen Iverson, Tim Duncan, LeBron James, Carmelo Anthony, and 
Dwayne Wade. Yet for all their individual talent and competence, they still 
demonstrated remarkably underwhelming team performance (relative to 
expectations) and ended up losing to Puerto Rico, Lithuania, and Argentina 
en route to a bronze medal. Especially relevant to our point here, their collec-
tive potency seemed to visibly deteriorate at various points in the competition. 
They just didn’t seem to have that collective belief that they could win, even 
though they were all superstars in their own right.

Now imagine just the opposite scenario. Think about a basketball team 
composed of moderately talented individual players without any clear super-
stars. Thanks in large part to coaching, this team plays well together, under-
stands how and is willing to integrate each player into a cohesive game plan, 
and selflessly works to get the ball to the player in the best position for a high- 
percentage shot. Using teamwork, this team defies the odds and, as a result, 
enacts very high degrees of collective potency. If you ask individual play-
ers about their own individual level of competence, however, they probably 
wouldn’t be as forthcoming. They understand that when you put a particular 
set of team- minded individuals on the court, the team wins together. They 
might not be the most confident of individuals, but together they know that 
they can compete effectively on any given day. Clearly, team potency and indi-
vidual competence are distinct things, and the level of one does not necessar-
ily determine the level of the other.

The fourth and final dimension of team empowerment is meaningfulness, or 
the degree to which a team deems its tasks as important, valuable, and worth-
while.19 Like impact, meaningfulness is the generally recognized term for both 
individual and team empowerment. And similar to individual empowerment, 
meaningfulness is the most important dimension for team empowerment. In 
addition, although meaningfulness is related to impact, it is still distinct. For 
example, a team might complete some tasks that are personally meaningful 
to that team’s members but have little impact on company stakeholders. Con-
versely, a team might perform tasks that matter to a company but hold little 
intrinsic meaning for the team members. So although many meaningful tasks 
are likely to also have impact (and vice versa), this does not have to be the case. 
Still, the fact remains that when team members experience a collective sense of 
meaningfulness in their work, they are likely to get so wrapped up in what they 
are doing that they lose sense of time or forget how hard they are working (or 
maybe they even wouldn’t call it work at all!).
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Just as with the other three dimensions, individual and team meaning-
fulness are not interchangeable experiences. Although one or two individual 
team members may believe that their own tasks are meaningful, the entire 
team may not share a collective sense of meaning. And, conversely, a team’s 
level of overall meaningfulness might be high, but there also could be one or 
two members who are just going through the motions and experiencing a low 
level of individual, personal meaning.

Through understanding the four elements of autonomy, impact, potency, 
and meaningfulness and how they differ from the dimensions of individual 
empowerment, you should be able to better discern how team empowerment 
forms and which aspects your team might be lacking. Next, we turn to why 
developing these factors is so important for companies.

The Evidence for Team Empowerment: An Empty 
Promise or an Important Performance Lever?
We personally helped introduce an evidence- based approach to understand-
ing team empowerment in the workplace almost twenty years ago and have 
since been delighted by the amount of additional work that has been carried 
out by others in the management and applied psychology fields. Indeed, our 
treatment of team empowerment has been generally accepted as the most 
reasoned approach to understanding empowerment in teams. Therefore, we 
can say with confidence that— like individual empowerment— the positive 
evidence for the impact of team empowerment on meaningful outcomes in 
companies is overwhelming.

In fact, there have now been several comprehensive analyses of the effects 
of team empowerment in organizations that ultimately show that more 
empowered teams perform better and have members who are more satisfied 
with their jobs.20 Further analyses showed that this is true regardless of the 
type of team (e.g., service, manufacturing), meaning that team empower-
ment is widely applicable and useful. In addition, the positive effects of team 
empowerment on team performance were actually stronger for larger, com-
pared to smaller, teams.21 Given the evidence that suggests that teams often 
experience problems related to members’ slacking off and reduced coordina-
tion as they grow in size,22 it is reassuring to note that leaders of larger teams 
might be able to offset some of these issues by increasing team empowerment.
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Do Individual and Team Empowerment Coexist 
Peacefully, or Do They Work against Each Other?
Given our previous warning that empowering a team might in some ways 
detract from individual empowerment, we decided to test this possibility in a 
Fortune 500 home improvement retailer using each store’s freight team, whose 
members unload items from trucks, and its receiving team, whose members 
put merchandise out on the floor.23 In one of the rare studies to simultaneously 
examine individual and team empowerment in the same teams, we found 
that maximizing team empowerment did not, as we had originally thought, 
reduce individuals’ empowerment levels in teams. Quite the contrary, in fact. 
Although leaders’ actions for enhancing team empowerment were directed 
toward their teams as a whole, these same actions actually spilled over to pro-
duce both higher individual empowerment and higher individual performance.

Even when we looked at cases in which individuals had low empower-
ment and thus lower individual performance (as the evidence for individual 
empowerment would predict they would have), we found that being part of 
a highly empowered team reduced these harmful effects. Thus, empower-
ing a team as a whole can actually offset the harmful effects of low individual 
empowerment on performance. The upshot of these findings is that all else 
equal, you might be well served to focus on team empowerment a bit more 
than individual empowerment because team empowerment appears to have 
a two- pronged set of positive effects on individuals and teams. We note that 
similar effects have been found for broader unit empowerment, such as com-
pany departments or divisions, in addition to teams.24

Finally, we found that team empowerment had stronger positive effects for 
those teams whose members worked more interdependently (i.e., real teams) 
compared to teams whose members worked more independently (i.e., groups). 
This is just what our 3D Team Leadership model would predict. At the points 
in a team’s life cycle when you have real teams, focus more on team empower-
ment; when you have groups, focus more so on individual empowerment.

What Else Does My Team Need to Be Successful?

Although the evidence shows that team empowerment is an important type of 
team state that is essential for increasing the intrinsic motivation of a team as 
a whole, we would be remiss if we did not mention two other key team states 
that are important for today’s teams to really be successful:
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• Team trust, defined as the common belief among a team of 
individuals that team members make a good- faith effort to behave 
in accordance with any commitments, are honest in whatever 
negotiations preceded such commitments, and do not take excessive 
advantage of one another even when the opportunity is available25

• Team psychological safety, defined as the extent to which a team as a 
whole is safe for interpersonal risk taking26

At this point, you might be asking why we are singling out team trust and 
psychological safety when there are many other potentially important team 
states that could be discussed (e.g., cohesion, healthy norms). Our justifica-
tion is rooted in the importance of coping with and leveraging diversity in 
today’s VUCA environment. Specifically, teams today have no choice but to be 
diverse in as many ways as they can (function, expertise, experience, tenure, 
nationality, and demographics like age, race/ethnicity, education) because a 
complex world calls for divergent opinions and viewpoints. However, as the 
evidence shows and probably your own experience as well, diverse teams do 
not always live up to their promise, and in some cases, diversity creates harm-
ful conflict.27 If conflict becomes too high in a team, that team will likely frac-
ture and never deliver the kind of synergy that leaders so desperately need.28

A key factor in whether a diverse team lives up to its promise, or stag-
nates and fails, is the extent to which its members’ perspectives, opinions, and 
ideas are openly discussed and integrated in ways that produce better, more 
holistic solutions.29 After all, differences are beneficial only if they can be used 
for the good of a team. Two of the most important drivers of both surfacing 
and using different types of information and perspectives, as you probably 
guessed, are team trust and psychological safety.

In fact, in a comprehensive review of over 100 studies, trust was found 
to be an above- average driver of team performance relative to other factors, 
particularly in teams with high interdependence (i.e., real teams, as our 3D 
Team Leadership model would predict) and in teams that have members with 
unique skill sets (i.e., skill differentiation), echoing its importance for more 
diverse teams.30 Similarly, comprehensive reviews of psychological safety have 
demonstrated that it is also important for team performance, including those 
outcomes that are necessary in a VUCA environment, such as creativity, inno-
vation, quality, learning, breakthrough idea generation, information sharing, 
and work engagement.31 Evidence, perhaps not surprisingly, suggests that cre-
ating trusting and safe environments for your team is especially important 
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when members are on multiple teams (an increasingly common occurrence), 
when members feel stretched thin by their varying team roles, and when their 
full effort is contingent on believing that team members will meet their com-
mitments and act in good faith toward the team’s goals.32

In order to allow a team’s members to demonstrate innovativeness in their 
work, members need to feel that they can take risks with their fellow team 
members. In Chapter 1, we discussed the tendency for team members to share 
only information that is already generally known (i.e., the common knowl-
edge effect).33 Such an effect can then lead to a “hidden profile,” in which a 
team reaches a suboptimal decision even when a highly promising solution 
is actually within its grasp.34 Again, the primary reason that team members 
fall prey to the common knowledge effect is that revealing unique or novel 
information can actually make team members feel vulnerable to disrupting 
the good feelings of a cohesive team, as fellow team members might be made 
uncomfortable with such information.

To reduce the fears and concerns associated with hurting team cohesion 
and thus avoid the common knowledge effect, team members need to strongly 
believe that their fellow team members will accept their input, even if it might 
have the potential to create discomfort in the team. Again, team trust and 
psychological safety are critical for cultivating such beliefs. For example, a 
high level of team trust generally means that team members feel comfortable 
being vulnerable with one another.

As a team leader, you can play an important role in developing your team’s 
trust from the onset. There are two main types of team trust you should try 
to influence. The first type, and the one that most of us are familiar with, 
is relationship- based trust.35 This type of trust is just what it sounds like: 
trust built on the personal relationships members form with their fellow 
team members. Obviously you can’t force relationship- based trust onto your 
teams, but you can help set the stage by allowing team members to spend time 
together socially, either informally or through more formal team- building 
activities. Relationship- based trust creates long- lasting bonds that can help 
instill a sense of confidence for offering up new and novel ideas in teams.

The second type of trust is task- based trust.36 Just as the name implies, this 
type of trust is based on the reliability, dependability, and conscientiousness 
that team members display when working interdependently. In some ways, 
task- based trust is even more important than relationship- based trust. For 
example, even if team members already have great affinity for one another, 
if they do not keep their promises when it comes to completing their work, 
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that team will not likely be capable of functioning well for very long. But team 
members don’t necessarily have to be best buddies with one another to have a 
successful team so long as the members are reliable in following through and 
meeting task or client needs. Of course, in an ideal world, we would all love 
to have teams with high levels of both types of trust. But in a pinch, we would 
take task- based over relationship- based trust every time.

Before we provide a detailed discussion of important leader behaviors, 
we briefly highlight a few ways you can specifically help your teams build 
task- based trust. The first and most obvious way to affect trust is to actively 
role- model the behavior you expect from your team members. This could 
include things like responding to team member requests and needs in a 
specified period of time, consistently following through when you make a 
commitment to your team, and keeping your promises to avoid increases 
in cynicism. Second, you can coach members on exactly what other mem-
bers expect from them, such as avoiding long lags in responding to fellow 
member requests, having unexpected shifts in priorities, or failing to follow 
through on previous commitments. Finally, a team charter, or a detailed 
written document that spells outs various aspects of team functioning, can 
be helpful because it explicitly identifies what the team norms are so that 
members understand the specific behaviors that will generate high levels of 
team trust.37

Increasing the level of psychological safety is another way that you can 
reduce team members’ fears about sharing unique ideas and approaches with 
fellow members. Although it likely goes hand in hand with trust, psychologi-
cal safety goes a bit further in that it relates specifically to interpersonal risk 
taking in teams, which again is the essence of a team’s ability to generate the 
type of breakthrough thinking so critical in today’s VUCA environments. 
And although words like psychological safety can sound a bit too “touchy- 
feely” for many, we do not mean to imply that team members should feel safe 
enough to share their deepest, darkest secrets or delve into their inner lives 
with their fellow team members (they can certainly do that on their own time 
if they wish). What we are talking about is creating an environment in which 
team members can feel free enough to offer their out- of- the- box thinking that 
can lead to value- added ideas. So if it makes you feel more comfortable, you 
can call psychological safety something like “creating a feedback- rich culture” 
or “a learning organization,” as Rachel Mendelowitz of the McChrystal Group 
recommends, to make it more palatable.38
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To build team psychological safety, you should be consistently accessible, 
ask for team members’ input, and encourage team members to discuss their 
own mistakes in a constructive manner.39 In addition, interventions such as 
team charters or structuring activities can help build members’ psychological 
safety, especially during their early interactions.40 For much more information 
on building psychological safety in teams, we highly recommend the book by 
Harvard Business School’s Amy Edmondson, Teaming: How Organizations 
Learn, Innovate, and Compete in the Knowledge Economy.41 For now, our gen-
eral overview of the topic will be sufficient for the purpose of this book.

What Can You Do as a Leader to Increase 
Empowerment, Trust, and Psychological 
Safety in Your Team as a Whole?

By now, we hope it is clear why you should be very interested in empower-
ing and building trust and psychological safety in the teams you lead. Teams 
with these healthy states have superior performance as well as a healthy 
set of other team-  and individual- related behaviors and attitudes. But now, 
of course, the question is: What should you do to actually get your teams to 
experience high levels of team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety? 
If these important team characteristics are really all about collective intrinsic 
motivation— something that you cannot directly affect— how can you create 
an environment in which team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety 
are likely to occur? Based on the evidence, there are three main ways that you 
can accomplish this goal: (1) displaying empowering leader behavior directed 
at teams (often referred to as team coaching), (2) creating empowering team 
structures and systems (often referred to as team design), and (3) exhibiting 
team- focused aspects of transformational leadership.

Five Ways to Demonstrate Empowering 
Leadership to Your Team
In Chapter 3, we discussed the five leadership behaviors associated with 
increasing individual empowerment. Because these five dimensions were 
originally conceived of (and tested with) teams rather than individuals, we 
have a lot of evidence to suggest that these same five empowering leader 
behaviors will lead to higher levels of team empowerment, trust, and psycho-
logical safety.42 However, it is important that the behaviors be directed at a 
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team as a whole rather than at the individuals within that team. We now pro-
vide examples of each of the behaviors as they relate to a focus on team, not 
individual, empowerment.

The first behavior is role modeling, or leading by example. One of the man-
agers with whom we work, a quality assurance automation architect for a 
technology- based firm, said:

When my team is working on the functionality of a piece of software, I first 

try to clearly define the various “chunks” or “‘pieces” of functionality, and 

then I give them complete freedom as to how to implement a new procedure. 

They own it, so my level of scrutiny is reduced. When things go wrong, they 

know it’s on all of us. At the same time, I try to continue to do some of the 

more menial work that comes to the team. I don’t delegate addressing cus-

tomer complaints and questions. I do everything my team members do. I say 

to them, “I am a team member, just like you.” In the end, leading by example 

is a day- to- day thing. It’s not like I say, “Oh, I haven’t led by example this 

week!” It’s just a day- to- day activity that I constantly do to make sure they see 

me in the role of an empowered leader. Then they feel more comfortable being 

empowered as a team.”

As this leader suggests, role modeling can be a particularly effective lever to 
increase team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety, and you should 
attempt to lead by example as often as possible for role modeling to be its most 
potent.

The second behavior is encouraging and allowing teams to participate in 
decision making. One of the leaders we interviewed, a vice president of enter-
prise strategy at a large insurance company, is one of the best role models we 
found in terms of allowing team participation in decision- making. He said:

If you are leading a team, or the most senior person present in a meeting, then 

consider the dynamics that create team empowerment. In many situations 

starting the discussion by stating what you think the solution is will result in 

those present agreeing with you because of your position power. I’ve also had 

situations where it has been necessary to coach other leaders to stop jumping 

in with a solution. That is not what team empowerment is about. Unless you 

let the team work together to find the solution, you lose the benefit of the team 

diversity and might as well not even have anyone at the meeting. The leader 

should ask probing questions to get their teams to think about things more, 

like, “Have you thought about it from this perspective?” If leaders just give 
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their viewpoint, it shuts the team down and does not empower the members. 

If the team creates the solution, they will have a sense of ownership, responsi-

bility, and accountability for ensuring it is successful. What I know for sure is 

that the role of an empowered leader is not to have all the answers.

Thus, when you allow your team members to contribute their own thoughts 
and viewpoints to a discussion and participate in decision making, your team 
as a whole is more likely to be empowered and have higher levels of trust and 
psychological safety.

The third behavior is providing effective coaching for teams to become con-
fident in their empowerment experiences.43 A principal technical writer at a 
large technology- based company said:

I have a small team of people who all do the same job I do. We’ve had trouble 

in the past with decisiveness. There would be good debate and discussion but 

no action. My manager was pressuring me to get my team to be more action 

oriented, so I started doing something small but powerful in our team meet-

ings, which were mostly virtual. When we discussed different issues, I just 

started writing them down as decisions rather than discussion points. At first, 

some of the team members weren’t sure we could make a decision. They said 

things like, “Shouldn’t we check with so- and- so?” You have to understand, 

this team had a long history of a fear of failure because they had been mis-

managed for years and taught to avoid risk. My strategy was a combination of 

forcing— well, strongly encouraging— them to make decisions and trying to 

convey the idea that taking risks isn’t a bad thing.

Indeed, many team members simply need an encouraging leader to help them 
become confident in their own abilities or authority. By reinforcing empow-
ered behaviors, you can increase overall team empowerment, trust, and psy-
chological safety.

The fourth behavior is sharing important and strategic information with 
teams. One of our high- technology managers described sharing this type of 
information as a balancing act and said:

Our tasks require a lot of interrelated pieces, and I’m basically the only one 

who has a system view of the whole thing. Sometimes when I give people 

responsibility for a piece, they lack the overview. I’ll have to tell them that 

what they’re doing is not going to work given my high- level overview per-

spective, so in that sense, I empower them by taking the time to explain why 

things would not work or why they would be great, why a decision would help 
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the greater good or not. I try to show them how what they are doing helps 

all the other teams. It’s a balancing act— you take some of that burden away 

from the team when delegating, but they need to know enough for them to be 

motivated to suggest changes. At times, the balance can go the wrong way. I 

assume they know more than they actually do, and then things break down, 

so I have to correct that. Again, it’s a real balancing act.

Although determining how much important and strategic information to 
share with teams is always a bit tenuous, finding a way to strike the right bal-
ance can result in great benefits to both you and your members in terms of 
team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety.

The final behavior is displaying a high level of concern and caring for teams. 
A tech manager from an insurance company with which we work talked about 
the many ways he ensures that his whole team knows he cares:

When projects go off the rails, it can be as simple as ordering in pizza and 

sitting with them late at night or on weekends, even if you’re not hands-

 on keyboarding yourself. I see many leaders not doing this. In fact, it’s the 

opposite. They post on social media that they’re having an amazing time 

while their team tries to catch up on a project all night. Also, if a team has 

done a big release or overcome major challenges, you need to thank their 

other half— something as simple as, “Thank you from us for allowing Seth 

to come in on the weekend.” You need to make the extra effort to thank 

your teams, especially as you may not be aware of what personal commit-

ments they have had to rearrange or the impact that their dedication to the 

project may have on their family life. There have been times where due to 

challenges with a big release, it has been necessary to ask critical team mem-

bers to give up a planned vacation. I hate to ask; however, there may be little 

choice. It is critical in these situations that the team members feel that you 

appreciate their sacrifice. Another example that comes to mind is that we 

had a team here locally do a big release that was critical to the global suc-

cess of the organization. They put in significant extra effort over a period of 

months to make the project a success. I reached out to my boss’s boss, who 

is a board member, to see if he would have lunch with my team in New York. 

I gave him my team members’ bios in advance so he had insight into them 

as individuals and could ask them relevant questions. Actually, the funny 

thing is that those team members don’t even know that I arranged it, but 

that’s not really the point, is it?
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As this leader displayed, taking steps to genuinely show members that you 
care about your team’s well- being is a crucial step in empowering teams. 
When combined with the other four behaviors, your team will have a much 
greater chance of experiencing high levels of team empowerment, trust, and 
psychological safety.

Table 4.1 provides practical examples of the five empowering leader behaviors.

Leveraging Your Company’s Structures and Systems 
to Increase Team Empowerment, Trust, and 
Psychological Safety for Your Team as a Whole
In addition to the various leader coaching behaviors just discussed, the 
two organizational structural features associated with higher levels of team 
empowerment, trust, and psychological safety are sociopolitical support and 
work design. In this book, we refer to the latter as team design to distinguish 
the concept from individual work/job design (discussed in Chapter 3) and to 
focus it more squarely on the structural aspects of teams rather than work.44 
Just as with individual empowerment, you can use both of these features to 
enhance team empowerment, in addition to team trust and psychological 

Empowering Leader Behaviors Examples

1. Role model Have your boss come to one your team meetings and 
provide examples of the ways in which you have dis-
played a high level of empowerment with him or her in 
the past. Have your boss talk about what worked (and 
what didn’t).

2. Encourage and allow the team 
to participate in decision making

Give your team two or three  decisions in the next 
meeting for which the members have complete discre-
tion; guide them on their decision making, but ulti-
mately accept their choices.

3. Provide effective coaching With your team, dissect a decision or action that didn’t 
go well for the team; use the time to developmentally 
coach the team and action plan for similar situations in 
the future.

4. Share important and strategic 
information

Use the beginning of every team meeting to share 
what is going on at higher levels of the organization. 
Make sure your team is not surprised by any upcom-
ing events. Talk to your team about what impending 
changes mean for them.

5. Display a high level of concern 
and caring

Let your team choose an out-of-office activity they’d 
like to do (e.g., dinner, bowling night, spectator sport-
ing event). Take the entire team out to the event they 
choose.

TABLE 4 .1 .  Empowering Leader Behaviors Targeted at a Team as a Whole
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safety. Regarding sociopolitical support, there are three main interventions 
you might take to enhance team perceptions of this form of support.

First, teams must operate in a supportive organizational climate that pro-
motes team empowerment. Such a climate could include a great number of 
empowering leaders working together to make sure entire teams are comfort-
able taking risks and being proactive in their work. As a result, you should 
make sure you are encouraging all of the actions associated with teams dis-
playing team empowerment. As mentioned in Chapter 3, the actions of a sin-
gle leader are not enough to effectively promote a supportive organizational 
climate. Leaders need to collectively promote such a climate by integrating 
and coordinating their empowering team leader behaviors.

One of the leaders with whom we spoke stressed the importance of top 
leaders acting in ways that promote a supportive organizational climate:

One of my other jobs at my company is that I am an employee sponsor for a 

charity. The company gives five days a year to volunteer at nonprofit organi-

zations. It’s truly one of our big cultural selling points. I am responsible for 

Habitat for Humanity. One of the things we have observed, and it’s not sur-

prising, is that right after a layoff, volunteerism plummets. People don’t want 

to look like they have free time. I had been trying to get the larger organiza-

tion to put out some statements of support for people continuing to do this 

even during layoffs or after. So, we had a senor vice president taking Q&A at a 

town hall meeting, and I asked him to state the company’s support for people 

using their volunteer time after a layoff. Fortunately, he gave his own example 

of how he continued to volunteer after a layoff, in a way that suggested he role- 

modeled the behavior. He also said that “if you are getting a message from 

your manager that you shouldn’t be doing this, let me know.” So, I kind of saw 

that as major step toward making sure our team knew that it was supported 

by the larger organization.

As this anecdote shows, getting support from top leaders in an organization 
can be a particularly effective way to build a supportive organizational climate 
for team members, which is critical for building team empowerment, trust, 
and psychological safety.

Second, teams need to have a high level of perceived organizational sup-
port, or a recognition that an organization values and cares about its teams 
and has the members’ best interests at heart. One insurance company execu-
tive said:
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The most valuable asset for any organization is always going to be people. 

Organizations themselves don’t care; it’s people who care. So, we strive to 

emphasize that the employees are the company, and this is critical in any 

customer- facing organization or team. We do a lot of celebratory events at our 

site. Some team members came up with the idea to have a big holiday event 

in early December. We readily agreed that this would be a good idea, and a 

bunch of team members worked behind the scenes to make it happen. We also 

support Habitat for Humanity and the Kramden Institute, where our team 

members build housing and computers for those less fortunate. We allow our 

team members to use their work time to give back and encourage the manag-

ers and leaders to be involved. Beyond that, and to make it more personal, if 

we know that a particular team member worked significant hours last week, 

we make sure that someone else on the team reaches out to him or her to do 

something special or at least say thanks. We want to know how that person is 

doing, show some human touch. While we have some processes in place here 

in the company that help, it really comes down to the individual team mem-

bers, managers, and leaders to make this successful. That really makes our 

entire team feel more appreciated, special, and supported.

Thus, as our insurance company executive emphasizes, it’s the company’s peo-
ple who determine the level of perceived organizational support. To increase 
the support, you should reach out to team members and encourage them to 
do the same for others, which will in turn increase team empowerment, trust, 
and psychological safety.

Finally, you need to make sure that team members perceive that their 
organization has a high level of trust in the team. Our insurance executive 
commented,

Well, as a leader, I embody the organization. So organizational trust starts 

with me. I do several things to build trust. First, I always deal with integrity. 

I do not lie. I would rather say, “I cannot answer that,” than lie. You have to 

strike a balance between insulating the team from crap that goes on but not 

so much that it becomes too insulated. I try to be visible with my team. I 

mean, how can you trust someone who is a nameless voice on the other end 

of the telephone? On the rare [he laughs] occasion that I do make a mistake, 

I acknowledge it. I say, “Let’s be clear. I was wrong; you were right. We have 

more information now; let’s move forward.” I have had leaders throw me 

under the bus; that breaks trust and you never get it back. Sometimes they 
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don’t even realize what they’ve done, and that makes it worse! I always say, 

“Do not upward- manage me. Tell me the truth.” Nothing frustrates me more 

than being misguided because it will come back to bite.

As this example illustrates, you should find ways to demonstrate to team mem-
bers that both you and the organization have a high level of trust in their team to 
be successful. By first showing integrity in your own character and competence, 
you can help develop this sort of sociopolitical support among your teams and 
your company, which builds team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety.

In addition to sociopolitical support, team design is the other key structural 
feature that supports team empowerment. According to the work of Richard 
Hackman and Harvard’s Ruth Wageman, there are six design “must- haves” for 
ensuring that members experience team empowerment, trust, and psychologi-
cal safety and, consequently, high team performance: a clear, engaging direc-
tion; task interdependence; team rewards; team resources; authority to manage 
the work; and performance goals.45 The book titled If You Don’t Know Where 
You’re Going, You’ll Probably End Up Somewhere Else46 sums up the essence 
of the first aspect— a clear, engaging direction— quite nicely. And although the 
title’s sentiment is certainly true for individuals, it’s even more important for 
entire teams because members often disagree on their team’s direction, espe-
cially if a leader has not clearly communicated it. Therefore, you as a team leader 
need to ensure that all of your team members know where they are going and 
agree that the direction is engaging and meaningful. In fact, we would argue 
that this is the first job for any team leader. Note that this role does not, however, 
equate to your dictating or micromanaging a team’s direction. Instead, your job 
is to help an empowered team arrive at its own internally driven sense of direc-
tion by being heavily involved in facilitating the process. And while reaching a 
clear, engaging direction is difficult for any team, it is a fundamental ingredi-
ent of a good, empowered team design that will help a team’s members develop 
long- term commitment and persistence for reaching valued outcomes.

Our insurance executive provided some excellent ideas on how he created 
this clear, engaging direction:

If you’re giving direction, it should also be written. Talk alone often isn’t suf-

ficient. Some people are visual; some are auditory; some people miss stuff, so 

having the key points in written material is the anchor to which you can then 

talk. The balance of spoken and written content becomes even more critical 

when you have nonnative English speakers and/or other cultures; it needs to 
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be simple and straightforward. Some of the most mentally tiring meetings 

are where you have to stop every second sentence to allow what you’ve said to 

be translated for other listeners. Whether you are directing a single cohesive 

team or a team spread across geographies or cultures you don’t need 100- slide 

PowerPoints; there needs to be a crispness to the message. Probably 90 percent 

of what you say may not be remembered, so communicating a clear, engaging 

direction needs to consider the audience and the key points they need to take 

away. I much prefer to be face- to- face with people in the room; it is a much 

easier dynamic to work with and see whether they are engaged. On the phone, 

it can easily become a monologue.

Setting a clear, engaging direction for a team often entails using different 
forms of communication. Consider your audience and their preferences, and 
then adjust your delivery accordingly, being sure to follow up and confirm 
that your message and your team’s direction were clearly understood.

The second important aspect of team design is task interdependence, which 
we previously defined as the extent of communication, coordination, and 
integration required among team members to get their jobs done. Because 
interdependence is an important running theme throughout this book, we 
won’t belabor it here. Suffice it to say that unless your team members have a 
real team task with which to work, there will not likely be a true sense of team 
empowerment, trust, or psychological safety.

The third important aspect of team design is team rewards, which we dis-
cuss more in the section on extrinsic team motivation. For now, we address 
the fourth critical element of team design, team resources, which includes the 
information, training, and basic materials teams require in order for members 
to get their jobs done. Team members obviously need the “stuff” required to 
get their tasks accomplished. An often overlooked but important organiza-
tional resource for team members is training on teaming. Often leaders expect 
their members to figure everything out when it comes to teams, which pro-
duces sometimes dire consequences for team performance. Teaming does not 
come naturally to everyone, especially those who have more individualistic 
values, so it is important that individuals get the training and development 
they need to be excellent team members.

Related to this point, one of the most valuable resources that teams pos-
sess is the breadth of knowledge, expertise, skills, experiences, and abilities 
that resides across its individual team members. Interestingly, however, teams 
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do not always realize just what they have and, as a result, struggle to optimize 
their coordination efforts. A team’s shared knowledge of who knows what” on 
the team is referred to as its transactive memory system.47 Teams with stronger 
transactive memory systems are able to more efficiently and effectively coor-
dinate their tasks by, for example, matching expertise with specific tasks and 
knowing who to call for help, and as a result, they demonstrate higher levels 
of performance.48 Some relatively straightforward ways that you can facilitate 
stronger transactive memory systems include having team conversations that 
develop general familiarity among members (e.g., providing basic background 
information and discussing each member’s other roles in the organization), 
directly communicating each member’s relevant expertise (e.g., explaining 
why a member was chosen for the team), and discussing possible ways to 
maximize collaboration.49 These steps not only foster member coordination 
early on but can also prompt members to think about future opportunities for 
cross- team learning as they navigate their other organizational roles.50

The fifth critical aspect of team design is authority to manage the work. In 
Chapter 3, we discussed the role of autonomy in creating effective work designs to 
enhance individual empowerment, differentiating between the structural feature 
of building autonomous working structures from the psychological experience 
produced by individual’s actual perceptions of choice. The same is true for team 
design. An overall team needs the work systems, structures, and characteristics 
that enable its members to collectively have control over their work. Indeed, this 
is an essential ingredient for empowered teams. Without it, the inability to deter-
mine what tasks to carry out and how or when to do so will certainly sabotage any 
real sense of team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety.

The final must- have aspect of team design that Hackman and Wageman dis-
cussed is the existence of team performance goals. In Chapter 3, we highlighted 
the importance of setting SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, 
and time- bound) goals for individuals to boost their empowerment, and the 
same holds true for teams. The difference here, however, is that team goals must 
focus on collective performance, or what the team members hope to achieve 
by working together. Thus, you should spend considerable effort helping your 
teams develop a set of powerful team goals that help them energize and focus 
their overall team efforts. An important caveat here is that team goals should be 
aligned with every team member’s individual goals as closely as possible. This is 
not always a simple endeavor, but misalignment between individuals’ goals and 
their team’s goals can have bad implications for the performance of both.
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One of the managers with whom we work emphasized this point:

People should have about six to eight goals max. Two- thirds of them should 

align with project or corporate strategy goals, and the remaining one- third 

should be more personal goals. As a project manager, I need to know what 

those personal goals are. Since I don’t have access to an HR system to see per-

sonal goals, I need to ask individuals and the team what they want to get per-

sonally out of the project in terms of goals. Also, the goals should flow from a 

project plan and charter. The more you anchor to the charter with goals, the 

better; otherwise, the charter is useless. While we may have team goals, not 

everyone on the team has the same individual goals. The “sprint” people get 

stretch goals, and the “marathon” people get different goals. The most impor-

tant thing, though, is to anchor the goals to the common vision and ensure 

that they inspire, or at least interest, the individual and the team.

 Clearly, aligning both individual and team goals is an important step to max-
imizing overall team effectiveness. Additionally, the evidence suggests that 
when you are confronting highly complex tasks, you should emphasize goals 
that center around learning more so than specific performance goals, at least 
initially.51 Obviously, this is an especially important consideration in today’s 
VUCA environment. As your team gains a more solid footing and builds the 
requisite skills, you can then shift to specific performance outcomes to pur-
sue. As a leader, you can play a critical role in determining when it is appro-
priate to pivot from a learning goal to a performance goal emphasis. In some 
cases, teams may suffer from “analysis paralysis,” in which case you may need 
to make an executive decision that pushes your team beyond deliberating dif-
ferent goal choices to implementing a specific goal pursuit.52

Beyond these six must- haves, Hackman and Wageman also argue that 
team composition is an important design feature of successful teams. Team 
composition encompasses the skill and demographic diversity of team mem-
bers, team size, and the length of time the team has had stable membership. 
As we already noted in this chapter, one of the most important and distinc-
tive advantages of teams in today’s VUCA environment is that members often 
bring distinctive and complementary skills to the team’s tasks. Indeed, there 
may be very little overlap between each member’s knowledge, skills, abili-
ties, and perspectives, which can propel a team to important synergies. By 
contrast, if team members are all alike, there is almost nothing to be gained 
from putting them together in the first place; that is, a single individual would 
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likely be just as effective as an entire team. Yet the problem with a diverse 
team is that much of the evidence shows that it takes quite a bit longer for 
these teams to get down to business compared to teams whose members are 
all alike. If you lead a diverse team, you will need to spend a great deal of time 
on the front end trying to help members understand one another’s perspec-
tives and approaches to work. If this effort is successful, the payoff is great in 
that these teams almost always outperform homogeneous teams, particularly 
when outcomes such as innovation, creativity, and quality are most desired.53

We have already mentioned that team size can be problematic. In fact, 
once a team gets beyond six to eight members, it often stops being a real team 
(in terms of the definition we provided in Chapter 1). Very large teams are 
often more accurately referred to as a group or even a “team of teams.”54 Com-
prehensive reviews on empowerment are a little at odds with regard to how 
team size affects team empowerment. For example, one review found that 
larger teams had less team empowerment, meaning that team members tend 
to lose their sense of overall team empowerment if their teams grow too big.55 
This may not be surprising, as team empowerment entails shared perceptions 
of team aspects, such as meaningfulness and impact. Once a team grows 
beyond a certain size, the chances for team empowerment to be a truly shared 
experience drop off rather dramatically.

We mentioned that another comprehensive review, however, found that 
team empowerment and team performance were more strongly linked for 
larger, rather than smaller, teams.56 Perhaps we can interpret these contradic-
tory findings to mean that while smaller teams maximize the chance for team 
empowerment to be perceived, if you are forced to assemble a team that is a 
bit larger (say, ten to fifteen members), then it is imperative that you take all 
the steps outlined in this chapter to ensure a high level of team empowerment, 
which will help the team achieve optimal performance.

We won’t comment too much on the last aspect of team design, the length 
of time the team has had stable membership, because this ideal is likely to be 
an unattainable luxury for most of today’s teams. The truth remains, however, 
that the longer that teams can be kept intact, the more likely shared percep-
tions of team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety will be reached 
and maintained. We summarize the ways in which you can create empower-
ing structures and systems for your teams in Table 4.2.



TABLE 4 . 2 .  Creating Empowering Organizational Structures and Systems 
Targeted at a Team as a Whole

Empowering Organizational 
Structures and Systems

Examples

1. Supportive organizational 
climate

Give your entire team a special project and “advertise” 
what the team is doing to the whole company. Be a 
sponsor and supporter of your team’s objectives to the 
rest of the company. Make sure your team knows it has 
the company behind it.

2. Perceived organizational 
support

Make sure your entire team knows where to go in the 
organization if it has a problem or issue. Constantly 
reinforce the level of support the team has company-
wide.

3. Organizational trust Communicate constantly to your team that the overall 
company has trust and faith in it, and always make sure 
that those interacting with the team display trust.

4. Team design: Clear, engaging 
direction

From the very beginning, make sure your entire team 
knows what it is trying to accomplish and how it will get 
there; if the team loses it way, step back in. Use a team 
charter at the team’s inception.

5. Team design: Interdependence Make sure the task calls for real teamwork by assessing 
the level of interdependence. Reinforce the importance 
to team members of communicating and coordinating 
with one another to accomplish tasks.

6. Team design: Rewards Is there something at stake for the team to succeed? 
Monetary team bonuses are great, but so are celebratory 
events like dinners, sporting events, or a special occasion 
with plaques and certificates.

7. Team design: Resources Make sure the team has what it needs to succeed not just 
in terms of budget or materials but also training and 
development.

8. Team design: Authority to 
manage the work 

Is the team designed in such a way that members can 
take the necessary autonomy and discretion when 
needed?

9. Team design: Performance 
goals

Make sure that at least some of the important goals are 
set for the team as a whole and that these team goals are 
aligned with individual goals.

10. Team composition: Skill and 
demographic diversity

Make sure the team is set up in a way that creates and 
supports diverse viewpoints and abilities.

11. Team composition: Team 
size

Try to keep teams no larger than about eight members. If 
team size gets too big, break the team down into subteams.

12. Team composition: Stable 
membership

This is a pipe dream for most of today’s teams and 
leaders, but the evidence does show that team stability is 
linked to a host of positive outcomes.
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An Oldie But a Goodie: Using Transformational Leadership to 
Boost Team Empowerment, Trust, and Psychological Safety
In addition to the team coaching and team design factors already described, 
certain aspects of transformational leadership— leadership that encourages 
follower self- development and focuses on satisfying followers’ needs57— are 
likely to be linked to whether team members experience true team empower-
ment, trust, and psychological safety. The basic idea behind transformational 
leadership is that leaders in organizations that are forced to grapple with com-
petition and constantly changing business environments should behave in 
certain ways to motivate those around them to think about problems in new 
ways and effectively enact change. The 1980s and 1990s saw an explosion in an 
interest in transformational leadership, with such widely celebrated examples 
as Jack Welch with GE, Lou Gerstner of IBM, and Steve Jobs at Apple.

Although there is some controversy over what transformational leader-
ship really means and debate as to the actual dimensions of transformational 
leadership,58 four generally accepted dimensions are (1) idealized influence, 
or showing conviction and appealing to follower emotions, causing follow-
ers to identify with their leader; (2) inspirational motivation, or articulating a 
vision that is motivating and inspiring, challenging followers to pursue high 
standards, communicating optimism about goals, and providing meaning for 
followers’ tasks; (3) intellectual stimulation, or challenging assumptions, tak-
ing risks, asking for followers’ ideas, and encouraging creativity; and (4) indi-
vidualized consideration, or paying attention to each follower’s needs, acting 
as a mentor or coach and listening to concerns.59

Although there is evidence for the positive effects of transformational 
leadership on both individuals and teams,60 some have effectively argued that 
two of the dimensions are more team focused (idealized influence and inspi-
rational motivation), while the other two are more individual focused (intel-
lectual stimulation and individualized consideration).61 As a result, leaders 
who work to display idealized influence and inspirational motivation will be 
more likely to enhance team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety 
than leaders who display neither of these behaviors.

