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So what is teaming?
Teaming is a term coined by American economist, Amy Edmondson. Recognising that organisations have changed 
the way they structure themselves and work, she’s researched what needs to be in place—both the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
structures, for teams to be effective in our modern business environments. 

What ‘s Teaming? It’s a mindset that leads to behaviours—it’s making sure the interconnectedness of people is 
recognised, structured for, and then people themselves can work in a collaborative way.

WHY DO WE NEED TO TEAM?
The world has changed dramatically—it’s easier for the world to connect and move more rapidly, and we’ve 
changed our expectation of what life will deliver us in terms of quality and expectancy. It’s created systems within 
systems within systems. When you make a small change to a system, it can have a huge impact somewhere else.

Our worlds are simply too complex for us to operate in any other way than to be interconnected.

WE’VE COME FROM HIERARCHICAL...
The boss is in charge and everyone does what they’re told to do. 
Reporting lines are clear and work is allocated out through these lines. 
Communication goes up and down the lines of authority.

This is an outmoded style of team because it doesn’t cope with the 
complexity of our current work environment. In the past, people did a 
lot more transactional work and hierarchies made sense. Hierarchies 
foster a lack of self-direction in individuals. And hierarchies and silos 
often go hand-in-hand—though silos are still a mindset.

...AND NEED TO BE INTERDEPENDENT
This is where people work across many different teams. Sometimes 
they’re leading, sometimes they’re a stakeholder, and sometimes 
they’re a subject matter expert. They hold different roles for different 
reasons and they do what’s needed in the environment. 

People need to excel at networking, information sharing, and 
collaboration. As teams form and break-up regularly, people need to 
be comfortable with quickly making relationships, gaining trust and 
participating in productive conflict. 

This team style is much more difficult to achieve. Why? Because juggling many competing agendas takes some 
serious skills and a willing mindset. People need to be self-aware, trustworthy and great communicators. It’s a big 
ask especially if we haven’t been developing people to work this way.
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BUT, INDEPENDENT IS VERY COMPELLING...
Because it can look like interdependent, and it’s faster…but it can’t 
manage the complexity and won’t get the results the same way as an 
interdependent team. 

Being independent is all about speed and autonomy—people are 
independent operators. Individuals can move quickly because there 
aren’t a lot of dependencies and they can make their own decisions. 
People are in charge of their own development and targets—as long as 
organisational targets are met, they’re doing a good job.

This style makes for a tempting proposition because work can be achieved to a high quality and quickly. Without 
consultation, it misses out on diversity of thought as well as missing what stakeholders and customers need. It’s easy 
to fall into the trap that the individual has all the knowledge and solutions because no one is testing the concept. 
There is also the issue of multiple people working on the same thing—wasting organisational resource and causing 
frustration.

...SO WHY DO WE NEED TO BE INTERDEPENDENT? 
Because our workplaces, and the issues we’re trying to solve, are too complex to exclude any voices, and 
contributions. One person’s mind isn’t enough for each task. 

WHAT MINDSETS DO WE NEED?
Amy Edmondson’s research tells us that when the environment has high levels of uncertainty combined with 
interdependence teams must use teaming otherwise they won’t get the work done.

High uncertainty

Interdependence

Teaming=

There are two main things that’ll help you start and maintain Teaming. One is the right organisational mindset, 
and the other is people capable of working interdependently. 

•	 Hardware: scoping out the challenge, lightly structuring the boundaries, and sorting the tasks.

•	 Software: emphasising the purpose, building psychological safety, embracing failure, and putting  
conflict to work. 
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WHAT SKILLS DO WE NEED?
We don’t want to focus on building great teams, rather think more about building great team members. 

What do great team members know?

•	 themselves. They know where their strengths lie and they know how to manage around their lesser 
strengths. They know what they need to develop.

•	 their own values and they know why they do their job and why they work for who they work for.

•	 how to moderate themselves to fit in with their organisation’s values, their business unit’s purpose and their 
team’s purpose.

•	 how others see them—they know their reputation. They know what they need to develop to increase their 
reputation.

•	 how to build their networks, and they know what strengths, skills and mindsets help them influence others.

•	 their own team contribution. They value all their team members for what they do as well as who they are.

•	 how to reflect on their performance. They’re willing to quickly acknowledge mistakes and apologise when 
needed.

•	 how to learn from mistakes and they don’t spend energy seeking to apportion blame.

•	 how to safely and respectfully raise issues within the team and don’t let things fester. They have the tenacity 
and grit to hold others accountable. 

•	 how to take another’s position. They listen—really listen—to others.

•	 they must at times subordinate their agenda for the good of the team.
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WHAT ACTIONS CAN WE TAKE?
It depends on what level in your organisation you can influence. If you have control over aspects like the policies, 
systems, and processes, then:

•	 Check what you measure. Because what we measure, we treasure.  
Do the measures for outcomes really reflect what’s important and show 
that people are successful if they collaborate, work interdependently, 
and network well?

