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Teams hold immense potential to find solutions. But how to manage disparate 
approaches? 

Unlock the power

TEAM 
BUILDING

Finding good players is easy. Getting them to 
play as a team, that’s another story.  
—Casey Stengel

Department team

Inter-Department team

Virtual team

MORE COMPLEX
Less coordinated 
Less connected 
More conflict

In many businesses today, solving problems 
and delivering results need teams. Despite 
decades of research, many organisations are still 
frustrated with their team’s performance. Teams 
can be classified into three types:
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In diverse teams, team 
members need the skills 
to persuade others with 
different perspectives.

In a more complicated world, companies 
need to use more complex teams more often: 
inter-departmental teams and virtual teams.  

What can prevent complex teams from 
performing? Back in 1990, Richard Hackman  
in his book Groups That Work (and Those That 
Don’t), identified some trip wires that stop 
teams working.   

One trip wire: to pull together a team, tell 
them their goal and leave them to find out how 
to work together to deliver the detail. What do 
we mean by how to work together?
 Give the team a goal, a goal the team 

[members] are motivated to achieve
 Ensure the mix of members and number of 

members fits the task; as small as practical.
 Define their boundaries. What can they do 

and what cannot they do?
 How are they going to coordinate as they 

work? How will they update schedules and 
progress? How will they 
communicate? There are 
plenty of technical options: 
email or share documents 
in Google or Dropbox or 
One Note or use Yammer for 
instant communication 

Is that all? No, watch out 
for the other trip wire: 

assume members are competent at working in 
a team.  

They attend meetings with other people, 
discuss things, and ask questions, so they 
must be competent? Probably not. In 
departmental meetings, there is some conflict 
about objectives but they work in the same 
department with the same KPIs.  Also, inside 
the department they have relationships with 
similar people—work and social—one of the 
essentials to oil the cogs of teamwork.  These 
relationships mean people can be effective with 
low basic people skills: to manage conflict, 
listen to different opinions, and present 
information to people with different interests.

However, when we have more complex 
teams team members need to deal with 
differences.Team members from different 
departments or virtual teams have different 
goals, different KPIs and different perspectives.  
In virtual teams—because they are in remote 
locations, perhaps different countries—this 
is even more complex. It is like learning to 
ride a bike and then assuming you have skills 
to ride a powerful motorbike. Yes, you need 
skills to steer and brake and keep the bike up. 
Those skills are necessary to ride a motorbike, 
but those skills are not sufficient to control the 
power of a motorbike. 

So, inter-departmental and virtual 
teams need training and coaching to work 
successfully to deliver rapid results. The                
skills include:
 Resolving conflict
 Presenting to groups with diverse interests
 Influencing people different from you
 Processes to solve problems and choose 

solutions
Apart from building skills, if you train the 

team in those skills together, there are other 
benefits. It helps develop team processes and 
test methods for coordination. Also, training 
the team together can build trust.

As well as trust, people find it easier to 
connect with people who are similar. Research 
by persuasion guru Robert Cialdini has proved 
that we are persuaded by people who are like 
us. In diverse teams, team members need 
the skills to persuade others with different 
perspectives. So, in a virtual team with people 
who you have never met, how can you find  
out who is like you?

Ask a connection question
A simple technique is to ask: Before we start 
the meeting, can I ask you to tell us something 
that made you smile this week. Some managers 
raise their eyebrows and ask, are you sure? This 
is a business meeting. 
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Can you tell us something that made you smile in the last week?

my child did X my favourite music 

spent time with family and friends my favourite book

my sports team won
when I get home seeing how excited 
my dog is to see me

my favourite place seeing people help other people

my favourite TV show spending time on my hobby

Connection Question

Something will be common for one or more in 
the team: families, sports, hobbies. People think 
that whatever the differences, that is one thing 
that is just like me. So, with just one question, 
you made a connection.

Food cuts conflict and builds connections
Another powerful way to make connections 
and reduce conflict is to use food. There are 
many methods for building teams and these can 
be powerful and useful. However, an everyday 
simple thing you can do which reduces conflict 
more effectively is simply eat food together.

Cold food like sandwiches allows more 
time for team members to interact. You will 
not realise just how powerful this is, until 
you see it for yourself. Recent evidence in 
December 2015 in the Harvard Business Review 
article Team Building in the Cafeteria gives some 
powerful examples, showing significant positive 
correlations between eating together and team 
performance. Cooperative behaviour is about 
twice as high with people who ate together 
compared with others who did not eat together.    

If you are tempted to think this is some 
new fad, back in 1940 persuasion researcher 
Razran discovered that people had more 
positive feelings towards something revealed 
to them while they were eating food. This is a 

programmed primitive response from when 
we lived in caves and ate food to survive, which 
produces good feelings so we are encouraged 
to go and find more. Some years ago, I 
discovered this technique when an always angry 
and shouting engineering director attended a 
meeting on a controversial subject where there 
was cold food. The food seemed to transform 
him into a different person as we had an 
amicable discussion on a tricky subject. Why 
not try some cold food to see if you can reduce 
conflict and create connections.   

Knowing how others on the team think can 
help you 
In complex teams, the most common issue is 
how to work with people who are different 
from you. One acronym that can help is HBDI 
(Herman Brain Dominance Instrument), a tool 
to get better results by thinking. While it is a 
complex instrument with many subtleties, the 
essence is to profile people in four quadrants. 
One reason it is so useful is these quadrants have 
colours which are easily used as shorthand for a 
style of thinking: blue, yellow, green, and red. 
“You are being very yellow here, we need some 
green thinking,” or “how will we communicate 
this to the reds and yellows?”

Without explaining the details, some elements 
are powerful. Colours that are diagonally 
opposite to each other—yellow and green; blue 
and red—have the most difference between 
how they think and how they communicate, and 
are most likely to be in conflict. For example, 
big picture thinkers versus detailed thinkers, or 
task-first people versus people-first thinkers. 
Understanding these differences and how to 
present information to people’s different needs is 
a foundation for solving conflict constructively.

For more complex teams, limit the people 
on the team and do not assume they will work 
productively together without support. Help 
them make connections and build trust to                            
be effective.

TEAM 
BUILDING

Try it once and see the results. I asked this 
question in three virtual meetings, with the 
following answers: 
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