Regarding idealized influence, one of the managers with whom we worked 
in a large accounting firm said:

The chief information officer who recruited me for my position in this firm, 

an Australian guy, definitely has charisma and personal power. When he 
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walked into a room, people noticed. He was also very good with the business 

in that we had very challenging projects and a lot of the team members were 

beaten down. He was the type of leader who would chat for ten or fifteen min-

utes, and the people just seemed instantly more engaged. He knew the right 

questions to ask. He also never tried to blame or scapegoat; he was really try-

ing to help. As a result, our team performed exceptionally well and overcame 

all of the challenges associated with those projects.

Although followers might not describe every good leader as having this type 
of charisma, it is important to note that you should seek to cultivate a simi-
larly effectual idealized influence with your team members without straying 
too far from your natural style.

One of our high- technology team leaders emphasized the importance 
of the other factor, inspirational motivation, and being able to inspire by 
storytelling:

One of our leaders was always the closer at our all- hands meetings. People 

connect through stories. In fact, one of our executives used to ask everyone 

in the company to be on the lookout for stories about amazing team mem-

bers in the company. Once you found one, you could e- mail the executive’s 

office, and he would end up calling the team member personally to thank 

him or her. You can’t imagine how inspiring that was for the teams in our 

company. And, even lower down in the organization, our marketing depart-

ment, for example, had all of these epic stories that they publish to moti-

vate and galvanize teams. When I think of inspiration, I think of powerful 

stories.

Tips for Designing Extrinsic Motivation 
Systems for Your Team as a Whole

In this chapter, we have focused primarily on the role of intrinsic motivation 
for your team as a whole. Similar to Chapter 3, however, we cannot ignore 
the importance of extrinsic motivation for leading teams. And, unless you 
are an HR professional, you may not even realize that there is a whole science 
devoted to extrinsic motivation and how to best pay people! In fact, every year 
hundreds of academic and practitioner articles are published on compensa-
tion in such journals as Journal of Compensation and Benefits and Compensa-
tion and Benefits Review.
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Along with a focus on how to pay individuals, there has also been a great 
deal of attention in the past twenty- five years focused on team- based reward 
and evaluation systems.62 It is not our intention to rehash all of that here; 
rather, we focus on what the evidence suggests are the most crucial elements 
for enhancing performance management for entire teams. The results show 
that just as many companies ignore rewarding and evaluating individu-
als in team contexts for displaying teamwork behavior, they also often fail 
to incentivize and evaluate overall team performance. Unfortunately, despite 
the quarter- century of research emphasizing the importance and generally 
positive effects of some level of team- based rewards (we should qualify this 
by stating that a large majority of this research has been conducted in the 
laboratory or with students rather than in actual organizations),63 most com-
panies still use individual- based reward systems in complete opposition to the 
motivation of teamwork. Many of the participants in our executive education 
classes echo this sentiment, and even in our interviews and observations for 
this book, we couldn’t find many examples of formal reward and recognition 
systems for teams as a whole.

Team- based rewards are often complex and difficult to implement; nev-
ertheless, people tend to do what they get rewarded and evaluated for, and 
unless you build in some incentive for overall team performance, team mem-
bers will simply not make teamwork a priority. But what makes them so com-
plicated? Well, there is a long list of reasons why team rewards do not always 
produce the intended outcome of teamwork.64

For example, in Chapter 3, we discussed Levi Strauss’s disastrous experi-
ence using a team- based reward system in its sewing plants in Tennessee and 
Texas. The main culprit for all of the hostility among team members appeared 
to be the almost immediate occurrence of slacking behavior. When employees 
were rewarded and evaluated only for team performance, completely neglect-
ing individual performance, some team members quickly realized that they 
could allow other team members to complete the brunt of the work and still 
end up taking home a pretty decent salary. Thus, using team- based rewards 
exclusively often results in a team ending up with slackers who are no longer 
motivated to perform at a high level.

Levi Strauss, however, was in a quandary because there was absolutely no 
incentive for team members to exhibit teamwork in their former piece- rate 
pay system, which rewards individual members for the number of pairs of 
jeans they assemble during a specified time period. If an individual requested 
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help from a fellow team member with a job- related issue, the latter team mem-
ber probably quickly visualized a shrinking amount of pay at the end of the 
week. In addition, this issue is exacerbated in Western countries, where cul-
tures emphasize that the individual, not groups or teams, is the most impor-
tant unit of society.

So, again, the dilemma is that leaders and companies cannot use only 
individual- based reward systems and expect teamwork, but they also cannot 
use an exclusively team- based reward system because individuals lose their 
sense of individual accountability and become slackers, hurting overall team 
performance. So what else is there? Perhaps the answer lies in a combination 
of both individual-  and team- based rewards. With a sort of hybrid reward 
system, you might be able to get the best of both worlds (incentivizing both 
individual and team performance) while at the same time minimizing the 
disadvantages of both (a lack of teamwork or social loafing). Indeed, some lab 
research has found that overall team performance can be improved by using 
hybrid rewards programs that balance individual and shared rewards.65

But do these programs work in the real world? To find out, Harvard’s Ruth 
Wageman conducted a field experiment with Xerox copy repair technician 
teams.66 She asked Xerox to incentivize separate sets of copy repair techni-
cian teams using three different methods tied directly to: team behavior and 
performance only, individual behavior and performance only, and a hybrid 
condition of both team and individual behavior and performance. Despite 
the intuitive appeal of a hybrid reward system for encouraging both individ-
ual performance and teamwork, Wageman found that these types of reward 
systems generated complete confusion among the technicians in their teams, 
motivating neither good individual nor team performance. She concluded, 
“Introducing some group- level rewards undermined technicians’ sense of 
individual responsibility without providing strong enough collective motiva-
tion to fully develop the interdependent [team] process.”67 In the end, if people 
use their reward systems as signals for what behaviors they should exhibit 
(which they typically do), hybrid reward systems may leave many feeling 
hopelessly confused.

Therefore, despite the quarter- century of advice that sounds a lot like “if 
you want people to act like a team, you should pay them as a team,” our sug-
gestion to those considering using team- based rewards to incentivize team-
work is a perhaps surprising piece of advice: Don’t do it. In fact, we cannot 
argue strongly enough how little in favor we are of team- based rewards. 
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However, let us clarify that by “team- based rewards,” we mean specifically 
replacing a portion of an individual’s base pay with some level of team- based 
incentive. It simply won’t work.

Again, this notion is especially true in Western countries. In our own 
research, we examined why there appears to be a high level of resistance to 
team- based rewards in companies.68 Using data from over 600 employees 
in a Fortune 50 insurance company, we found that one of the biggest cul-
prits responsible for employee resistance to team- based rewards was, in fact, 
national culture. That is, employees resisted team- based reward systems more 
so if they also had highly individualistic cultural values in which the individ-
ual is more important than the collective. Related to this, we also found that 
many employees do not perceive team- based rewards to be fair; that is, they 
do not believe that rewarding teams as a whole is the right way to pay people 
based on their performance (we get the same comments from our MBA stu-
dents about shared project grades!). This may be especially true for teams in 
which performance criteria are fuzzy or subjective (e.g., creatively responding 
to previously unknown challenges).

In addition, we found that employees in highly interdependent teams were 
actually more receptive to team- based rewards, which is consistent with our 
3D Team Leadership approach that suggests focusing your leadership efforts 
more on teams as a whole when your members are working highly interde-
pendently. Finally, employees were more receptive to team- based rewards 
when they were, probably not surprisingly, also highly committed to their 
teams and strongly preferred teamwork over individual work. In some of 
our original research on team empowerment, we also found that some level 
of team- based rewards was actually associated with higher levels of team 
empowerment.69

So, if we are not advocating for carving out a portion of an individual’s 
pay and replacing it with a team reward component, what are we recommend-
ing you do to motivate and reward teamwork? Although we do advise leaving 
each individual team member’s base pay alone, we do advocate for the power 
of team bonuses. Providing an incentive on top of an individual’s base pay can 
have a powerful effect on motivating teamwork behavior without tinkering 
around with the individual component of pay.

That’s just what a travel reservation company with which we worked did 
to incentivize teamwork. Using a balanced scorecard approach with various 
criteria that added up to 100 percent, the company developed four team- level 
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metrics that they assessed every quarter: growth in the business (measured 
by market share; 30 percent of the total), profitability (measured by cost per 
travel booking; 25 percent of the total), process improvement (measured by 
decreases in cycle time for setting up travel reservation systems for customers; 
20 percent of the total), and customer satisfaction (measured using surveys of 
actual customers; 25 percent of the total). Teams received performance- based 
bonuses on top of their regular pay for exceeding target goals set forth by 
the company every quarter based on these metrics. In true balanced score-
card fashion, customer satisfaction and process improvement were negatively 
related to each other; that is, the less time the company spent setting up travel 
systems with a particular customer, the lower was that customer’s satisfaction 
level. So, striking the right balance between the various dimensions of the 
scorecard was critical for overall team performance.

Sometimes that extra bonus does not have to be financial. One of our lead-
ers in an insurance company said:

When a particular team has worked really hard at nights and on weekends 

on a project, I tell the whole team to leave early on a Friday. I’ll say some-

thing like, “I don’t want to see any of you after lunch.” We even had company- 

sponsored galas where we announce a winning team and the entire team and 

their families win a vacation, like a cruise. Instead of cash incentives, which 

can be tricky across countries because of different tax systems, we use a points 

system that can be redeemed for things in our company.

So if financial bonuses are not a possibility, you can look for other creative 
ways to implement meaningful team rewards beyond a simple cash bonus. 
The results of even these types of rewards can be strongly encouraging.

Beyond reward systems, performance management for teams as a whole 
can also involve adding a team- based component to company evaluation 
systems. Just as in Chapter 3, where we advocated for adding a teamwork 
component to each individual’s performance evaluation, there is evidence 
demonstrating that providing evaluations for team entities can motivate the 
“I’s” in the team to function more effectively as a unit.

Finally, there has been at least some evidence in support of using peer 
evaluations in support of encouraging teamwork.70 One of the managers in a 
biotechnology company with whom we work talked about the importance of 
this feature in any evaluation system said, “When I go and assess individual 
performance, I’m looking at a 360 review. I ask everyone around them for 
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feedback, very directly, as in, ‘Is this person performing at a high level?’ This 
is incredibly important in a team environment. You do not have the time to 
assess ten different people by yourself. You should be assessing them on how 
their peers evaluate them but also their customers.” As we have previously 
mentioned in this book, feedback is an important factor in building empow-
ered teams that also have high levels of trust and psychological safety, and 
peer evaluations can be insightful. After incorporating the tips we provided in 
Chapter 3 for making peer evaluations more valid and reliable, we encourage 
you to use them to your advantage in enhancing overall teamwork.

The last point we make about extrinsic motivation is a reminder from 
Chapter 3: many people are on more than one team, which will require you 
to be creative in terms of designing reward, recognition, and goal- setting pro-
grams for multiple teams simultaneously. Nonetheless, extrinsic motivation 
is an important factor that you can use to improve overall team performance.

In summary, we have discussed the importance of building a high level of 
team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety in order to maximize the 
overall team dimension in our model of 3D Team Leadership. When a team is 
operating highly interdependently, you should adopt a team focus with your 
leadership behaviors and actions. Regarding behaviors, we advise you to focus 
on three key actions: (1) displaying empowering leader behavior directed at 
teams  by using the behaviors of role modeling, encouraging and allowing 
teams to participate in decision- making, providing team coaching, sharing 
important and strategic information, and displaying a high level of concern 
and caring for all team members; (2) creating empowering team structures 
and systems by focusing on enhancing sociopolitical support through creat-
ing a supportive organizational climate, ensuring a high level of perceived 
organizational support, promoting a high level of team trust, and building 
in important elements of team design, including a clear and engaging direc-
tion, task interdependence, team resources, authority to manage the work, 
team performance goals, and team composition; and (3) exhibiting the team- 
focused aspects of transformational leadership: idealized influence, inspira-
tional motivation. We also warned against using team- based performance 
rewards that eat into an individual’s take- home pay, instead adding a team- 
based bonus component on top of individual pay.

This is an ambitious list of things on which to focus when maximizing 
the team dimension of 3D Team Leadership. We wish we could tell you how 
to make this simple, but admittedly, it takes a lot of work. Suffice it to say 
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that the evidence is strong in suggesting that the more you can successfully 
focus on all of these factors related to the team dimension of 3D Team Leader-
ship, the better chance you’ll have of maximizing the success of your teams. 
Of course, similar to our recommendations in Chapter 3, leaders should rely 
on sensemaking techniques like scanning the environment for cues, solicit-
ing feedback from team members, and, when possible, drawing from their 
past experiences to determine which specific tool is lacking or needs more 
attention.
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The Third Dimension: Subteams

IN THIS CHAPTER, WE INTRODUCE A NEW WRINKLE: SUB-
teams, which refers to two or more smaller subsets of members 

nested within a larger team that work interdependently within and between 
one another for the benefit of an overall team. We also have already referred to 
the level of interdependence in this type of team as multilayered interdepen-
dence, which can be vastly more complex than the other types of interdepen-
dence discussed so far. For example, think of a software development team 
that has subteam of coders (those who write computer code) and a subteam of 
debuggers (those who look for errors in the code). Members often work inter-
dependently with one another within each subteam: the coders coordinate 
with one another to make sure members are not duplicating their efforts, and 
the debuggers exchange information with one another on which aspects of the 
code are problematic. These two subteams are also interdependent between 
each other; that is, the debuggers have to provide information to the coders 
about their errors, and the coders need to alert the debuggers for potential 
trouble spots, as well as changes they are making to reduce errors, thereby 
improving the overall code writing process.

Similar to the lessons in Chapter 3, many leaders have difficulty accepting 
the notion that breaking down a team into smaller sets of members can deliver 
value, and they have been indoctrinated from a very early age (think of under-
 4 soccer leagues!) to believe it is flat- out wrong to focus on or encourage any 
sort of arrangement that doesn’t promote a “team as a whole” mind- set. To be 
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fair, there is a fine line between a “team that clicks” and a “team with cliques,” 
especially when it comes to the idea of subteams. For example, as we noted 
in Chapter 2, team members often divide into factions based on non- work- 
related faultlines1 like gender, race/ethnicity, age, or educational background 
(akin to cliques). Although they may appear similar in some ways, these fac-
tions rarely operate as effective subteams. Rather than wait for them to emerge 
on their own, you should work to proactively create your own subteams by 
making purposeful decisions about work flow based on relevant factors like 
previous knowledge, diversity in thinking, and functional expertise. When 
created and used properly, subteams represent an opportunity to generate all 
of the benefits of a traditional team, only multiplied by more units.

Beyond the opportunity to leverage mini- powerhouses under a single 
team umbrella, there is also another reason subteams have become necessary: 
many of today’s teams and the scope of their tasks can be so large that they 
are unmanageable as a single, interdependent unit.2 For example, aerospace 
teams that are involved in building next- generation aircraft can have teams 
that number in the thousands of members.3 Granted, some of this is due to 
companies slapping a team label onto a group, but in many cases companies 
are legitimately hoping to generate interdependent work from upwards of fifty 
or more key stakeholders.

In The Wisdom of Teams, authors Katzenbach and Smith argue that very 
large teams would have members that struggle to interact constructively 
and, almost by necessity, break themselves down into smaller, more manage-
able subteams.4 Again, this can be advantageous because subteams can lead 
to increased creativity and learning, which are imperative in today’s VUCA 
environments.5 A team of subteams can also have less overall team confor-
mity (i.e., “groupidity”) because subteam members have their own unique 
ideas and processes and are not as frequently subjected to overall team pres-
sure. So it is imperative that you take steps to form subteams and devote an 
appropriate focus on these entities to ensure overall team success. Beyond 
evaluating team size, two other basic criteria can help you determine when 
subteams should dominate your focus.

The first is in ongoing teams that repeatedly face multiple and semi- 
unique tasks that require moderate or high levels of interdependence. In its 
most basic form, teams in this category can employ each subteam to perform 
distinct, team- like tasks and then combine their work at various points in a 
task cycle. When these arrangements become larger and more complex, they 
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are sometimes referred to as a type of multiteam system (discussed in more 
detail in the next section). Importantly, for these arrangements to be effec-
tive, unique tasks should be reasonably independent to prevent unnecessary 
redundancies. However, subteams should also have the appropriate high- level 
strategic view to avoid surprises when outputs come together into a final 
product, service, solution, or idea.

The second situation when a subteam focus is appropriate occurs when 
a team follows a dynamic life cycle model and shifts into a period in which 
multiple interdependent tasks need to be completed at the same time. This is 
very different from and more complicated than the previous scenario. Lead-
ing an entity that switches between a group, a team, and a team of subteams 
not only requires leading each of the different entities at varying time points, 
but also demands that leaders be mindful of when teams are in transition (and 
sometimes proactively guiding the transition itself) and manage their shifts 
across the different foci. We provide some helpful road signs for recogniz-
ing and facilitating these transitions in Chapter 6. Our experience and work 
with companies suggests that a subteam focus is often the most difficult and 
unintuitive aspect to master. However, this also means that learning how and 
when to use subteams represents a tremendous opportunity to generate sig-
nificant gains in your own team leadership.

A Brief Overview of Leading and Motivating Subteams 
(or How We Learned to Love Multiteam Systems)

A multiteam system, sometimes called a team of teams, is defined as “two or 
more teams that interface directly and interdependently in response to envi-
ronmental contingencies toward the accomplishment of collective goals.”6 
Compared to research on leading individuals in team contexts and teams 
as a whole, research on multiteam systems is in its relative infancy.7 In fact, 
although the evidence is accumulating rapidly, much of this research has been 
conducted by a select few of our colleagues, namely Leslie DeChurch, Michelle 
Marks, John Mathieu, and Steve Zaccaro, within the past few years.8 Note that 
the original definition was meant to apply to two or more entirely distinct 
teams, whereas we are applying the concept to one intact team with multiple 
subteams embedded within it. To be clear, the multiteam system folks will 
talk about a very large team consisting of a set of smaller, but still whole, intact 
teams within it.9 To make sure the difference is clear and recognizing that 
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multiteam systems are very large in size and scope, we refer to an overall team 
with several subteams within it as a multisubteam system. Although in rela-
tively stable teaming environments this distinction is purely semantics, our 
treatment of leading subteams is very practical when considering that teams 
in dynamic environments might constantly morph from singular teams to 
more complex multisubteam systems over time.

Great leaders get the most out of their subteams by understanding the 
delicate balance of both the within-  and the between- subteam dynamics 
that affect members’ ability to perform at their best (said more plainly, they 
grasp the ins and outs of subteams). In essence, as a team leader, you’ll need to 
realize that subteams cannot function well if their members are incapable of 
cooperating toward common subteam goals; in addition, each of the subteams 
themselves must also be on the same page with one another to ensure their 
work comes together in a way that contributes to the whole team’s mission.10 
You’re probably thinking, Wait a minute! Do I basically have to do everything 
you described in the prior chapters, just with more teams! Isn’t that exponen-
tially more complex? What about my limited resources?

We get it. Leading subteams is complex, to be sure, but ultimately it can be 
simpler and more effective than trying to lead a group of fifty or more employ-
ees as distinct individuals or getting them all on the same page as a single 
“team.” Rest assured, however, that the 3D Team Leadership model still offers 
the most efficient and practical approach for getting the most out of subteams. 
Moreover, don’t forget that the payoffs that come from effectively orchestrat-
ing a multisubteam system can be tremendous.

For many of the leaders with whom we have worked, the most challenging 
aspect of leading subteams is managing the relationships between a set of sub-
teams, which represents only one of the multiple layers of interdependence. 
Before moving to the leader behaviors that can help master this part of the 
equation, we begin with a brief description of managing the within- subteam 
dynamics in each of your subteams, which builds on what you’ve already 
learned in Chapters 3 and 4. This should be straightforward, though no less 
important than the between- subteam leadership guidance.
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The Most Important Things to Know about Leading 
Each of the Subteams within an Overall Team

With a multisubteam system, a leader is basically responsible for managing 
multiple stand- alone teams that can each display any of the group-  or team- 
like attributes discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, respectively. Accordingly, you 
need to either pay particularly close attention to the individuals within each 
subteam or the overall collective subteam, depending on their ideal interde-
pendence. Let’s quickly revisit the basics.

When a subteam’s interdependence requirements are low, you should 
focus mostly on the individuals within that subteam. Specifically, you should 
be mindful to display the behaviors that focus on individual empowerment, 
which we discussed in Chapter 3. By contrast, when interdependence require-
ments within a subteam are higher, you should focus on promoting overall 
subteam empowerment, trust, and psychological safety. The specific behav-
iors we described in Chapter 4 include role modeling, encouraging teams 
to participate in decision making, providing coaching for teams to become 
confident in their empowerment experiences, sharing important strategic 
information with teams, and displaying a high level of concern and caring 
for teams.

Just as we stated in each of the two prior chapters, you need to constantly 
work to align the concurrent goals operating in your team. This, of course, 
becomes more complicated when subteams are added to the equation. To 
minimize confusion and maximize performance, try to create well- aligned 
goal structures— that is, overall team goals will clearly inform subteam goals, 
which will then clearly inform individual goals—  that allow members to have 
a clear line of sight11 for how they fit into the major strategic aims of the orga-
nization. Goal alignment is especially important when a team moves across 
different work arrangements throughout a life cycle, as incompatible goals at 
one point in a team’s life cycle can spill over to create problems at a later point.

Finally, be aware that two or more subteams within the same overall team 
often face different interdependence requirements. Although subteams are 
typically employed when a team faces two or more distinct but moderately or 
highly interdependent tasks that require collaboration, there are times when a 
particular subteam is faced with relatively independent and routine work. Of 
course, you know by now that you will have to diagnose the best way different 
tasks should be carried out by each subteam in order to use the optimal lead-
ership approach. We recognize how complicated this can be, particularly if 
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there are numerous subteams within your overall team. Nevertheless, the fact 
remains that if a particular subteam’s members are carrying out work that is 
highly interdependent, you should focus more on the subteam as a whole. If, 
by contrast, a particular subteam’s members are working primarily indepen-
dently (more like a group), then you can focus more on the individuals within 
that subteam. And if particular subteams morph from more group- like to 
team- like and back again, hang on! It could be a bumpy ride trying to keep up.

As an example, a software development team may at some point conduct 
a soft product launch with a small group of potential customers, which will 
then require some members to field routine service calls or e- mails (a task that 
can be done individually by a group- like entity) and another set of members 
to collaboratively fix issues in a hurried fashion (a potentially high interde-
pendence task requiring a team- like entity). In this scenario, you would focus 
mostly on individuals in the first subteam, but focus primarily on the subteam 
as a whole for the second subteam, all while reiterating the overall team goals 
to both.

Navigating the Messiness of Multisubteam Systems 
through Leader Stretegizing and Coordinating

Although a team- of- subteams approach often sounds great on paper, it can 
easily devolve into nightmarish subteam- versus- subteam scenarios. This 
problem emerges because even well- meaning leaders can fail to manage the 
interdependence between each of the subteams, a layer of interdependence 
that is totally separate from within- subteam interdependence. In these cases, 
overall teams can fail even if their unique subteams appear to thrive. In fact, 
a great deal of evidence suggests that failure to manage the horizontal rela-
tionships and interdependencies between subteams is a key reason that these 
teams of subteams do not work.12 Evidence- based approaches point to two key 
leadership behaviors that can remedy this issue: leader strategizing and leader 
coordinating.13

Strategizing efforts typically take place during a team’s transition activi-
ties like planning, analysis, and goal setting. Coordinating behaviors usually 
occur during a team’s work on action activities, which occur when mem-
bers’ interaction is focused on accomplishing goals, coordinating actions, 
and monitoring team progress.14 As we noted in Chapter 4, interperson-
ally focused behaviors, like boosting motivation and managing conflict, are 
important across both transition and action activities.15
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Because subteams reflect hybrid entities residing somewhere in between 
individuals and a team as a whole, both strategizing and coordinating leader 
behaviors should hit three points of impact: within subteams, or leader behav-
ior directed at each of the subteams within an overall team; between subteams, 
or leader behavior directed at the interface between each of the subteams 
within a team as a whole; and across subteams, or leader behavior directed at 
the interface between an overall team composed of multiple subteams and its 
key stakeholders outside that team (e.g., other teams inside a company, teams 
outside a company, customers, clients).16 This would entail a total of six sets of 
behaviors— strategizing and coordinating for within- , between- , and across- 
subteam interdependencies— which undoubtedly underscores the complexity 
inherent in multilayered interdependence.

Figure 5.1 shows the multiple layers of interdependencies in a multisub-
team system: within- subteam interdependence, between- subteam interdepen-
dence, and across- subteam interdependence.

Best Practices for Subteam Strategizing

Leader strategizing in a multisubteam system refers to a leader’s analysis of 
the system performance environment, a structuring of work, the defining of 
roles, prioritization of tasks, and planning and goal setting.17 We next describe 
leader behaviors focused on strategizing within, between, and across a multi-
subteam system.

The leader- strategizing behaviors focused on each of the subteams within 
an overall team are gathering information about each subteam’s performance 
environment and framing each subteam’s task, setting objectives for each sub-
team, and planning how subteam members will work together within each 
subteam to accomplish their goals.18 By way of demonstration, consider what 
a senior manager who led a team of more junior managers in a program man-
agement organization said about strategizing with her subteams:

The first thing I did was teach each of my subteams how to use project sched-

uling software, pretty basic but important stuff. I also made it clear that each 

subteam needed to have three things— deliverables, durations, and depen-

dencies; and, I asked each subteam to put these in writing. I explained that I 

needed to know their activities and how they would reach these. One of the 

project management tricks that I use is I work a lot with people in the plan-

ning stages to really get them to be crisp and clear with regard to what they 
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are planning to do. I’ve had problems in the past where I was a little too vague 

with strategizing, and six months or a year into the project, there would be 

confusion as to actually what was asked of them. So I learned that I needed to 

be crystal clear and also explain to them that other teams are going to be rely-

ing on them, so we need to set the right strategy and agree to it.

As this leader explains, working with each of the subteams within an over-
all team to generate a clear strategy can have major implications for the sub-
teams’ future progress and success, which of course will help determine the 
performance of an overall team as well.

Strategizing behaviors focused on the interface between subteams within 
an overall team as a whole (between- subteam interdependence) include gath-
ering information about the multisubteam system’s performance environ-
ment and framing the task, setting objectives for the multisubteam system, 
and  planning how subteams will work together to reach multisubteam system 
goals.19 A project manager at a large insurance company provided us with sev-
eral key tools that he uses to lead his team’s set of subteams:

I have a team of twelve people composed of four subteams of three members 

each. To strategize effectively with the subteams, I make sure that all twelve 

FIGURE 5 .1 .  The Multilayered Interdependence of Multisubteam Systems
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team members know what our business case is and that they have familiarized 

themselves with our team charter. I have had cases where team members don’t 

read the charter, so they know now that I will ask questions. I always sit down 

with all of the team members and reinforce the overall view of what we’re trying 

to do, the overall goal. In my opinion, the role of a 3D team leader is to have that 

initial conversation by posing questions. I’ve seen many leaders, for the sake of 

time, just give them the answers. The most important thing is to get the sub-

teams to think as a whole first. I ask, “Who is the customer of our team? What 

is the benefit of what we’re doing?” I make sure they have one or more shared 

goals, top- level goals. Assuming that the subteams basically have the same over-

all purpose, I keep them together for strategizing. I wouldn’t do this for each 

subteam separately. If it is a small team with a common purpose, you strategize 

together. If it is a large team with a common purpose, you would take the most 

senior person from each subteam and pull them together into a team and then, 

you do your deep dive with each of the subteams. The question I always ask is, 

“What is the benefit of having the members strategize together?”

Although this is only one example of how you might strategize between your 
subteams, the fact remains that you must find a way to guide the interactions 
and strategy of your multiple subteams in order to be successful.

Strategizing behaviors focused on the interface between a multisubteam 
system and its external environment (across- subteam interdependence) include 
gathering information about your multisubteam system’s performance environ-
ment from outside the multisubteam system, helping to frame your multisub-
team system’s task to external stakeholders, and integrating your multisubteam 
system’s plans with those of outside stakeholders.20 We spoke about this topic 
with a senior project manager at a technology- based company. In our conversa-
tion, the manager emphasized the importance of constantly helping her team 
strategize across the multisubteam system:

The strategizing we have to do with external constituents is pretty compli-

cated. The systems that we build are very expensive, so we have to commit 

early before making big investments. I personally do a lot of negotiations with 

our internal and external customers. With internal, I typically get a hand-

shake agreement, but I verify in an e- mail to everyone also. I make sure all 

strategies and agreements are known, and I repeat them every month in our 

business reviews so that there is no misunderstanding within the overall team.
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Clearly these types of strategizing behaviors can help subteams function effec-
tively, as there is a need for all subteam members to understand what is expected 
of them from internal and external stakeholders. We next discuss leader coordi-
nating, the other important leader behavior relevant to a multisubteam system.

Best Practices for Subteam Coordination

Leader coordinating in a multisubteam system refers to leader facilitation of 
the system work processes when members are actually doing the work. The 
coordinating behaviors that are focused on each of the subteams within an 
overall team (within- subteam interdependence) include managing the flow of 
information and coordinating the actions of the members within each sub-
team.21 For example, a senior leader at a major insurance company discussed 
the importance of striking the right balance between empowering and micro-
managing coordination processes within each subteam and said:

I would give a big caveat and warning to every leader to avoid falling into the trap 

of micromanagement. We have a leader here who is a very bad micromanager, and 

some people on his team are going to quit. You can alienate the individuals in the 

team, but you are going to lose the creativity and the power of diversity that you’re 

trying to tap. So I take a coaching approach with each of the subteams. Together, 

we create a project plan of what their tasks are, and I ask them to show me what 

the dependencies are between their subteam and the other subteams. I ask them, 

“What are the risks, and how will you mitigate them?” The key part of this role is 

that you will see gaps in their coordination plan. So then I say, “Have you thought 

about this or that?” It definitely takes more time initially, but it pays off in the end. 

They will own it and feel more buy- in and empowered.

Indeed, empowerment is a strong method for successfully coordinating sub-
teams’ work within a multisubteam system, though other management tech-
niques abound as well.

The coordinating behaviors that are focused on the interface between the 
subteams within an overall team (between- subteam interdependence) include: 
managing the flow of information between subteams, coordinating the 
actions of subteams with one another, and  prompting subteams to provide 
backup and display helpful behavior to other teams.22 We spoke with a senior 
software engineer at a high- technology company about this, who said,
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In our case, we did a few different things to try and improve coordination 

between the subteams. First, we created a separate team that we called a prod-

uct owner team. What that team did was give us a top- level way to organize 

work across the subteams. And this architecture team was used to organize the 

flow of work to reduce interdependencies so that there would be less complex 

coordination needs. Second, the other thing we did was that we had a “scrum 

of scrums” [a term from the Agile project management approach referring to a 

meeting of the leaders of each subteam] in addition to each team doing a daily 

stand- up meeting. These meetings were used to bring up issues of lack of coor-

dination across the subteams, and those discussions were facilitated by that.

Reinforcing this senior software engineer’s suggestion that frequent meetings 
can help the members of each of the subteams understand one another’s con-
texts and constraints, evidence also suggests that having at least a few mem-
bers on each of the subteams with more generalized functional experience (as 
opposed to very narrow experience) can bridge these between- subteam gaps 
because it aids mutual understanding, particularly if a team leader provides 
big- picture information that improves multisubteam functioning.23 By engag-
ing in these and similar actions, you can greatly improve your coordination 
behaviors between subteams in a multisubteam system.

As we have noted, the lack of coordination between subteams is the biggest 
reason these teams of subteams fail.24 Another evidence- based approach that can 
help to resolve this issue is to encourage subteam members to engage in between- 
subteam boundary spanning, which refers to a subteam’s activities to create and 
maintain network connections with other subteams in an overall team to help 
accomplish team tasks.25 The most important dimension of boundary spanning 
relevant for effective subteam functioning is task coordination, or aligning sub-
team activities with other subteams’ efforts.26 Boundary spanning between sub-
teams can be carried out by designating a member of each subteam to formally 
take on this role (and this person should have more generalized functional experi-
ence) or rotating responsibilities among various subteam members. In any case, 
the key here is to make sure subteams are discussing and aligning the timing and 
sequencing of their between- subteam interdependent efforts when working on 
projects or tasks to maximize the potential for overall team synergy.27

The coordinating behaviors that are focused on the interface between a 
multisubteam system and its external environment (across- subteam interde-
pendence) include managing the flow of information to and from external 
stakeholders and your multisubteam system and orchestrating the actions 



 The Third Dimension 129

of your subteams with external stakeholders.28 For example, a senior project 
manager at a high- technology organization emphasized the importance of 
coordinating time lines both internally and externally:

I constantly have to make the subteams and our overall team aware of all of 

the interdependencies they have with our customers. If one of the subteams 

finishes its specific part of the project early, that’s not always a good thing. 

Other subteams are doing things and ordering materials based on an agreed-

 on time line. So if the other subteams aren’t aware that we have a subteam that 

finished early, they won’t know to perform certain tasks or functions early 

also to line everything up. I have to provide reasons for why coordinating time 

lines with other constituents is important. I do this by explaining things from 

a broader perspective. Yes, your time is valuable, but we need to make sure 

we’re coordinating in such a way that we’re lining up milestones appropriately.

As is obvious from this example, the successful coordination of behaviors 
across a multisubteam system affects the overall success of the team and is an 
important part of managing subteams to which leaders must pay attention.

Table 5.1 summarizes and provides examples of the strategizing and coor-
dinating behaviors focused within each of the subteams, between the sub-
teams, and across the subteams’ interface with their external environment.

What Else Can You Do to Maximize the 
Effectiveness of Your Subteams?

Beyond leader strategizing and coordinating, evidence supports several other 
critical leader behaviors that can maximize success in a multisubteam system. 
One especially critical step you can take in a complex system is to help mem-
bers understand and balance the proximal goals (those more immediate or 
pressing) and distal goals (those in the longer term and therefore less imme-
diate) in a goal hierarchy. By goal hierarchy, we mean “an interconnected 
network of collective goals, where the shortest term (proximal) goals are at 
the lowest levels of the hierarchy, longer- term (distal) goals are at higher lev-
els, and superordinate distal goals that represent the multi- [sub]team system 
objectives are at the top of the hierarchy.”29 Subteams typically work inde-
pendently toward lower- order goals; conversely, to achieve higher- order goals, 
multiple subteams have to coordinate their efforts by working interdepen-
dently. In some instances, subteams may face (or perceive) conflicting goals 
that must be first reconciled before they can fully commit to a pursuit.30 You 
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play a critical role in this process. Seek out members, gather feedback, and 
provide clear communication that helps subteams and their members priori-
tize and integrate goals appropriately.31 A manager at a large insurance com-
pany spoke to the complexity of trying to help his team prioritize the various 
layers of goals in his multisubteam system:

There are two major goal priorities here. First, you’ve got your project goals 

for the whole system and then you have team goals for each of the subteams, 

which we call pods in our company. The overall project goals are delivered 

from on high; then it’s my job to relay those goals down to the pods. For 

example, we had a reorganization and had to find efficiencies as a result of 

merging teams. One approach was to reduce the number of tools we use from 

480 down to a standard suite of 60. We needed a transition plan of how to 

get down to that number. We did that at the top level with the whole mul-

tisubteam system. Then we cascaded the overall project goals down to the 

pods or subteams. From a subteam standpoint, I start with the requirements, 

and then we negotiate budget, scope, and time, and we use a triangle analogy 

here. We normally keep two sides of the triangle fixed and adjust the third 

one as needed. Then we push this down to the pods so that they can prioritize 

their activities. I also use the minimal viable product (or MVP) criterion, so 

that we work on the goals that get us this first and then we drill down. We 

TABLE 5 .1 .  Empowering Leader Behaviors Targeted at the Subteams within an 
Overall Team

Subteam Leader Behaviors Examples

1. Strategizing within each 
subteam

Help the members of each subteam understand their 
deliverables, durations, and dependencies.

2. Strategizing between 
subteams

Make sure each of the subteams understands how their 
tasks fit together for the benefit of the overall team.

3. Strategizing across subteams Serve as a liaison between the overall team and outside 
stakeholders.

4. Coordinating within each 
subteam

Help the members of each subteam streamline their 
processes such that there is a high level of integration 
within each subteam.

5. Coordinating between 
subteams

Make sure that each of the subteams understands when 
and how to integrate and communicate the activities 
between each of the subteams.

6. Coordinating across 
subteams

Manage the interdependencies that exist between the 
overall team and external stakeholders.
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also prioritize based on risk, with the highest risk first. In this way, I work 

with them to understand what’s more important and how they structure their 

projects.

Although structuring the various layers of goals within a multisubteam sys-
tem is naturally complex, the process of aligning those goals is a crucial step 
to developing a well- functioning overall team.

When we discussed leading an overall team in Chapter 4, we introduced 
the concept of shared mental models to reflect a common understanding 
among team members regarding their expectations for collective behavior 
when a team is in action mode.32 Shared mental models are especially vital 
in multisubteam systems.33 In effect, they reduce the burden of complexity 
placed on team members by helping them anticipate and understand one 
another’s actions, which in turn allows them to focus more intently on com-
pleting their most important tasks. Your efforts as a leader to help team mem-
bers develop accurate and similar mental models can pay big dividends in 
preparing your team for the novel tasks that many of today’s teams require.34

There are three main types of shared mental models that you should focus 
on when leading in a multisubsteam system. The first is a task mental model, 
which refers to shared understandings about task procedures, strategies, and 
information relating to how members should adapt task strategies in the face 
of changing circumstances.35 To facilitate the development of a shared task 
mental model, you should take steps to ensure that all subteam members 
understand their tasks and how those tasks fit into the larger goals of the over-
all multisubteam system.

To achieve exactly this, a senior vice president of HR for a global consumer 
goods firm recounted:

To make sure our team members were crystal clear on how they fit in, we typi-

cally relied heavily on visuals. In fact, we often used what we called a journey 

map to set the context. At the beginning of every meeting, we would use that 

journey map to show where we have been and where we need to go. Really it 

was a where- are- we- now kind of a thing. We reframed that as a way to set con-

text every time we met. Since our multiteam system involved a merger of two 

companies, the only real confusion emerged around decision rights. People 

would say, “Hey, you don’t have decision rights on this!” So we had to do two 

things: make sure we clarified boundaries and also make it clear who actually 

has those decision rights.
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By using journey maps and clarifying decision- making boundaries, this 
senior vice president  provided strong visual and verbal cues to help members 
place their specific tasks into the team’s broader network of goals.

