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The Truth About Teams and Teamwork
Agile frameworks and systems are today becoming a 

routine part of operational life across an increasing number of 
industries and business domains. No longer the sole purview 
of software development or manufacturing, Agile is finding its 
way into areas as diverse as education, health care, energy, 
finance and government. Agile is becoming “the standard,” and 
for many organizations, working in an Agile way is “OK.”

Yet the advent of such broad adoption brings with it the 
inherent juxtaposition that as a standard “cost of doing busi-
ness,” Agile no longer holds the allure of being a differentia-
tor or competitive advantage. After all, if every organization 
can deliver incremental value and react to changing priorities 
through nimble process workflows, no one holds an advantage.

In the years ahead it will increasingly become the ability of 
groups within those organizations to perform at the highest 
levels, in teams, that will enable organizations to compete and 
succeed in the most complex and competitive environments.

The incontrovertible truth is that teams are far more capable 
of producing value with quality at a high rate than individuals. 
Teams are better at solving the most challenging problems, 
and they are far more capable of conceiving, designing and 
delivering new innovations.

For many, this contradicts a longstanding mental concep-
tion of individuals acting as superheroes responsible for 
amazing and incredible feats of innovation, problem-solving, 
design, foresight, vision or discovery. We admire and praise 
individuals whose “lone wolf” attitude and unbridled individu-
alistic ambition has enabled them to almost single-handedly 
build an empire from nothing.

Elon Musk. Mark Zuckerberg. Sir Richard Branson. Steve 
Jobs. Bill Gates. I’m sure you can think of a few names your-
selves. Yet we miss the fact that in thinking of a few names 
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off the tops of our heads, we’re forgetting the hundreds of 
millions of people out there working every day who create 
and contribute amazing work but never reach those levels 
of acknowledgement or fame — not to mention the fact that 
most of those individuals were actually part of small but 
highly effective teams.

Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak. Bill Gates and Paul Allen. 
Howard Schultz and Howard Behar. Sergey Brin and Larry 
Page. Pairs are a powerful and especially captivating type of 
team, especially given the fact that the most interesting pairs 
are often comprised from significantly dissimilar individuals. [1] 

Nor is it only pairs that have the most significant impacts or 
deliver the most innovative solutions. At the Kellogg School 
of Management, Ben Jones and his colleagues conducted an 
amazing study of 17.9 million research articles spanning five 
decades and all scientific fields. Their results showed that 
teams are 37.7 percent more likely than solo authors to intro-
duce innovation into established knowledge domains.

Similarly, the results that Lee Fleming and Jasjit Singh of 
the University of California, Berkeley found when analyzing 
more than half a million patented inventions reinforced the 
same fact. Solo inventors were less likely to discover impactful 
inventions, were less effective at culling bad ideas and were 
unable to combine diverse concepts in order to deliver a truly 
innovative invention when compared to teams. [2]

As Geoff Colvin points out, research from a massive study of 
over 20 million research papers across 252 fields shows us that 
in science and engineering alone, the work of a team is 530 
percent (yes, 530 percent) more likely to be cited one thousand 
(1,000) times or more than the work of an individual. [3] 

As increasingly more teams and organizations deliver 
amazing results that change our world in profound ways, the 
ability to work effectively in teams will become a vital skill for 
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individuals in every domain. Moreover, the ability of organiza-
tions to enable great teams to form and deliver will become 
equally crucial. Although Agile can certainly help organizational 
work structures and business process, as we will see, it is not 
a surefire way to build effective teams.  

Agile Frameworks and Methodologies: 
50 Percent of the Solution

I studied Victorian Literature in college. I can clearly recall 
when I first read the news report that a project was well under-
way to build a replica of Shakespeare’s Globe Theater on the 
south bank of the Thames in London. I visited the Globe on my 
second visit to London, and I was absolutely beside myself.

Despite this, upon entering the Globe and seeing the stage for the 
first time, I recall feeling somewhat deflated (after the initial excite-
ment died down, of course). Today, I understand very plainly why.

The Globe is just a theater. Not just any theater, mind you, but 
a theater nonetheless. It provides a stage and backdrop, lighting, 
some acoustics, places for the audience — everything neces-
sary for an amazing play or live performance to occur. But it is 
the actors (and orchestra) who really do all the work and deliver 
something powerful, memorable and moving. 

Agile systems are like The Globe. They provide a significantly 
better system for overcoming the challenges of complexity than 
previous systems like Taylorism [4] (also known as “scientific 
management” and today as “traditional” project management). 
Agile frameworks enable us to organize in ways that focus our 
efforts on prioritizing the delivery of the most valuable work 
first in incremental cycles and incorporating feedback from the 
customer (internal or external) on the value delivered and the 
direction to pursue next. Agile systems place the necessary em-
phasis on the people actually doing the work — a critical aspect 
to anyone operating in a knowledge-based industry.