•	 Check reporting systems are honest and transparent. Can people say 
something isn’t going well and have ideas to fix it? Can they say “we’re 
failing and we need to change course?” Can they have a less-than-
successful pilot and be granted funding or resource to give it another 
go based on what was learned?

•	 Make sure you listen when people say systems don’t work for them. People who don’t fit the current status 
quo aren’t annoying outliers—they may well be a group you need more participation from and your current 
systems may be excluding them.

•	 Plan to make changes to remuneration (could be a long-term project!). Deep specialists and technical leaders 
won’t want to carry leadership roles without recognition. Collaborative organisations have flatter structures 
and that means less old school managers and more leaders.

•	 Ensure people get development to be great team members. Are the managers the only ones getting personal 
development? In collaborative environments people will lead whether they have a formal designation or not, 
and they’ll need high emotional intelligence.

At the next level, if you’re a formal leader, then you’ll need to:

•	 Make sure the hardware gets done so people know what the task is and what success looks like.

•	 Take time to consciously move between the balcony and the dance floor. You’ll need to do this fairly rapidly 
because you’ll be working in shorter sprints.

•	 Get all over your organisational values, purpose or mission because you’re there to get it ‘off the wall’ and into 
people’s minds and conversations (Graham Winter, Think One Team). Learn how to make a compelling case 
for why we’re doing what we’re doing. And we know that stories are a great way to do this. Everyone needs to 
understand the big picture to know where their work fits in and have shared agendas.

•	 Lead the way in ensuring there’s a psychologically safe environment for people to be themselves and speak 
up when they need to. This takes a lot of trust, which takes a conscious effort to build and maintain.

•	 Help people get comfortable with conflict. They need to have a mindset that understands that when it’s 
constructive, conflict is useful. People need skills to be able to manage potential conflict, as well as conflict ‘in 
progress’.

•	 Demonstrate that mistakes happen—and we learn from them. Have agreements in place to ensure the whole 
team talks about mistakes and near misses, and learns from them together.

•	 Be an active participant in creating the culture you 
need. Be mindful of what ideas you’re promoting, 
how you react to challenging situations, who 
you’re developing, where you’re putting resources. 
If you have followers, then people are watching 
you for culture cues. The standard you walk past is 
the standard you accept.
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If you’re leading without a designated team then you can:

•	 Be honest with yourself about whether you’re on-board with teaming. 
How comfortable are you in subordinating your goals and ideas 
(when necessary) to the need of the team you’re on? How good are 
you at trusting quickly? Do you truly want the team to look good…
even if you don’t think some of the members deserve to look good?

•	 Find out the ‘why’ of what you do. Look at the whole organisation and how your part fits in. If you work here 
in Wellington, you need to have attended Hilary’s How Government Works programme. 

•	 Take ownership of your development—you’re the most interested person in your development. If you’re in 
flexible teams then you may not have a manager who’ll be able to develop you. Stay on top of your CV.  
And treat it like a dynamic audit of your skills, knowledge and experience.

•	 Take (and make) opportunities to develop your emotional intelligence. What do you need to develop in your 
self and social knowledge? What do you need to master about yourself as well as your interactions with other 
people. As I’ve said before, this Teaming isn’t for the faint-hearted. It can be really hard work.

•	 Examine your attitude about conflict in teams. Do you see it as inevitable, and if well-managed, useful?  
Do you have the skills to raise issues before they gain momentum? Do you practise it so you learn it doesn’t 
always have to end badly?

•	 Practice building trust fast. Teams that form quickly don’t have the luxury to stay distant. You need to have 
trust to get to the work fast. Know yourself well enough to know what you need to build and maintain trust. 
You’ll also need to: know your strengths and use them, know your values and how you live them, and be able 
to tell others about yourself to speed up understanding.

•	 Check how committed you are to each piece of work. Even if it wasn’t ‘your’ thing, if you step up to it, then 
commit to it. Hold other team members to their commitments to.

•	 Get comfortable with the messiness of uncertainty. Iterating so you can stop and change direction when you 
see what needs to be different, is the safest way to learn as you produce. It means your customers (and that 
means internal too) get what they need, and it lowers the risk of producing something that’s redundant by 
the time it’s completed.

FURTHER READING

Read Graham Winter
•	 Think One Team

•	 First be Nimble

Read Daniel Goleman
•	 Emotional Intelligence : Why it Can  

Matter More Than IQ

Read and Watch Amy Edmondson
•	 Teamwork on the Fly: Harvard Business Review, 

April 2012

•	 Many videos on YouTube, including Building a 
psychologically safe workplace: TEDxHGSE

Read Patrick Lencioni
•	 The Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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