The second type of shared mental model is a team mental model, which 
refers to shared understandings about the capabilities of all team members, 
including task knowledge, abilities, skills, beliefs, attitudes, and preferences.36 
This type of mental model prepares members to play to one another’s strengths 
and, inversely, compensate for one another’s deficiencies when appropriate. 
Helping your team build a shared consensus of their respective strengths and 
weaknesses sometimes requires a delicate hand. Exemplifying this challenge, 
a technology manager at a large insurance company cautioned against the 
dangers of overtly and publicly discussing one another’s weaknesses. He said:

People get upset when you call them out publicly and suggest that they seek 

help. I would never do that. In fact, I did it differently by approaching people 

individually and saying things like, “I would like you to share your plan with 

Lynn and then come back to me,” or I would then ask the person, “Do both of 

you agree with this plan?” If not, I would coach them on how they might take 

the initiative to shore things up. I also try to bring together people on the sub-

teams with complementary skills to the greatest extent possible. Hopefully, 

they won’t all share the same deficiencies that way.

As this manager points out, team mental models can be highly effective, but 
your role in developing them requires some forethought.

The third type of shared mental model is a team interaction model, which 
refers to a shared understanding about team members’ task roles, their indi-
vidual contributions, how they should interact with fellow team members 
when seeking or providing information and resources, and when they should 
step in to help a teammate who might be overloaded.37 When there is a shared 
team interaction model, the subteams within an overall team are more likely 
to be able to effectively coordinate and integrate their efforts. Speaking to this 
point, the same technology manager said:

You have to have a project charter for this, no question about it. The charter 

lays out the roles, and then you have an organizational chart. You also have 

a project plan that lays out which team member does what. You have respon-

sibilities by role, and then you have responsibilities by each person’s name. 

Projects will fail if you don’t have this. It’s funny, I asked a project manager 
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the other day for a project plan. He looked at me weirdly and said, “I think we 

have one. I’ll have to check.” And that’s when I knew that team was in trouble. 

You have to have a contract so that roles and responsibilities are clear.

Therefore, a team interaction model reduces the potential for ambiguities and 
unproductive conflict within and across subteams, making the entire multi-
subteam system more effective.

So, if shared mental models in multisubteam systems are so critical for 
success, what specific steps can you take to ensure they develop in your 
team? Evidence suggests two especially important practices. First, you should 
actively engage in team- interaction training, or teaching team members how 
to work together better as a team. Teamwork training can teach members how 
to approach, diagnose, and execute team actions when responding to unan-
ticipated challenges. This can be done using formal training programs or giv-
ing informal feedback to both individual team members and entire subteams. 
Second, you can engage in formal briefings, typically structured as review ses-
sions to provide feedback on task challenges (rather than teamwork issues) so 
that members will have a shared understanding of their subteam’s probable 
obstacles and how to overcome them.38

A senior software engineer at a technology- based company indicated that 
he engages in this process informally once or twice a week: “We do this in our 
stand- up meetings weekly. We ask questions about progress on the specifics 
of the project, and we discuss who might have more work to do than time 
available in the sprint and then how the team can help out with staying on 
schedule. We say, ‘How are you going to help, and what are the next set of 
obstacles we need to watch out for?’ I think the teams found these sessions 
very helpful.”

Another senior manager at a high- technology organization said that she 
spends a lot of time on team retrospectives, or what many refer to as after- 
action reviews. Describing these reviews, she said:

When I took over a particular team in my company, I realized pretty quickly 

that it had a bad name in terms of delivering on its projects. I understood 

immediately that I had to change the tone of this team. It reminded of that 

scene in the movie Apollo 13 when mission control realizes the astronauts 

are in serious trouble. A reporter in the press conference says something like, 

“This is going to be a disaster.” And the mission control director, played by 

Ed Harris says, “No, this is going to be our finest moment.” I worked really 
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hard to reframe the problems by attributing their difficulties to events they 

could not control. I really had to battle against a kind of learned helplessness 

in the team. Little by little, we started overcoming our obstacles. After we had 

reached many of our goals, I held a half- day session with the team going over 

all we had accomplished. I told them, “This team was forged in fire and we 

can do anything after this!” I even produced a slide deck that I shared with 

a lot of executives on how we turned things around. Now the company has 

a more formal survey for after- action reviews that captures all of this more 

succinctly.

A technology manager at a large insurance company also emphasized the 
importance of project reviews:

I definitely do this as part of project reviews, and the frequency depends 

on size of project. For example, a four- week project will be every day, but a 

twelve- month project will be weekly or biweekly. I want the project manager 

to come to see me to give me updates. In a multisubteam system, this could be 

the leader from each subteam. We talk about task challenges. If it’s a smaller 

team, I will have more intimate knowledge of the project. If larger, I have to 

rely on other subteam leaders. We also do formal briefings where we sit in 

with customers on a monthly update. If the customer has a different percep-

tion, we need to solve that. Transparency will drive better behaviors.

The examples show that by actively training teams in teamwork and con-
ducting team briefings on task challenges, you can develop the shared men-
tal models that are so crucial for subteam (and overall multisubteam system) 
success. However, as discussed in previous chapters, extrinsic motivation can 
also play a critical role in the success of a team’s subteams. We turn to this 
topic next.

What Types of Extrinsic Motivation 
Are Critical for Subteams?

In Chapters 3 and 4, we focused primarily on intrinsic motivation for indi-
viduals in team contexts and teams as a whole, respectively; in this chapter, 
we have also addressed the critical role of intrinsic motivation for subteams 
within an overall team. Yet similar to the previous two chapters, we cannot 
ignore the importance of extrinsic motivation in the leadership of subteams. 
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We have already discussed the fact that many companies today still ask 
their employees to exhibit teamwork behavior while simultaneously being 
evaluated on and rewarded by predominantly individual- based systems— 
essentially asking for one type of behavior but rewarding just the opposite. 
Employees thus see teamwork as a sham and then go about their own indi-
vidual business to obtain high performance ratings and rewards. Still worse, 
they may actively compete against their own teammates in an attempt to look 
better in the eyes of a team leader.

In prior chapters, we suggested that companies that rely on teaming should 
use individual- based rewards alongside evaluation systems that incentivize 
and recognize individuals to exhibit teamwork. As part of this program, we 
also encouraged the use of team bonuses (but not at the expense of individual- 
based pay) to focus team members’ attention on achieving their team goals as 
well as their individual goals. Finally, we stressed the importance of aligning 
individual and team systems to avoid member confusion and frustration.

The same key underlying tenets hold true when dealing with subteams, 
although there are some wrinkles that deserve mention. Importantly, we do 
not want to create any unnecessary confusion by layering on yet another level 
to the evaluation and reward system to promote subteam teamwork and col-
laboration. We have already mentioned how quickly this could spiral out of 
control as employees struggle to understand and achieve individual, subteam, 
team, unit, division, and organizational goals!

Despite the fact that some who study multiteam systems more generally 
argue for “multitier and multifaceted compensation systems” to align motiva-
tion across individuals, teams, and an overall unit,39 we do not go so far in 
our recommendation. Our rationale is rooted in the fact that we are adapting 
the multiteam concept from its original, large- scale use down to a level that 
instead reflects multiple subteams within an overall intact team (a multisub-
team system). Thus, because members in each of the subteams are still a part 
of one integrated overall team, we believe a better alternative is to use goal set-
ting, not money, to motivate team members to focus on their subteam’s success. 
After all, the whole point behind a multisubteam system is to orchestrate (and 
eventually coordinate) the activities of various subteams within an overall 
team. Relying too heavily on financial incentives for subteam- specific objec-
tives will likely create an overly complex and confusing compensation system 
and, moreover, cause team members to lose sight of the overall team goals. 
So, to be clear, we encourage leaders to set clear SMART goals for specific 
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subteams (that fit within an appropriate goal hierarchy) while keeping the 
bulk of financial rewards based on individual performance- based rewards 
combined with team bonuses. Importantly, including some evaluation of 
each member’s within and across subteam teamwork behaviors can help these 
varying elements feel more aligned.

Regarding the importance of using goal setting for subteams within an 
overall team, a manager in an insurance company said:

Usually there is an overall team goal. But, subteams have different— but 

congruent— goals, as well. You sometimes have to remind them that if you 

hit your subteam goal but you don’t hit the overall goal, you will have failed. 

They’ll get credit for their individual bit, but they won’t get credit for the over-

all team goal. We try to break down silos by having goals at the top and sub-

team goals. My only frustration is that we have all of these goals, but some-

times we don’t discuss them when we’re assessing performance at the end of 

the year. Well, some managers do it better than others. I make sure to meet at 

least monthly with my subteam members, and I ask them how they’re track-

ing on their goals. The next month, all we talk about is personal development. 

The next month it’s back to goals, and the next it’s personal development 

again. As a manager, you have a responsibility to help coach and support your 

team members in meeting their goals and personal development. If you have 

not discussed their goals or personal development with them, especially if all 

your discussions were just around project progress and timelines, then you’ve 

failed in one of the key responsibilities of a manager.

As this leader noted, following up with subteams about progression in com-
pleting their goals is another essential tactic for enabling them to be suc-
cessful. Though basic, don’t forget to acknowledge and debrief after subteam 
goal accomplishment and shortcomings. And as we said in the prior chapter, 
don’t rush rigid performance goals on a subteam when they are tackling an 
especially complex problem. Start with ambitious learning goals; then move 
toward specific performance goals once they have a better grasp of their 
situation.40

In terms of rewards and recognition to ensure that team members accom-
plish both their individual and team goals, a senior engineering manager at a 
high- technology company said:

I wanted to figure out a way to make sure that team members writing code for 

me did the little things beyond simply the code itself. So I applied scouting 
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rules to code writing. For example, I would say to them, “The scouts would 

say that it’s not enough to clean up your campsite when you leave; you need 

to make it better than before you got there.” I even had pins made up to rec-

ognize people for making something better. Team members could nominate 

someone on their team or even another team and reward them for making 

things better for someone else. My team members in Bangalore really liked 

that because the recognition came from fellow team members. In the United 

States, we had some frustration because a manager might nominate someone 

and say, “Tim worked really hard; he’s so deserving of this.” And we had to 

reply, “Working hard and doing well is not enough for this. It has to be some-

thing more.” We had to come up with a Wiki page that stated why we were 

calling it a scouting award and how you get one.

This example illustrates that you can employ more creative means to recog-
nize and reward team members for completing individual and team goals 
rather than simply rely on financial incentives. We suggest that you find simi-
lar means of extrinsically motivating your team members so as to avoid the 
confusion of adding on another competing level (i.e., subteam) to evaluation 
and reward systems.

Best Practices for Avoiding the Dangers of Subteam 
Faultlines and Fractures in Multisubteam Systems

Unfortunately, the omission of subteam financial incentives will not entirely 
eliminate the tendency for team members to focus more intently on pursuing 
their shorter- term subteam goals over the broader team goals. Many years of 
social psychology research have shown a very natural tendency for people to 
quickly identify with their immediate groups (sometimes called in- groups) 
and begin competing with people that they perceive to be members of other 
groups (sometimes referred to as out- groups).41

This happens all the time in our MBA and executive education classes. 
As an example, we often randomly break a class of students up into teams 
and engage the teams in a simulation or class exercise designed to teach them 
some important lesson about teamwork. Even if many of the students are 
strangers to one another, it always amazes us how quickly they bond with 
their new randomly assigned teammates and begin displaying very competi-
tive attitudes and behaviors toward other teams. Within fifteen minutes, the 
students on a particular team will be competing strongly against the other 
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teams as if they have known their own team members for an extended period 
of time, obviously viewing their own members as insiders and members of 
other teams as outsiders. Unfortunately, this subgrouping effect is not exactly 
what we want in today’s organizations in which cooperation and collaboration 
are of paramount importance.

We have seen in our classroom exercises that a danger of breaking 
up members of a single overall team to complete unique tasks is that they 
exhibit less between- team cooperation and collaboration. This tendency does 
not always manifest in combative us- versus- them interactions (although we 
have seen it happen), but rather more innocuously through subteam members 
communicating more frequently with only their fellow subteam members 
over others in the overall team.42 Although this might be fine or even benefi-
cial when members are working interdependently within their own subteams, 
it can hinder their ability to later integrate their work into the overall team’s 
objectives. Fortunately, evidence points to several best practices for reducing 
subteam- versus- subteam dynamics.43

One of the most basic steps for ensuring functional subteaming is to 
assign each subteam a clear and specific purpose. This step will help sub-
teams see that they are not competing with one another, but rather have an 
important and complementary role in the overall team’s success. Moreover, 
explaining why each subteam’s purpose will require everyone’s contributions 
ensures that members don’t view their subteam as a safety net for reluctant or 
self- serving individual members. Of course, you also need to be mindful that 
individuals with preexisting relationships, shared department affiliations, or 
other non- task- related commonalities may naturally band together as a way 
to deal with the anxiety they feel working in a VUCA environment, particu-
larly when a team is just forming. Although these subteams may be initially 
useful for general divisions of labor (sharing common tasks across members), 
they might also prevent meaningful collaboration for more interdependent 
and complex team tasks later. Again, you should actively form subteams based 
on task- relevant characteristics, such as areas of expertise and functional 
backgrounds.

One leader with whom we worked in a large financial institution said:

One thing I know about subteams is that they tend to form on their own 

whether you like it or not. I find that people who are the most alike, not just in 

terms of things like age or gender, but also in terms of interests, perspectives, 
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and ways of thinking about things, are the ones most likely to group together 

into these subteams. So, even though that probably makes them feel com-

fortable, as in birds of a feather, it does nothing to help overall team success 

because you want people who are different working together in smaller sub-

teams for the benefit of the overall team. That’s how you get creativity and 

innovation in teams, from the diversity of the members. So, I try not to let my 

team members form these subteams on their own. I purposefully— and I do 

this right from the beginning— create formal subteams based on task- relevant 

experience. And I give them assignments that help the overall team; I don’t let 

them focus on putting their subteam ahead of their overall team. They need 

to see a connection between what they’re doing and how it benefits their team. 

And, again, I do this very early on because if enough time passes, it will be 

too late to ungroup the subteams. I guess, in a way, this might seem heavy- 

handed, but most of my team members thanked me for working with people 

they might not have naturally gravitated to. I’ve led some pretty successful 

teams, so I think it paid off.

Another best practice for minimizing subteam fracturing is rotating members 
of the team to different subteams when feasible. Doing so reinforces overall 
team commitment by exposing the maximum number of team members to 
one another, and it also increases transactive memory (recall from Chapter 4 
that this refers to the team’s knowledge of who knows what in a team).44 Rotat-
ing members could also have the side benefit of cross- training,45 which ensures 
that more accurate and shared mental models form among team members.46 
Moreover, cross- training can help soften the blow of team member turnover, 
which is likely an inevitable event in today’s VUCA environment. Perhaps not 
surprisingly, rotating team members among subteams can have costs, namely, 
temporarily disrupting healthy within- subteam dynamics. Nevertheless, the 
advantages can far outweigh the negatives.47

Speaking about the benefits of this practice, a technology manager at a 
large insurance company said:

I intentionally move members across the subteams. I put a coder into a prod-

uct support role. They hate it, so a side benefit is that they become better cod-

ers! If you do not rotate across tasks, you will be blindsided by things you 

can’t foresee. I focus on getting people early in their careers to move across 

the various functions, which has several benefits. First, people think they 

know what they want to do (I want to be a coder!), but often they don’t know 
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what they really want until they do it. Second, it’s much easier to move people 

around earlier in their career because more senior folks have a lot of business 

expertise so they don’t want to switch (and the company doesn’t want them to 

either!). Finally, we’re finding that younger employees today will just switch 

jobs when they don’t feel challenged, so moving them around means that they 

will feel that they have mini- career shifts to keep things interesting.

An additional approach for minimizing threats associated with subteams is to 
increase the number of subteams with an overall team, which in effect makes 
each subteam smaller. Teams with a greater number of subteams will have less 
threat to their overall team identity.48 Speaking to this point, the highest level 
of threat to overall collective team identification— or the extent to which team 
members emotionally identify with and are invested in their overall team— 
occurs when a team has two prominent subteams, which would most likely 
lead to a team’s fracturing along subteam lines in a classic faultline situation.

We have seen this pattern emerge repeatedly in our own work with com-
panies. At a global aluminum producer, for example, our findings showed that 
the lowest level of team performance occurred when teams consisted of about 
half of the members from one country and half from another. This resulted in 
a lot of communication and coordination within the same- country subteams, 
but very little between those country- specific subteams due to this unhealthy 
faultline.

Similarly, in a team leadership study we conducted across three orga-
nizations,49 we found that in some teams leaders formed very high- quality 
relationships (recall the LMX concept from Chapter 3) with about half the 
members and very low relationships with the other half. Those teams frac-
tured along this leader treatment differential, resulting in very low levels of 
overall team coordination and performance. The lesson here is clear: increas-
ing the number of subteams (especially if you are in danger of having only 
two) can decrease the occurrence of faultlines and thereby contribute to over-
all team identity and performance. An important, if not obvious, caveat is that 
your overall team must be large enough to warrant more subteams.

Finally, there is increasing evidence that collective team identification is 
especially important for promoting learning and performance in teams with 
multiple subteams. For example, one study showed that when team mem-
bers from multidisciplinary subteams did not collectively identify with their 
overall team, a great amount of diversity actually had a negative impact on 
both team learning and performance. In contrast, when members of the 
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multidisciplinary subteams were able to form a collective sense of overall 
team identification, the opposite occurred and increasing diversity actually 
had a positive effect on team learning and performance.50 Clearly, you should 
strive to create a sense of collective team identification to keep the subteams 
within your overall team from fracturing apart.

How do you go about creating this collective team identity? The best way 
is “by creating the right mix of task and goal interdependence among team 
members, by showing support and recognizing the team, by allowing teams 
to develop a shared history together rather than changing membership fre-
quently, and by increasing contact among team members.”51 Of course, we 
have already discussed that the chances of your keeping team members 
together for indefinite periods of time are becoming increasingly difficult, 
which means that the challenges of creating overall team identification are 
also increasing. That said, you could be creative in building a strong collective 
identity.

One of the project managers with whom we worked in large technology- 
based company said it really comes down to two things: symbolic gestures 
and small but meaningful rewards, and the country in which the team mem-
bers live and work. She said:

We had a team that was a spread out around the world. There were some 

members on the East Coast, some on the West Coast, and others in Banga-

lore, India. In California, they really wanted team T- shirts with project logos. 

When we didn’t give these, they complained. In Pennsylvania, they laughed 

when we handed out T- shirts. What they really wanted were gift cards when 

the team succeeded. In Bangalore, they really wanted certificates, not a mone-

tary gift or a T- shirt. They wanted something they could put up on their wall. 

But what was interesting there is that they did not want the project manager to 

present them with their certificates. They wanted them sent from the United 

States directly to the vice president there, and then the vice president would 

present them with their certificates. It meant something to them in terms of 

status. And it’s even the littlest things. Like we used to send champagne and 

cake to each site when a team reached an important milestone. People in the 

United States loved that. But in Bangalore, we found out that they weren’t 

even allowed to have food in their conference rooms! They much preferred to 

get together with their team members for a dinner out. So we had to find very 

creative ways to create team identity, but it had to differ from site to site, even 

within the United States.
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As this example illustrates, both geography and symbolic gestures can have 
a strong impact on the team’s collective sense of identity. Interestingly, and 
thankfully, you can gather information from your various subteam members 
to find out what works best quite easily (and economically).

In this chapter, we have provided practical advice and tips for leading the 
subteams within an overall team (or what we referred to as a multisubteam 
system). Even though some of the lessons from Chapter 3 (leadings the “I’s” 
in teams) and Chapter 4 (leading a team as a whole) can be applied to leading 
subteams, it should be clear by now that leading a multisubteam system is 
exponentially more difficult than leading the “I’s” or a team as a whole. And 
as we hope is clear by now, a team of subteams exhibits multilayered interde-
pendence, which is much more complex than even the high levels of interde-
pendence characterizing real teams. The fact remains, however, that subteams 
are sometimes the best way to accomplish today’s VUCA- type tasks. Thus, 
you will have no choice but to figure out to embrace the complexity of this 
relatively new form of teaming. By applying the principles from this chapter, 
combined with a little practice, feedback, and an open mind, we are confident 
that you can master the complex challenge of leading a set of subteams within 
an overall team.
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Putting It All Together: Knowing When 

to Focus on What in Your Team

THE PREVIOUS THREE CHAPTERS DESCRIBED HOW YOU 
could navigate each of the three dimensions in our 3D Team 

Leadership model. Here’s a quick rundown of the basics. Chapter 3 outlined 
the actions and behaviors associated with leading individuals in a team. 
Individual- focused leadership, we argued, is most effective when teams 
are operating more like groups completing tasks with a relatively low level 
of interdependence. Chapter 4 shifted to the behaviors you can use to lead 
your team as a whole (as a single collective entity). In contrast to individual- 
focused leadership, team- focused leadership is optimal when success depends 
on higher levels of interdependence. Chapter 5 introduced subteam- focused 
leadership. Drawing from a multisubteam system perspective, we explained 
how focusing on subteams can be particularly useful when your team’s ulti-
mate performance can be achieved with a multilayered interdependence 
arrangement. Multilayered arrangements, we argued, work best when your 
teams are relatively large and face unique tasks concurrently that can be later 
integrated together.

In this chapter, we provide an integrative view of the 3D Team Leadership 
model so that you can start immediately applying these lessons in complex 
environments. Let’s start with a bit of good news: If you’ve reached this point 
in the book, you already know the most fundamental principle. To determine 
which team leadership dimension you should focus on at any given time, you 
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need to understand what level of interdependence among team members is 
required to optimize success. Pretty straightforward, right?

Well, as many great team scholars before us have already implied, 
“straightforward” and “teams” are rarely used in the same breath.1 The first 
question we typically get from prospective team leaders goes something 
like this: “How exactly do I know what level of interdependence is right for 
my team at any given time?” Although most leaders grasp the fundamental 
concept that the ideal level of coordination between members— and hence 
their interdependence— will increase as tasks become more complex, they 
still struggle to confidently determine the specific thresholds that should 
guide their focus across each dimension. This makes sense, and as we noted 
in Chapter 2, what appears complex to one team may feel rather routine to 
another depending on myriad factors. And as we have reiterated throughout 
this book, another particularly important wrinkle in many of today’s teams 
is that they are not static entities— they face varying levels of interdependence 
as they progress through different stages of their life cycle and, consequently, 
they need to be shape- shifters to succeed. One day they may need to operate 
like a real team, the next day a group, and another day a full- fledged multi-
subteam system.

Determining the Right Level of Interdependence for 
Your Team: Art, Science, or Just Plain Guessing?

In Chapter 2, we provided a surface- level primer of how you might go about 
identifying your team’s optimal level of interdependence. In short, we argued 
that you can determine the relative complexity facing your team by relying 
on a combination of your own expertise and experiences, monitoring and/or 
benchmarking your team’s functioning, and encouraging and seeking feed-
back from your team members. In Chapter 3, we told you that getting rich 
feedback was a benefit of building high- quality relationships with your team 
members. Nested within these suggestions, we also noted that you will have 
to be mindful of your team’s composition: who the members on your team 
are, their areas of expertise, as well as their previously shared experiences 
together as a team when assessing the ideal arrangement. Specifically, we 
acknowledged that a team with a high degree of expertise might view a task as 
rather simple, whereas a team full of newcomers may instead view it as highly 
complex. Similarly, we reasoned that teams that have operated together for an 
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extended amount of time, and especially if they see the same or similar tasks 
repeatedly, might begin to see a once complex task as fairly routine. In this 
sense, what’s past may become prologue. This, of course, is consistent with the 
episodic nature of teams discussed in Chapter 4.

We stick by this advice, but we also acknowledge that it may feel overly 
general to you— especially if you are just starting out or are dealing with a 
completely new situation. The good news, however, is that we can offer some 
more specific guidance to help inform your decision making. As a rule of 
thumb, it takes time to get to know your team’s capability in terms of the 
individuals on it and the team as a whole, so you will be unlikely to get things 
perfect from the start. That’s okay. The most successful 3D Team Leaders we 
know tell us the art of using our model lies in balancing your proactive inten-
tions with reactive good sense. In other words, your initial focus might be 
based on your most educated guess, but you may then start to pick up clues 
that suggest things need tweaking. When that happens, you have to be willing 
and able to change course.

In Chapters 3, 4, and 5, we discussed the importance of aligning your 
focus with your team’s optimal interdependence level using several firsthand 
accounts. Embedded within these chapters were also stories about what hap-
pens when the focus is not on point. We encourage you to pay attention to 
these failures just as much as you do the success stories. If you can learn to 
quickly detect signals indicating that you are not focusing on the right dimen-
sion, you can switch your focus before things get even worse. In fact, these 
kinds of mistakes can lead to harmful efficacy- performance spirals, which 
essentially means that a failure at one point can hurt a team’s confidence, 
which leads to the likelihood of even more subsequent failures that reduce 
confidence even more, and so on.2 Importantly, negative spirals tend to get 
stronger and harder to correct over time, so it is imperative that you respond 
quickly after identifying a mismatch between your focus and the team’s opti-
mal level of interdependence. When this happens, we encourage you to engage 
in active experimentation among your team members and, in some cases, 
redefine success and failure to help your team get things righted again.

Another exercise to help you diagnose a suboptimal focus is to think in 
explicit terms about what high or low levels of interdependence mean for a team 
and what it might look like if that were mismatched with the specific task a team 
was given: high actual interdependence when it should be low, or low actual 
interdependence when it should be high. Essentially, raising a team’s level of 
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interdependence should not just be viewed as increasing members’ level of col-
laboration, nor should we assume that increased collaboration is always a good 
thing. That’s an overly rosy picture of interdependence. Interdependence in 
many ways also reflects a team’s burden. Classic research, for instance, viewed 
task interdependence as reflecting the minimum number of connections among 
members to complete a task and a factor that reflected requirements for coordi-
nation, communication, and collaboration to properly function.3

When you push your team members to work together interdependently for 
a simple task, you are in effect asking them to make their task harder than it 
needs to be.4 This is sort of like the three- legged race in the classic children’s 
field day event when two people tie one of their legs together, then race other 
conjoined teams: it may seem neat at first, but it really would be much simpler 
to untie everyone and just see who is the fastest. Of course, if we asked those 
same kids to each pick up a couch and move it across a room, then they might 
welcome the opportunity to work together— even if it means having to do a 
little extra communication and coordination.

When teams are working or are being pushed to work in a highly inter-
dependent fashion on tasks that are better suited for a more independent, 
individual- focused arrangement, they may demonstrate several symptoms 
you can use as clues to adjust your focus. Some common signs to look for 
include feelings and expressions of wasted time, frustration, withdrawal, 
excessive free- riding, and noticeably slower production compared to other 
teams doing similar tasks. Because team members are usually juggling multi-
ple roles in their jobs, they may assume that the work will get done regardless 
of their involvement, so they are better suited to invest their psychological and 
physical energy toward their other teams where they can make a clearer con-
tribution. We should note here that some team members simply enjoy working 
together, even if it isn’t necessary. These situations are harder to diagnose for 
leaders because, unless there is a clear comparison point, happy team mem-
bers may often be confused with productive team members. To fight against 
these situations, closely monitor your team’s productivity and continue to set 
aggressive goals that push your team to look out for the most effective ways 
possible to complete their work.

By contrast, teams whose members are working in a low interdependence 
arrangement (more group- like) when they should be working in a higher 
interdependence arrangement often demonstrate a different set of symptoms. 
Specifically, we caution leaders to be on the lookout for excessively quick 
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meetings or a constant push to cancel regular meetings, very low levels of 
task conflict and discussion regarding complex issues, vague or ambiguous 
reports of past interactions with other members (e.g., “Yeah, Bill and I have 
been thinking about that and plan to meet next week . . .”), and incoherent or 
hodgepodge products for key milestones. As noted in Chapters 4 and 5, one of 
the key ways you can intervene in these circumstances is to hold regular brief-
ings and planning meetings to help your team strategize and outline more 
interdependent coordination.

Lauren, a senior manager who oversees several teams in a major advertis-
ing agency, described to us how she deals with these situations:

My teams are always trying to be creative and think of the next edge we can 

use to impress our clients. It used to be just coordinating between print, web, 

and social media, but now we’re expanding into even more novel media. 

Sometimes I’ve got a team that has a lot of prior knowledge of a particular cli-

ent and product space that guides our initial work, but on other teams, I get a 

green crew that starts out in the proverbial wilderness. Both have great unique 

potential in our business, but it always takes time for me to figure out what 

I’m working with. As a general rule, I almost always start out focusing on the 

entire team. I like to think big, so to me, everything is going to be a highly col-

laborative process that goes beyond any one individual. I communicate this 

openly. Most of the time, we can quickly generate a list of ideas and start vet-

ting our team’s next steps.

Unfortunately, sometimes our projects don’t quite flow like that at first. I 

usually figure this out because my team members are fidgety in our meetings 

and the team discussions feel forced. We just don’t click, I guess. After a little 

probing, usually through side conversations with my team members, I see I 

missed the mark. When this happens, I try to pivot quickly to an individual 

focus and structure some of our initial tasks in a way that permits less inter-

dependent work. For example, maybe we’ll each do some upfront research 

or prepare an independent idea sheet before our next meeting. Rather than 

just switching my focus out of the blue, I am upfront about why I’m changing 

course. I say things like, “Hey guys, I think I rushed the team thing on this 

one. Let’s take some time for each of us to get up to speed so we can build 

momentum heading into the nitty- gritty parts of the campaign.” Of course, I 

always try to focus my efforts on one- on- one coaching to make sure I’m get-

ting all I can from them during these times.
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Next, we move beyond just figuring out what level of interdependence is 
appropriate to discuss teams that move, either predictably or unpredictably, 
across different levels of optimal interdependence.

Tips for Shifting Your Focus to Maximize 
Team Performance in Dynamic Settings

Many teams today move through frequent changes in the type of tasks and 
challenges they face. Some are relatively simple, and others are massively 
complex. We have observed several common problems in these environments. 
The first is that some teams fail to realize that work and team design issues 
are dynamic, ongoing concerns that should be constantly reevaluated.5  As a 
result, these teams never shift their interdependence arrangements regardless 
of what task they are facing; they end up continuing to act like a group even 
when their tasks become more complex and require more interdependence 
(or vice versa). A second, albeit very much related, problem we see in dynamic 
environments is that leaders themselves are either unable or unwilling to shift 
their focus onto the most appropriate dimension of a team. This, of course, 
goes against the main crux of 3D Team Leadership. The third problem is that 
teams do shift into different arrangements (groups, teams, subteams), but not 
in an optimal manner. For example, even when facing a complex task that 
should require high levels of interdependence, some members will decide to 
work independently on smaller parts of a task before piecing together the sum 
of the parts near the project deadline. Often this is done because members 
don’t want to coordinate schedules, feel uncomfortable working together, or 
simply don’t feel that the rewards for accomplishing team goals outweigh or 
are compatible with their own individual goals. Teams in this condition typi-
cally produce an unfocused set of ideas rather than viable, coherent solutions.

Great leaders navigate these obstacles by understanding what their team’s 
current task requirements are (e.g., low, high, or multilayered interdepen-
dence), determining how an entity should operate (e.g., group, team, mul-
tisubteam system), and then focusing their leadership efforts on the correct 
entity. The remainder of this chapter is designed to help you master each of 
these aspects. We’ll start with a classic example of 3D Team Leadership in 
action.
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3D Team Leadership in a Historical 
Example: The Race to the South Pole

Over 100 years ago, Norwegian polar explorer Roald Amundsen was leading 
a team of fellow Scandinavians in a race to the South Pole. His competitor 
was Robert Falcon Scott, an English Navy captain who had been disgraced 
for making a costly mistake during British war games in 1907. While Scott 
was seeking repair to his reputation and eventual legacy as a military hero, 
Amundsen was fulfilling his lifelong dream of reaching the South Pole before 
any other human. Actually, this part is not entirely true— Amundsen spent 
most of his life preparing for the same assault on the North Pole, but his dream 
was interrupted by reports that an American, Frederick Cook, had beaten him 
to the punch shortly before he was to depart for a North Pole expedition.

Turning his attention to the exact opposite end of the earth, on December 
14, 1911, Amundsen and four of his team members were successful in reach-
ing the South Pole well before Scott’s team. However, in no small feat, Scott’s 
team also made it on January 17, 1912, a little over a month after Amundsen. 
Despite both teams’ relative success in reaching the desolate and forebod-
ing destination, their fates took very different turns on the return journey. 
Amundsen’s team arrived safely back to base camp on January 25, 1912. 
Scott’s team never made it back: two members committed suicide and three 
others (Scott included) died of starvation after a series of disastrous mishaps. 
For those interested in learning more about Amundsen and Scott’s fascinat-
ing race, we highly recommend Roland Huntford’s The Last Place on Earth,6 
which was made into a television miniseries. Jim Collins provides another 
account in his book Great by Choice.7

So, what does a race to the South Pole have to do with leading teams in 
today’s business context? A lot, actually. Namely, the South Pole metaphori-
cally (and in actuality) represented a true VUCA environment. Even though 
most of today’s leaders are not facing negative 40 degree Fahrenheit tempera-
tures (which is, incidentally, also negative 40 degrees Celsius), dragging sleds 
for up to 12 hours a day at altitudes reaching 10,000 feet, or battling scurvy 
and starvation, you are nonetheless leading teams into the unknown. Further-
more, multiple accounts of Amundsen’s and Scott’s respective performances 
in the race support the tenets of our 3D Team Leadership model.

Amundsen, for example, put aside a command- and- control style of lead-
ership for a more open, consensus- building style to create a cohesive, dedi-
cated, and high- performing team. More than that, at varying times during his 
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journey, Amundsen switched his focus across each of the three dimensions in 
his team. For instance, at one critical juncture, he faced a major challenge to 
his leadership by his second- in- command, Hjalmar Johansen, stemming from 
a disagreement over when the team should have embarked on their assault 
on the South Pole. Interestingly, Johansen had a legitimate gripe: Amund-
sen’s poorly timed decision caused his team to get caught in a white- out bliz-
zard. After barely escaping death during their return to base camp, Johansen 
accused Amundsen of caring more about “polar glory” than the lives of his 
men. Seeing his team on the verge of fracturing (recall the faultline con-
cept) and knowing that everyone on his team would need to work together 
to survive, Amundsen called his entire team together for a meeting. He first 
addressed his team as a whole and attempted to rebuild the damaged cohesion 
lost in the debacle of their ill- fated early run.

Next, because many of his team’s upcoming challenges would have to be 
conquered by smaller subsets of members (e.g., a subteam might be tasked 
with exploring unknown territory, while another might be assigned to test 
boots, sleds, or other tools needed to reach the South Pole), Amundsen shifted 
his focus to subteams. Specifically, to remedy potentially harmful faultlines 
that emerged from previous experiences (Johansen, in particular, was unwill-
ing to reintegrate into the team), he created new subteam arrangements that 
would give the team a better chance for success. This was not easy given sev-
eral members’ reluctance to change (including Johansen, of course, who was 
put on a separate subteam that was not going to the Pole and was led by a 
relatively inexperienced team member).

Finally, at the very end of the team meeting, he told his team members that 
he wanted to speak to each one privately. He took the time necessary to coach 
and mentor all team members one- on- one, even Johansen, in order to ensure 
that each member’s individual needs were being met. In doing so, Amundsen 
leveraged the power of the “I’s” in his team.

In contrast to Admundsen, Scott serves as a foil to our 3D Team Leader-
ship model and a cautionary tale for how not to lead teams effectively. Rather 
than a leader who empowered his team, Scott, wrote author Roland Huntford, 
was an “insecure, unhappy, emotional disciplinarian” whose “instincts were 
to evade responsibility and shift the blame.”8 Moreover, perhaps in part due 
to his rigid disciplinarian approach, he failed to embrace all three dimensions 
of his team. For example, he pitted various members of his team against one 
another rather than viewing his team as a whole dimension as something he 
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should manage and support. The historical account also gives no indication 
that he gave any thought to the composition of his subteams, and when he was 
challenged about the suitability of a particular member for a subteam assign-
ment, he essentially shut any objections down. Moreover, he did a very poor 
job of managing the “I’s” in his team; for example, after promising one team 
member, Teddy Evans, that he would be on the subteam that would make the 
final charge to South Pole, he changed his mind at the last minute without 
any adequate explanation (lucky for Teddy, as it turns out, because he made it 
back alive while the members of the polar party didn’t). Failing to recognize 
the three critical dimensions important for effective team leadership and mis-
managing the dimensions he did recognize, we believe, played a critical fac-
tor in the team’s tragic outcomes. Although many business teams do not end 
up in such tragic circumstances (thankfully), we’ve spoken with numerous 
potential leaders who display similar behavior toward their team.

What makes Amundsen’s team leadership skills all the more impressive 
is that there weren’t any road maps for team leadership in the form of books, 
articles, consultants, or seminars in the early 1900s. He was a natural 3D team 
leader. Unfortunately, 3D Team Leadership does not come as naturally to 
most of us as it did for Amundsen. It requires that we question our precon-
ceived notions about teams; it mandates that we forgo a need for complete 
control; most important, it demands that we embrace flexibility. Rest assured, 
the 3D Team Leadership model is supported by more than just accounts from 
a century- old race. Today’s great team leaders use 3D Team Leadership prin-
ciples in all cultures and organization types. In contrast to the subzero tem-
peratures that made Amundsen’s leadership so critical, our fieldwork suggests 
that 3D Team Leadership is also imperative in much, much hotter contexts, 
literally: fire and rescue crew teams.

Trial by Fire: 3D Team Leadership in Action Teams

Fire and rescue teams represent a fascinating and challenging environment 
to study. Moreover, they represent an ideal context for examining 3D Team 
Leadership. They are action teams working in truly VUCA environments; 
they complete a wide variety of tasks in very short order; and they shift fre-
quently from individual- , team- , and subteam- focused work.

We conducted a large- scale examination of these teams in which we 
extensively observed, interviewed, and surveyed multiple stakeholders— crew 
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members, crew leaders (captains), and organizational executives (depart-
ment chiefs)— from ninety fire crews across multiple fire departments in the 
United States. The sample consisted of large and small municipalities, urban 
and rural environments, unionized and nonunionized employees, and several 
other factors that permitted us to test the robustness of 3D Team Leadership 
principles in different contexts.

One of the first things we sought to confirm was whether the leaders in our 
sample displayed behaviors consistent with prior leadership studies. Research 
originally conducted decades ago at The Ohio State University argued that 
leaders focus on two main things: getting tasks done and building relation-
ships with people. Task- focused behaviors, formally referred to as “initiating 
structure,” reflect the extent to which leaders define and organize their own 
and followers’ roles, push for goal accomplishment, and create well- defined 
patterns and channels of communication. In short, this is the “getting things 
done” behavior. Person- focused behaviors, originally coined “consideration,” 
reflect the extent to which leaders display concern and respect for employ-
ees, have employees’ welfare in mind, and show appreciation and support.9 In 
sum, this is the “building effective relationships” behavior.