However, despite the specific Agile system in application, 
people working together in teams are required to actually deliver 
amazing, memorable and powerful results. A framework alone 
simply sets the stage; teams succeed or fail regardless of 
whether they are using Waterfall, Scrum, eXtreme Programming, 
Crystal, DSDM, Lean/Kanban or any other business process.

Agile frameworks and methodologies are, at the end of the 
day, business processes. They deal with how the work will be 
organized, prioritized, accomplished and verified, albeit in relatively 
different and lightweight ways when compared to the heavier 
processes of traditional project management. However, what 
Agile frameworks do not address in any direct or meaningful way 
is how individuals communicate, collaborate and work together. 
Of course Agile tells us we need to do all these things, but in the 
same way that telling me to paint a painting doesn’t help me to 
be a better painter, simply telling me that I need to collaborate 
doesn’t imbue me with the social skills necessary to do so well.

As a business process, we find ourselves stuck with the same 
problem which Taylorism also failed to address: while we know what 
to work on, and we think we know how to work on it, we do not all 
know how best to work with the human beings right beside us.

In the same way that the ability to reorganize how work should 
be accomplished was the key advantage of Agile systems over 

older Taylor-esque project management, we are now faced 
with a similar challenge in that Agile has reorganized our work 
process, but not our ability to work optimally together.

Organizations of various types all over the world have transi-
tioned their processes into Agile ways of working, and in doing so 
have met with varying degrees of success or, at times, outright fail-
ure. [5] The simple truth is that not every individual possesses the 
social, interactive skills necessary for effective teamwork. Perhaps 
nowhere is this more prevalent than in the world of software devel-
opment, but it is in no way confined solely to any single domain.

Agile systems universally advocate working in teams, but as 
anyone who has ever been a part of a successful, high-perform-
ing team knows, there is a considerable difference between a 
group of individuals trying to work as a team and teamwork.

What is missing in Agile systems — indeed, in every process-
based system in which teams work — are the key ingredients 
necessary for individuals working together in teams to perform, 
problem-solve and innovate at the highest levels. What’s miss-
ing is a set of human, interactive social skills that enable those 
working in teams to actually achieve effective teamwork.

The process frameworks and methodologies are there. The 
stage is set. We just need individuals who possess the skills 
necessary to be great teammates to take the stage and create 
something amazing. Most of us know from experience that not 
everyone possesses the human interactive skills necessary to 
be a great team member, but years of research and a growing 
body of empirical evidence show us that while not everyone 
is born with those critical teaming talents, the overwhelming 
majority of people can, in fact, learn them. 

We Can Learn the Skills that Power Great Teams
“Growing numbers of companies have discovered what the 

military learned long ago: that the supposedly ineffable, intractable, 
untrainable skills of deep human interaction are, in fact, trainable.” [6]

Decades of research in cognitive and behavioral psychology, 
social sciences, business and management, and teamwork have 
taught us that there is one skill which underpins every interac-
tion we have as social, interactive beings: empathy. Empathy, 
simply put, is the ability to recognize and respond in an appropri-
ate way to the emotional states of others and is something for 
which our brains have specifically evolved. [7]

When another person walks into the room (think of your 
spouse, coworker, boss, or best friend), most of us immediately 
develop a sense of their psychological and emotional state with-
out consciously attempting to do so. That’s empathy, or at least 
part of it. The second part evidences itself in how we respond to 
the emotional states of others we encounter. 

How do you respond to your husband, wife, or child as they 
emit various emotional states? Comforting a distressed child 
with a boo-boo, rolling our eyes at their exuberance with a new 
toy, or knowing that our coworker is always irritable early in 
the morning and that we shouldn’t take it personally because 
they’ll come around once they’ve had their coffee — these are 
all examples of basic empathy in action, and it is the skill which 
underpins all of our interactions.

Meg Bear, a former Oracle executive and senior vice presi-



BEYOND THE AGILE MANIFESTO

Send resumes to: 
76SMXG.Tinker.Careers@us.af.mi
l 

US citizenship required 

Tinker AFB is only 15 minutes away from 
downtown OKC, home of the OKC Thunder, 
and a wide array of dining, shopping, 
historical, and cultural attractions.  

WE ARE HIRING 
ELECTRICAL ENGINEERS AND COMPUTER SCIENTISTS 

As the largest engineering organization on Tinker Air Force Base, the 
76th Software Maintenance Group provides software, hardware, and 
engineering support solutions on a variety of Air Force platforms and 
weapon systems. Join our growing team of engineers and scientists! 