Since this original work, literally thousands of additional studies on lead-
ership have attempted to uncover “what leaders really do.” And despite the 
many models and approaches that have emanated from this research and the 
hundreds of different leadership behaviors described, the conclusion drawn 
from the Ohio State studies remains the same: leaders focus on tasks and/or 
people (we do acknowledge that some work suggests a third category, change- 
oriented or transformational leadership, which we included in Chapter 4).10 
Moreover, when leaders exhibit these behaviors effectively, employees perform 
better and are more satisfied with their jobs.11 However, these relationships are 
a bit more nuanced. For attitudes like job satisfaction and motivation, consid-
eration is more important. For actual task performance outcomes like pro-
ductivity, initiating structure is more so.

As we expected, our results were consistent with this pattern. Leaders used 
both types of behaviors, and, not surprisingly, each type of behavior was asso-
ciated with different outcomes to varying degrees. The next test, and frankly 
the one that matters the most here, is whether leaders really targeted their 
behavior toward the three different entities in their teams: the individuals, 
their team as a whole, and subteams within their overall team. Indeed, we 
found that crew members made distinct assessments of six types of leader 
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behaviors: a focus on tasks and a focus on relationships with team members, 
multiplied by the three dimensions underlying our 3D Team Leadership 
approach. Moreover, we found that whether each type of leader behavior was 
effective depended on the level of interdependence, matching the basic tenets 
of 3D Team Leadership. Obviously, we view this alone as a game changer, but 
there’s more. Leaders who demonstrated more “switching behaviors” (i.e., 
when they shifted their focus from individuals, their team as a whole, and the 
subteams within their overall team) had higher- performing teams compared 
to those who demonstrated less, which is not surprising given the wide variety 
of tasks that fire and rescue teams face daily. Figure 6.1 depicts the six leader 
behaviors along with representative examples of each.

In sum, our study of fire and rescue crews provides clear support for the 
3D Team Leadership model in ongoing teams with changing interdependence 
requirements. We next describe how our 3D Team Leadership model works in 
another commonly used type of team: project teams.

FIGURE 6 .1 .  Task- Focused and Team Member– Focused Leader Behaviors Aimed at the Three 
Dimensions of the 3D Team Leadership Model
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Using 3D Team Leadership in Project Teams:  
A Software Project Development Team Example

Most project teams follow some sort of life cycle, and various life cycle 
approaches come and go. They also vary wildly across industries. In some 
environments, for example, project teams follow sequential, lockstep waterfall- 
type models that place tremendous emphasis on getting things exactly right 
in one stage (or milestone) before moving on to another. In other industries, 
recent trends point to more flexible, Agile- type models that can permit many 
iterations within and across traditional project milestones. For example, in the 
software industry, the “DevOps” approach develops and operates software at 
the same time, not in discrete steps.12 To make these approaches work, many 
companies that use these models, including Google and Facebook, require 
their developers to write and change code while operations personnel deploy 
it, all while millions of users around the world simultaneously log in and use 
the software. Some companies even use a hybrid of both Agile and waterfall- 
type models.13 The point here is not to emphasize one project management 
model over another; we are agnostic to specific choices, especially since every 
project is different. Rather, it is to understand how your team approaches its 
work and determine what level of interdependence is required at any given 
point in its project life cycle. From there, you can appropriately determine 
which dimension gives you the most bang for your buck.

We kicked off the book by describing the many team roles that Anna, a 
senior vice president at a large technology firm, was juggling. One of her close 
colleagues, Tom, is a senior engineering manager whose primary team leader-
ship responsibility is to manage new product development teams specializ-
ing in sophisticated software products for a variety of clients. Tom’s company 
adopts their project model from Agile (again there are many types) that 
emphasizes scrums, which typically take the form of daily stand- up meet-
ings focused mainly on project progress and updates, and sprint teams, which 
work on short, focused projects for usually one or two weeks at a time. For the 
uninitiated in Agile terminology, note that words like scrum and sprint were 
borrowed from rugby, which provides a nice parallel to some project teams’ 
style of advancing teamwork. One of the sprint teams Tom leads affectionately 
refers to itself as “Team Elite.” Team Elite has seven members: Asha and Gau-
tam, more junior software developers located in Bengaluru, India; Josh and 
Steve, two senior software developers located in Sydney, Australia; Millie, who 
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is serving as the product owner located in Dublin, Ireland; and Emma and 
Dan, the stakeholder representatives located in Raleigh, North Carolina, who 
work most directly with the client.

Leading the Individuals in a Team
In certain time periods in the Agile life cycle, Tom’s team members work rela-
tively independently from one another. For example, at the beginning of the 
Agile life cycle, Tom works with his team to identify the business opportunity, 
which involves bigger- picture issues and market concerns. Regarding this 
early stage, Tom says:

For this project, we really aren’t working in a very team- like fashion. We’re 

still a team, don’t get me wrong, it’s just that I really don’t have my team mem-

bers working too closely together on tasks at the outset. I can gather most of 

the data here myself, and a lot of this information is so big picture that the 

team members can provide some input, but not necessarily a lot. This is also 

the point at which I look at different strategies that might be employed for the 

project, and a lot of times I don’t pick one and stick with it; I leave open several 

possibilities that might work. Once I’ve done my market homework and I’ve 

identified several potential strategies, I take all of this information and con-

duct a feasibility analysis to find out if it makes sense to even move forward 

on a project. Sometimes this phase can take a week or less, but more and more 

I’m finding that it’s taking much longer due to the complexity of our projects 

and the demands our users and clients are placing on us. So during this time, 

I’m gathering a lot of information from the market, our product owner, and 

our clients, and the team members are helping me with some of this, but a 

lot of this comes out of my one- on- one meetings with members, not meeting 

with the entire team. That does not mean, however, that my team members 

are standing by waiting for me. Even in this phase, members are doing at least 

some initial work even though we don’t have all the answers in the beginning. 

So, they’re still plenty busy and they’re usually on other teams as well.

What Tom is describing here is exactly what we mean by a team that is in a low 
team interdependence phase. Tom does have a team with seven members he 
knows he’s going to use moving forward with the project. But, he doesn’t need 
his whole team working interdependently at this point in the team’s life cycle 
to get the goals of this phase accomplished. He can rely on team members’ 
primarily individual contributions of their knowledge and skills. Based on the 
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relatively low level of team interdependence at this phase, Tom would be wise 
to focus most of his attention on motivating, and using team design princi-
ples, for the “I’s” in his team, as they are the most important dimension in the 
3D Team Leadership framework at this point (recall the lessons for leading 
the “I’s” in team contexts in Chapter 3). Tom needs to find ways to maximize 
the experiences of empowerment for the individuals within his team, includ-
ing the four dimensions of choice, impact, competence, and meaning.

We found Tom to be a natural 3D team leader (we actually nicknamed him 
“Amundsen”). As he describes:

The first thing I do is walk the talk [what we called role modeling and leading 

by example in Chapter 3]. When I want to accomplish something that I think 

is important and that the company thinks is important, I don’t always ask 

my boss for permission. I just do it. And I think by behaving in an empow-

ered way myself and talking about my actions with my team members, it kind 

of sets things up for them to feel comfortable about being more empowered 

themselves.

The second thing I do is to encourage all of my team members to speak up 

and be involved in decision making [what we called encouraging and allowing 

individuals to participate in decision making in Chapter 3]. Even when people 

are quiet— and some of my team members are classic introverts, so they won’t 

necessarily jump in and offer their opinions and information right away— I 

will find some time after a meeting to follow up with them one- on- one to get 

their input. I try to do this within a few days. It’s really important to me that 

they feel heard, involved and that they know I value their input. That’s a big 

part of empowerment for me.

The third thing I make sure I do is coach [what we called providing effective 

coaching in Chapter 3]. Since the members of Team Elite are in four different 

countries and time zones, this consumes most of my time when empower-

ing them. I have frequent one- on- ones and check- ins to make sure we are on 

the same page. But I try not to use these short meetings to make them feel 

like I’m spying on them or trying to control what they do. That would be 

empowerment in reverse! What I try to do is help them build up their skill 

sets and make them feel comfortable and confident about how they fit into 

the big picture and how much they are helping us get to where we want to be. 

The advice I would give to any team leader who wants to empower his or her 

team members is to err on the side of too much coaching. Anything less, and 



 Putting It All Together 157

people are going to feel like you are not developing them and that you don’t 

care about them. And, sadly, they probably won’t stay in the company very 

long, especially these days.

The fourth thing I make sure to do is make them feel as though they are 

insiders to the extent I can. What I mean by that is that I keep them updated, 

and I share as much important information with them as I can, unless of course 

it’s something highly confidential [what we called sharing important and strate-

gic information in Chapter 3]. Providing information is a form of sharing power, 

at least in my opinion, because I know a lot of leaders who just won’t share any-

thing. They keep everything to themselves, and then their team members get 

surprised when they hear something that their boss definitely should have been 

the one to tell them. These people are power hungry, and they just hoard infor-

mation. And then they wonder why their team members don’t feel empowered!

The last thing I do as a team leader should be a simple one, but I see a lot of my 

peers struggle with it, and that is just make sure your team members know you 

have their best interests at heart [what we called displaying a high level of concern 

and caring in Chapter 3]. And you don’t have to be somebody’s best friend to show 

you care. I mean, I am friends with some of my colleagues at work, including 

some of my team members, but showing that you care does not have to mean 

being someone’s buddy. It can be as simple as remembering that their daughter 

had a soccer game or that they had a big presentation to the higher- ups the week 

before. I see other team leaders struggle with this because they don’t like people 

that much. I mean, I’m a people person, so I’m lucky, I love this part of my job. 

But, I guess there are some people who just have to work at it a bit harder.

In addition to the five behaviors of empowering leaders that Tom displays in 
this phase of the Agile life cycle, Chapter 3 also described two main ways 
that leaders go about creating empowering structures and systems. First, lead-
ers to need to ensure that there is a high level of sociopolitical support by (1) 
creating a supportive organizational climate, or making sure individuals feel 
comfortable taking risks and being proactive in their jobs; (2) ensuring that 
each individual team member knows she has the support of their organiza-
tion as a whole, or that the company has her back; and (3) making sure that 
all members of the team know that the company trusts them to do their jobs. 
Commenting on these, Tom said, 

Well, these are less about me and more about making sure my team members 

know our company has their best interests in mind. It’s one thing if my people 
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get that I care about them and will back them up and encourage them to take 

risks, but what if I leave or get called out to another project? What then? They 

better know that the company they’ve made such huge sacrifices for actually 

gives a damn about their well- being. I have to do some level of communicat-

ing and interfacing with other organizational leaders to make sure this is hap-

pening. I can’t just do it by myself.

Also in Chapter 3, we discussed the importance of building high- quality rela-
tionships to ensure that individual team members feel empowered. We also 
acknowledged that the accumulating evidence suggests that leaders might be 
well served to build relationships of varying quality with their team members 
based on how critical those team members are for team performance. The 
rule of thumb is that leaders should strive to build high- quality relationships 
with all individual team members, but if they cannot (due to limited time or 
resources), then they should make sure there is a climate of fairness in their 
team, which will likely lower the potentially negative reactions to leaders who 
build high- quality relationships with only some of their members.14 Different 
relationship quality here should apply more to work- related, rather than inter-
personal, factors like assigning certain jobs of varying importance and vis-
ibility, as all team members will value being treated with dignity and respect.

Regarding this topic, Tom commented:

Because most of our Agile teams are pretty small, I think I do a good job of 

relationship management with all of the team members. It still takes a lot of 

work, especially when a team has members in different countries, and the way 

I go about building a relationship can depend on what country the person is 

from. Usually there is a hub of the project, and often the people in the hub 

are in the same location. If a team member is not in the hub, it’s easy for him 

or her to feel left out and not very empowered. But I look at it as a pay now or 

pay later type of thing. If you invest the time up front and do the hard work 

initially, it’s going to pay off big time down the road because it’s really hard to 

repair a relationship once it’s gotten off track. You’ll spend much more time 

doing this compared to what you would have spent up front doing it right ini-

tially. But if you don’t and you end up neglecting your team members, you’re 

going to pay exponentially higher costs later because you’ll be doing a whole 

lot of damage control and trying to rebuild the lost trust.

Finally, in Chapter 3 we discussed how leaders could use extrinsic rewards 
(remember that empowerment is the gold standard for intrinsic motivation) 
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to motivate the “I’s” in team contexts. Tom’s company allows for spot bonuses 
to reward individuals for behaving in ways that benefit the team. He said, 

In our company, we are allowed to give spot bonuses to those individual team 

members who are doing things that really help their team. We can do this 

without getting any high- level approval. At the end of the day, there has to be 

something in it for the individual team members to want to make sacrifices 

and work hard for the team. I do realize there are cultural differences at play 

here, but most people do need a little incentive now and again to really go the 

extra mile for the team. I think our spot bonuses work pretty well for that.

Leading the Subteams within a Team
During other phases of the Agile life cycle, team members split up into sub-
teams to get their work done. For example, Tom suggests that the next logi-
cal phase is to get initial support and funding for the project; working with 
stakeholders and Millie, the product owner, to initially model the scope of the 
system; modeling an initial architecture for the system; and estimating the 
costs of the project. Tom describes it this way:

This is where the different members on the team can kind of group together in 

smaller subteams based on their skill sets to get various aspects of this phase 

done. For example, in Team Elite, Millie and I are pretty much focused on get-

ting support and funding for the project. We might ask some of the members 

to help occasionally with this, but funding is my baby, and I’m pretty good at 

convincing folks about the support we need. Emma and Dan usually manage 

the stakeholders because they are on our team specifically for this task. They 

work very closely with the product owners, usually in person if they can but 

sometimes via video-  or audioconferencing. My developers, in this case Asha 

and Gautam in India and Josh and Steve in Australia, are mainly in charge of 

putting together the initial architecture for the system. They’re not writing a 

bunch of code at this point, but they’re working mostly on the architectural 

strategy. So, we basically have three subteams working pretty much simulta-

neously doing different tasks. My challenge is that I have to focus my energy 

on leading each of these subteams, but I also have to make sure I’m coordinat-

ing between the subteams as well because the overall team won’t work unless 

the subteams are coordinating what they do.

To help Tom and other leaders overcome the challenges inherent in lead-
ing subteams, in Chapter 5 we discussed the leader behaviors and actions 
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designed to target the subteam dimension. The approaches discussed there 
are best suited to leading in this phase of the Agile life cycle because this stage 
has multilayered interdependence within it. Recall that we discussed two sets 
of leader behaviors in Chapter 5— strategizing and coordinating— and three 
potential points of impact of these behaviors— within, between, and across 
subteams. Tom describes his approach this way:

In this phase, we take the potential strategies we developed in the last phase, 

and we start to drill down on the most promising strategy for accomplishing 

the project. I have to make sure I’m building and communicating the strat-

egy for three different targets: each of the subteams separately, the interface 

between all of the subteams, and the interface between the whole team and 

the company, the product owners, and the clients. It’s a juggling act to be sure, 

but there’s really no other way to approach it in our Agile environment. We 

need to be nimble but also coordinated in our efforts.

Tom’s strategizing behavior, which consists of gathering information about 
the performance environment, framing his team’s task, helping his team set 
objectives, and planning how his team members will work together to accom-
plish goals, has to be done with three different targets in mind:

Again, even though I do work separately with each of the subteams within 

my team, I constantly have to make sure that my subteams are collaborat-

ing in line with my whole team’s strategy. So I move back and forth between 

strategizing with each of the subteams and the whole team to make sure we 

have alignment. Because we are using Agile, I have to make sure that each 

of the subteams is constantly interfacing with stakeholders, including inside 

our company and outside with clients. It’s not like the days when we used a 

waterfall model and we did all of the development upfront with very little cli-

ent interaction. We would just build and build and build and then release. But 

with Agile, it’s an iterative process with a lot of customer interaction.

With this level of complexity, the other most important leader behavior in a 
multisubteam environment is coordinating: managing the flow of information 
and orchestrating the actions of members to make sure they are integrated and 
aligned. Just like strategizing, coordination also has to occur with three tar-
gets: each of the subteams, the interface between the subteams, and the interface 
between the entire team of subteams and the external environment. Tom says:
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It’s similar to the strategizing I have to do, because I have to make sure I’m 

paying attention to all three aspects when I am coordinating. And it gets 

exponentially more difficult every time I step up a level. For example, I can 

work pretty easily on coordinating within each of the subteams, and since 

they are empowered, I don’t have to do a lot of hand holding here. It gets a 

little bit more difficult to coordinate between the subteams because each sub-

team is really doing a different set of tasks. I mean, they’re different but they 

are still related. So I need to have frequent check- ins to make sure we’re on the 

same page. We can do some of this with the scrum meetings. The most dif-

ficult coordination I do is make sure all the subteam efforts are coordinated 

and aligned with corporate goals and customer expectations.

The other important aspect of leadership for maximizing multisubteam 
system performance, which we discussed in Chapter 5, is to make sure all 
members of a team have a shared mental model for how to behave and work 
together. Tom said:

Fortunately for us, we have an Agile model kind of guiding our actions, so 

in a way, the Agile framework is the shared mental model. That said, indi-

viduals are still individuals, and they can interpret things differently. We also 

have five members located outside the United States, so Agile does not always 

create a perfectly shared model despite the apparent clarity around a specific 

approach. Things like “quality” or “deadlines” don’t necessarily mean the 

same things in different countries. We have to make sure each of the team 

members fully understands how we are planning to work together and how 

best to prioritize. Sometimes it takes a little extra coaching to get there with 

a global team.

For extrinsic motivation in a multiteam system, Tom followed our advice 
from Chapter 5 and does not use financial incentives:

We just found trying to do another layer of compensation— beyond individ-

ual and team— was just too much. We thought that people would get con-

fused, and we knew HR wouldn’t like it. And in many cases, subteam work is 

usually very fluid and may not always last long enough to warrant its own sys-

tem. So, I try to focus on goal setting as the primary driver for our subteams 

to perform well. They already have their individual and team incentives, so I 

think goal setting works as a nice complement here.
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Leading the Team as a Whole
In still other phases of the Agile life cycle, tasks call for highly interdependent 
teamwork, when members work together as a real team. Tom describes typical 
activities in this stage as collaborating closely with stakeholders, implement-
ing functionality in priority order, analyzing and designing, ensuring quality, 
regularly delivering working solutions, and testing. Tom says,

In a phase like this, we start to really work together as a high- performing 

team. We need all hands on deck to work interdependently at this point. This 

is where the word sprint in sprint team becomes really important. All seven 

members of the team meet daily in a scrum. I’m also coordinating with other 

teams, so I typically have a meeting every week with the team leads from those 

teams, which we call a scrum of scrums. It gets pretty complicated.

Tom’s description here perfectly exemplifies a high team interdependence 
phase. Tom needs a real team at this point in his team’s life cycle to get the 
goals of this phase accomplished. He needs to rely on all of his team members 
to collectively contribute their knowledge and skills. During this stage, Tom 
should focus most of his attention on motivating and using team design fac-
tors for his entire team, as this is currently the most important dimension in 
the 3D Team Leadership model (recall our discussion of leading a team as a 
whole in Chapter 4). Tom needs to find ways to maximize the experiences of 
empowerment for Team Elite as a whole, including the four dimensions of 
autonomy, impact, potency, and meaning. Beyond empowerment, the mem-
bers must also experience team trust and psychological safety to motivate his 
whole team.

In Chapter 4, we discussed the leader behaviors that are best suited for 
enhancing team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety. Our discus-
sion focused on three behaviors: displaying empowering leader behavior 
directed at teams (team coaching), creating empowered team structures and 
systems (team design), and exhibiting team- focused attributes of transforma-
tional leadership. Regarding the first, Tom said:

I typically make a subtle— well, maybe it’s not so subtle— shift in how I behave 

toward the team in terms of empowerment. In the earliest phases, I focus on 

allowing individuals to participate in decision making; I provide one- on- one 

coaching; I make each team member feel like an insider by sharing informa-

tion; and I make sure each individual team member knows that I care about 
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him or her. Then, in the next phases, I started emphasizing more attention to 

the subteams and how they coordinate with one another and the customers. 

But when we are in this type of phase and we are working as a real team, I 

still do these same behaviors, but I just make the team the focus of them. For 

example, I will ask the entire team for its input; I will provide lots and lots of 

team coaching; I share information with the whole team; and I make sure the 

whole team knows I have its back.

It’s important to remember here that a focus on an entire team is not mutually 
exclusive with a focus on a team’s individuals or subteams. As Tom says, 

It’s not really an either- or thing. It’s a matter of degree. I still provide some 

coaching, feedback, and leadership for individuals. I mean, realistically, how 

could you not? My team is made up of individuals! But when the work calls 

for us to really work together as a team, I just start emphasizing the overall 

team much more so than the subteams and the individuals in our team. I 

don’t forget they exist, but I just don’t focus on them as much.

Tom’s advice here about changing your primary focus but still acknowledging 
the existence of the other two dimensions is critical to 3D Team Leadership. After 
all, at some level, you will always have three foci to attend to when leading teams, 
and you should never completely ignore any of the three; it’s just not realistic. For 
example, individuals on a team are rarely all in the exact same place in terms of 
their understanding of the project and comfort level in contributing; subteams 
are constantly drifting toward perilous faultlines; and a team’s collective identifi-
cation as a strong entity can ebb and flow for any number of reasons. The utility 
of the 3D Team Leadership model is that it provides guidance for when to give 
more attention to one dimension than the other two, and it tells you which of your 
team’s many needs is the most important to satisfy first.

Besides the empowering leader behaviors described in Chapter 4, we also 
discussed the importance of having a well- designed team, which is also a 
team leader’s job. We identified six team design factors in our “must- haves” 
list for effective teams: a clear, engaging direction; task interdependence; team 
rewards; team resources; authority to manage the work; and team perfor-
mance goals. Tom believes that Team Elite is a well- designed team:

We make sure all of these things are in place. It’s my job as a team leader to 

make sure we have that engaging direction. If we don’t have it, we’ll flounder. 

I’ve seen teams lose their way pretty quickly without direction. I don’t dictate 
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the direction, but I am ultimately accountable for making sure it’s under-

stood and that it fits with our overall company goals. Team interdependence 

is pretty much already built in when we hit this type of phase. This kind of 

complicated software development can’t be done without everyone working 

closely together, particularly in an Agile environment. As far as team rewards, 

we do use team bonuses when we complete our projects on time and if cus-

tomers are satisfied. We collect a lot of data on customer and user satisfac-

tion, and we use those data to determine what the team gets. These bonuses, 

combined with the spot awards for individual team members who contribute 

to the team, generally mean that we have good team players on our teams. 

Availability of resources kind of goes without saying, and we certainly know 

the power of goal setting in our company. We use team goals all the time. We 

set goals for individuals, subteams, and my overall team, and we make sure 

they are aligned across all of those levels.

We also mention another element of team design here: the size of a team. Tom 
said, “For my Agile teams, I don’t want them to get any bigger than nine or 
ten members. Anything larger than that and we find that the coordination 
challenges get too great, especially when members are in different countries.” 
We concur with Tom’s assessment here, and not just for Agile teams. We have 
already discussed that the evidence on team size suggests that the costs and 
problems of larger teams outweigh any potential advantages more members 
can bring to the team. In fact, we mentioned one study that found that as 
teams grow larger in size, members experience less and less team empower-
ment.15 All in all, it’s optimal to keep teams somewhere in that sweet spot of 
five to eight members. If a leader gets stuck with an overly large team, creat-
ing subteams (more Team Elites) may reduce some of the problems associ-
ated with large teams. Of course, leading in a multilayered interdependence 
context (a necessity for subteams) also introduces its own set of challenges, so 
leaders must be thoughtful in how they choose to leverage larger teams.

The final leadership attribute of leading entire teams that we discussed in 
Chapter 4 was the two team- focused behaviors associated with transforma-
tional leadership: idealized influence and inspirational motivation. Idealized 
influence refers to the charisma and persuasiveness that leaders bring to their 
teams.16 Tom said,

Well, I’m not sure if my team would call me the most charismatic of leaders. 

But I don’t think charisma means you have to light up a room every time you 
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walk into one. But you better be able to persuade your team members effec-

tively because sometimes all of them don’t report directly to me, or they’re 

actually on four or five teams with several team leaders. So I need to use my 

influence skills to make sure they’re motivated and engaged.

Inspirational motivation refers to leaders who use strong visions to help moti-
vate their teams. Regarding this aspect, Tom said, 

Oh, I definitely use a vision statement with my teams. I mean, we have a company 

vision too, but I still outline one for my teams as well. I try to keep it short and 

meaningful. We’ve all seen a lot of bad visions out there, the ones that go on for 

pages. I just want my team members to remember what we’re here for and not to 

lose sight of the big picture and where we’re going.” Thus, Tom uses both idealized 

influence and inspirational motivation to effectively lead his real teams.

In many project life cycle models like Agile, teams can shift in different 
directions when it comes to task interdependence. For example, Tom must 
also manage shifts from higher levels of team interdependence to more mod-
erate or low levels. He recounted:

So when my team moves from higher to more moderate levels of interde-

pendence, this represents another shift in focus for my team and, as a result, 

for me as a team leader. The intense teamwork, the daily scrums, the weekly 

scrum of scums are winding down, so I shift back into basically what I did as 

a leader in earlier phases, and I focus more on the subteams, both individually 

and how they connect with one another. My team members expect this shift 

as a normal part of Agile, so it doesn’t come as a surprise to them.

Teams also often shift all the way down to low task interdependence. Relaying 
this experience, Tom says, “I shift my focus again to an emphasis on the indi-
viduals in my team. I do a lot of one- on- one mentoring again, trying to create 
some learning opportunities based on the cycle the team members just went 
through. And, of course, the cycle then repeats itself in Team Elite or the other 
teams that the members are a part of.”

Tom’s examples of leading Team Elite display exactly what many leaders 
face in today’s VUCA business environment: dynamic team, with varying lev-
els of team interdependence throughout a team’s life cycle. As Tom shows, 
team leaders must know the level of team interdependence their teams have at 
any given point in time, be that in a project life cycle model or something else, 
for leaders to guide and manage their teams effectively.



166 Putting It All Together

Given Tom’s natural inclination toward 3D Team Leadership, we wanted 
to find out more about how he puts the whole 3D Team Leadership model in 
motion. Specifically, we asked Tom to explain how he manages the shifts of 
focusing on the individuals, his team as a whole, and the subteams within his 
overall team. He explained:

Fortunately the project life cycle model we follow, which comes from Agile, 

kind of dictates the ebb and flows of my focus. I know when we get to a certain 

part of the life cycle that I need to start emphasizing a different dimension of 

the team. For example, in making a subtle shift between subteams and the 

overall team, I typically use a sprint planning meeting to first debrief all of the 

subteam activities completed during a sprint, and then I start to emphasize 

the whole team or the individuals in the team if that’s what the life cycle called 

for by reminding them of overall team goals, making sure the all of the team 

members are communicating and coordinating with one another, and explic-

itly laying out expectations for how the entire team is going to produce the 

next set of deliverables. But again, it’s not like I completely stop focusing on 

individuals or subteams at this point; they are still integral parts of my team 

and help my team succeed. It’s just that I start changing the way I interact 

with my team— both tactically and symbolically— to get members focused on 

the ways in which they are supposed to work together. I guess I nudge them; 

I don’t bulldoze them. Following a model makes things more predictable. I 

mean, that’s why we use Agile so much.

It’s fortunate for Tom that using a model helps to guide his behavior so that 
he knows— and his team expects— that these shifts in his behavior and focus 
are imminent. But what about teams that don’t follow a predictable life cycle? 
Again, we live in a world in which we can’t always predict which element of a 
team— the individuals, a team as a whole, or the subteams within an overall 
team— should be emphasized. In response to this question, Tom said:

I’ve worked in previous companies and roles where we didn’t follow a project 

life cycle, so it was never determined in advance which dimension of a team 

should get most of my attention. I found that I could still shift my behavior 

among the three dimensions when necessary, but the difference was that I had 

to do a little bit more coaching with my team to help the members anticipate 

when the shifts were going to occur. Again, in Agile, they pretty much know 

when they’re going to happen, so they’re automatically more receptive to my 

changes in behavior. But in more unpredictable environments, I’ve had team 
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members sometimes say I’m being inauthentic because I was changing focus 

in unpredictable ways. I took that feedback hard because I knew I was focus-

ing on the right things at the right time, but what I didn’t realize was that 

these shifts were confusing my team members. I remember one guy saying, “I 

don’t know if you want us to focus on the team thing or the individual thing 

or something else!” He was pretty heated about it. That’s when I had to start 

laying the groundwork for my shifts a bit earlier than I do now using our Agile 

process. Your team members don’t like surprises, and I don’t like them much 

myself!. So I started sending cues and communicated much better so that my 

team members were ready for the changes I had to make.

We also asked Tom about how he handles being overloaded by the demands 
of attending to the three dimensions of 3D Team Leadership. In Chapter 1, we 
drew from established psychology research to argue that leaders cannot be all 
things to their teams at all times. There just aren’t enough hours in the day (or 
shots of espresso) that would allow complete and total focus on everything the 
team needs. We asked Tom about this, and he said:

I do get overloaded from time to time. Things are changing in our industry 

and our company every day, and I have to stay up with all of the changes and 

help my team deal with them, too. I do things to keep myself from burning 

out. One, I delegate and empower, plain and simple. There are certain tasks, 

including leadership tasks, that I can hand off to my team members. This 

allows me to focus on the things I’m supposed to be focused on, and it also 

develops leadership skills in my team members so that they will eventually 

go on to lead their own teams. So whether I’m focused on individuals, teams, 

or subteams, I can get my team members, usually the highly motivated and 

ambitious ones, to take on some responsibilities that I then don’t have to deal 

with.

The other thing I have to remember is that when I get stressed out or over-

whelmed, I sharpen my focus and narrow my attention to the one dimension 

that is the most important at a given point in time. It is important to remem-

ber that you never lose sight of the other two dimensions when you are focus-

ing primarily on one. For example, just because I’m emphasizing my overall 

team at some point does not mean that the individuals or the subteams disap-

pear or are not relevant. They are always there and always important. It’s just 

that you have to learn how to really drill down on the one dimension of teams 

that is critical. When I have more time and am not as stressed, I will make 
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sure to provide at least some attention to the two dimensions that are not as 

critical. For example, if I’m focused mainly on my whole team but I find that 

I have some extra time, I will do one- on- one check- ins with individual team 

members to make sure they are on track or do some developmental coaching. 

I know this might sound kind of complicated, but after awhile it becomes 

second nature. It’s like my basketball coach in high school seemed to always 

know when to yell at us and when to be kinder and supportive. Over time, you 

just get a sense of when to do what. My teams have been pretty successful, so I 

must be doing something right!

To summarize this chapter, we took each of the critical lessons from the pre-
vious chapters and put them all together using examples and explanations of 
how our 3D Team Leadership model works in the real world. First, we used a 
life- and- death historical example of Roald Amundsen to show how a true 3D 
team leader was able to accomplish something no one else at that time had 
been able to do: reach the South Pole. We then shared our own research with 
one type of action team, firefighters, who also risk their lives to make sure 
that the rest of us are safe and sound in a dangerous world. Our work with 
firefighters provided compelling evidence that leaders who shift their focus 
depending on the optimal level of team interdependence enjoyed the most 
successful teams. Just like Amundsen and Scott’s experience, doing the right 
things at the right time makes all the difference. We ended the chapter with 
Tom, who turned out to be a natural 3D team leader in the software develop-
ment industry. Tom knew when and how to change his focus when his team 
needed him to, and he exhibited all of the best attributes of a leader who could 
really switch when the time was right.

We believe these three examples show how leaders can diagnose their 
team’s level of interdependence and, importantly, make adjustments when 
there is a mismatch between how the team chooses to do their work and how 
they should do their work. Likewise, each example indicates the importance 
of leaders adjusting their leadership focus, actions, and behaviors to match 
the appropriate interdependence of their team at any given time. By applying 
these concepts to your own teams, you can realize the full potential of the 3D 
Team Leadership approach and see meaningful increases in individual, sub-
team, team, and overall company performance.
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3D Team Leadership across Cultures

UP TO THIS POINT IN THE BOOK, WE HAVE PRESENTED 
our 3D Team Leadership model without much regard for cultural 

differences; moreover, we have admittedly described its design and practice 
using mostly Western examples. Yet our work and that of others overwhelm-
ingly suggest that an increasingly important part of operating in VUCA envi-
ronments is leading teams across cultures. Cross- cultural issues in teams 
emerge for many reasons: leaders from one country are assigned to a location 
(and team) in another country (expatriates), members on a team come from 
different cultural backgrounds (a global team), and members of a team are 
spread across the globe (a global virtual team, discussed in the next chapter). 
In these cases, leaders face the additional challenge of energizing and direct-
ing their team’s members often without a uniformly held set of norms, rules, 
and implicitly expected leadership behaviors.1

The most successful leaders not only understand the basic principles of 
3D Team Leadership, but also recognize what the key cultural differences 
are between the countries around the world and are flexible and adaptable 
enough to alter their behavior and approaches when moving across cultures. 
Although a complete discussion of all of the potential cultural differences that 
can affect a team is outside the scope of this book, this chapter does describe 
several of the most common cultural distinctions and challenges that face 
today’s team leaders based on our and others’ work with global teams. We 
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start by questioning the fundamental assumption that the concept of teams 
has a common meaning all over the world.

A Team Is a Team Is a Team, No Matter 
Where You Are in the World, Right?

We have worked with teams in dozens of countries on five continents. Teams 
are, in fact, a big deal in every single one of them. Yet this experience has also 
taught (and frequently retaught) us an important lesson: the word team itself 
has varying connotations in different countries.

As an example, consider our work with a chip manufacturer in Manila 
in the Philippines.2 On our first morning in the facility, we observed a team 
meeting for the self- named Be Cool team. Besides switching very easily 
between Tagalog, the first language spoken by about a third of the popula-
tion of the Philippines and the second language spoken by many others, and 
English, which is also widely spoken, the other phenomenon we noticed early 
on was that team members were calling one another family names like father, 
mother, uncle, auntie, brother, and sister. Very naively, one of us leaned over 
to our host and asked whether the company had hired an entire extended 
family to join the Be Cool team. Our host laughed heartily. “Of course not,” 
he replied. “That is how a lot of members identify their roles on teams here 
in the Philippines. There is always a father, a mother, sisters, brothers, and so 
on. It is a way for team members to know their place in their team and their 
responsibilities. Teams are families here.” Not surprisingly, our experiences 
with U.S.- based teams are rarely this colloquial!

Further illustrating this point, cross- cultural teaming experts Cristina 
Gibson and Mary Zellmer- Bruhn have identified different metaphors used 
around the world in reference to the concept of team, including family, mili-
tary, sports, and community.3 Consistent with our experience, they found that 
teams in the Philippines commonly discussed their team roles using com-
munity and family terms. Perhaps not surprising, they found that teams in 
the United States described their roles in sports terms more frequently than 
community or family.

Why does this matter? Our Filipino host at the company told an enlight-
ening story of one U.S. manager who had been assigned to lead two teams of 
Filipinos in the plant. In team meetings, the American manager often used 
phrases like “crossing the goal line,” “winning at all costs,” and “playing the 
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assigned position on the team” during team meetings in an attempt to moti-
vate his Filipino team members. Such language emphasized that a team’s 
members should have a competitive and assertive approach. But this outlook 
was inconsistent with their natural disposition toward teams as families and 
communities, so this leader did more to befuddle than motivate his teams 
toward superior performance. A better approach would have been to direct 
the teams in ways that appealed to their familial tendency toward being sup-
portive and nurturing.4 In part due to this issue, the U.S. manager had to 
spend months retraining to adapt to the style of teaming in the Philippines. 
The training and commitment to improvement ultimately paid off, and the 
leader ended up with happier, more closely knit, and more successful teams.

An important caveat here is that understanding team metaphors and gen-
eral tendencies in a particular culture is merely a starting point for thinking 
about potential differences between your leadership approach and your team’s 
expectations. For instance, Gibson and Zellmer- Bruhn also noted that team 
metaphors are somewhat dependent on other factors beyond just the home 
country, including characteristics of a particular company. So how exactly 
can you drill down to the best possible understanding? To be sure, there is 
no substitute for actually getting to know your team on a personal level, as 
understanding potential differences will help you keep an open mind and 
avoid making dangerous assumptions. Yet there is also evidence that under-
standing a team’s underlying cultural values can help you more precisely hone 
in on your team’s preferences and expectations. We dive deeper into this issue 
below with an eye toward further honing your 3D Team Leadership potential 
globally.

Maximizing Global Team Success by 
Understanding Cultural Value Frameworks

Researchers have spent several decades attempting to create frameworks and 
taxonomies that can help explain how countries are different on various val-
ues (e.g., beliefs in what is right or wrong, good and bad). Although about a 
half- dozen frameworks describe various sets of major cultural value dimen-
sions, we briefly highlight two of the more prevalent and evidence- based sets 
that have emerged over the past several decades. We also note that although 
there are varying frameworks, they tend to coalesce around five to six major 
dimensions that are common across almost all of the models.5



172 3D Team Leadership across Cultures

Probably the most widely known framework is that of Dutch researcher 
Geert Hofstede, who worked with IBM to develop an original set of four 
major cultural dimensions addressing important work- related questions: 
“Do people prefer to work primarily alone (individualism) or in groups/
teams (collectivism)?”, “How important are status and hierarchy in terms of 
getting things done in organizations (power distance)?”, “How much toler-
ance do people have for ambiguity in their work (uncertainty avoidance)?”, 
and “Do people put more emphasis on assertiveness, achievement, and com-
petition (quantity of life or masculinity) or taking care of others and societal 
welfare (quality of life or femininity)?”6 We doubt that anyone majoring in 
business or getting an MBA in the last three decades emerged without at 
least hearing something about Hofstede’s cultural value framework.

In later years, Hofstede introduced two more cultural value dimensions 
to his framework. The first, Confucian dynamism (long- term versus short- 
term orientation), deals with people’s values regarding respect for tradition, 
a focus on the past, and respect for social obligations versus adaptation of 
traditions to a modern context, a focus on the future, and more limited 
respect for social obligations. The second, indulgence versus restraint, refers 
to whether people in a society are relatively free to gratify basic and natural 
human drives connected to enjoying life and having fun or instead suppress 
gratifying needs and regulate life using strict social norms. Although the 
Confucian dynamism and indulgence- versus- restraint dimensions certainly 
provide useful insight into how individuals may think about problems, a 
majority of the research to date has considered only the original four dimen-
sions. Accordingly, we will focus most of our attention on the originals later 
in the chapter.