BENEFITS INCLUDE: 

x Job security

x Potential for career growth 

x Paid leave including federal holidays

x Competitive health care plans

x Matching retirement fund (401K) 

x Life insurance plans

x Tuition assistance

x Paid time for fitness activities

Oklahoma City SkyDance Bridge, Photo © Will Hider 

dent at Imperva, calls empathy “the critical 21st-century skill.” [8]
Although empathy is an individual characteristic, as an in-

nate part of our biological nature, its ability to help us  
understand and respond to our fellow humans is precisely  
the reason it is so important to working in teams. It acts as a 
conduit for the tone and tenor with which we communicate. 
For example, “It’s not so much what you say as it is how you 
say it” is an oft-heard axiom in the world of communications. 

Especially in terms of our ability to communicate among 
team members, empathy is a critical component in enabling ef-
fective communication while a lack of empathy challenges our 
collective ability to communicate well. Those communication 
networks within teams are one of the foundational compo-
nents that enable a team to perform.

Alex Pentland, an MIT researcher who has dedicated years to 
researching teamwork and team performance, informs us that 
team performance, in terms of productivity, problem-solving and 
innovation, hinges upon what is known as “collective intelligence.” 
What’s more, many of the standard enablers of team performance 
advocated by business schools and management consultants, 
such as group cohesion, motivation and satisfaction, were not 
statistically impactful on the collective intelligence of teams. [9]

What was the basis for teams’ collective intelligence? The 
number and frequency of their conversational turn-taking — in 

other words, their communication patterns. Moreover, the collective 
intelligence of the teams studied was independent of the individual 
intelligence of the team members, and the teams’ problem-solving 
abilities, creativity and innovation were likewise not only indepen-
dent of the individuals’ characteristics but also directly related to the 
communication patterns and idea exploration among them. [10]

Training teams in the social skills necessary to commu-
nicate and collaborate effectively is something that high-
reliability organizations like the U.S. military, civil aviation and 
NASA have been doing for decades. The lessons they have 
learned, literally at the cost of thousands of lives, can be ap-
plied to organizations all over the world.

Arriving on the advent of several easily preventable and wholly 
unnecessary airline disasters in the 1970s, the commercial 
aviation community and NASA developed what would become 
known as Crew Resource Management, or CRM. CRM has also 
been adopted by the U.S. military and is a routine part of initial 
and yearly training for virtually any pilot or aircrew involved with 
commercial or military aviation.

Although in general CRM deals with the ability to rapidly 
respond to changing situations, a significant portion of its focus is 
on building effective teams. Former airline captain Chesley “Sully” 
Sullenberger discusses the significance of these aspects of CRM 
in his book “Highest Duty.” [11] Those team-building lessons from 
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CRM are today making their way into other domains including oil 
and gas, nuclear power, and parts of health care organizations, 
such as surgical teams and emergency rooms.

The vital need for surgical and emergency room teams to be 
effective is self-evident. Patient safety, recovery and survivability 
are directly linked to the ability of the teams responsible for 
those patients’ care to work together to solve critical problems 
under sometimes challenging circumstances.

TeamSTEPPS, as an example, is a team-training framework for 
health care organizations that has been adapted from CRM. As 
the creators of TeamSTEPPS acknowledge, “Over twenty years 
of research and experience in other high-risk industries, such as 
aviation and nuclear power, showed that team based collabora-
tion and communication had a positive effect on organizational 
safety, and that individuals could develop teamwork competencies 
through carefully designed team training programs.” [12]

While not all of us live and work in such mission-critical disciplines 
as aviation, surgery or space exploration, the important and uplifting 
lesson we can acknowledge is that the skills that enable the most 
critical teams to perform effectively are not unique to any specific in-
dustry, domain or organization. Rather, they are uniquely human skills 
that we can all learn and apply in whatever context we’re working.

What’s more, there are decades of knowledge already in ex-
istence that tell us what those skills are. Communication is one, 
of course. The ability to clearly send and receive information via 
verbal or nonverbal means, while verifying both understanding 
and accuracy, is important.

At the coaching and training company I’ve co-founded, AGLX 
Consulting LLC, we have adopted additional skills from CRM 
to build what we refer to as High-Performance Teaming™, or 
HPT. In addition to communication, HPT includes assertiveness, 
situational awareness, goal analysis, decision making, agility, 
leadership, and of course, empathy.

Everyone possesses each of these skills to some degree. 
However, people also have their own ideas of what’s important 
about each of those skills, and many haven’t thought of the 
challenges and hindrances to the effective implementation of 
those skills in a team environment.