A second framework of cultural dimensions that has drawn significant 
attention was developed as part of the Global Leadership and Organiza-
tional Behavior Effectiveness program (known more commonly as GLOBE), 
which was originally led by the late Bob House from the Wharton Business 
School. Building on the work of Hofstede and several other cross- cultural 
frameworks, the 170 researchers on the GLOBE team worked over ten years 
to collect and analyze data from over 17,000 managers in sixty- two coun-
tries in the telecommunications, food, and banking industries. This research 
resulted in nine cultural dimensions; two paralleled Hofstede’s power dis-
tance and uncertainty avoidance dimensions, but others offered a finer 
grained view of culture. For example, GLOBE researchers broke Hofstede’s 
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individualism- collectivism dimension down into two dimensions that dif-
ferentiate between the target of collectivism (large institutions or smaller 
families): institutional collectivism, or the degree to which organizational 
and institutional practices encourage and reward the collective distribution 
of resources and collective action, and in- group collectivism, or the degree 
to which individuals express pride, loyalty, and cohesiveness in their com-
panies and families.7

The GLOBE team took a similar approach to understanding quantity 
of life (masculinity) and quality of life (femininity), breaking the dimen-
sion down into four elements: (1) performance orientation, or the degree 
to which a society encourages and rewards performance improvement and 
success; (2) assertiveness, or the degree to which a society encourages peo-
ple to be assertive, confrontational, and aggressive in dealing with others; 
(3) humane orientation, or the degree to which a society encourages and 
rewards people for being fair, altruistic, generous, caring, and kind to oth-
ers; and (4) gender egalitarianism, or the degree to which a society mini-
mizes gender inequality.

Finally, the GLOBE team identified future orientation, or the extent to 
which a society engages in future- oriented behaviors like delaying gratifi-
cation, planning, and investing in the future. This dimension corresponds 
closely with Hofstede’s fifth and sixth dimensions, Confucian dynamism 
and indulgence versus restraint. Next, we describe how individualism- 
collectivism, power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity- 
femininity affect the use of our 3D Team Leadership model.

Importantly, we should caution that cultural values refer to higher- level 
properties displayed by a country or society that, on average, are reflected 
in the individuals native to that particular society; individuals within a 
society can still vary meaningfully on the importance they place on each 
value, of course.8 Increasing across- country immigration also means that 
just because someone resides in a particular country does not mean she or 
he espouses all of the cultural values embedded in that country. Thus, lead-
ers should use cultural frameworks only as a starting point, not a defini-
tive guide for how team members from different countries should be treated 
(we return to this point when we discuss cultural stereotyping later in the 
chapter).
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Individualism versus Collectivism: The Most 
Important Cultural Value for Understanding 
the Applicability of 3D Team Leadership

The cultural value that appears in all major cross- cultural frameworks and has 
received the most attention is individualism versus collectivism. Not surpris-
ingly, this is also the cultural value that has the strongest link with teamwork.9 
After all, the major benefit of teams is that they generate value through col-
lective processes and outcomes beyond what individuals can produce, right?

The United States, Canada, Great Britain, and Australia score relatively 
high on individualism, meaning that the primary emphasis in these societies 
is on the individual rather than on the family or groups to which individuals 
belong. Broadly speaking, organizations in these countries focus on personal 
achievement, individually based rewards and recognition, and the value of 
being different. In fact, in an interview we did for Bloomberg BusinessWeek, 
“Why American B- School Students Can’t Stand Teamwork,” we talked about 
the role of cultural individualism as one reason that our MBA students often 
groan when we announce team projects in our classes. The oft- heard com-
plaint is, “Why should someone else’s performance or goals affect my grade?” 
or, “I want to make an A on the project, but not everyone on the team does, so 
I end up doing all the work to get an A.” We hear similar sentiments in many 
Western organizations.10

In large contrast, high collectivism countries like Japan, Malaysia, Thai-
land, and many Arab and African nations place primary emphasis on the 
groups to which individuals belong. In these countries, people tend to focus 
on collective achievement, team- based or equally shared rewards and recog-
nition, and conformity. In fact, one Japanese proverb reads, “The nail that 
sticks out will be pounded down” (in phonetic Japanese, deru kui wa utareru). 
Although this saying may not always reflect day- to- day reality at work, it does 
show that, in general, there are greater pressures to conform in Japan com-
pared to countries like the United States. These pressures in turn can influ-
ence how people expect and prefer to be motivated and rewarded in teams. 
For example, studies have shown that there is much less slacking behavior in 
collectivistic versus individualistic societies, as collectivists do not want to let 
their fellow team members down.11

Not surprisingly, differences on the individualism- versus- collectivism 
dimension can have profound implications for how the 3D Team Leadership 
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model is applied. The most obvious impact is that leaders in one country may 
need to be constantly mindful of a specific dimension more so than leaders in 
another country. For example, if you are leading in individualistic contexts, as 
in many Western countries, you will need to be constantly mindful of the “I’s” 
in your team because, on average, team members in these contexts will desire 
individually based rewards, feedback, and motivation or coaching. Moreover, 
the formal performance management systems in these countries still, by and 
large, emphasize individual contributions more so than collective outputs. By 
contrast, if you are leading in a more collectivist country, you will need to 
continually focus at least some of your efforts on teams as a whole to satisfy 
members’ expectations for team- based rewards, feedback, and motivation or 
coaching.

Supporting this premise, our findings at a Fortune 50 insurance company 
showed that employees who scored higher on collectivism were much more 
likely than their individualistic counterparts to accept team- based rewards.12 
Similarly, we discovered that team members will be more strongly moti-
vated by an emphasis on individual empowerment in individualistic coun-
tries, whereas an emphasis on team empowerment is generally more effective 
in collectivist countries.13 Importantly, however, both individual and team 
empowerment can significantly predict performance across countries to some 
degree.

This, of course, does not mean that a focus on individuals or a team as a 
whole is always the dominant focus of a leader’s efforts. Rather, the cultural 
context informs a baseline area of focus that leaders will maintain through-
out a team’s life cycle. Also, recall that we already discussed that the primary 
reasons to focus on different elements of your team are to help teams make 
sense of their team environment and, related, to make sure they are work-
ing in the most optimal interdependence arrangement. To the latter point, we 
noted that pushing teams to work in a highly interdependent fashion could, 
in some cases, make tasks more complicated than they need to be (i.e., simple 
or routine tasks). Understanding your team’s shared values can help you more 
finely tune your focus with these aims in mind. For instance, when you have 
a team with members scoring high on individualism, you should invest extra 
efforts into making sure they transition appropriately when moving from 
a simple to complex task requiring more interdependence because you will 
know this might go against their underlying tendencies. In essence, you know 
in advance that you’ll have to do more to help them make sense of the change 
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(collectivists, by contrast, will embrace the transition more naturally). From 
an inverse perspective, you may have to be more explicit about leveraging sub-
teams or individual- based work when your team approaches things with a 
baseline collectivist approach. Let’s work through an example.

Hudson, a manager at a global tech firm, leads a team of U.S.- based 
employees tasked with developing a new sales software program for several 
high- profile clients. This is a temporary project team, and because of this 
arrangement, the team members will remain on a standard individual- based 
compensation plan. Although each team member has a relatively high degree 
of expertise regarding some function relevant to the new software program 
(e.g., sales experience, software programming), they must work interdepen-
dently as an entire team to develop a quality product. Obviously this presents 
a dilemma for Hudson: if he focuses too heavily on individuals, especially 
those who traditionally expect to compete for rewards, such as salespeople, 
teamwork will suffer, but if he focuses too much on his team as a whole, his 
team members might lose interest because they are not explicitly rewarded for 
team performance.

Hudson understands the challenge and considers two approaches. The 
first is to find the time and energy to focus intensely on both the individuals 
and the team as a whole at the same time (the “power through” approach). The 
second is to focus primarily on his team as a whole and secondarily on the 
individuals in his team.

The first option is perilous for two main reasons. It assumes that Hud-
son actually has the personal resources, such as time and energy, to main-
tain an intense focus on both dimensions. And even if Hudson does have the 
resources now, uncertainties in upcoming demands from his other job duties 
may compromise them later. Moreover, intensely focusing on two dimensions 
at the same time can potentially send mixed signals and confuse members. As 
we noted earlier, if you’re focused on everything, you’re actually not focused on 
anything.

The second option, however, gives Hudson more leeway in how he uses his 
resources and protects him from unexpected demands that may arise later. 
This is ideal for him because he is already working at near capacity— that’s 
how he got promoted to this leadership role in the first place! In addition, this 
approach sends a more coherent message to his team members: we as indi-
viduals matter and can benefit from working together, but the team as a whole 
is more important. Hudson wisely chooses this approach.
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When interacting with his team, Hudson focuses intensely on empower-
ing his team as a whole, constantly reiterates his team’s goals, and provides 
recognition and feedback based on his overall team’s outputs. Furthermore, 
he actively encourages his team to work interdependently and to avoid tak-
ing suboptimal divide- and- conquer approaches that some members may feel 
tempted to pursue. However, Hudson is also mindful to reserve a relatively 
smaller part of his time to meet with all individuals on his team and help 
them understand how working for the overall team goal can help them indi-
vidually. In this case, in particular, he works to align individual and team 
interests by highlighting the gains in visibility and reputation (both are key 
predictors of future opportunities for members) that each member can expect 
if the team performs optimally.

In addition to the amount of emphasis placed on the “I’s” in a team (more 
focus on this in an individualistic country) versus a team as a whole (more 
focus on this in a collectivistic country), the individualism- collectivism 
dimension also has implications for the task- versus- people focus that we 
described in Chapter 6. Recall that we noted that the bulk of leadership 
research suggests that leaders do two things: they get things done and build 
relationships with people. Because people in collectivistic societies place a 
great deal of importance on relationships when doing business, 3D team lead-
ers would be wise to focus a bit more of their time and attention on building 
and preserving relationships. People higher in collectivism want to know their 
colleagues before getting down to business, and much of how things get done 
is based on strong relationships. In contrast, in individualistic countries team 
members will be more task focused and less concerned about relationships, as 
they typically view relationships more instrumentally and as more replaceable 
than do collectivists. Our advice is to be mindful of the task- versus- people 
elements of leadership based on your team’s cultural composition: you should 
never completely abandon one for the other, but you can find utility in priori-
tizing between the two.

Finally, the individualism- collectivism dimension can also have an effect 
on how team members view and relate to their subteams. In collectivistic 
countries, members make strong distinctions between in- groups— members 
to whom one feels a strong sense of loyalty and obligation— and out- groups— 
members to whom one does not feel a strong connection and, at worse, has a 
certain level of animosity toward— whereas these distinctions are less com-
mon in individualistic countries. A potential problem could occur when 
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leading an overall team composed of subteams in highly collectivistic coun-
tries, as team members could consider their own subteam as a type of in- 
group and the other subteams as out- groups. This would be especially true if 
the members of each subteam are located in the same office, as this represents 
an even stronger distinction of in- group versus out- group. Although this is 
not always a strong concern in individualistic countries, team leaders in col-
lectivistic countries should take steps to reduce in- group– versus– out- group 
distinctions, perhaps by moving members from one subteam to another from 
time to time or engaging in very clear steps that reinforce one overall team 
identity and team goals.

High versus Low Power- Distance: How Status 
and Hierarchy Affect 3D Team Leadership

In addition to individualism- collectivism, the cultural value of power dis-
tance– or the extent to which people in a country place an emphasis on status 
and hierarchy in organizations— has also received a lot of attention. In coun-
tries high in power distance, like Japan, India, Malaysia, and Brazil, strong 
emphasis is placed on respecting each person’s level, status, or position in 
organizations. Employees are reluctant to question their supervisors because 
they do not want to imply that their supervisor did not do an effective job of 
communicating expectations. Employees are also highly unlikely to challenge 
their bosses’ directives or decisions because the expectation in these countries 
is that the boss knows best.

In contrast, low power distance cultures like the United States, the Nether-
lands, Israel, and the Scandinavian countries place much less importance on 
a person’s title in company hierarchies. In these countries, a higher- level posi-
tion does not equate to knowledge or having all the answers. Thus, employees 
feel more comfortable speaking up and offering their own ideas in the pres-
ence of supervisors. They take initiative when they feel that it is appropriate, 
and they even challenge their bosses if they believe they have a better answer 
or approach.

When we were working with a biotechnology company with locations in 
Argentina, Belgium, Finland, and the United States, we noticed an interesting 
subtlety in our European visit that highlighted the impact of power distance 
on work- related behavior. At the plant in Jämsänkoski, Finland, when we 
asked what we should do for lunch, the staff gave us directions to the employee 
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cafeteria and told us to “have a good lunch.” We showed up at the cafeteria 
during the lunch period and proceeded to have a nice lunch, enjoying our very 
open and informal conversation with the employees at our table.

At the plant in Brugge, Belgium, our experience was completely different. 
We were told on our arrival that we would be the guests of senior management 
for a catered lunch in the executive suite on the top floor of an office building. 
And, again, we had a very nice lunch and enjoyed a pleasant (but somewhat 
formal) conversation with company executives. The variation in how we were 
treated for lunch at the different plants is a good example of power distance 
differences: in Finland we were simply viewed as being on the same level of 
the plant’s employees, while in Belgium we were viewed as higher- status, dis-
tinguished guests worthy of a catered lunch with executives.

The implications of high and low power distance on 3D Team Leadership 
have less to do with how much emphasis leaders place on a particular dimen-
sion of the model and much more to do with how far leaders attempt to go 
with empowering each of the team’s three entities. For example, in countries 
that are high in power distance, team leaders need to be cautious in how much 
they attempt to empower individuals, subteams, and teams. In fact, in some 
of our work examining the extent to which leaders empowered teams in vari-
ous countries, we found that the higher an individual’s level of power distance 
was, the more she or he resisted self- management (i.e., empowerment).14 And 
when team members felt that they had to fight against self- management, they 
were also less satisfied with their jobs and less committed to their company. 
These findings signify that employees will likely resist management practices 
that are not consistent with their dominant values, and this friction will likely 
result in a host of negative employee attitudes and behaviors.

We witnessed these issues emerge in our work in the Philippines and 
Argentina.15 Employees in both locations struggled when leaders tried to 
introduce empowerment into the teams. In Argentina, even after empower-
ment programs had been implemented, many employees struggled greatly 
for some time to adjust to their new roles of initiative takers and decision 
makers. The main reason they gave was “not wanting to make the boss look 
bad.” In a similar fashion, employees in the Philippines are often very sensi-
tive about making sure their supervisors do not lose “face” or experience feel-
ings of humiliation, embarrassment, and a loss of dignity as a result of being 
wrong in front of those with lower status. Indeed, the concept of saving face, 
which is prevalent in many Asian countries, can have major implications for 
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the ease with which empowerment can be implemented in high power dis-
tance countries.

But what if you are working in a high power distance country and you 
want to tap the unfettered knowledge and expertise of your team’s members 
regardless of their status in the company? After all, isn’t that a key benefit of 
teams that we’ve been preaching throughout this book? Well, thankfully, it 
is not impossible to empower employees in high power distance cultures, it 
just takes a bit more thought in implementation. Along with our colleagues 
Cristina Gibson and Debra Shapiro, we developed a four- step process to guide 
leaders through this challenge.16

First, as we briefly discussed at the beginning of this chapter, you shouldn’t 
necessarily assume that a Filipino team member will be high in power dis-
tance simply because he or she grew up in the Philippines. Average cultural 
values should be taken for what they are: a central tendency of scores above 
and below the mark. Given this within- country variation of values, you can 
lean on HR partners to help you assess prospective team members’ cultural 
values before determining your leadership approach. Several instruments can 
assess these values, including the commercially available GlobeSmart tool.17 
Through this assessment, you can determine each member’s preference and, 
when given appropriate latitude, can even select team members from the start 
who will be more receptive to empowerment (i.e., those with lower power 
distance values). Granted, this may not be possible in all companies, and, of 
course, you will need to be mindful that you do not unlawfully discriminate 
against a particular group of employees.

A second step is to adapt the nature of the empowerment programs to fit 
the cultural values of the countries in which you are operating. For example, 
in Argentina, Malaysia, or the Philippines, team members might be uncom-
fortable taking on a large amount of initiative. To combat this, you might ini-
tially retain some decision- making discretion to ensure the team doesn’t get 
hung up in inaction. As team members become more accustomed to taking on 
more responsibility and autonomy, you may be able to eventually relinquish 
some of your decision making authority.

Third, you should alter the way you actually implement empowerment 
programs in various countries. For example, in high power distance coun-
tries, companies should have top- level leaders become more involved in the 
implementation of empowerment. Having the empowerment initiative pub-
licly supported by high- status individuals will increase the likelihood of a 
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favorable response from team members who may otherwise have been skepti-
cal or afraid to buy- in.

Finally, you would be wise to pay close attention to local employment laws 
in the countries in which you operate. Some aspects of team empowerment, 
such as incentives for team performance, might run contrary to labor union 
contracts or other local laws. We found this to be true in Finland when we 
asked about the possibility of using team- based pay. The response was, “The 
unions would never allow that!”

By using the four- step process we have set out, you can more easily imple-
ment an empowerment program in a high power distance culture. And 
although each country varies in how it responds to such changes, you can 
partner with HR professionals and other knowledgeable professionals to help 
craft an empowerment program that is best suited to each country’s culture. 
With these things in mind, we now turn to the third cultural dimension in 
Hofstede’s framework, uncertainty avoidance.

High versus Low Uncertainty Avoidance: 
How Tolerance for Ambiguity Can 
Affect 3D Team Leadership

In addition to the values related to teamwork and status among organizations, 
people can be categorized by the extent to which they tolerate ambiguity in 
their daily working lives, which is reflected in the cultural value of uncertainty 
avoidance. People in countries that are high in uncertainty avoidance, like 
Japan, Singapore, Spain, and Switzerland, generally strive to reduce ambigu-
ity and unpredictability in the workplace through policies, laws, procedures, 
and structures. For example, the concept of lifelong employment in Japan was 
designed for just this purpose. “Lifelong” employees typically stay with one 
company their entire working lives, which serves to minimize uncertainty 
by standardizing one’s career path in a company; however, only about 40 per-
cent of Japanese workers still have this privilege today, as part- time work in 
Japan has increased substantially in the past few decades due to continuously 
uneven economic performance. The many well- known laws and rules char-
acterizing Singaporean society serve the same purpose. In short, strict laws 
produce normalized behavior and routinized norms.

Countries that score lower on uncertainty avoidance, like New Zea-
land, Jamaica, and the Scandinavian countries, have fewer rules and greater 
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ambiguity. In these countries, you are likely to find more opportunism 
and openness to risk taking in business ventures. One need only set foot in 
Jamaica or many other Caribbean countries to get a clear sense of what it 
means to have less reliance on the precise rules and enforcement mechanisms 
that are designed to minimize uncertainty. As your first taxi driver will likely 
tell you, street signs are merely a suggestion.

Although the implications of uncertainty avoidance on 3D Team Lead-
ership might be less obvious than those of individualism- collectivism and 
power distance, the extent to which team members are able to tolerate and 
handle ambiguity will still have an impact. For example, the level of tolerance 
for risk taking will likely vary widely between high and low uncertainty avoid-
ance countries. Being willing to take some risks is imperative for teaming in 
a complex environment, but this does not mean teams should be reckless in 
their pursuits. As a leader, you should monitor the current decision- making 
practices of your teams to ensure everyone is on the same page regarding 
acceptable and unacceptable risks.

In addition, team member reactions to empowerment might be tricky and 
somewhat counterintuitive in high and low uncertainty avoidance countries. 
For example, members in high uncertainty avoidance countries might resist 
taking on more authority and responsibility because it would introduce more 
ambiguity into their working lives compared to when a leader made all team 
decisions. Yet this might also work in reverse: giving team members more 
authority over their work might increase their own sense of personal con-
trol and, in effect, decrease the level of uncertainty and ambiguity. You must 
therefore tread this ground carefully when determining the exact impact of 
uncertainty avoidance on your team members’ receptivity to empowerment. 
When teams with high uncertainty avoidance values face especially novel 
tasks, they can benefit from being told explicitly that multiple solutions may 
achieve positive outcomes and that company leaders do not know the “right” 
answer. This framing may help the team members feel safe in pursuing novel 
ideas with their full force.
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Quantity versus Quality of Life: How 
Values of Achievement versus Cooperation 
Affect 3D Team Leadership

The final cultural dimension we discuss in relation to 3D Team Leadership 
is quantity of life (sometimes referred to as “masculinity”) versus quality of 
life (or “femininity”). In countries that exhibit higher quantity of life values, 
such as Italy, Japan, South Korea, and Venezuela, there is greater emphasis on 
assertiveness, achievement, material wealth, and gender inequality. By con-
trast, countries that place more emphasis on quality of life, like Belgium, the 
Netherlands, Portugal, and the Scandinavian countries, tend to emphasize 
societal welfare, interpersonal sensitivity, taking care of others, and friendly 
cooperation.

The cultural dimension of quantity versus quality of life will likely have the 
strongest impact on a 3D team leader’s methods of motivating team members. 
For example, in higher quantity of life countries, you will be more likely to 
motivate team members if you focus on setting up competitive atmospheres, 
using financial incentives such as individual and team bonuses, and offering 
perks like coveted work areas, a prestigious parking space, or other significant 
performance- based recognitions.

By contrast, in higher quality of life countries, using financial incentives 
to motivate team members could actually backfire. This interesting result is a 
product of these countries’ typically higher than average tax systems. Giving 
someone a pay raise could have the unintended consequence of pushing the 
person into a higher tax bracket and thus resulting in a net loss of income. 
Motivators in high quality of life countries include increased vacation time, 
volunteer opportunities, and flexible scheduling— things that contribute to a 
higher quality of life inside and outside the workplace.

The other implication that quantity versus quality of life has for 3D team 
leaders is that team members in high quality of life cultures place more 
importance on the value of building strong and meaningful relationships. As 
a result, we encourage you to spend more time on relationship- oriented activi-
ties (e.g., discussing personal matters, sharing meals) when dealing with team 
members in higher quality of life countries. In contrast, higher quantity of 
life countries put less emphasis on relationships and much more emphasis on 
getting things done and performance. Thus, you would be wise to focus more 
of your efforts on task- based activities (e.g., helping team members reach their 
goals, facilitating task accomplishment) in these countries.
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Table 7.1 provides some practical tips for using the 3D Team Leadership 
model in different countries.

Where Can I Find Information on the Values 
of the Countries in Which I Am Working?

Because your specific application of the 3D Team Leadership model depends 
in part on culture, you clearly need to know the values of each dimension 
for the countries in which you lead. Fortunately, Hofstede and the GLOBE 
team provided numerical scores and rankings for countries’ various cultural 
value dimensions. However, Hofstede’s original database provides country 
rankings based on data collected between 1967 and 1969 and again between 
1971 and 1973, meaning that many management researchers and leaders are 
using data that are fifty years old to learn how cultural values should inform 
their leadership decisions today. Although the GLOBE project used data col-
lected in the early 1990s to create their scores, one only needs to take a look at 
the major cultural shifts that have happened since this time (e.g., the changes 
to the Soviet Union, the shift to more free market capitalism in China, the 
Arab Spring) to realize that these original scores may be outdated and not 
very useful.18

To remedy this problem, along with colleagues and cross- cultural experts 
Vas Taras and Piers Steel, we set out to explore the mismatch between these 
original scores and the actual cultural conditions of countries today. Luckily 
for us, researchers have been conducting thousands of studies using Hofst-
ede’s cultural value dimensions since the original publication of his book in 
1980, and most of these studies measured countries’ cultural values using rel-
atively similar survey measures that are comparable over time. We embarked 
on a massive search for all of the studies we could find that assessed Hofstede’s 
four original cultural values from 1980 to the present day. Using these data, 
we were able to calculate new cultural value score rankings separately for the 
1980s, 1990s, and 2000s.19

There are several trends that should be of interest to team leaders all over 
the world.20 First, despite the fact that many companies use individual factors 
such as intelligence and personality testing to hire and promote their employ-
ees, our analysis showed that cultural values were stronger predictors of some 
important employee outcomes, including how committed people are to their 
companies, how much employees identify with their companies, whether 
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employees are good organizational citizens, the extent to which people prefer 
to work in teams, and whether employees seek feedback. For example, you 
can tell a lot more about how much someone prefers to work on a team from 
his or her collectivism scores compared to a personality test. Interestingly, 
the reverse was true for other employee outcomes, such as job performance, 
absenteeism, and turnover. Nevertheless, the fact remains that employees’ cul-
tural values matter.

Second, we found that how strongly an employee’s cultural values can 
predict his or her attitudes and behaviors depended on the level of cul-
tural tightness versus looseness in any given country. Cross- cultural expert 
Michele Gelfand and her colleagues defined cultural tightness- looseness as 
“the strength of social norms and the degree of sanctioning within societ-
ies.”21 What this means is that in countries that are culturally tighter, soci-
etal institutions enforce a relatively narrow degree of socialization by putting 
more constraints, monitoring, and sanctioning in place that allow for a very 

Cultural Values Implications for Using 3D Team Leadership

High individualism Emphasize recognizing and rewarding individuals in team 
contexts and individual-based empowerment (i.e., the “I’s” 
in the team).

High collectivism Focus more on emphasizing the subteams and the overall 
team (including focusing on team rather than individual 
empowerment).

High power distance Empower more slowly and carefully. Make sure that team 
leaders retain more power and authority, especially at the 
beginning of an empowerment process.

Low power distance Feel free to build ambitious empowerment programs for 
individuals and teams.

High uncertainty avoidance Provide more structure and feedback, and carefully monitor 
the willingness of team members to take risks.

Low uncertainty avoidance Generally the more empowerment the better, as teams will 
likely embrace ambiguity and feel freer to take more ambi-
tious risks.

High quantity of life Focus on setting up competitive team atmospheres. Use fi-
nancial incentives such as individual and team bonuses, and 
offer perks such as coveted work spaces, prestigious park-
ing, or recognition based on performance.

High quality of life Focus on team building and making sure all team mem-
bers are treated well and have access to high quality of life 
motivators such as time off, volunteer opportunities, and 
comfortable work environments.

TABLE 7.1 .  Using the 3D Team Leadership Model in Different Countries
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small amount of variance in people’s behavior. In countries that are culturally 
looser, there are relatively lower levels of constraint, monitoring, and sanc-
tioning, thereby allowing for a wider band of acceptable behaviors. In short, 
we found that you can be more confident that cultural values will predict peo-
ple’s attitudes and behavior in culturally tighter societies, such as Pakistan, 
Malaysia, India, or Singapore, relative to culturally looser countries, such as 
the United States, Israel, Hungary, or Ukraine.22

Third, because we were able to separate the cultural value scores by 
decade, we could identify cultural shifts that were occurring over time. There 
is a heated debate going on in the management field regarding this topic. On 
one side, cultural change deniers argue that the idea that cultures around the 
world are becoming more alike is simply a myth.23 Hofstede himself argued 
that cultural change moves at glacial speed, and that his country scores from 
the 1960s and 1970s would be applicable until at least 2100.24 On the other 
hand, people like New York Times columnist Tom Friedman argue that rapid 
advancements in communication and information technology, such as the 
Internet, as well as the rise in global business (“the world is flat”), have made 
cultural change a far quicker process.25

Who is right? Our decade- by- decade analysis shows that the world is actu-
ally flattening (though it is not nearly completely flat), supporting Friedman’s 
assertions.26 In general, countries are transitioning to states of higher indi-
vidualism and lower power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and quantity of 
life. In other words, countries are converging toward more Western, or “mod-
ernized,” cultural values.27 This is not necessarily a smooth transition, though, 
as some are actively pushing back against Westernization in their countries. 
One example is the tension being experienced between the rapidly growing 
group of information technology workers in Bengaluru, India (known there 
as “techies”), who are bringing more Westernized values, and the established 
residents embodying more traditional Indian values.28

Although national cultures appear to be converging quicker than Hofstede 
originally suspected, they are hardly so fluid that we should ignore country 
differences altogether. Indeed, our work suggests that we are still a long way 
from a monoculture approach to doing business and leading teams world-
wide. Our point here is that you are still likely to see more commonality 
across cultures than you might initially expect.

Finally, we are able to highlight which cultures have undergone the most 
significant shifts over the past forty years. With regard to the United States, 
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the biggest shift occurred on the individualism- collectivism dimension. Hof-
stede’s original data has the United States pegged as the most individualistic 
nation in the world, which is not surprising given the importance of indi-
vidual achievement and recognition in the country. However, our data from 
the 2000s note that the United States has significantly decreased its emphasis 
on individualism over the past several decades. Although the United States is 
still squarely in the individualism camp, such a shift is possibly a reflection of 
the increased importance of teaming in U.S. schools and organizations over 
the past few decades.

The winner of the “most changed” award goes to South Korea. In Hof-
stede’s data, South Korea had one of the lowest individualism scores in the 
world, which is consistent with most of Southeast Asia’s emphasis on collec-
tivism and group harmony. However, our analysis of the data for the 2000s 
shows that South Korea has exactly the same individualism- collectivism score 
as the United States for the same time period. According to Hofstede, South 
Korea also originally had one of the higher uncertainty avoidance scores, but 
our analysis shows that there has been a shift over time toward a relatively low 
uncertainty avoidance score. In addition, the country has significantly moved 
toward valuing quantity of life over quality of life (we did not have enough 
data to assess differences on power distance). We speculate these shifts are 
likely due to the rapid economic development experienced over the past sev-
eral decades.

Although we cannot make any comparisons regarding China because it 
was not included in Hofstede’s original data, related data show that China 
has undergone massive cultural change in a relatively short amount of time. 
Indeed, likely due to China’s rapid economic development over the past thirty 
years, we are in the midst of one of the fastest and most fundamental shifts in 
national culture in the history of the world.29 In fact, a study of three genera-
tions of Chinese managers showed that younger managers are more individu-
alistic and less oriented toward the long term.30 These shifts in individualism 
are also reflected in our data for just about every country in Asia.

Although it is widely recognized that shifts in capitalism are associated 
with corresponding changes in individualism levels, what is less discussed 
is the societal impact of shifts from collectivism to individualism. Several 
well- publicized incidents in China have reflected the surprise and occasional 
derision at the erosion of collectivistic values among today’s Chinese.31 For 
example, crackdowns on expensive gift giving notwithstanding, overt signs 
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of material wealth are increasingly prevalent in China, from the occasional 
tricked- out Ferraris and Lamborghinis to ubiquitous smartphones. Such 
individualistic expressions of wealth were unheard of in China in previous 
decades. The Chinese have even coined a (not so complimentary) term for 
those who are now “suddenly rich”— tuhao, or “nouveau riche,” and the even 
more derogatory baofahu, or “breakout household.”

Social commentary aside, we used to joke with our executive education 
classes that you don’t see many employee- of- the- month awards in Japan or 
China. We can still say this (for the most part) about Japan, but it’s no longer 
true in China. In Chapter 3, we briefly discussed how employee- of- the- month 
awards and team leaders’ recognition of individual team members can have 
spillover effects; that is, individual recognition leads to higher performance of 
the recipient’s fellow team members and the recipient’s overall team.32 What 
is interesting about our investigation is that although the phenomenon was 
rooted largely in Western principles and theory, the results were supported 
in a Chinese setting. To us, this underscores the sizable shifts in the Chinese 
culture from relatively collectivistic to more individualistic.33 Instead of being 
met with shame or embarrassment, as would be expected in highly collectiv-
istic societies, individual recognition benefited the recipient as well as his or 
her surrounding teammates. These findings support our core arguments in 
Chapter 3 that there are, in fact, “I’s” in teams— even in countries where you’d 
least expect to find them.

Changes in cultural values can call into question many of the assumptions 
most of us had even just several years ago about how to lead. That’s why we 
reemphasize that 3D team leaders should access the most recent cultural value 
scores when designing their performance management systems for teams in 
different countries.

Doesn’t Cultural Stereotyping Lead to Making 
False Assumptions about Team Members?

With all of the discussion about cultural value dimensions, country profiles, 
and the resulting appropriate leadership behaviors, there is an obvious ques-
tion: Are we running the dangerous risk of cultural stereotyping in our global 
teams? Once again, just because a person was born and raised in Argentina or 
China or France, does that automatically mean that the person embodies all 
of the cultural values typical of people from that country? Or, alternatively, is 
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there enough variation in the cultural values within a country that we should 
be cautious in imposing a country’s generalized set of values on any particular 
individual? As we have alluded to in our prior arguments, the answer is an 
emphatic, “Maybe. Maybe not.”

These questions remind us of the same phenomenon that still occurs when 
many companies use personality tests, such as the Myers- Briggs, to help lead-
ers and team members understand one another better. Millions of people 
have taken the Myers- Briggs, which categorizes people on four dimensions: 
extraversion- introversion, thinking- feeling, sensing- intuition, and judgment- 
perception. Test takers then receive feedback that places them into one of 
sixteen types based on a combination of the four dimensions. A common 
objection we hear is that people feel as though they are unfairly “put in a box” 
or “stereotyped” after they get their results.34

We suspect members would have similar concerns about leaders using 
their cultural values scores on a survey instrument to make assumptions 
about teamwork styles. For example, you might be hesitant to ask those who 
score high on individualism to engage in a great deal of teamwork behavior, 
fearing that an individualist’s potential resistance to teamwork will lead to 
lower commitment and satisfaction, as some of our own previous work has 
shown.35 The evidence regarding within- country variation of cultural values 
legitimizes these very real fears and concerns. Again, a great deal of research 
shows that there can be as much (or more) within- country variance on cul-
tural values as between- country variance.36

In addition, our own research shows that defining cultural values by coun-
try may not be the best container for considering and evaluating such dimen-
sions.37 For example, if country essentially equates to culture, then you would 
expect to see a high similarity on values within each country and great dif-
ferences on values between countries. We found exactly the opposite when 
creating our up- to- date versions of Hofstede’s dimensions: about 80 percent 
of the variance in Hofstede’s original cultural values resides within countries 
(meaning that less than 20 percent resides between countries), confirming 
that country itself is often a poor unit designation for considering culture.

To explore potential alternatives, we pitted country against seventeen other 
demographic and environmental characteristics to determine if they were 
better containers of culture than country. Our results showed that the demo-
graphic characteristics of occupation, socioeconomic status, education level, 
and generation, in addition to the environmental characteristics of economic 
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freedom, extent of globalization, long- term unemployment, wealth distribu-
tion inequality, corruption, crime rate, and share of employment in agricul-
ture, were all better containers of culture than country. Indeed, country was 
only the fifteenth best container of culture out of seventeen possibilities.

That means that if you put people from a variety of countries who share 
the same occupation in a room together, they are much more likely to have a 
common set of values compared to a room full of people from the same coun-
try but who have different occupations. So, there is a definite and real danger 
in assuming that each individual from a specific country actually holds the 
dominant cultural values of that country.

In addition to these results, cultural paradoxes also reinforce the problems 
associated with cultural stereotypes.38 Cultural paradoxes refer to the notion 
that people in various countries often behave inconsistently with the country’s 
dominant cultural values when situations significantly change. For example, 
as cross- cultural experts Joyce Osland and Allan Bird point out, Americans 
are highly individualistic, yet they have the highest rates of charitable giving 
in the world and volunteer for numerous community projects and emergen-
cies. If the Japanese are high in uncertainty avoidance and Americans low, 
why do the Japanese incorporate ambiguous terms into their short business 
contracts, while Americans painstakingly spell out every possible contin-
gency? Also in the United States, autocratic behavior is often tolerated in 
CEOs, even though America is generally characterized as egalitarian and low 
in power distance.39

How can these apparent contradictions be explained? There are many 
possibilities, but Osland and Bird suggest that the major causes appear to be 
things like cultural assumption traps, misinterpretations due to lack of cross- 
cultural experience, an either- or approach to understanding cultures rather 
than a “shades of gray” approach, and a lack of recognition and understand-
ing of the many cultural paradoxes that exist in each country. Once a less 
simplistic approach to culture is applied, many of these seemingly intractable 
paradoxes can be explained.

As an example of cultural complexity, consider how leader- follower rela-
tionships compare across the United States and China. In the United States, 
workers rely on their individual relationships with their leaders primarily 
for professional support and individual feedback, which is consistent with 
the country’s individualistic culture. Our research, however, suggests that in 
China, which still has strong elements of collectivism despite recent upticks 
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in individualism, individual leader- employee relationships can mean even 
more than in the United States.40 Why? One explanation is that compared 
to the United States, transitional economies like China lack the bureaucratic 
structures needed to make employees feel safe (e.g., supervisors can fire and 
promote employees at will without regard for formalized rules or fairness). 
Chinese employees therefore strive to develop deep, closely held personal 
relationships— referred to as guanxi— to protect their professional and per-
sonal well- being.

Indeed, the Chinese reliance on guanxi has caught many expatriate lead-
ers off guard and caused numerous struggles in building effective teams. 
Many U.S.- based leaders, for instance, are reluctant to accept birthday or 
holiday gifts from employees or oblige any offers for help outside work from 
employees (likely viewing them cautiously as bribes). Consequently, Chinese 
employees sometimes view a leader’s nonacceptance as a sign that the leader 
may not fully value the employee (and, hence, will not protect him or her). 
Concepts like guanxi are not unique to China; for example, jeitinho in Bra-
zil, blat in Russia, and wasta in Arab countries convey similar sentiments. 
Thus, although some cultures may value collectivist approaches, this does not 
necessarily mean that leaders can avoid building individual personal relation-
ships up front without consequence.

As a result of all of the above information, we strongly advise against using 
cultural values as the sole and final determinant of your leadership behav-
ior in specific countries. Rather, we advise that country score information be 
used as a baseline, or first best guess, when trying to figure out how people’s 
cultural values might influence their reactions to and behaviors in teams. 
Relying on local experts, engaging in your own sensemaking, and making 
adjustments based on team member feedback are all imperative.

Some of our own work on transformational leadership exemplifies this 
point. First, using employees from China and the United States, we confirmed 
that Chinese employees, on average, scored higher in power distance than 
their U.S. counterparts (like the country- level studies have indicated). Second, 
and more interesting, we found that individuals scoring higher in power dis-
tance reacted less positively toward transformational leaders, regardless of their 
country of origin. The explanation is that a transformational leader’s focus on 
challenging followers to find their own ways of doing things is less compatible 
with members that feel a strong desire for explicit direction and leader control 
(i.e., high power distance).41 Thus, an inexperienced leader might assume that 
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all Chinese team members would react negatively toward transformational 
leaders and, correspondingly, that all American team members would react 
positively toward transformational leaders, which would likely be a critical 
oversimplification. At the conclusion of our original article describing these 
findings, we gave the following advice to team leaders: “The age- old ‘When in 
Rome . . .’ advice (i.e., lead individuals according to their country- level cul-
ture) perhaps should be modified to ‘When in Rome, get to know Romans as 
individuals’ (i.e., lead individuals differently, depending on their individual 
cultural value orientations).”

In sum, there is nothing wrong with arming yourself with knowledge of 
other countries before trying to use 3D Team Leadership in them, especially 
if you have no prior familiarity. Indeed, this practice remains an essential 
first step in developing your global team leadership effectiveness. However, 
doing so alone is not enough. You must also take the time to get to know 
your team members’ unique value preferences to determine the best leader-
ship approaches for your specific teams.