By addressing these skills in a comprehensive way, we are 
constructing a type of known, stable interface through which 
individuals can channel their social interactions within a team. 
Through such frameworks, teams are able to establish shared 
mental models for the specific behaviors and characteristics that 
will form their interactions.

Additionally, as more and more teams are trained in those 
same social skills, the ability of teams to adjust their membership 
without impacting performance increases significantly. In essence, 
through the construction of these shared mental models, entire 
organizations will become more adaptable and flexible.

Psychological Safety and the Future of Teaming
Several characteristics will dominate the organizations — and 

teams — of the future. Not only will teams continue to profession-
alize and optimize their ability to perform and innovate through 
the adoption of formalized social skills training, but organizations 
themselves will also continue to shift away from trying to control 

teams and move toward means of supporting teamwork.
The fundamental reason for this paradigm shift away from 

the structures of Taylorism is the foundational need for teams 
to achieve high performance, the conditions of which begin with 
the business environment in which they operate. In order for 
teams to solve the most challenging problems and deliver the 
most creative innovations, they need the organizations in which 
they work to enable them to learn.

Complex problem solving — and innovation specifically — re-
quire organizational cultures that celebrate failure and focus on 
learning from it. Particularly in older business cultures, failure is 
typically viewed as something like an unforgivable sin. Yet when 
facing the most challenging problems, running experiments, 
learning from failure and incrementally adapting your approach 
are often the only ways to achieve progress.

To be sure, failure shouldn’t be the objective, and we should always 
aim to succeed wherever we’re able. One criticism often repeated 
today is that the technology startup world seems to be striving to fail. 
Eric Ries explained the concept of “failing fast” very well in “The Lean 
Startup,” [13] but it was and remains a lesson too often misconstrued.

The lesson of “failing fast” is that we should learn as much as 
possible from failure when it occurs, but we shouldn’t actually plan to 
fail. We should always aim for success in our plans through product 
and business analysis combined with a fair dose of risk management.

One of the great lessons of the “fail fast” mindset is that it af-
fords teams within such an organization something that is critical to 
enabling them to reach high performance: psychological safety.

In November 2015, Google released a report of one of its internal 
initiatives known as “Project Aristotle.” [14] After a two-year internal 
study of teams at Google, Project Aristotle discovered much of what 
we’ve already covered here. Google’s initial hypothesis was in keep-
ing with its big data and engineering culture — that if you analyze the 
traits and characteristics of the individuals comprising various teams 
and identify the traits necessary for the highest performing teams, 
you have yourself a winning recipe for building great teams.

Unfortunately, it didn’t work. What they found was what much 
of the research we’ve covered already confirms — that the real 
key ingredients are the interactions of the team members and the 
structure of their work. The No. 1 characteristic Google identified, 
and that they asserted made the most difference in whether a team 
could be high-performing, was the presence of psychological safety.

Amy Edmondson, in her book “Teaming,” also found psy-
chological safety to be critical to team success. According 
to Edmondson, psychological safety is “a climate in which 
people feel free to express relevant thoughts and feelings.” 
[15] Based on the knowledge we now share about (1) the
fact that the highest-performing and most innovative teams
possess a collective intelligence that is greater than the
sum of their individual members, and (2) that said collective
intelligence is constructed through the number and quality of
social interactions between the team members, and (3) the
skills necessary to power those social interactions can be
trained and improved, (4) the final piece is the realization that
members of those teams need to feel that they are operating
in an environment in which they can not only do their best
work but also learn from their failures.
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“Expressing relevant thoughts and feelings,” as Edmondson 
aptly puts it, expresses everything we’ve learned about empa-
thy, communication and the collaborative inputs to teamwork. In 
knowledge work, where innovative teams solve complex prob-
lems, the ability to challenge assumptions, analyze goals, make 
decisions and learn from failure will be the factors that determine 
team and organizational success or failure.

Conclusion
To a far greater extent than most teams and organizations 

realize today, the ability to develop and train high-performing 
teams is a skill already residing in the world around us. In today’s 
increasingly complex and chaotic world, the current, narrow focus 
on business processes will continue to result in the occurrence 
of high-performing teams as a factor of chance or happenstance. 
Agile systems and frameworks set the stage for great perfor-
mances, but only a select few teams will ever achieve the fullness 
of their potential as long as we continue ignoring the vast lessons 
that researchers and practitioners have to offer.

Great teamwork can be built. The biggest challenges in produc-
tivity, problem-solving and innovation can solved by high-performing 
teams. By leveraging the lessons from researchers, industries and 
the high-performing teams and organizations around you, your 
teams can also move beyond basic implementations of Agile sys-
tems and the challenges that a 50-percent solution deliver.
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