Best Practices for Leading Culturally Diverse Teams

Although the logic we have set out so far obviously applies when you move 
across cultures (e.g., moving from the United States to China to lead a team 
of Chinese employees), we have not yet fully addressed what happens when 
you are taking on a team that is culturally diverse. This increasingly common 
circumstance differs from the situation in the preceding section because you 
are now guiding a team composed of members from different countries who 
will likely bring varied cultural values to your team.42 Standing by our adage 
to “get to know Romans as individuals”, we suggest taking a few additional, 
evidence- backed steps when leading these types of teams.

A large- scale examination of how cultural diversity affects team processes 
and performance showed that cultural diversity has a kind of double- edged 
sword effect.43 Perhaps not surprisingly, the results show that members in more 
culturally diverse teams have more conflict between one another and feel less 
socially integrated (i.e., members are less attracted to their team, less satisfied 
with other team members, and have less social interaction between members). 
This aligns with a great deal of evidence demonstrating that increased diver-
sity in general can hinder teams’ adoption of effective team processes, which 
subsequently hurts team performance. Interestingly, however, evidence also 
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suggests that increased cultural diversity can lead to increased team creativ-
ity and more satisfied members. Your challenge as a leader, obviously, is to 
minimize the negatives while maximizing the positives of cultural diversity.

Evidence shows that culturally diverse teams seem to struggle the most 
when they (1) are performing tasks that are more, rather than less, complex 
(indicative of most of today’s teams); (2) have members who work more face- 
to- face rather than virtually; (3) are larger rather than smaller (another reason 
to keep teams small if possible); and (4) a bit counterintuitively, have members 
who work together more often.

With many of the characteristics we have noted often out of your control, 
how can you overcome them to maximize the processes and performance of 
culturally diverse teams. Our work suggests that you need to spend a great 
deal of time, especially initially, focusing on the “I’s” in your teams. Doing 
so will allow you to understand the unique needs, concerns, and motivators 
of each of the members on your team, which will help you to create the type 
of team climate necessary for effective team processes and performance to 
occur. However, this understanding can come from an in- depth knowledge of 
each member gained over time in one- on- one meetings and interactions. Note 
that this deviates from our recommendation that the level of interdependence 
always dictates your focus. Here we are saying that even if a culturally diverse 
team has a high level of interdependence early in its life cycle, you must still 
devote a portion of your time to the “I’s” in your team because understanding 
the unique demands, challenges, and needs of each team member will go a 
long way toward getting a diverse team off on the right foot. In other words, 
culturally diverse teams represent an important exception to our “interdepen-
dence drives everything” in terms of your focus.

In addition to paying attention to the “I’s” in your team, you should also 
focus on your team as a whole in culturally diverse teams. In particular, you 
need to create a unified team identity, which can be an extremely tenuous 
task in these teams.44 Without a strong shared identity, you will likely forgo 
the important synergies residing in your team. Interestingly, our work with 
global communities of practice in a Fortune 100 company suggests this may 
be especially difficult when your teams have a roughly even split of members 
along nationality lines45— for example, five French and five Brazilian members 
in a team of ten. To combat this challenge, leaders can offset the potential 
downsides of incongruent cultural beliefs between two groups by building a 
“third culture”.46
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There are several other evidence- based steps you can take to build a strong 
team identity. First, it might be helpful to assess the team’s cultural distance, 
or how far apart the members of the team are with regard to their cultural 
values. You could employ the GlobeSmart tool we mentioned earlier in this 
chapter to map your team’s overall pattern of cultural value differences rather 
than relying on country of origin as a proxy. This guide would give you some 
indication as to how much work will be required to move your team toward a 
unified identity in the face of cultural value differences.

In addition to cultural values, some evidence suggests that a team whose 
members have previous work experience in a country other than their birth 
country can promote creativity and innovation, particularly if the cultural 
distance between a team member’s home country and the country in which 
the person has work experience is moderate. For example, if the two countries 
involved are the United States and Canada, the relatively small cultural dis-
tance might not provide sufficient novelty to stimulate creative processes or 
the ability to implement creative outcomes. Conversely, if the two countries 
are the United States and Japan, the relatively high cultural distance could 
mean that a team member might not be able to generate anything novel or 
creative due to the stress and lack of adaptation to the new culture.47 As a 
result, you can expect to draw on the creativity and breakthrough thinking 
of a culturally diverse team, particularly one in which a team’s members have 
had a fair amount of previous international experiences. The caveat here is 
that when members are very different from a cultural perspective, you have 
your work cut out for you to ensure there is enough effective communication 
and collaboration to make these differences work for the good of the team, not 
against it.

For example, one key component necessary for building a unified team 
identity is psychological safety, defined in Chapter 4 as the extent to which 
a team’s members feel safe for interpersonal risk taking. Vastly different 
cultural values among team members can make people feel uncomfort-
able in sharing their unique ideas and taking risks. To foster psychological 
safety, team leaders should be consistently accessible, ask for team mem-
bers’ input, and encourage team members to discuss their own mistakes 
in a constructive manner. Another way to build psychological safety and, 
in turn, enhance the building of a unified team identity is by using a team 
contract or charter, which should answer the following questions: What 
is the team’s purpose? What are the team’s vision, mission, goals, tasks? 
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What is the role of each member? How will team members work together? 
What is the meaning of important team elements such as deadlines, qual-
ity, and trustworthiness? Importantly, although even seemingly straight-
forward task attributes, like deadlines and quality, are critical everywhere, 
they may have different technical meanings or connotations in different 
countries.

What Characteristics Should a Successful 
Global 3D Team Leader Possess?

We now briefly discuss the specific attributes that can assist you in motivating 
and managing globally diverse teams. The most important attribute is a high 
level of cultural intelligence (CQ). An individual with high CQ “teases out of 
a person’s or group’s behavior those features that would be true of all people 
and all groups, those peculiar to this person or this group, and those that are 
neither universal nor idiosyncratic.”48 In other words, a person high in CQ has 
the ability to spot patterns and trends when appropriate but can also discern 
the unique aspects of cultures and individuals. Note that this is not the same 
thing as cultural sensitivity (e.g., a person could have a high CQ but still be 
insensitive), which is obviously still needed.

CQ has three components, all of them important when operating in cul-
tures outside one’s home country: cognitive (i.e., the head), emotional/motiva-
tional (i.e., the heart), and physical (i.e., the feet). The cognitive aspect refers 
to your ability to notice clues to a culture’s shared understandings and make 
accurate inferences. Building your cognitive repertoire could start by using 
the latest up- to- date cultural values scores we discussed earlier as a means to 
get a head start on increasing your cross- cultural knowledge. This should also 
help you to perceive the nuances of a foreign culture and make sense of cul-
tural patterns and trends. The emotional or motivational component refers to 
your ability to make mistakes in a foreign culture without getting frustrated 
and to persevere even in unfamiliar territory. As many have probably experi-
enced, when you are in a country with which you are unfamiliar, it is easy to 
let even small mishaps and mistakes lead to frustration, especially when cul-
ture shock sets in; however, those high in CQ regulate their emotions in the 
face of this potential frustration. The physical component refers to the ability 
to adopt habits, customs, and mannerisms characteristic of a given culture. In 
other words, you are able to alter your behavior like using proper handshakes 
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and keeping an appropriate distance from others to make them comfortable 
in a novel environment.

Fortunately, evidence suggests that a significant amount of CQ can be 
developed and learned over time.49 Cross- cultural experts Christopher Earley 
and Elaine Mosakowski provide a six- step approach for increasing your CQ.50 
We describe each step below using Melanie (a leader in a high- tech firm with 
whom we worked) and her experiences in a corporate training program as an 
example.

Step 1: Examine CQ strengths and developmental needs using a survey 
instrument. We recommend that you conduct a CQ self- assessment and, per-
haps more important, ask your leader, peers, and team members to evaluate 
you as well. Recounting her experience with taking the CQ survey, Melanie 
said, “Because I had already worked in three countries in the previous ten 
years, I rated myself pretty highly on all three dimensions of CQ, so I was a 
little shocked when I received my 360- degree feedback ratings and most of the 
raters had me very low on the emotional/motivational dimension, but pretty 
good on the cognitive and behavioral ones.” Reading from an actual feedback 
form, she shared an example of one of the comments: “She tends to cut me off 
when I’m speaking to her in English. I guess it’s because my language skills 
aren’t that great, and English is not my first language, and so she finishes my 
sentences for me a lot of the times. I feel like that’s disrespectful because often 
she doesn’t even get what I’m saying. And, she sighs heavily like I’m wasting 
her time.” As is common in many 360- degree feedback experiences, Melanie 
had no idea she was showing impatience and irritability when speaking with 
her associates in the countries in which she worked. Even though she under-
stood the cultural differences and managed to incorporate that knowledge 
into displaying culturally appropriate behaviors, she was less able to manage 
her emotional frustration when dealing with others who were not like her.

Step 2: Find training opportunities focusing on developmental needs. For 
example, if you are low on physical CQ, you can take an acting class to better 
understand how to increase behavioral flexibility and adaptability. Melanie 
described her training and development activities as follows:

After I received this feedback, I found a workshop on active listening. It had 

great content but also allowed you to practice in the class with other par-

ticipants, and they get to rate you on a scale of 1 to 10 on how much they felt 

understood. It seemed a little hokey at first because they ask you to do things 

like paraphrase what the other person is saying before you offer your own 
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thoughts and, of course, never interrupt while the person is talking. That’s a 

hard one for me because I’m a real extravert and Type A. But after practicing it 

a few times, it started to feel natural and I got increasingly good understand-

ing ratings throughout the practice sessions. The second thing I did was make 

sure to take time out for myself when I was working in a different country. 

Before, I would just spend all my hours working and not any time relaxing. I 

do yoga when I’m at home, so I started to find yoga studios when I traveled, 

too, or if I couldn’t find one, I would do some of the poses in my hotel room 

using an app on my phone. That really helps me get some calmness and deal 

with other people in a more patient way.

Step 3: Apply lessons learned from the training by practicing what you learned. 
Melanie started to slowly apply what she had learned from the CQ class when 
she was working with people from different countries in the home office. She 
said:

I started practicing the lessons in small ways, I didn’t try to tackle everything 

at once. It’s funny, when people see that you are a good listener, they trust you 

more and you learn so much. By slowing things down a little bit and really 

listening carefully to what they were saying and keeping my impatience in 

check— which is an ongoing battle, believe me— I think I was able to make 

the changes more naturally. I didn’t want to come across as inauthentic, and 

I think I would have if I just dove right in and tried all of the CQ and active 

listening techniques all at once.

Step 4: Organize personal resources to support the new approaches developed in 
training. This is important as you try to make sure you get adequate support 
and information about the effect your training and development are having 
on others around you. Melanie said:

I enlisted the help of a peer of mine who is often in meetings that I am leading 

and even ones where I am just a member. I told him the things I had learned 

and just asked him to keep an eye out to see where I might be doing well or not 

so well. It’s a good thing I picked a person who was brutally honest, because he 

did point out a few times where my behavior just seemed a little “forced,” or 

at least that’s the way he put it. So, I got a chance to make adjustments along 

the way.

Step 5: Enter the new cultural setting you need to master. After practicing in 
the home office with foreign nationals who were also located there and getting 
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feedback from her peer, Melanie embarked on an extended assignment in 
another country. She said, “What was interesting about the training was 
I could apply it whether I was actually working in one of the overseas sites 
myself or when I was leading global team meetings from a distance. CQ is not 
just about face- to- face interaction, I also found it very helpful in my virtual 
team interactions.”

Step 6: Reevaluate newly developed skills and how effective they have been 
in the new setting. This would be an excellent time to use multirater feedback 
and conversations with colleagues. Melanie indicated that she conducted 
another 360- degree CQ feedback assessment one year after she did the first 
one, and she was rated much higher on the emotional/motivational dimen-
sion of CQ.

We would add a Step 7 here: Have fun! Try not to take yourself too seri-
ously, and don’t be afraid of making mistakes or looking foolish. It’s for this 
reason that one of us speaks much better French after a couple of glasses of 
good French Bordeaux. You are just not as afraid to make mistakes and trip 
over the language! Melanie agreed and said, “I think after the training, I also 
learned to lighten up a little bit more. Before when I would make a mistake, I 
would get down on myself. I’m a real perfectionist. But I’ve learned to laugh 
things off more when I make a cultural faux pas. It’s not easy, but I try to have 
a little fun with it.”

Evidence suggests a few other attributes that would help leaders use the 3D 
Team Leadership model effectively across cultures.51 Openness to experience, 
which refers to the degree to which a person has a broad range of interests and 
is fascinated by novelty, is one of the traits contained within what is known as 
the Big Five (the other four traits are conscientiousness, agreeableness, emo-
tional stability, and extraversion; in total the Big Five captures the majority of 
one’s overall personality). Those higher in openness tend to be creative, curi-
ous, and artistic. In a new cultural context, high levels of openness would 
likely be associated with a 3D team leader who was flexible enough to thrive in 
unfamiliar territory and adapt his or her approach in different cultural con-
texts. Personality traits like openness to experience are less malleable than 
some other leader attributes, including CQ, but they are not entirely stable 
over one’s lifetime.52 Moreover, even just being aware of your natural tenden-
cies (personality traits) can help you see opportunities for improvement.

To this end, and irrespective of your personality, a vital aspect of using 
3D Team Leadership globally is your willingness and ability to be flexible and 
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adaptable. In a global setting, adaptability and flexibility would be specifically 
applied to such areas as facility with language, being able to mimic behavior 
in different social situations, and having the behavioral repertoire to adapt in 
different cultures.

Resilience in the face of stress is another important factor. Leaders in 
global contexts are bombarded with competing priorities, novel environ-
ments, and frustration produced by infrastructure differences like traffic, 
technology, access to daily necessities, language barriers, and housing issues. 
Such demands create tremendous stress on top of the various work- related 
issues and concerns. A leader’s ability to tolerate and bounce back from stress 
is invaluable.

Finally, integrity is also a pillar of 3D Team Leadership in all instances, but 
plays a major starring role when you enter a new culture. To clearly demon-
strate integrity in new and unfamiliar contexts, you should behave ethically at 
all times, be loyal to your organization’s values and strategy, exhibit honesty, 
and be trustworthy. Of course, these are critical elements for doing business 
worldwide, although the forms may differ from country to country.

Although this list is not exhaustive, the question must be asked: Are effec-
tive global 3D team leaders born or made? The answer is: yes! Effective 3D 
Team Leadership in global contexts is part personality (e.g., openness to expe-
rience, stress- coping ability), part skill (e.g., CQ, adaptability/flexibility), and 
part values (e.g., integrity). Since a few of these are innate and change only 
modestly over time, some leaders may have a natural head start in acquiring 
the full repertoire needed to be an effective cross- cultural 3D team leader. Yet 
many of these are skills that can be developed over time, meaning that most 
prospective leaders can work their way toward being highly successful global 
3D team leaders. After conducting an honest assessment of the attributes that 
are more difficult to develop, you will need to build your teams in such a way 
that they can compensate for those attributes that you as a leader lack. A team 
with a complementary set of characteristics will help ensure success in novel 
environments.

In summary, we have explained when and how leaders should adapt various 
parts of the 3D Team Leadership model when leading team members from 
different countries. The lessons in this chapter can be used when you are asked 
to asked to move to a new country to lead a team of host country nation-
als or when you are asked to lead a team that is globally diverse53 (regardless 
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of where you are physically located). We have also warned you not to make 
cultural assumptions using country stereotypes. Country- level information 
about culture is a good place to start; however, we stand by our advice to “get 
to know Romans as individuals” to maximize your team’s performance. We 
have noted the importance of CQ and pointed out that it can be developed 
over time and that it is not something innate that some possess and others do 
not. The qualities of openness, patience, listening, and empathy can also go a 
long way to helping you become a true global 3D team leader.
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3D Team Leadership in Virtual Teams

IN CHAPTER 7, WE PROVIDED AN OVERVIEW OF TYPICAL 
cultural issues that can be challenging for leaders in global contexts, 

as well as some practical advice that you can apply to mitigate potential prob-
lems. Although cross- cultural issues can be present in various settings, we 
primarily examined them through the lens of individuals who are charged 
with leading a team composed of members whose cultures are outside their 
own— for example, an individual from the United States leading a team of 
Brazilians in Brazil or a diverse team of members with different nationali-
ties situated in the United States. In this chapter, we extend this discussion 
to global virtual teams, which feature a globally diverse and geographically 
dispersed set of members. Ideally, virtual teams allow organizations to lever-
age boots- on- the- ground views from all over the world and get collaboration 
from the best employees regardless of their location. Yet virtual teams intro-
duce several additional and unique challenges beyond the cultural consider-
ations described in the previous chapter that leaders must overcome.1

Our experience helping organizations understand and leverage virtual 
teams began in the late 1990s, light years ago in terms of technology. But even 
as we have witnessed remarkable advances in the options team members have 
for communicating worldwide, virtual teams still face several common obsta-
cles that limit their effectiveness.2 To start, virtual team members are typically 
less familiar with one another than traditional face- to- face team members; 
they may have never actually met in person or, at best, met only once or twice. 
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In addition, leaders and team members do not meet that often, which places 
a premium on each encounter. These challenges create serious relationship- 
based pressures for leaders even before the task- related challenges begin.

Another painfully straightforward issue that continues to plague virtual 
teams is time zone differences. Most companies we worked with originally 
initiated audio-  or videoconference calls during working hours at headquar-
ters and over time observed that team members in the other locations were 
resentful for having to be on calls at all hours of the night and early morning.3 
In response, many companies now rotate meeting times to be fairer to the 
people in their far- flung affiliates (Anna in Chapter 1 followed this process). 
Nonetheless, even such good- faith gestures sometimes fail to eliminate feel-
ings of inconvenience and unfairness.4

Finally, our experience reveals that virtual teams are notorious for failing 
to work in a true interdependent fashion, regardless of the approach called for 
by the task. For instance, in part due to scheduling challenges like time zone 
differences, a lack of rich communication and deep personal relationships, 
and varying work cultures, virtual team members often find it simpler just 
to break overall team tasks down into individual or same- location subteam 
assignments. Then, right before their next scheduled meeting, members or 
subteams will hastily compile their work into a single (and often incoherent) 
final output. Unfortunately, and as we have noted before, low and moderate 
levels of interdependence prohibit teams from optimally performing many 
critical tasks and defeat the purpose of creating a virtual team altogether.

Our takeaway here is twofold. First, virtual teams are messy.5 Second, 
leadership is vital for helping virtual teams overcome this messiness and 
achieve their true potential.6 To better understand what employees want and 
expect from leaders in virtual teams, we interviewed dozens of virtual team 
members in high- tech companies and asked the following question: What 
characteristics make for a prototypical, high- performing virtual team leader? 
Some responses were:

• Be proactive, organized, and able to make trade- offs (time, cost, 
scope).

• Have the skill to select the right mix of people.
• Be flexible, understand different cultures, and overcome language 

barriers and misunderstandings.
• Meet deadlines, set expectations for team members, conduct resource 
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and budget planning, and develop new talent, all of which require 
special skills in influencing without power, listening, relationship 
building, delegation, and control.

• Motivate others, maintain a positive attitude, and resolve conflicts 
fairly.

• Build a special relationship with each member, share rewards and 
credit with team members, and engage in small acts of kindness with 
team members.

• Be realistic about time lines, make priorities clear to everyone, and 
have a high level of technical expertise.

• Be able to identify strong leads in host countries, and get the right 
skill set on the team.

• Work with stakeholders and keep them informed (relationship 
management).

• Be a good knowledge- sharing role model.

If you’ve ever worked on a virtual team, you’ve probably either heard or said 
many of these things yourself. In isolation, each expectation may seem quite 
reasonable, but when viewed together, the list may seem overwhelming. And 
keep in mind that it might actually be even worse; the expectations we listed 
are only a very small slice of what team members actually reported! We won’t 
deny it: being a virtual team leader is difficult. However, it isn’t impossible. 
Applying the principles of 3D Team Leadership, in conjunction with empow-
ering individuals, your team as a whole, and the subteams within your overall 
team can help you get the most out of your virtual teams— all while preserv-
ing your sanity (at least, most of it).

We’ll start with a discussion of some basic issues to keep in mind when 
building a virtual team, then move toward some actionable steps for leading 
each of the three dimensions effectively in virtual contexts.

Best Practices for Building a World- Class Virtual Team

In many cases, you might have at least some choice in selecting the members 
of your virtual team (if you do not have this power, breathe easy; we’ll discuss 
some ways to overcome selection deficiencies later in this chapter). As always, 
prospective team members should be evaluated on their relevant knowledge, 
skills, and abilities to determine whether they have the raw tools to make a 
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meaningful contribution to the team’s mission. Beyond these prerequisite fac-
tors, you can also evaluate several other criteria that may help you stave off 
unwanted problems of virtual teaming.

To be certain, many of the lessons regarding cultural values that we 
presented in Chapter 7 are also applicable to global virtual teams. How-
ever, there is at least one very big point of divergence when considering 
global virtual teams. As we noted in Chapter 7, individuals who score 
higher on collectivism are typically better suited for working in teams 
because they often place a premium on team concerns. In virtual teams, 
however, this relationship is not so straightforward; in fact, the evidence 
suggests that people scoring higher in individualism actually have more 
confidence in their ability to succeed in a virtual team.7 Why is this the 
case? The most plausible explanation, in our view, is that members scor-
ing higher in individualism can better manage the significant in- between 
periods void of team interactions that commonly occur when members 
are spread out across the world. Those higher in collectivism might miss 
the close, interpersonal connections that are more easily developed and 
reinforced face- to- face.

Of course, this does not necessarily mean individualists should be selected 
over collectivists without deeper consideration. Rather, we are suggesting that 
you take action in preparing your collectivist- leaning employees for the upcom-
ing challenges and realities of virtual teaming. Beyond evaluating the basic 
value of individualism- collectivism, several other attributes may predict an 
individual’s ability to thrive in a virtual team environment.8 Our work with 
numerous companies suggests the following:

• comfortable working with large amounts of ambiguity
• capable of getting work done without a lot of direction
• proactive in anticipating challenges and tackling them head- on
• highly effective communicators, particularly when using relatively 

lean communication tools (tools with less information- carrying 
capacity, such as messaging, e- mail, and social media)

• High cultural intelligence, specifically being sensitive to and 
responding appropriately to cultural differences

• highly energetic so that they can keep up with the demands of fast- 
paced work and long hours required to work virtually in a VUCA 
environment
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Although selecting individuals who can handle and thrive in virtual teams is 
important, a related concern is the overall composition of your virtual team. 
Two important elements of virtual team composition are skill and demo-
graphic diversity. Skill diversity is often a moot point in virtual teams because 
these teams are typically built to be cross- functional, but demographic diver-
sity (other than country of origin) may be more of a challenge. Although 
some demographic variables (e.g., gender, race/ethnicity, age) can act as a 
proxy for the unique views within a team that can promote novel or holistic 
thinking, some research suggests that diversity on these attributes can also 
lead to unhealthy team processes and lower performance in some instances.9 
Rather than attempting to reduce demographic diversity— which is unethical 
and often illegal— we recommend embracing diversity as an opportunity and 
working to help members overcome short- term, surface- level issues (we dis-
cuss several techniques later in this chapter).

Team size is also an important consideration. Evidence suggests that team 
diversity can be easier to leverage in smaller teams,10 with the optimal vir-
tual team consisting of about five to seven members. However, many teams in 
practice are likely to be larger due to the complexity of their projects. When 
teams become overly large, we encourage you to create core or parallel teams 
of smaller size (recall the discussion about multisubteam systems in Chap-
ter 5) in order to take advantage of the cohesion and commitment typical of 
smaller teams. Finally, although VUCA environments tend to create inevita-
ble membership changes in virtual teams, you should try to keep membership 
as stable as possible (again, we realize this is not likely).

Once a virtual team is created, you need to know how to (virtually) lead 
each of the three dimensions in our 3D Team Leadership model.

Best Practices for Leading the “I’s” 
in Global Virtual Teams

Leading individuals in virtual teams can feel unnatural for many of us. In 
some cases, each member has a day- to- day boss at his or her current location 
(distinct from the actual virtual team leader), and you may feel as if you are 
overstepping your bounds when trying to develop one- on- one relationships 
and offer feedback from afar. In the same vein, because leaders and members 
sometimes do not know one another well or even at all, you might experience 
significant discomfort and awkwardness in your individual interactions with 
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team members. Some leaders, for instance, are overly timid and fail to engage 
at all. Others write off the personal aspect of the relationship altogether and 
instead focus solely on tasks, which leaves team members feeling underappre-
ciated and unclear about how their own goals fit into the team’s goals. These 
are all massive mistakes.

The best virtual team leaders we have worked with find a way to connect 
with individual team members. Indeed, evidence shows that leaders who 
focus more on building relationships, compared to those who are more task 
focused, are viewed more positively (i.e., as more intelligent, creative, and 
original) by virtual team members.11 This is not to say that a task focus is not 
warranted; rather, it suggests that ignoring individual relationships can com-
promise your ability to motivate team members.

One of the most basic steps to demonstrate a focus on individuals is to 
make a routine of conducting regular check- ins— a quick e- mail, phone call, 
or even text message— with each individual member to reduce feelings of dis-
tance and disconnectedness that members of virtual teams commonly experi-
ence.12 Although seemingly small, this relatively simple step can help establish 
the personal rapport with individual members that is often overlooked when 
technology- based communication is the main form of interaction. Moreover, 
establishing rapport initially can make more substantive conversations in 
the future, such as setting expectations, establishing training interventions, 
or delivering critical feedback, feel more natural. Evidence also suggests that 
frequent communication, along with generally positive leader- member rela-
tionships, fosters more team innovation because members are more willing to 
contribute their voice to the team’s decision- making efforts.13

Making contact with individual team members is especially critical at the 
beginning of a virtual team’s life cycle. During this time, you should not only 
express a general interest in individual members’ backgrounds and concerns, 
but also communicate realistic expectations about what is required of them 
in their virtual team. Importantly, individual expectations should be similar 
in content across members, though you should also acknowledge members’ 
unique cultural values when delivering your message.

Establishing similar expectations for individuals is critical for two reasons. 
First, mismatched expectations from different members can generally lead to 
motivational problems, dissatisfaction, and lower individual performance 
on a team.14 Second, constructing similar expectations can help build shared 
norms and reinforce a team’s charter, which typically answers the questions 
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of who (their roles), what (the vision, mission, goals, and tasks), when (the 
frequency of meeting, adherence to deadlines), where (in face- to- face versus 
electronic meetings), and why (the team’s purpose). Adherence to a charter 
can improve a number of individual outcomes such as trust, willingness to be 
a part of the team, and individual performance.15

Another way to emphasize the individuals in a virtual team is to invest 
time and resources toward training, developing, and coaching specific mem-
bers who demonstrate deficiencies. In fact, although virtual teams are more 
prevalent today than ever before, many employees still do not have a great 
deal of experience working virtually, especially cross- culturally. To reduce 
problems associated with experience gaps, you can facilitate training inter-
ventions16 on topics like intercultural sensitivity,17 teamwork,18 and technology 
use.19

As is always the case, the suggestion to conduct more training deserves a 
more nuanced discussion. To better inform this discussion, we worked with 
a large U.S.- based travel reservation company with operations in over fifty 
countries to investigate the effectiveness of an online virtual team training 
intervention— specifically, Team Tools Interactive by LightSpeed Learning. 
The travel company had each individual team member work through a series 
of sixteen training modules (four modules per quarter in a calendar year), 
with the hope that their skill proficiency (as assessed by a series of end- of- 
module tests) would improve team customer service ratings. The results were 
not straightforward.

To our (and, most important, the company’s) dismay, we found that no 
matter how high the level of team training proficiency— how well the team 
members actually learned the skills— there was absolutely no effect on cus-
tomer service. Just imagine the collective groan from the people who had 
spent thousands of dollars getting the licenses for this training when they 
discovered that it made absolutely no difference for the most important thing 
that this company cared about: its customers! Digging a little deeper into 
this result, we identified three “it depends” factors that influenced whether 
the training has a positive impact on customers. First, the training was more 
effective when teams had high levels of technology support; when support 
levels were low, training proficiency actually negatively affected customer 
service. This drives home a simple though often overlooked aspect of virtual 
teams: organizations must provide team members with the right set of tools 
to get their work done and adequate training to use the correct set of tools 
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effectively. Without these baseline requirements, many team training inter-
ventions are worthless.

Second, the training was more effective when teams had longer- tenured 
team leaders. Although today’s VUCA environments make it mostly impos-
sible to keep leaders and teams paired for extended periods of time, a poten-
tially more fruitful approach for improving training outcomes is to hone the 
leadership qualities that are typically seen in longer- tenured individuals. In 
particular, we posit that long- tenured leaders have had the opportunity to 
reduce members’ uncertainty about what is expected (consistent with our pre-
vious recommendation to proactively establish expectations for individuals) 
and, related, foster environments of trust among team members. Both factors, 
we reason, are critical for helping members feel confident that displaying the 
skills they learned in the training program will be appreciated and helpful for 
the team.

Supporting this position, the training was also more effective when the 
teams had high levels of trust. In these teams, training proficiency positively 
affected customer service ratings; the opposite was true for low- trust teams. 
In this sense, members need to believe that their fellow colleagues can be 
counted on before they will exhibit any meaningful behavioral changes. A key 
lesson here for virtual team leaders is that they must spend time building up 
trust (see Chapter 4) before asking members to invest a great deal of time and 
effort toward learning new ways to interact and operate.

Finally, as we alluded to in the introduction to this chapter (and our sec-
tion in Chapter 2 on shared leadership), a single person often cannot be the 
sole source of leadership for a virtual team.20 Based on our experience working 
with many companies using virtual teams, leaders who think they can fulfill 
all of the core leadership roles are setting themselves up for failure. Obviously, 
leaders with control issues and those who rely on micromanagement need not 
apply to be virtual team leaders. So where does this leave us?

If you are leading a virtual team, you need to ensure that you provide 
team members with appropriate leadership skill- building activities. Follow-
ing the advice we gave in Chapter 3 on empowering individual team mem-
bers is a good place to start, particularly when it comes to the autonomy 
dimension.21 You need to delegate leadership activities to the various mem-
bers on your virtual team and then rotate responsibilities among mem-
bers.22 This will strengthen you as a leader because you will then have more 
time to focus on the leadership responsibilities that are most appropriate 
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for a virtual team leader, such as obtaining resources for the team, remov-
ing obstacles to the team’s success, making sure others are aware of team 
accomplishments, and finding high- level sponsorship for the team. It will 
also strengthen your team and company as a whole. When you constantly 
build each member’s leadership tool kit, the leadership pipeline will be full 
of individuals who can then move to more formal leadership roles in other 
virtual teams.

Best Practices for Leading Virtual Teams as a Whole

A common complaint we hear when working with members of virtual teams 
is that they miss out on the sense of connection that comes from working on a 
“real” team. As a result, you have to work even harder to ensure that these far- 
flung members see themselves as an actual team with common goals. Leading 
virtual teams as a collective entity (a team as a whole) is made especially com-
plex by the crossing of borders and boundaries that are less prevalent in other 
team types. To provide some hands- on tools that you can use right away, we 
discuss issues related to the team as a whole using four main categories: (1) 
team design, team building, and team process; (2) task and company struc-
tures; (3) communication; and (4) virtuality, or the degree to which a team is 
really virtual.

Team Design, Team Building, and Team Process
Perhaps the most important step you can take is to focus adequate atten-
tion on team design. We have mentioned before that there is evidence sug-
gesting that team design is sometimes even more critical than team coaching 
for maximizing team success, though both are key factors.23 As discussed in 
Chapter 4, one of the most crucial ingredients for good team design is setting 
clear goals and expectations for a team as a whole. To help accomplish this, 
you should ensure that your team has a clear, engaging direction; the proper 
authority to manage its work; and clear performance goals for the collective 
team.

Although team design is difficult enough in any virtual team, it is particu-
larly challenging in global virtual teams. For example, establishing a clear, 
engaging direction would be especially problematic when members come 
from different cultures and are located in various countries because there are 
added difficulties associated with getting all members on the same page. In 
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addition, many global virtual teams might be focused on knowledge sharing 
and idea- focused tasks with longer time horizons for which a clear direction 
is difficult to set. For example, a virtual team tasked with coming up with a 
new set of best practices for customer service might have members who dif-
fer in terms of what exactly customers expect in various locations. That is, 
there might not be a clear- cut outcome that the team is pursuing. If the goal 
is discovery, as in the case of this team, rather than just completing tasks, it 
may be more difficult for you to motivate member engagement. We therefore 
encourage you to ask team members to reinforce and communicate direction, 
which can be facilitated in part by holding regular briefings. If a global virtual 
team is cross- functional, you likewise might find it more difficult to promote 
interdependence, particularly early in a team’s life. Many members may also 
bring varying levels of power distance to their team, so granting the proper 
authority to manage work may be highly problematic because members will 
desire different levels of autonomy, direction, and control. Similarly, setting 
overall team performance goals will be important to motivate members with 
different cultural backgrounds to work toward common team goals.

One recommendation for motivating participation in virtual teams is to 
provide some level of team rewards so that there is “something in it for the 
team to succeed.”24 As discussed in Chapter 4, some companies offer team 
bonuses or other types of valued rewards to motivate beyond individual 
incentives. The small amount of evidence that has been accumulated on using 
rewards in virtual teams suggests that members will be more motivated and 
perform better to the extent that they receive team- based incentives25 or a 
mixture of team-  and individual- based rewards.26 If monetary resources 
are tight, as they often are, you will likely need to get creative with regard 
to this form of motivation, particularly since a team dinner, celebration, or 
other face- to- face reward is not often feasible. Companywide recognition— 
including acknowledgments of the contributions of a team and its members 
to all company stakeholders in e- mails or web- based newsletters— may be a 
particularly economical way to incentivize team performance. And, of course, 
you also need to ensure that your teams have enough resources like informa-
tion, availability of training, and basic materials to accomplish tasks.

Another key leadership action necessary for success is team building. For 
virtual teams, this represents a major challenge. Unfortunately, online tools 
that virtual teams can use to team- build (online video gaming anyone?) 
remain elusive, meaning face- to- face team building is still your best bet. Given 
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the cost of travel and difficulty in coordinating international travel, however, 
this can be especially difficult for global virtual teams. We encourage you to 
be opportunistic about company- wide or industry conferences where it might 
be possible to gather as a team and, more generally, to look for creative ways 
(in person or otherwise) to bring your team together that help them get to 
know one another, build trust, and gain a shared understanding of how the 
team will complete its work. Be especially mindful early on to ensure every-
one has a chance to learn about and discuss the style, context, goals, responsi-
bilities, and challenges of the other members. To start this discussion, you can 
rely on a variety of personality and cultural value instruments to illustrate the 
team’s diversity and prepare your team for potential trouble spots down the 
road. The tool we discussed in the previous chapter, GlobeSmart, is one such 
possibility.

Finally, you should focus on developing and maintaining effective virtual 
team processes and states. As discussed in Chapter 4, team processes include 
things like problem solving, decision making, conflict management, goal set-
ting, planning, and communication. Team states include shared perceptions 
of team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety.

Several years ago, Yahoo’s CEO made an announcement regarding the 
policy on working remotely and virtually stating: “To become the absolute 
best place to work, communication and collaboration will be important, so 
we need to be working side- by- side. . . . That is why it is critical that we are 
all present in our offices.”27 An announcement banning telecommuting and 
virtual work from a well- known high- tech company in Silicon Valley was 
startling because it went completely against the increasing trends toward 
virtual work over the past few decades and ignored its many presumed ben-
efits.28 Although various reasons for the policy have been debated, the stated 
rationale for invoking the change was that “people are more innovative when 
they’re together.”29

Despite this surprising proclamation in a high- tech world where agility 
and the ability to pivot are paramount, at least some evidence supports the 
admonition that physical separation, or geographic dispersion, can harm 
team innovation.30 In light of this fact, leaders of virtual teams should try to 
get team members in face- to- face meetings as much as possible, particularly 
when engaging in idea creation or other innovative team behaviors. Again, 
we realize that this recommendation is often not feasible due to the high 
cost of travel, team member schedules, conflicting roles, or other barriers. 
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Fortunately, there is evidence that creating effective team states can mitigate 
the harmful effects of geographic dispersion on innovation and learning in 
virtual teams.

For example, when leaders create a climate of psychological safety in their 
virtual teams, the negative effects of geographic dispersion on innovation are 
negligible. The same positive effects of psychological safety exist for other 
innovation- hindering aspects of virtual teams, such as the extent to which 
teams use electronic communication tools (e- mail, chat), nationality diversity, 
and frequent membership changes.31 In our work with global virtual commu-
nities of practice in a Fortune 100 aluminum company,32 we also found that 
increasing psychological safety offset some of the process losses associated 
with virtual communities that are more nationally diverse.33 The steps that we 
discussed in Chapter 4 that leaders can take to increase psychological safety in 
their teams can be used in virtual teams too.

In addition to psychological safety, in our work with the online travel res-
ervation company, we found that highly virtual teams whose members com-
municated using mostly e- mail and chat were better at learning- oriented tasks 
when they also had high levels of team empowerment.34 Another study also 
found that empowering leadership can improve team member virtual collabo-
ration and performance, especially when members are spread out across the 
world.35 In Chapter 4, we discussed the various ways in which leaders can work 
to increase team empowerment by using empowering leader behaviors; how-
ever, there may be important differences in increasing team empowerment for 
more global virtual teams compared to those that are more face- to- face.

For example, you will have to spend considerable time coaching individ-
ual team members apart from team meetings and other team interactions. In 
particular, geographically dispersed team members need to feel completely 
informed about critical company issues and events as well as be able to see 
how their work contributes to organizational success. Your coaching can be 
especially helpful in building a strong line of sight for members. Without this 
line of sight, all of your other efforts to encourage problem solving and set 
team goals will likely be wasted. As also mentioned in Chapter 4, you can try 
to alter social structures to help ensure better communication and coordina-
tion across teams, though in many virtual teams interactions are bound by 
technological means. Nevertheless, you can increase the likelihood of success 
by verifying that all members have adequate technology support and training 
on which technology is best for any particular task.36 In sum, empowering a 
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virtual team requires some decidedly different steps than a face- to- face team 
does, though the underlying goals are the same.

You should also not forget about the importance of building trust in vir-
tual teams. Trust, as it turns out, is sometimes referred to as the “glue” of the 
global work space.37 Although building trust is difficult in any team, the geo-
graphic dispersion in global virtual teams magnifies and intensifies issues of 
trust (and mistrust).38 As evidence of this, recall our discussion of how trust 
positively increased the impact of team training on customer service in global 
virtual teams at a major travel reservation company.39 In Chapter 4, we sug-
gested that team trust can be built through either relationship- based means, 
such as spending time together and sharing meals, or task- based ones, such 
as consistently following through on requests and quickly answering e- mails. 
Because virtual team members will not have as many opportunities to build 
relationship- based trust, trust in these teams will likely take the form of task- 
based trust. Thus, you should reinforce timeliness and consistency of team 
interaction, ensure that members rapidly respond to one another when using 
email, chat, and other electronic communication, and encourage members to 
exhibit high levels of performance and share their expertise to gain legiti-
macy.40 Your role in establishing and reinforcing norms regarding communi-
cation patterns is key in accomplishing these goals.

Interestingly, virtual teams may appear to have very high levels of trust 
early on, a phenomenon known as “swift trust,” which can create a deceptively 
positive perception for leaders. Rest assured, however, that if it seems too good 
to be true, it likely is. It is thought that swift trust forms because initially there 
is a tendency for team members to assume they are in alignment with one 
another and will pursue similar goals in their company, but this type of trust 
is incredibly fragile.41 One violation, even over some innocuous mistake, can 
destroy whatever semblance of trust the team displayed and throw you as a 
leader into a near impossible situation for promoting collaboration and team-
work. Because of this, we encourage you to invest in trust- building efforts 
early and often regardless of whether your team members appear to be enjoy-
ing high levels of swift trust on their own. In doing so, you might be able to 
enjoy the benefits of swift trust while simultaneously building stronger and 
more resilient forms of deep trust that will persist throughout your team’s life 
cycle.
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Task and Company Structures
Many virtual teams are parallel in nature— that is, they exist outside any 
formal structure of a single organization and are only one part of a team 
member’s formal role responsibilities. This feature can make fully engaging 
members in team activities a major challenge for virtual team leaders. To 
encourage participation, you should look for opportunities to use task and 
company structures to your advantage. For example, members are often torn 
between responsibilities of their formal functional role and their assignment 
on a virtual team. And when push comes to shove, these members will typi-
cally put their formal role responsibilities ahead of those of the virtual team 
because, after all, they are accountable first and foremost to their formal lead-
ers. A structural solution could be to assign each team member’s formal leader 
as a high- level sponsor of the virtual team so that functional leaders can be 
more aware of what the member is doing for the virtual team.

To avoid burnout (of both the team leader and team members), predictable 
leadership tasks like agenda creation, meeting facilitation, knowledge man-
agement activities, overseeing electronic discussions, schedule tracking, and 
external presentations should be rotated among members. To create aware-
ness of each team member’s areas of expertise (again what we have been refer-
ring to as transactive memory42), members can pair up with one another to 
work on short- term projects and then rotate these pairings at different times 
so that each member gets to work with other members. Having a highly devel-
oped team transactive memory is important for any team, but it is critical for 
effective virtual team performance because members do not have the benefit 
of constant face- to- face reinforcement.

Communication
Virtual teams are often charged with generating novel ideas and breakthrough 
innovations, which makes effective communication clearly critical. Unfor-
tunately, these teams also rely heavily on electronic communication tools, 
which are not always the most conducive for surfacing ideas and encouraging 
numerous back- and- forth iterations that cultivate creativity and innovation. 
You can improve the richness of these communications, however, by creating 
shared understandings and higher levels of trust. One specific way to accom-
plish these goals is to establish clear communication norms and protocols, 
which can aid by addressing a number of questions: How will members work 
together in (and outside of) meetings? Who is responsible for capturing and 
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sharing knowledge, when will this knowledge be gathered, and by whom and 
how fast? How will decisions be made, and by whom? What are the behavioral 
norms in the team? In addition, leaders also have to negotiate roles in the 
team. All of this can often be decided on very early in the team’s life cycle by 
way of a team charter, and the more that can be captured and communicated 
early on, the greater the chances for team success are later.43

We have already discussed the issue of using communication technology 
appropriately in virtual teams. However, there is no generally accepted set of 
principles for which technologies to use for which purposes, and even if there 
were, the rules would most likely change quite frequently.44 One common 
rule of thumb that communication experts often use is that for highly contro-
versial, emotional, or complex messages, richer communication media (e.g., 
face- to- face, videoconferencing) are typically better than leaner media (e.g., 
e- mail, chat). For routine information, the reverse is true.

Interestingly, in a study of dozens of virtual teams across many indus-
tries, researchers found that the most successful virtual teams banned the 
use of e- mail for team communication; members used it only for one- to- one 
member communication.45 Other tools such as electronic discussion threads 
were much more efficient for communication between team members. Indeed, 
the French global information technology firm Atos also minimized the use 
of e- mail throughout its worldwide locations, relying almost completely on 
internal (not public, of course) social media tools for communication.46

In our work with the aluminum company, we found that highly nation-
ally diverse virtual teams performed significantly better the more the team’s 
members used richer communication media, underscoring a link between the 
diversity of a team and a team’s need for face- to- face and videoconferencing 
communication.47 We again strongly recommend that you encourage your 
virtual teams to meet face- to- face and use richer media, particularly when 
they are diverse and expected to engage in innovative processes.

When virtual teams meet using video-  or audioconferencing, or some 
combination of these, there are several steps that leaders can take to enable 
effective meetings. For example, prior to an actual meeting, leaders should 
make sure agenda items are assigned, conflicts are identified before the meet-
ing takes place, and time lines are known. At the beginning of each meeting, 
leaders should take five or ten minutes to recapture a sense of “teaminess” by 
discussing celebratory personal events or having members update one another 
on significant accomplishments. During meetings, leaders need to ensure that 
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all members feel included, possibly by using innovative techniques such as 
electronic voting tools, and take steps to increase psychological safety during 
meetings (again, see Chapter 4). At the end of each meeting, leaders should 
allocate action items clearly and make sure that meeting minutes are quickly 
posted in knowledge repositories. Between meetings, leaders should initiate 
and facilitate electronic discussion threads, track progress, and follow up with 
one- on- one discussions with team members.

Virtuality
As we alluded to earlier and in line with Yahoo’s surprising move to limit vir-
tual work, physical proximity and face- to- face interactions can play an impor-
tant role in driving innovation. In fact, a University of Michigan study found 
that scientists who worked in the same building were 33 percent more likely to 
form new collaborations than scientists who were located in different build-
ings. And scientists who were located on the same floor of a building were 57 
percent more likely to form new collaborations than those located in different 
buildings.48 These percentages may jump even higher in the newer architec-
tural styles being used in headquarters for companies like Google, Apple, and 
Facebook that create environments that maximize face- to- face contact.

Obviously, virtual team members miss out on many of the benefits that are 
associated with working alongside other team members in more traditional 
offices, including serendipitous watercooler chats that can spark unantici-
pated idea generation and breakthrough thinking.49 There are several things 
you can do to hedge against the disadvantages of very high levels of virtual-
ity. First, as we have discussed already in this chapter, you should try to find 
opportunities to give your team even cursory face- to- face exposure with one 
another and place extra emphasis on building trust.50

Second, you should try to ensure your communication methods allow for 
as much nuance and natural interaction as possible.  For example, you could 
use a highly rich communication tool such as Cisco System’s Telepresence 
rooms to simulate face- to- face communication through high- definition video 
and realistic audio tracking. If done correctly, each room, no matter where 
it is in the world, will have the same tables, chairs, and paint color to simu-
late being in the “same room.” Those encountering this tool for the first time 
are often surprised by how realistic these meetings can be. Although some 
team members will shy away from having to go to a certain room at a certain 
time for a virtual team meeting, there is still much to be gained from using 
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communication tools of high fidelity and richness. We encourage you to force 
the issue with reluctant team members if this is a viable option for your team.

Electronic discussion threads and social media applications that hide 
behind company firewalls (Microsoft’s Yammer is an example) or cloud 
computing team- based applications like Slack can also help streamline idea 
exchange for global virtual teams. Indeed, these have proven much more effi-
cient for effective virtual team communication than other common tools such 
as e- mail.51 Although particular tools will come and go as they always do, 
discussion threads and secure social media can be used to exchange valuable 
ideas as part of an overall global virtual team suite of tools

In short, geographically dispersed team members often miss out on the 
opportunistic chance meetings that their face- to- face counterparts have, but 
you can take certain steps to recapture some of these benefits when working 
virtually.

Best Practices for Leading the 
Subteams in a Virtual Team

Chapter 5 addressed the challenges associated with leading subteams. For a 
global virtual team, focusing on subteams is especially important because 
they can emerge, sometimes unhealthily, on faultlines relating to geographic 
locations and national origin.52

Our work with the global aluminum company demonstrated this phenom-
enon firsthand.53 Of the many global virtual communities of practice we exam-
ined, some were composed of members from the same country but working in 
different locations in that country (the teams were still considered virtual because 
members rarely, if ever, met in person). For example, one of these teams was 
located north of Perth, Australia, with members working virtually across the dif-
ferent offices. Other teams were composed of two major subteams, each working 
in one of two different countries. Members within each country were located in 
the same place and worked on the same subteam, but they also had to work virtu-
ally across the subteams. For example, one of the teams had five members work-
ing in Australia in the same or a nearby office and six members working in Brazil 
in the same or a nearby office. Still other teams were composed of members from 
many different countries working in various locations. For example, one team 
had one member each working in Australia, Brazil, China, Jamaica, Mexico, New 
Zealand, Spain, Great Britain, and the United States.
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If all you had to go on was country of origin and location, which of these 
three example teams would you guess had the lowest performance? Probably 
not the team of all Australians, as they have likely met face- to- face before and 
share a common cultural background, which thereby reduces the chances for 
miscommunication and misunderstanding. The third team could be a reason-
able choice: it has nine team members of nine different nationalities working 
in nine different locations with almost no chance for any face- to- face interac-
tion. Most communication occurs through e- mail with occasional video-  and 
audioconferencing. Given the cultural diversity on this team and the often 
lean communication media used, there is obviously a lot of room for miscom-
munication and misunderstanding.

But, perhaps surprisingly (or maybe not given what we said about fault-
lines in Chapter 7), the team that might have the most difficulty perform-
ing well is the one composed of half Australians and half Brazilians. The 
reason is that the team will likely fracture along both nationality and loca-
tion, resulting in a lot of communication within each subteam but very little 
communication between subteams. Members will likely express frustration 
about working with “those guys over there” to their same- country team 
members. Similarly, there will be a strong sense of loyalty and obligation 
within their subteams but very little across. Figure 8.1 graphically depicts 
the three example teams.

Our work with this company showed that same- country and highly 
nationally diverse teams performed at about the same level. The same- country 
teams enjoyed the advantage of being on the same page almost from the onset 
and were able to detect and react to a lot of unspoken cues like facial expres-
sions and hand gestures. The highly diverse teams had to encounter some 
challenges early on, but ultimately they benefited from having more unique 
perspectives (an advantage, given that the key task was to come up with inno-
vative solutions). Rather than combining the best of both worlds, however, 
the teams with two location- based subteams rarely performed in a healthy 
way. They could not (or would not) create a unified team identity needed for 
optimal team functioning.54

Other evidence reinforces our findings and supports the idea that these 
results were not unique to the particular company with which we worked. 
For example, studies have shown that the more members work across geo-
graphic boundaries, the more they experience conflict and exhibit lower levels 
of trust.55 Another showed that strong subteam boundaries have a tendency 
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to weaken overall team identification and coordination and create unhealthy 
conflict.56

So with all of this potential for team fracturing along nationality and loca-
tion faultlines, what is a virtual team leader to do? Many of the lessons from 
Chapter 5 still hold, but there are a few points where necessary tweaks for this 
context need to be considered. For example, we discussed in Chapter 5 how to 
manage the three types of interdependencies in multisubteam systems: within 
each subteam, between subteams, and across subteams (i.e., between the over-
all team and its external environment). And we also said that managing the 
between- subteam interdependencies is the most challenging task for leaders. 
Unfortunately, this gets even more difficult in a virtual team. The main reason 
for this is that there is likely to be a natural degree of interdependence within 
subteams already, particularly if they are of the same nationality and in the 
same location. In contrast, due again to the high risk of virtual team fractur-
ing along nationality or location faultlines, you will have to put much more 
emphasis on leading and managing interdependence between subteams.

Previously we discussed managing the interdependence within and 
between subteams as a delicate balancing act. Here, we depart from that 
advice to simply say that you should always err on the side of building and 
maintaining interdependence between subteams because this is most likely to 
be the place where overall team functioning breaks down in virtual teams. In 

Note: AUS = Australia; BRA = Brazil; CHN = China; ESP = Spain; GBR = Great Britain; 
JAM = Jamaica; MEX = Mexico; NZL = New Zealand; USA = United States 

FIGURE 8 .1 .  A Tale of Three Global Virtual Teams
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terms of the behaviors needed to ensure that subteams are coordinating and 
integrating with one another, we again refer to the strategizing and coordinat-
ing behaviors outlined in Chapter 5.

We also previously discussed the likelihood of teams fracturing along sub-
team lines even if the members are not of the same nationality or located in 
the same place. In this discussion, we provided four steps that leaders can 
take to help their teams make the best use of subteams for later success. Some 
of these are more or less applicable in a virtual team environment. The first 
step— assigning subteams a specific purpose so that they work for the good of 
the whole team and not for their subteam’s own best interests— can apply to 
virtual teams as well.

The second step was to rotate team members to different subteams when 
feasible. This might not be as easily accomplished if the team members are 
spread out geographically due to the costs of moving members across coun-
tries. And one of the biggest advantages of a global virtual team is to tap the 
expertise of people no matter where they are in the world.

The third piece of advice was to increase the number of subteams within 
an overall team. This is excellent advice for virtual teams. Indeed, you should 
do all you can to avoid the trap of having half of the team’s members co- 
located in one country and half in another. To foster breakthrough thinking 
and idea generation, you should use subteams in virtual teams with members 
from, and located in, several different countries. The prior example with nine 
different members located in nine different countries suggests that unhealthy 
subteams are not as likely to form on the basis of nationality and/or location.

The final step— and the one we have found to be most critical for virtual 
team performance— is to ensure that team members, regardless of their sub-
team membership, have an overall sense of collective team identification. 
Recall the best practices for how you can create that sense of collective team 
identification: by creating the right mix of task and goal interdependence, 
showing support for and recognizing the overall team, allowing teams to 
develop a shared history, and increasing contact among members.57 Thus, 
by tweaking these four steps outlined in Chapter 5, you will be able to more 
effectively manage your global virtual team’s subteams. And by following the 
advice outlined in the entirety of this chapter, you can pump up the full 3D 
Team Leadership model and lead your virtual teams to success.

In summary, evidence clearly supports our contention that virtual teams 
really are a unique type of team. In this chapter, we have described the 
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complexity and common leadership challenges of leading virtual teams. How-
ever, we have also demonstrated that when applying the 3D Team Leadership 
model to virtual teams, some of the messiness described can be made more 
manageable. Successfully using our approach will require patience, persis-
tence, flexibility, and lots and lots of energy. However, the power of virtual 
teams is real: when led properly, they can accomplish tasks and objectives that 
simply cannot be done by more traditional teaming.
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What It Takes to Be a 3D Team Leader

THROUGHOUT THIS BOOK, WE HAVE PROVIDED PRAC-
tical tips and advice aimed at helping you to focus on all three 

dimensions of a team: the individuals on a team, a team as a whole, and the 
subteams within an overall team. Due to the complex, dynamic, and frankly 
overwhelming nature of many teams today and limitations on your resources 
(e.g., time, energy, breadth of knowledge), we have also argued that you need 
to shift your focus among leading and motivating these distinct dimensions at 
different times. Simply put, you need to develop and demonstrate two impor-
tant skills to be effective 3D team leaders: recognizing when a particular team 
situation calls for which type of focus and displaying the appropriate behav-
iors and strategies required when leading a particular team dimension.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, our experience has shown that these two skills are 
unnatural for a lot of team leaders; indeed, we have worked with many team 
leaders who struggled mightily with one, and sometimes both, of these neces-
sary attributes. In this chapter, we identify several key characteristics asso-
ciated with highly successful 3D team leaders and, in doing so, convey two 
critical points. First, for better or worse depending on where you fall, a small 
portion of the characteristics associated with successful 3D team leaders are 
rooted in relatively stable traits. So for a small number of attributes, some 
leaders are just more naturally inclined to be successful 3D team leaders than 
others. We view this as a head start toward being a great team leader, though, 
and not an assurance.
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Second, the good news and the most important takeaway, is that a major-
ity of the attributes characterizing successful 3D team leaders reflect compe-
tencies that can be developed over time with hard work, an open mind, and 
clear direction. In fact, we have seen firsthand dramatic growth and change 
from those who have embraced and committed themselves to becoming bet-
ter 3D team leaders. The latter point should not be taken lightly: if 3D Team 
Leadership were all about leader traits alone, we could just assess all leaders 
on these traits and pick the ones that scored the highest and make them 3D 
team leaders, leaving everyone else by the wayside. So regardless of whether 
you’re naturally inclined toward some aspects of 3D Team Leadership or not, 
you can significantly improve your leadership ability and set yourself up for 
tremendous professional and personal success.

Before diving into the specific characteristics that enable effective 3D Team 
Leadership, let’s first walk through two exemplar cases that demonstrate the 
most common mistakes that plague potential 3D team leaders.

A Tale of Two Team Leaders

We’ll start with Allison. At the time of this case example, Allison worked at 
a large, well- known financial institution and ran a team charged with devel-
oping new products and services for commercial clients, which was primarily 
a business- to- business operation. Her team consisted of eight team members 
with similar but still distinct job responsibilities. Moreover, her team members 
frequently shifted between different tasks, some of which could be done rela-
tively independently by members, whereas others required substantively more 
collaboration and cooperation. Up until this point, Allison had been successful 
in just about every job she had ever held, including those in prior organizations. 
As a result, management viewed her as a prototypical fast- tracker.

When we applied our 3D Team Leadership lens to Allison’s approach, 
however, we uncovered some blemishes that could hold her back from being 
her best as a team leader. Our lengthy discussions with her made it clear that 
she never recognized when her team was shifting from (or needed to shift 
from) one level of interdependence to another. As a result, she maintained her 
focus on only one of the key dimensions of her team, the individuals, without 
considering whether this was the most appropriate focus.

Allison’s case became more interesting as we dove deeper into her past pro-
fessional experience. We uncovered that this was not her first foray as a team 
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leader and, more importantly, that she had been successful leading several dif-
ferent types of teams previously. For instance, at a consumer products organi-
zation where she had worked, she and her team were recognized with several 
company- wide awards for their performance on a highly interdependent task. 
To us, this indicated that Allison possessed the skills to effectively lead a team 
as a whole. Right after leaving the consumer products company, and immedi-
ately on joining her current organization, Allison was put in charge of a group 
(notice that we use the term group here intentionally) of investment analysts 
whose job it was to scan investment markets for potential deals that the finan-
cial institution could make. Despite the fact that the financial analysts were 
referred to as a team, the members were working pretty much on their own, 
with occasional meetings designed to simply share information and update 
one another. Allison’s boss in this assignment glowed about her performance, 
even noting that he fought to keep her in his part of the company when other 
divisions came calling. Thus, it was evident to us that Allison also had the 
chops for leading individuals within a group.

Returning to the current case, in Allison’s role leading a team of eight 
people charged with developing new products and services for commercial 
clients, many of her skills went dormant. Based on our discussions, we believe 
she appropriately identified the interdependence level in the first stage of her 
team’s life cycle, a simple information- gathering assignment, and focused her 
attention on leading the individuals in her team. However, she remained fix-
ated on this dimension even as her team’s demands changed. One member 
commented, for instance,

Allison is a great mentor and coach, but I think she does this mainly one- 

on- one. In fact, I have learned a lot about this business from her. She has an 

incredible track record that I’d like to emulate, which is why I wanted to work 

for her. But if there’s one thing missing, it’s that I don’t really feel part of a true 

team. We have no team goals, no team coaching, and we’re all compensated 

pretty much individually. We seem to work as a team sometimes in spite of all 

of this! It’s not the end of the world, but I think we could do better as a team 

sometimes if she focused more on teamwork.

Our conclusion is that Allison’s problems had nothing to do with her abil-
ity to lead a group, a team, or something in between (i.e., subteams within 
an overall team). After all, her prior experiences clearly suggest otherwise. 
Rather, her shortfall was not being able to recognize when her team needed 
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what type of leadership behavior. When our MBA students, executive educa-
tion participants, and consulting clients display similar tendencies, we strive 
to help them develop the skills for diagnosing different team situations more 
effectively and accurately. Once they master this skill, their already impressive 
leadership repertoire becomes tremendously more versatile and valuable.

Another leader we’ve worked with, Jack, stands in stark contrast to Alli-
son. When we met Jack, he was employed at a high- tech company that we’ve 
been associated with for over fifteen years and was leading a team of software 
engineers charged with creating unique, sophisticated software for business 
clients. Given the complexity of each project, Jack’s team used a version of 
the Agile project life cycle approach. As we noted in Chapter 6, this approach 
required him to go through a series of iterative stages, many requiring a differ-
ent level of team interdependence; sometimes the members worked very inde-
pendently (like a group), other times very interdependently (like a team), and 
still other times with multilayered interdependence structures that required 
them to break apart into functionally based subteams that each carried out a 
specific aspect of the overall task.

Unlike Allison, Jack was quite gifted in diagnosing which stage his team 
was in and the level of interdependence at each stage. In fact, he even made 
constructive suggestions for how his team might arrange its work when mem-
bers appeared confused for how to tackle a particular problem. So from an 
intellectual standpoint, Jack should’ve had a firm grasp on when each dimen-
sion deserved the most attention. However, he was clearly most comfortable in 
his role as a leader of teams and refused to deviate from this approach. In our 
interviews with Jack, he expressed confusion about why he should ever focus 
at all on individuals in his team or subteams. Regarding this topic, he said:

In this company and in the software industry in general, we cannot write code 

and sell software without teams. The work is just too complex to be done indi-

vidually. So I learned early on that if I was going to be successful in working 

my way up in this industry, I needed to focus on leading teams. And that’s 

just what I do. I make sure we have team goals and that there are severe con-

sequences for those who are not team players. I know its cliché, but I often say 

to my team members that “there’s no ‘I’ in team” [imagine our groans when we 

heard Jack say this], and I really believe that. I use a version of the Agile proj-

ect life cycle a lot, and I know that my team members work differently from 

time to time. For example, sometimes we coordinate a lot between members 
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when doing our work and sometimes members split off into smaller teams to 

get some part of the project done. I guess I could do some things differently, 

but at the end of the day, it’s still all about the team. Leading individuals on 

a team just doesn’t make all that much sense to me; I don’t want to set a bad 

precedent that screws us up later. I’d rather invest in coaching, counseling, 

and trying to motivate my whole team to succeed. I think that works really 

well.

As is obvious from these statements, Jack’s problem is his unwillingness to 
shift his leadership behavior from a focus on his overall team to a focus on his 
team’s individuals or subteams as it goes through the Agile life cycle. To be 
fair to Jack, many of the leaders we work with have a natural pull toward one 
of the dimensions. Clearly, his particular security blanket was his team as a 
whole. This alone isn’t an issue, but it can become a big problem when a leader 
refuses even to recognize that sometimes individuals and subteams are criti-
cal to team success. For instance, even in iterative approaches like Agile, a few 
underperforming episodes in low and multilayered interdependence phases 
(likely Jack’s weak spots) can wreak long- term havoc on the team’s eventual 
outputs.

Moreover, it is unreasonable to assume that all team members are rewarded 
and motivated in a way that team interests will usurp their own; individuals 
work on too many teams, have too many roles at home and at work, and are 
given feedback on so many criteria that 100 percent we- over- me styles simply 
don’t work in many cases. Taken together, unnecessarily constraining your 
leadership focus on one dimension can severely limit your potential to be 
an effective team leader. When we encounter leaders who share Jack’s views 
(and there are many of them), we first try to convince them to question their 
assumptions about using only one focus. Whereas Jack assumed that focusing 
on anything but the team would compromise his future efforts, we posited 
a near- opposite argument: failing to recognize the other dimensions at all 
severely limited his team’s upward potential. Leaders like Jack stand to benefit 
a great deal from expanding their tool kits using the material presented in 
Chapters 3 to 6.

Allison’s and Jack’s experiences represent two of the most common and 
fundamental stumbling blocks to 3D Team Leadership success. Interestingly, 
they might have even been able to get away with these deficiencies for a long 
time in their careers. After all, both have great track records of success and are 
generally well liked in their companies. In cases like these, the costs associated 
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with not developing as a 3D team leader can be masked by modest promotions 
and steady raises for several years. Missed opportunities, like being passed up 
for high- profile committees or senior-  and executive- level positions, remain 
largely unknown until it becomes painfully obvious that an employee has hit a 
ceiling. We ended up working with both Allison and Jack in one of our execu-
tive education workshops to help them understand and apply the tenets of 3D 
Team Leadership. Both have reported positive results and remain on track for 
immense success in their careers.

We next describe a set of general competencies that can help you apply 3D 
Team Leadership.

What Does the Evidence Say about the 
Characteristics of Successful Leaders In General?

In our jobs, we constantly see lists of purportedly new leadership competen-
cies emerge from popular list- based websites (e.g., BuzzFeed); the vast cot-
tage industry of leadership publications, which produces literally thousands 
of books and e- books per year; and the organizations in which we work. 
From those organizations, we have found that nearly every company has its 
own  competency model that managers use in their leadership training and 
development efforts. Yet although the names may change from company to 
company, in our experience we estimate that there is about 85 to 90 percent 
overlap in the actual competencies in each model.

To start the conversation, let’s take a look at a classic list of evidence- based 
leadership competencies:1

• Drive— the motivation to persevere even in the face of obstacles
• Honesty and integrity— the ethical component of leadership, which 

includes fairness
• Leadership motivation— the desire to take on more and more 

leadership responsibilities
• Self- confidence— the inherent belief in one’s capability to do things 

well
• Cognitive ability— the extent to which leaders are intelligent and have 

business savvy
• Knowledge of the business— the understanding of how one’s industry 

functions and the role of the organization in it
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• Creativity— the ability to generate novel and useful ideas
• Flexibility— the capability to see things from different perspectives 

and to change approaches and behavior to fit any situation

If you have been around leadership training programs, we have little doubt 
that you have seen a somewhat similar list. On the one hand, the similar-
ity across lists is good news. Successful leadership competencies should be 
transferable from industry to industry and company to company. Although 
leaders may need to acquire some specific technical skills depending on their 
industry and company, they can lean on a common body of competencies 
when motivating and directing a team. On the other hand, the high degree 
of overlap can make competency models feel rather stale and staid. When we 
present various models in our workshops and classes, we often hear things 
like, “Oh, I’ve seen these all before” and “This is just old wine in new bottles.”

Our objective throughout this book has never been to introduce a whole 
new set of competencies. Rather, our goal is to distill what the evidence accu-
mulated over several decades indicates are the most relevant competencies for 
3D team leaders. In other words, we want to answer the question, What are 
the key essentials every 3D team leader must have to be optimally successful?

Our research and experience point to several promising starting points. 
We’ll begin with leader traits. Traits, in contrast to knowledge-  and skill- 
based characteristics, are considered relatively stable. For this reason, they are 
often considered more useful for selection purposes than training and devel-
opment. Nevertheless, even traits that have traditionally been viewed as quite 
stable, like personality, can change modestly over time; moreover, dedicated 
employees can make meaningful behavioral adjustments once they have an 
understanding of their tendencies (i.e., an extrovert learning to listen quietly 
to member feedback like Melanie in Chapter 7).2

The first area is personality traits; recall our discussion of the Big Five 
personality traits in Chapter 7.3 Perhaps not surprisingly, extraversion— the 
extent to which a leader is comfortable with relationships with others and 
how gregarious, assertive, and sociable she or he is— explains both leader 
emergence (whether a person rises to leadership roles) and leader effective-
ness (whether the person is successful in those roles). Similarly, conscientious-
ness, or the extent to which a leader is responsible, organized, dependable, 
and persistent and a well- known predictor of general job performance, can 
also explain leadership outcomes, though this relationship is more nuanced. 
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Namely, conscientiousness is a stronger predictor of leadership emergence 
compared to effectiveness, suggesting that conscientiousness may serve as a 
“ticket to the dance” (being conscientious is a requisite for being identified 
and selected as a leader), but alone may not be enough.

Furthermore, one study reported that conscientiousness was more strongly 
associated with leader effectiveness in nonbusiness contexts (i.e., military and 
student samples), which may imply it loses some of its isolated value as roles 
and routines become blurrier. Several scholars have also suggested highly 
conscientious leaders can sometimes become rigid and inflexible and have an 
overly perfectionist mind- set that leaves their employees feeling dissatisfied 
and voiceless.4 Obviously, these are not ideal characteristics when working 
in today’s VUCA environments. Openness to experience, again the tendency 
to be unconventional and imaginative and was something we indicated was 
critical for using the 3D Team Leadership model cross- culturally in Chapter 
7, also helps determine whether leaders emerge and how effective they are. We 
suspect openness may be a particularly helpful trait for navigating complex 
teaming environments, a point to which we return later in this chapter.

As we noted previously, personality traits are hardly iron cages that enable 
or limit our ability to thrive in certain settings. Rather they actually just repre-
sent general motivational tendencies that tend to manifest in certain types of 
behaviors when unchecked;5 you can, without question, successfully develop 
the behaviors and skills associated with each trait. In fact, evidence supports 
that individuals’ personality traits change as they mature and begin to learn 
what behaviors increase their chances for success.6 So, taken together, even if 
you do not naturally have an inclination toward extraversion, conscientious-
ness, and openness, you can still find success as a 3D team leader.

The second trait set that is often discussed in association with leadership 
effectiveness is intelligence. In short, leader intelligence matters too, but not 
as much as you might think. Some estimates suggest that intelligence explains 
only 4 to 6 percent of leadership effectiveness, depending on how you measure 
intelligence and leadership success.7 Perhaps this explains why, anecdotally at 
least, some would describe the success of certain leaders as being in the right 
place at the right time or “dumb luck.” Perhaps a modest level of intelligence 
is a prerequisite for effective leadership, but after that, other factors take over.

Finally, over a century ago, leadership researchers argued that the most 
successful leaders were born, not made, and that physical traits, such as being 
male and tall, were solid indicators of future leadership effectiveness. This 
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theory has been used to explain in part why George Washington, quite tall 
for his time, was so revered.8 Although leader gender has its own separate 
field of study, concluding that neither men nor women make better leaders 
(but at least some evidence shows that there are some systematic differ-
ences in styles),9 one comprehensive study did show that physical height 
for both men and women explained about 6 percent of the variance in 
leadership emergence. Interestingly, height also predicted income over a 
person’s career. For example, an individual who is 72 inches tall would 
earn almost $177,000 more over a thirty- year career than an individual 
who is 65 inches tall.10 The study authors concluded there is actually noth-
ing about a person’s height that makes him or her a better leader, but tall 
people may be perceived as different by themselves and others and then 
ascribed certain leader success factors.

Specifically, the effect of physical attributes on leadership can be 
explained using several theories, including implicit leadership theory and 
sociobiological theory. Implicit leadership theory suggests that individu-
als (followers and people who select leaders, in this case) hold a vision of a 
prototypical leader in their minds and then respond better to actual lead-
ers who more closely resemble this vision.11 Interestingly, ideals of what a 
leader looks like can change over time, sometimes in a slow, natural pro-
gression or more suddenly because of a breakout leader that doesn’t fit 
the mold (Margaret Thatcher, for example). Related, sociobiological views 
argue that traits ref lecting human evolutionary advantages, such as sur-
vival, mating options, and hunting prowess, can be translated as markers 
of power.12 Of course, the evidence and everyone’s experience demonstrate 
that great leaders come in all genders, shapes, sizes, colors, and whatever 
other descriptive term you can think of.

Our ultimate conclusion is that although some relatively stable traits 
have been linked to important leadership outcomes, these relationships 
are not overwhelmingly large. Thus, you should be neither overjoyed nor 
disheartened based on your personality ratings, intelligence scores, or 
physical attributes. Many leadership competencies can be learned, and 
potentially perfected, with hard work and dedication. We turn to these 
next.
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What Are the Specif ic Attributes  
of Successful 3D Team Leaders?

Flexibility/Adaptability
Drawing from the list of general successful leader competencies we presented 
earlier in the chapter, leader flexibility/adaptability ranks near the top of our 
list of the most important 3D team leader competencies. Despite the wide-
spread belief and anecdotal evidence from practitioners that flexible leaders 
are generally more successful in today’s VUCA business environments, sur-
prisingly little actual evidence demonstrates the important role that flexibility 
plays in leadership success.13 However, given our basic premise that leaders 
should shift their focus among the three team dimensions depending on the 
level of team interdependence required at any given point in time, it makes 
perfect sense that flexibility should be associated with great 3D team leader 
success.

In the study of firefighter teams we introduced in Chapter 6, we tested this 
assumption. We first sought to confirm that leader flexibility was a general 
leader competency in the firefighter sample regardless of 3D Team Leadership 
principles. As expected, we found that teams that had more flexible leaders 
also had more effective task- related and people- related team processes, bet-
ter team performance, and members who helped one another more. Next, 
we moved to more precise tests of the impact of leader flexibility on specific 
3D Team Leadership principles. Supporting our expectations, flexible leaders 
were the most likely to embrace each of the three dimensions of leader focus: 
individuals, teams, and subteams. Moreover, the impact of flexibility on team 
performance was contingent on interdependence, such that more flexible 
leaders were even more effective in highly interdependent teams.14

Given its importance, we recommend that you conduct a frank assessment 
of your leadership flexibility. Questions to ask yourself when undergoing this 
assessment include: Do I explore a wide variety of approaches to my team’s 
problems? Do I plan ahead rather than react to situations? Do I adapt well to 
changes in my leadership role? Do I cope with stressful events effectively? Do 
I maintain effective leadership in challenging circumstances?15

Importantly, evidence suggests that you can get the most useful informa-
tion from an assessment when you compare your own self- ratings with ratings 
from others, such as team members, managers, and peers.16 You might be sur-
prised by what you find. Differences between self- and other‘s assessments can 
reveal important blind spots and help you direct your efforts toward healthier 
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and more rapid development. In our firefighter study, for instance, many lead-
ers viewed themselves as highly flexible, whereas their team members felt they 
were very inflexible. In fact, we did not find any relationship between the two 
viewpoints! Divergent views can emerge for many different reasons, but one 
recurring theme was that leaders viewed flexibility as a state of mind (mean-
ing they rarely acted on their perceived flexibility), whereas team members 
cared more about observable actions. Not surprisingly, the strongest relation-
ships between flexibility and team outcomes were based on team member rat-
ings of flexibility.

So, is flexibility something you’re born with or something you can develop 
over time? The answer is, as it usually is with these things, both. Yes, we do 
have some evidence suggesting that some leaders are born more innately flex-
ible than others. However, evidence on the related concept of cognitive agility17 
suggests that flexibility- like concepts are not entirely trait based; rather, they 
may originally emerge from stable traits but then evolve or develop through 
learning and experience. In line with this premise, results from our firefighter 
study revealed a positive relationship between the personality trait of open-
ness to experience and leaders’ self- ratings of flexibility.

There are numerous practical guidelines for increasing your own leader-
ship flexibility. Some of the more evidence- based approaches are (1) learning 
about and expanding your behavioral repertoire through multirater feedback 
gathering, behavioral modeling, role playing, and executive coaching; (2) 
developing the skills that are relevant for increased flexibility, such as emo-
tional intelligence, situational awareness, and self- awareness; (3) enrolling 
in seminars and executive education courses that specifically examine leader 
flexibility; and (4) consistently working on balancing the behaviors that are 
targeted to different entities— individuals, teams, and subteams— with special 
attention devoted toward the actions that might be positive for one entity but 
have unintended negative consequences for others.18

In terms of other ways to develop flexibility, we have firsthand experience 
with a commercially available tool from ExperiencePoint, a company based 
in Toronto, Canada. In conjunction with the Palo Alto consulting firm IDEO, 
ExperiencePoint provides ExperienceInnovation, a simulation that puts teams 
of leaders together and has them work on skills related to design thinking. 
When done correctly, the simulation can increase both cognitive and behav-
ioral flexibility. In addition, many such workshops and exercises are available 
to increase flexibility and adaptability (including many executive education 
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programs). However, the effectiveness of any program depends on your will-
ingness to embrace your newly learned skills.

A leadership attribute closely related to flexibility is self- monitoring, 
which refers to the extent a person monitors and regulates his or her expres-
sive behaviors and public appearances.19 Those who are higher in self- 
monitoring are very attuned to situational cues and are willing to alter their 
behavior to match a certain situation or role. Think of a team leader who is 
naturally introverted but senses in a team meeting that his or her team needs 
an encouraging pep talk. He or she is willing to go against his or her natural 
introverted tendency to deliver a rousing motivational address to the team. 
By contrast, those lower in self- monitoring are much less responsive to dif-
ferent social contexts and will stick more closely to behaviors aligned with 
their inner attitudes, beliefs, and traits, even if the situation clearly calls for 
an alternative approach.20 In this sense, high self- monitors are chameleon- 
like in the way they approach different leadership situations,21 which can be 
advantageous so long as they do not compromise their authenticity as lead-
ers22 (another important leader attribute we discuss below). Indeed, there is 
at least some evidence that high self- monitors are more likely to emerge as 
leaders than low self- monitors.23

Leader Switching Behavior
Another important competency that successful 3D team leaders must have 
is something we have coined leader switching behavior, which can best be 
described as a leader’s actual behaviors that effectively signal a visible switch 
in his or her focus from individuals to teams to subteams (and in any order) 
when the situation calls for it. Note that this attribute is related to but still 
distinct from flexibility/adaptability. Flexibility reflects a broader concept 
related to a general capacity to make adjustments as needed, whereas switch-
ing behaviors reflect the extent to which this ability is put into practice for 
leadership. Recall that many leaders’ self- assessments of their flexibility were 
quite different from team members’ ratings, presumably because team mem-
bers never saw the flexibility in action. Switching behaviors address that gap.

In our firefighter study, we confirmed that flexibility and switching behav-
iors were distinct but positively related concepts. Moreover, we found that 
when a team leader exhibited more leader switching behaviors, his or her 
team had more effective team processes, better team performance, and team 
members who helped one another more. Interestingly, we also found that 
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leader switching behaviors explained a significant part of these outcomes even 
when taking into account more established and traditional leadership concepts, 
such as transformational leadership, task- focused leadership (i.e., initiating 
structure), and relationship- focused leadership (i.e., consideration). Thus, we 
are confident that the positive gains you can expect from developing strong, 
established leadership behaviors in a general sense can be amplified by switch-
ing the target of these behaviors across each of the dimensions described in 
the 3D Team Leadership model.

To conduct an honest assessment of your actual switching behaviors, ask 
yourself: Am I able to move effortlessly between managing individuals on my 
team, my team as a whole, and the subteams within my overall team across 
different situations? Can I effectively switch my focus among the different 
team dimensions? Am I effective at motivating the three entities of my team? 
And am I able to simultaneously balance the needs of individuals, the entire 
team, and the subteams? Again, we highly recommend a multirater approach 
to assessing leader switching behavior so you can compare your answers to 
those of your team members (and perhaps your boss and peers as well).

What should you do if you fall short on the leader switching dimension? 
Can leader switching behavior, like flexibility, be developed over time so that 
you become better able to make these on- the- fly adjustments in your behav-
ior? We believe so. In fact, it might be easier to change an actual behavioral 
competency, like switching behavior, than a more cognitive mind- set like 
flexibility. Interestingly, when we first started thinking about the notion of 
leader switching behavior almost ten years ago, we did not see much attention 
toward such a leadership concept in the academic or practitioner literatures. 
However, brothers Chip and Dan Heath (of Stanford and Duke University, 
respectively) wrote an informative book, Switch: How to Change Things When 
Change Is Hard.24 After reading their book, our reaction was, “Exactly! These 
principles are at the heart of leader switching behavior!”

In the book, the Heath brothers first ask you to consider whether you are 
a leader who wants to change your own or other people’s behaviors. They 
then suggest that much personal change is stymied by an inherent conflict 
between two basic systems in our brain: the rational mind and the emotional 
mind. Anyone who has ever tried to get in great physical shape after a long 
period of not hitting the gym knows these two systems and their conflicts 
very well! They point out that despite the fact that the rational mind might 
want to change something at work (e.g., learn how to develop your ability to 
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switch your focus between individuals, teams, or subteams), the emotional 
mind prefers the comfort and safety of maintaining the status quo (e.g., “I’ll 
just keep focusing on individuals [or teams or subteams] because switching 
makes me uncomfortable”). Thus, the essence of their approach is to resolve 
this fundamental tension so that change can occur.

Their framework for how to change behavior in any situation has three 
steps: (1) direct the “rider” (the name the Heath brothers use for the ratio-
nal side), (2) motivate the “elephant” (the name they use for the emotional 
side), and (3) shape the path (or make sure the situation enables change to 
occur). These three steps correspond to the factors that would enable a leader 
to improve his or her switching behavior. For example, for the rational side, 
you’ll need to have a vision of what an effective 3D team leader looks like, 
which should include the ability to switch focus when the situation calls for 
it. Start with the end in mind, then create a list of critical moves that will 
help you hone your switching behavior skills. For the emotional side, it helps 
to have a growth mind- set (“abilities are like muscles; they can be built up 
with practice”) rather than a fixed mind- set (“my abilities are static; I will 
avoid challenges so I won’t fail”). This is similar to the learning versus per-
formance orientations we discussed in Chapter 1. If you struggle here, try to 
make small, incremental changes rather than tackling huge ones all at once. 
For shaping the path, get support from those around you: your team, your 
boss, your peers. Let others know you’re trying to develop your leadership 
competencies. Over time, you’ll get more well- meaning feedback from those 
around you and the new skills will become habitual. And if other leaders in 
your company are also trying to improve their switching behavior, all the bet-
ter. As the Heath brothers point out, the herd has a strong influence on indi-
viduals’ motivation and ability to change.

Ambidextrous Leadership
The notion of ambidextrous leadership has gained traction in recent years, 
especially in terms of its effects on innovation.25 Originally applied to 
organizations (how an entire company functions) rather than individuals, 
ambidexterity has also been viewed as a way to think about versatility in a 
leader’s behavioral repertoire. The idea behind ambidextrous leadership is 
that no single leadership style or behavior can result in innovation in com-
panies because innovation requires the simultaneous processes of explora-
tion (i.e., experimenting, searching for alternatives, and risk taking) and 
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exploitation (i.e., adhering to rules, aligning processes, and avoiding risk). 
At certain points during the cycle of innovation, individuals and teams will 
be required to engage in exploration (“let’s figure out a brand- new way to 
complete a certain process”). At other times in the innovation cycle, those 
same individuals and teams will be required to engage in exploitation (“let’s 
figure out how this new process can generate maximum value in our com-
pany”). Because these two processes have inherent tensions between them, 
it is suggested that leaders who are ambidextrous— or those who have 
“the ability to foster explorative and exploitative behaviors in followers by 
increasing or reducing variance in their behavior and flexibly switching 
between those behaviors”— will be the ones most likely to lead successful 
innovation efforts.26

Similar to the notion of leaders switching between exploration and 
exploitation to help individuals and teams during the innovation process, 
our 3D Team Leadership model argues that leaders need to be open to 
switching their focus on different behaviors (relationship, task, and change- 
oriented behaviors) and each of the three dimensions in teams (these are not 
mutually exclusive from exploration and exploitation, mind you; they are 
simply another layer). We also agree with the leader ambidexterity research-
ers who argue that a leader’s change in focus need not necessarily follow 
some sort of phase model or sequence. Indeed, in today’s VUCA world, the 
requirements for leaders to change are likely to be nonlinear and complex. 
Thus, you need to be able to react quickly to changing circumstances and 
situations.

Leader ambidexterity requires a wide behavioral repertoire. In our 3D 
Team Leadership model, how you behave and motivate varies depending on 
which team dimension is the current focus. You must have the ability to think 
“integratively,”27 or survive and thrive when there is tension between oppos-
ing foci (e.g., when what individuals need is different from what the teams 
or subteams need). This is the essence of what makes leader ambidexterity 
different from flexibility and leader switching behavior. Neither of the prior 
competencies implies anything about your ability to balance the inherent ten-
sions associated with the 3D Team Leadership model.

If you are interested in rating yourself on leader ambidexterity in the context of 
3D Team Leadership, you need to ask: Am I able to balance the tensions between 
leading the different dimensions of my team? Can I reconcile the competing goals 
between the three entities? Can I remain calm when faced with making tough 
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decisions regarding the trade- offs among individuals, teams, and subteams? Do I 
effectively recognize the inherent tensions that exist among the dimensions?

If you determine that you fall short on leader ambidexterity, what can you 
do to strengthen this important leader skill? Much of the development of this 
attribute would be related to managing tensions and trade- offs among indi-
viduals, teams, and subteams. Those who study leader ambidexterity refer to a 
couple of points of leverage in honing this attribute. First, you have to develop 
your behavioral complexity, which refers to a range of behaviors that you can 
exhibit, along with the ability to vary the behaviors according to situational 
requirements (think back to self- monitoring).28

Second, you will also need to sharpen your cognitive complexity, which 
refers again to integrative thinking. You will need to hold the interests and 
needs of your individuals, teams, and subteams simultaneously in your mind 
and refrain from placing one above the other; instead, you need to be able to 
integrate the needs into an overall leadership strategy. Both of these important 
skills can be developed in executive training sessions specifically designed to 
focus on ambidexterity. Interestingly, identifying tensions between foci is 
often the product of interpreting subtle emotional cues from your team mem-
bers. Honing the next competency we discuss, emotional intelligence, can 
help you get a better sense of when tensions within your team are emerging.

Emotional Intelligence
Emotional intelligence (EQ) is your ability to recognize your own and other 
people’s emotions, discriminate among different feelings and categorize them 
appropriately, and use this emotional information to support your thinking 
and behavior. EQ is quite distinct from the other leader attributes such as 
flexibility, switching, and ambidexterity.29 Rather than being related to your 
ability to change your focus, EQ helps you be more perceptive of team needs 
so that you can more precisely and effectively alter your behaviors and focus. 
In this sense, EQ acts as a critical diagnostic mechanism that guides how the 
other competencies (flexibility, switching behavior, and ambidexterity) should 
be applied.

Psychologist Daniel Goleman’s original book on EQ proposed five distinct 
dimensions:30

• Self- awareness— recognizing and understanding your moods, 
emotions, and drives and their effects on others
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• Self- regulation— controlling impulses and moods; thinking before 
acting

• Internal motivation— passion for working beyond money and status; 
pursuing goals with energy and persistence

• Empathy— understanding the emotional makeup of other people; 
treating people according to their emotional reactions

• Social skill— managing relationships and building networks; finding 
common ground and building rapport

Though EQ is incredibly popular among practitioners, scholars have vigor-
ously debated its merits. Our intent is not to wade deeply into this debate here, 
yet we do note that  it might not be accurate to refer to the concept of EQ as 
“intelligence.” EQ blends elements of both traits (e.g., empathy) and abilities 
(e.g., social skill), some of which have little to do with actual intelligence. Oth-
ers have criticized some of the EQ measures as actually capturing conformity, 
knowledge, or personality.

Such criticism notwithstanding, a comprehensive analysis showed that 
at least some measures of EQ are associated with job performance over and 
above other common predictors such as IQ and personality traits.31 Other 
studies show that EQ can help to explain leadership effectiveness (as rated by 
followers),32 as well as career success, entrepreneurial potential, health, rela-
tionship satisfaction, humor, and happiness.33 So we have at least some evi-
dence supporting the notion that EQ matters when it comes to work- related 
outcomes. Regarding 3D Team Leadership, our point here is that you have 
to be very much attuned to the emotions and needs of your team members, 
both individually and collectively. You must be able to read cues in person and 
at a distance as to the emotional well- being and psychological needs of your 
team members, particularly in complex VUCA environments. And you need 
to regulate your own emotions as you engage in switching your focus and bal-
ancing the inherent tensions of individuals, teams, and subteams.

You can assess your level of EQ with questions like these: Are you able to 
recognize and stay in touch with how you are feeling? Can you generate an 
emotion and then reason using that emotion? Can you understand complex 
emotions and how they shift from one stage to another? Can you manage your 
own and others’ emotions? Do you have a good understanding of how others 
around you are feeling? Are you comfortable in a variety of social situations? 
Do you empathize effectively with other people? Are you motivated to work 



 What It Takes to Be a 3D Team Leader 239

beyond money and status? Again, we encourage self- assessment and gather-
ing others’ feedback for ratings of EQ. This point is particularly important 
because, as in our firefighter study assessing flexibility, research has shown 
that the relationship between self and others’ ratings of EQ is sometimes 
weak.34 As a result, you will need feedback from those around you in order to 
accurately assess your EQ and start down the road to improvement.

Importantly, EQ appears to be relatively stable but not entirely unchange-
able. Thus, even if your EQ scores seem disappointing, you can improve. Of 
course, your ability to improve is dependent somewhat on the dimension of 
EQ you’re addressing. For more stable traits like empathy, it’s hard to imagine 
going from the inability to experience the emotions of others to some sort of 
empathy savant, although there is at least some evidence that training can 
help people engage in more empathetic and altruistic behaviors. For a dimen-
sion like social skills, you can clearly get better with practice in social situa-
tions, just as you can improve your public speaking ability through training. 
In fact, studies have shown that social skills can improve up to 50 percent 
through training and development. Some research has also shown that EQ 
generally increases with age, one of the (few) positives that come with getting 
older!35

Countless articles and websites provide steps for increasing your EQ. 
Our review of these materials suggests convergence around a few common 
practices: (1) developing a higher level of self- awareness by constantly seek-
ing feedback and perhaps using an executive coach; (2) developing your lis-
tening skills, usually through workshops or leadership development sessions 
on active listening; (3) displaying more concern and interest in the people 
you lead, which can involve spending time with people and discussing non- 
work- related matters; (4) learning to better manage your and others’ emotions 
(again a good coach would be indispensable here); and (5) making sure those 
around you feel heard and understood. Each of these techniques, we believe, 
can help you learn more about what your team is thinking and feeling, which 
can help you make more accurate assessments of where your focus needs to be 
in the 3D Team Leadership model.

Embarking on a journey to develop your 3D Team Leadership competen-
cies will likely involve significant work and some awkward moments spent 
outside your natural comfort zone. As a result, you may begin to question 
whether you would have been better off just learning to cope with your limi-
tations as a leader and hope for the best. Nonsense. In the next section, we 
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quickly touch on one of the most important attributes you’ll need to master to 
generate great performances and personal fulfillment: being true to yourself, 
or authenticity.

Authenticity
In their seminal Harvard Business Review article and their book, Robert Gof-
fee and Gareth Jones posed a simple question: “Why should anyone be led by 
you?”36 Many answers are plausible: results, strategic vision, and technical 
proficiencies, just to name a few. But a recurring theme stands out: Do you 
help people find a sense of meaning in their lives? (Recall that meaning was 
the most important dimension of both individual and team empowerment.) 
Leaders who are true to themselves, or authentic, and can help those around 
them feel more authentic at work are especially valuable in creating a sense of 
meaning. In today’s VUCA environments, and especially leading the messi-
ness inherent in teams, we believe this is especially important. You can apply 
3D Team Leadership principles all you want, but if you aren’t authentic, your 
team members will always hold something back.

Before you can learn how to develop your 3D Team Leadership skills 
authentically, you must first understand what authenticity means. Goffee and 
Jones described it as (1) being consistent in your words and actions (i.e., prac-
ticing what you preach), (2) adhering to a set of basic principles even as roles 
and situations change (i.e., the “underlying thread,” which of course requires 
some level of balancing with our description of self- monitoring above), and 
(3) being comfortable with your true self.37

For many individuals, authenticity is an appealing and straightforward 
concept, but one that is remarkably hard to put into action. This is actually 
not all that surprising given that we are constantly being told how to behave, 
who our role models should be, and how we should think about problems 
(particularly as leaders). So after years— decades for some of us!— of not being 
ourselves, how do we decide what our authentic self really is? Harvard’s Bill 
George and his colleagues have written extensively about this question. It is 
impossible to do this work justice in just a few paragraphs, but these are some 
of their fundamental steps:38

Understanding and learning from your story. Do you have a personal 
narrative of your life that is consistent with but not entirely driven 
by objective facts and milestones? Does this narrative help you see 
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the source of your inspiration and values, which will then guide your 
leadership?

Practicing your personal values. When tested, are you able to hold firm to 
the value system informed from and instilled by your life story?

Keeping your intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in balance. Can you 
resist the temptation to measure and pursue success using outside (i.e., 
extrinsic) parameters (e.g., other peers, professional titles) if they do not 
line up with you intrinsic views of success?

Once you’ve got a baseline idea of what your authentic self looks like, you 
need to build a support network (people who know and support your authen-
tic self), work to stay grounded (avoiding decisions that lead you away from 
your authentic self), and then, finally (once again!), learn to empower others.39 
The last one is highly relevant for one of our book’s main premises: to handle 
the complex and ambiguous nature of leading teams, you have to empower 
others and let them carry some of the load. Ideally, you want to empower your 
team members in ways that allow them to pursue work as their true authentic 
selves.

Goffee and Jones offer several tips that leaders can use to help their mem-
bers engage in their team’s tasks using all of their authentic selves. These 
include letting members see your weaknesses, using “tough empathy” (show-
ing passionate concern, but also giving members what they need versus what 
they want in terms of feedback), and revealing your differences from others in 
the organization, including team members.40 These practices, when executed 
properly, can help members to see you as an accessible human being (not a 
robotic manipulator) who cares about the members on your team and the task 
at hand, which can engender a feeling within members that they can add sig-
nificant and unique value to the team’s mission.

Of course, we’d be doing you a disservice not to mention some of the ten-
sions inherent in authenticity and authentic leadership. For one, being flexible 
and switching your focus might feel like a contradiction to remaining authen-
tic. Yet authenticity is more about being consistent and principled in your val-
ues rather than specific behaviors. When viewed this way, it becomes possible 
for you to switch foci across the three dimensions without violating your true 
self. Separate from this point, it is entirely possible for an authentic leader 
to be a bad leader, especially if this person uses his or her authenticity as an 
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excuse for not looking for ways to get better. A leader who feels authentically 
disagreeable and disrespectful, for instance, runs a significant risk: members 
do not like jerks regardless of whether their poor behaviors are rooted in a 
true self!

Speaking to this issue, experts in this area acknowledge that sometimes 
leaders need to “manage authenticity.”41 Though the idea that authenticity 
needs to be managed is somewhat paradoxical, Goffee and Jones argue that 
leaders still have control over how much of their true selves, especially weak-
nesses, can be revealed at any given time. They would also suggest that in 
an organizational setting where buy- in is required from multiple levels (sub-
ordinates and higher- ups), it is important to demonstrate some conformity 
with the overarching company goals and mission (their specific advice is to 
“conform— but only just enough”). Finally, authenticity needs to be viewed 
as a dynamic concept whereby you constantly add to and reinterpret your 
life story. Although your core values are unlikely to change frequently, this 
dynamic approach to authenticity gives you the latitude to add new skills and 
learn new approaches that allow you to ideally present your authentic self to 
your followers. The point here is to constantly strive to be a better you. We 
hope this book helps you get there. We summarize these five critical success 
factors for 3D Team Leaders in Table 9.1.

Characteristics Examples

1. Flexibility/adaptability Leaders anticipate a team moving from a low to a high 
level of team interdependence and begin preparing the 
necessary systems and processes needed to move from a 
focus on individuals to a focus on a team as a whole.

2. Switching behavior Leaders are able to move effortlessly between each of the 
three of dimensions of 3D Team Leadership.

3. Ambidextrous leadership Leaders can balance the tensions between leading 
individuals versus their team versus their subteams. 
They are able to make tough decisions regarding trade-
offs between the dimensions.

4. Emotional intelligence Leaders are able to recognize and regulate their own 
emotions, read others’ emotions, and use emotional 
information to support their thinking and behavior.

5. Authenticity Leaders are (1) consistent in their words and actions 
(they practice what they preach), (2) adhere to a set of 
basic principles even as roles and situations change (i.e., 
the “underlying thread”), and (3) are comfortable with 
their true selves.

TABLE 9 .1 .  The Characteristics of Successful 3D Team Leaders
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In summary, in answer to the question, are successful 3D team leaders born 
or made, the answer, as it always tends to be, is yes: they are born and made. 
Based on their inherent abilities, some people naturally come around to 3D 
Team Leadership more quickly than others. Nevertheless, most of what makes 
3D team leaders successful can be developed over time. We have discussed 
how the competencies of flexibility/adaptability, leader switching behavior, 
ambidexterity, emotional intelligence, and authenticity are the most closely 
tied to being an excellent 3D team leader. All five of these competencies can 
be improved on and strengthened with motivation, persistence, and an open 
mind. We strongly urge you to get multirater feedback on these five compe-
tencies and, when gaps are evident, engage in developmental experiences that 
strengthen your 3D Team Leadership repertoire.
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Assessing Your 3D Team Leadership Skills

WE HOPE THAT YOU NOW HAVE A CLEAR UNDER-
standing that a team is made up of not one but three distinct 

dimensions (the “I’s” in a team, a team as a whole, and the subteams within 
an overall team). Because of the complexity of today’s teaming environment, 
there is no way you can be all things to all dimensions of your teams at all 
times. With your limited time and numerous responsibilities, you have to be 
able to focus your team leadership behaviors where they are needed most at 
any given time. The whole premise of the 3D Team Leadership approach is to 
teach you how to do this effectively.

We also hope that you now realize just how widely applicable the 3D Team 
Leadership approach can be. Consider for a moment the number of ways in 
which you can apply the framework in your daily working life. First, if you 
are leading one or more entities that have relatively stable levels of interdepen-
dence, the 3D Team Leadership approach can help you. For example, if you 
are leading what is generally regarded as a group (i.e., low interdependence) 
and that group does not morph into a team or a set of subteams, then the 
material in Chapter 3 on leading individuals in team contexts is most appli-
cable for you. We have included material on both intrinsic motivation (i.e., 
empowerment) and extrinsic motivation (i.e., individual reward and evalua-
tion systems, goal setting, peer evaluations). And, don’t be afraid to call your 
low interdependence entity what it really is— a group. Of course, you’ll have 
to be brave enough to do this because the tendency today is to call everything 



 Assessing Your 3D Team Leadership Skills 245

a team. Beyond semantics, calling a group a group will likely increase the 
chances that you will do the right things in your leadership and that your 
group’s expectations will match your behavior.

If you are leading a real team and that team is not expected to change 
at any point into a group or a set of subteams, the material in Chapter 4 on 
leading teams as a whole provides you with a go- to playbook. You will find 
information on intrinsic motivation for teams (i.e., team empowerment) as 
well as the key states of trust and psychological safety that are associated with 
making today’s complex and diverse teams successful. We also discussed the 
importance of designing teams to make them optimally effective. We noted 
the importance of transformational leadership aimed at teams as a whole to 
enhance team empowerment, trust, and psychological safety. We also pro-
vided practical advice on designing extrinsic motivation systems for teams, 
including team bonuses, special recognition, peer evaluations, and recon-
ciling such systems with the fact that people often have multiple concurrent 
team memberships.

If you are leading a team composed of multiple subteams (i.e., a multi-
subteam system) and your team of subteams is not expected to transition to 
a team as a whole or a group, then the information provided in Chapter 5 is 
most relevant to you. Leading a team of subteams is incredibly complex, and 
we highlighted the need for team leaders to be able to focus on three types 
of interdependence: within- subteam interdependence (between members of 
each subteam), between- subteam interdependence (relationships between 
each of the subteams themselves), and across- subteam interdependence (the 
relationship between an overall team of subteams and its external environ-
ment). To manage this type of multilayered interdependence, we alerted team 
leaders to two primary behaviors: strategizing and coordinating.

We also spoke to the importance of fostering shared mental models and 
managing the various goals in a multisubteam system, including both proxi-
mal and distal goals, in the form of a goal hierarchy. We warned against try-
ing to use multiple types of financial rewards in such a complicated system, 
recommending the use of goals to motivate team members instead. Finally, we 
provided several practical tips for avoiding the harmful effects of having mul-
tiple subteams within one overall team, especially the tendency for such teams 
to develop faultlines that fracture the team in ways that prevent synergy.

Beyond leading stable entities that do not change over time, the second 
way in which our 3D Team Leadership model is applicable is if you are leading 
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an entity that changes in levels of interdependence throughout its life cycle. 
In Chapter 6, we described how Tom, a senior engineering manager, was able 
to use the 3D Team Leadership approach when managing his global software 
development team that followed an Agile life cycle model. The key to under-
standing how to use 3D Team Leadership did not depend on the Agile model 
but, rather, on understanding what level of interdependence in your team is 
best at any point in its life cycle and then being able to change your behavior 
and focus to lead and motivate the correct dimension of the model.

Tom’s story showed that he had all the key attributes of an effective 3D 
team leader described in Chapter 9: flexibility/adaptability (he was able to 
change his behavior to fit the situation); leader switching behavior (beyond 
general flexibility, Tom was able to shift his leadership focus between indi-
viduals, teams, and subteams in multiple directions); ambidexterity (he was 
able to balance the natural and inherent tensions that come with leading three 
different entities to make sure there were no competing goals between them); 
emotional intelligence (Tom was very good at understanding the various 
types of needs his team members had, and he was good at managing his own 
and dealing with others’ emotional needs); and authenticity (although Tom 
was flexible, he never lost sight of who he really was as a leader, and he was 
able to balance flexibility with being authentic).

The third way in which the 3D Team Leadership model was applicable 
is that it is relevant for various types of teams. Clearly, Tom’s experience in 
Chapter 6 demonstrated that the model lends itself readily to project teams 
that follow a particular life cycle. Using that life cycle, Tom was able to deter-
mine the proper focus at any given time. Tom also commented on how he 
adapted the model for use in project teams that did not follow a life cycle. 
Our research with firefighters also showed that our approach is highly appli-
cable to action teams. Action teams tend to have bursts of very intense activity 
followed by periods of relative calm, in which preplanning and after- action 
reviews occur.

Although it was outside the specific scope of our book, the 3D Team Lead-
ership model is also applicable to executive or top management teams, whose 
members sometimes work very interdependently, but likewise focus on their 
individual unit or division responsibilities a great deal. CEOs could use our 
approach to determine the right areas of focus depending on what level of 
interdependence is present in their teams. It could also be used with parallel 
teams— teams that sit outside the formal structure of a company. Our work 
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with communities of practice and networks in various companies revealed 
that even though these types of entities are often group- like, there could be 
periods in which they operate as teams or a team of subteams. In short, our 
3D Team Leadership approach is not dependent on a particular type of team; 
rather, what it is dependent on is a leader’s ability to correctly diagnose the 
level of interdependence in the entities they are leading.

A fourth way in which our 3D Team Leadership model is applicable is that 
it does not have to be executed by a single, formal team leader. For many of 
today’s teams, leadership responsibilities are likely to be distributed among 
several team members. As we discussed in Chapter 2, when we talk about a 
“leader’s” focus, we don’t just necessarily mean one individual. 3D Team Lead-
ership can effectively be shared among multiple individuals in a team, and 
when particular individuals emerge as leaders, they can adopt the principles 
we have set out to help make their teams more effective.

A fifth way the 3D Team Leadership model is highly applicable is that it 
can be culturally flexible. As we described in Chapter 7, we have worked with 
teams in many countries on five continents and found that cultural differ-
ences make certain aspects of our approach more relevant than others. For 
example, in teams that have members with highly individualistic cultural val-
ues, including many Western countries, leaders would be wise to err on the 
side of focusing more on the “I’s in their teams. These team members will 
desire individual attention, they will want to stand out among their fellow 
team members, and their relationships with fellow team members will be 
more transactional.

On the contrary, in teams with members who have more collectivistic 
cultural values, leaders will want to emphasize the entire team more so than 
individuals. These team members will eschew individual attention, they will 
want to maintain and protect the harmony in their teams, and their relation-
ships with fellow team members will be much stronger and more permanent 
than those from more individualistic countries. We include helpful advice 
that leaders can use to successfully apply the 3D Team Leadership model in 
any country in the world.

Finally, especially relevant for today’s teams operating in VUCA envi-
ronments, the 3D Team Leadership model is not bound by face- to- face team 
interaction. Indeed, as we described in Chapter 8, even though it gets more 
complex to use when your teams are global and virtual, this represents a per-
fect environment to use tools associated with 3D Team Leadership. Clearly, 



248 Assessing Your 3D Team Leadership Skills

you need some finely honed diagnostic skills to keep your finger on your 
team’s pulse. After all, you won’t have the benefit of all of the nonverbal sig-
nals that are so important in minimizing miscommunication. However, as 
you juggle multiple responsibilities and try to motivate team members on 
multiple continents, the tenets of 3D Team Leadership will be vital for helping 
you thrive in the face of great complexity.

We hope our concluding points here are clear. Whether you are leading a 
stable entity or one that changes; leading a project, action, parallel, or another 
team type; the sole formal leader of a team or you have a team in which lead-
ership is shared among the members; leading a team in Argentina, France, 
Nigeria, India, Malaysia, the United States or somewhere else; or leading a 
team that has members physically located in a single place or spread out all 
over the world, 3D Team Leadership can be tailored to maximize your team’s 
success. We hope you will find all of the tools that you will need in our book 
to be the best team leader you can be, and we invite you to reach out to us to 
share your experiences as you use the 3D Team Leadership model to help you 
see teams as they really are: in 3D!

Tools to Assess Your Abilities to Be 
an Effective 3D Team Leader

Throughout the previous chapters discussing 3D Team Leadership, we have 
repeatedly encouraged you to informally assess yourself on the actions and 
behaviors we described that are required to be a successful 3D team leader. 
We also strongly urged you to be honest with yourself in terms of the types 
of things you do well and about the various things on which you might need 
more development work.

Although we strongly recommend informal reflection to all of the lead-
ers with whom we work, we also believe in the power of more formal assess-
ment, particularly that involving multirater feedback. For those of you who 
want to take that next important (and yes, we realize, a somewhat daunting) 
step of gathering information from others about your 3D Team Leadership 
strengths and “developmental needs” (note that we don’t use the word weak-
nesses, because that implies that these cannot be improved and developed over 
time), this chapter is for you.

Here we present the various measures of many of the concepts related to 3D 
Team Leadership. Take an honest and candid look at yourself and your teams. 
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It is only in this way that you will be able to continue your authentic journey as 
a 3D team leader. We recommend that you assess all measures using a 7- point 
agreement- disagreement scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Somewhat Disagree; 
3 = Slightly Disagree; 4 = Neither Agree nor Disagree; 5 = Slightly Agree; 6 = 
Somewhat Agree; 7 = Strongly Agree. When using these measures with a single 
source (e.g., yourself, your boss), you can average the scores across the various 
items to come up with a total score for the rater. If you are using multiple raters 
(e.g., team members, peers), you will need to also average the scores across these 
raters to calculate a total score. To interpret your results, any scores that are 3.0 
or less are generally considered low, those between 3.0 and 5.0 are typically con-
sidered moderate, and those 5.0 and above are usually considered high.

One of the most important things we have asked leaders to do in this book 
is to figure out the level of interdependence that exists (and, more important, 
should exist) in the entities they lead. One key way to do this is with a task 
interdependence measure. Such a measure can be used for overall teams and 
the subteams within an overall team. Again, if interdependence is on the 
lower end, you probably have a group (3.0 or less on the 7- point scale), and if 
it is on the higher end (5.0 or more on the 7- point scale), you most likely have 
a team. If you fall somewhere in the middle (between 3.0 and 5.0), you can 
interpret this has having a hybrid entity between a group and a team.

Task Interdependence

 1. To complete its tasks, the members of my team/the team I lead must 
constantly exchange materials, resources, and/or information.

 2. To successfully accomplish work, the members of my team/the team I 
lead need to ensure that there is a high level of coordination between 
one another.

 3. Without a high degree of integration of the work done by members, 
my team/the team I lead could not be successful.

 4. Members of my team/the team I lead cannot generally work alone to 
complete their tasks, then put it all together relatively quickly near the 
end of a deadline.

 5. The success of my team/the team I lead depends to a great extent on 
how much collaboration there is between the team members.

 6. The members of my team/the team I lead constantly depend on one 
another to accomplish team tasks.
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 7. Our work features very few specialized subtasks that are best 
completed by individuals with specific expertise.

 8. If all team members are not involved at every step of the team’s task, 
we will likely encounter significant problems down the line.1

The task interdependence measure is helpful for determining whether an 
individual or team focus is best, but what about subteams? To date, there is 
no existing measure for multilayered interdependence (the optimal condi-
tion for subteam arrangements), but our measure can still be used to inform 
your leadership focus in these settings with one caveat: you must be sure to 
draw critical inferences about whether the types (and nature) of tasks your 
teams are working on are best completed by two or more collective entities 
within the team. Usually this means there are at least two distinct tasks (or 
subtasks) that need to be completed concurrently for your team to succeed. 
Also, remember our words of caution from earlier in the book: team mem-
bers may sometimes prefer to work in subteams, especially when you have a 
critical mass of employees from common backgrounds, locations, or business 
functions, even though this is not the best arrangement for the work being 
done. A key leadership task is making sure work structures are determined by 
tasks, not other superficial factors.

Once you feel confident that your team’s work is suited for subteams, you 
(and/or your team members) should then complete the task interdependence 
measure for each subteam’s assignment and score each subteam separately. 
These scores will then give you an idea of how you should focus your efforts 
on each subteam. Remember that it is possible that you may need to treat one 
subteam as a group of individuals and another like a real team (or any other 
combination of the two). Also, don’t forget that in these situations, at least 
part of your focus needs to be on coordinating the work between subteams 
so that your overall team ultimately produces a great final product or service.

The second measure assesses the extent to which you exhibit the behaviors 
associated with empowering leadership. Note that these can be individual, 
team, or subteam focused. You can adapt the wording to fit the target:

Empowering Leadership Behaviors

 1. I give my team members/team/subteams many responsibilities.
 2. I make my team members/teams/subteams responsible for what they 

do.
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 3. I ask my team members/teams/subteams for advice when making 
decisions.

 4. I use my team members’/teams’/subteams’ suggestions and ideas when 
making decisions.

 5. I do not control my team members’/teams’/subteams’ activities.
 6. I encourage my team members/teams/subteams to take control of 

their work.
 7. I allow my team members/teams/subteams to set their own goals.
 8. I encourage my team members/teams/subteams to come up with their 

own goals.
 9.  I stay out of the way when my team members/teams/subteams work 

on performance problems.
 10. I encourage my team members/teams/subteams to figure out the 

causes/solutions to problems.
 11. I tell my team members/teams/subteams to expect a lot from 

themselves.
 12. I encourage my team members/teams/subteams to strive for high 

performance.
 13. I trust my team members/teams/subteams.
 14. I am confident in what my team members/teams/subteams can do.2

In addition to empowering leadership, in Chapter 6 we also discussed the 
two other important leadership behaviors: those that are more task focused 
(i.e., initiating structure) and those that are more team member focused (i.e., 
consideration). The next two measures list fourteen behaviors— seven that are 
more task focused and seven that are more team member focused. Again, each 
behavior can be directed at each of the three dimensions of teams: the indi-
viduals in a team, the team as a whole, and the subteams.

Task- Focused Leader Behaviors

 1. I ensure that the task performance goals for my team members/teams/
subteams are clear.

 2. I actively participate in how work is structured for my team members/
teams/subteams.

 3. I clarify task performance strategies for my team members/teams/
subteams.
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 4. I provide task- related instructions for my team members/teams/
subteams.

 5. I review relevant task performance results for my team members/
teams/subteams.

 6. I monitor task performance for my team members/teams/subteams.
 7. I will advocate for my team members/team/subteam to others inside/

outside the organization to get key resources or support so we can 
complete our tasks.3

Team Member– Focused Leader Behaviors

 1. I help develop solutions to relationship- related problems (i.e., personal 
disagreements) for my team members/teams/subteams.

 2. I respond promptly to personal needs or concerns for my team 
members/teams/subteams.

 3. I engage in actions that demonstrate respect and concern for my team 
members/teams/subteams.

 4. Beyond my own self- interests, I strive to consider the needs and wants 
of my team members/teams/subteams.

 5. I express trust in my team members/teams/subteams.
 6. I strive to actively acknowledge the contributions of my team 

members/team/subteams to others who are not on the team, including 
upper management.

 7. I actively check in and solicit feedback from my team members/teams/
subteams to see how they are doing.4

Throughout our book, we have suggested that 3D Team Leadership is critical 
for increasing the level of individual, team, and subteam empowerment. The 
next set of items can be used for assessing empowerment levels for all three of 
these dimensions and can be used as an important test of how effective your 
leadership behaviors have been in increasing empowerment. Note that we rec-
ommend that team members themselves provide assessments of empower-
ment because the measure is tapping the internal beliefs and experiences of 
the team members. As such, they will provide the most accurate assessment. 
We provide three items each for the dimensions of potency, meaningfulness, 
autonomy, and impact.
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Empowerment

 1. My team members/teams/subteams feel confident (potency).
 2. My team members/teams/subteams believe they can get a lot done 

when they work hard (potency).
 3. My team members/teams/subteams believe they can be very 

productive when they work hard (potency).
 4. My team members/teams/subteams feel that their projects are 

significant (meaningfulness).
 5. My team members/teams/subteams believe that their tasks are 

worthwhile (meaningfulness).
 6. My team members/teams/subteams feel that their work is meaningful 

(meaningfulness).
 7. My team members/teams/subteams can select different ways to do 

their work (autonomy).
 8. My team members/teams/subteams determine how things are done in 

their team (autonomy).
 9. My team members/teams/subteams make their own choices without 

being told by management (autonomy).
 10. My team members/teams/subteams have a positive impact on this 

company’s customers (impact).
 11. My team members/teams/subteams perform tasks that matter to this 

company (impact).
 12. My team members/teams/subteams make a difference in this 

organization (impact). 5

In Chapter 9, we discussed several key leadership characteristics that are asso-
ciated with successful 3D Team Leadership, including flexibility/adaptability, 
switching behavior, and ambidextrous leadership. Ideally, you would have 
your team members, peers, and bosses rate these about you and then compare 
your own ratings to theirs in a multirater system.

The leader flexibility/adaptability items were originally written for general 
(not team) leadership and were designed to be used in a self- report fashion. 
We recommend that you modify them to apply more specifically to a team 
leadership situation and change the referents from “you” to “My/The team 
leader” or the person’s name being rated.
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Leader Flexibility/Adaptability
Over the last month, to what extent have you (use this preface for items 1– 9):

 1. Explored a wide variety of approaches to a problem?
 2. Planned ahead rather than reacted to a situation?
 3. Created multiple courses of action during planning?
 4. Adapted well to changes in your work role?
 5. Adjusted well to new equipment, process, or procedures in your tasks?
 6. Been able to adapt your personal approach to the situation at hand?
 7. Coped with stressful events effectively?
 8. Maintained productivity in challenging circumstances?
 9. Adapted to change with minimal stress?
 10. Overall, given my work context, I would consider myself to be a 

flexible person. 6

Leader Switching Behavior

 1.  I/my team leader am/is able to move effortlessly between managing 
individuals on the team, the team as a whole, and the subteams 
within the team across different situations.

 2. I/my team leader effectively switch(es) my/his/her focus between 
individuals, the whole team, and subteams within the team.

 3. I/my team leader am/is effective at motivating individuals, the entire 
team, or subteams within the team when the situation calls for it.

 4. I/my team leader can seamlessly alternate my/his/her focus on 
individuals, the whole team, or the subteams within the team.

 5. I/my team leader am/is able to simultaneously balance the needs of 
individuals, the entire team, and subteams within the team.7

Leader Ambidexterity

 1. I/my team leader am/is able to a balance the tensions between leading 
individuals, teams, and subteams.

 2. I/my team leader can reconcile the competing goals between the 
individuals, teams, and subteams that I/she/he lead(s).

 3. I/my team leader remain(s) calm when faced with making tough 
decisions regarding the trade- offs between individuals, teams, and 
subteams.
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 4. I/my team leader effectively recognize(s) the inherent tensions that 
exist between individuals, teams, and subteams.

 5. I/my team leader am/is able to make tough decisions when needed to 
manage the trade- offs between individuals, teams, and subteams.8

If you would like to assess your team’s (or subteam’s) performance using 
our generic and widely applicable measure, we invite you to use the 
following:

(Sub)Team Performance

 1. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead meets or exceeds its goals.
 2. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead completes its tasks on time.
 3. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead makes sure that products and 

services meet or exceed quality standards.
 4. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead responds quickly when problems 

come up.
 5. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead is a productive team.
 6. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead successfully solves problems that 

slow down work.

If you would like to assess the extent to which your team (or subteam) initiates 
the performance of tasks on their own without instructions from manage-
ment, you can use our measure of (sub)team proactivity.9

(Sub)Team Proactivity

 1. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead is excited when other teams or 
employees use our/its ideas.

 2. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead believes that nothing can stop us/it 
from making something happen.

 3. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead feels that it can make things 
happen even when the odds are against it.

 4. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead can fix things it does not like.
 5. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead is always looking for better ways to 

do something.
 6. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead likes to overcome obstacles to our/

its ideas.
 7. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead tackles problems head- on.10
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If you are interested in assessing the extent to which respondents feel that 
their (sub)team provides goods or services in a timely and quality manner to 
their customers, you can use our measure of (sub)team customer service:

(Sub)Team Customer Service

 1. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead produces high- quality products/
services.

 2. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead works out customer problems in a 
timely manner.

 3. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead is very reliable when working on 
customer requests.

 4. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead follows through on complaints and 
requests.

 5. My (sub)team/the (sub)team I lead provides a satisfactory level of 
customer service overall.11
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