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ABOUT THE CENTER FOR THE EDGE
The Deloitte Center for the Edge conducts original research and develops substantive points of 
view for new corporate growth. The center, anchored in Silicon Valley with teams in Europe and 
Australia, helps senior executives make sense of and profit from emerging opportunities on the 
edge of business and technology. Center leaders believe that what is created on the edge of the 
competitive landscape—in terms of technology, geography, demographics, markets—inevitably 
strikes at the very heart of a business. The Center for the Edge’s mission is to identify and explore 
emerging opportunities related to big shifts that are not yet on the senior management agenda, 
but ought to be. While Center leaders are focused on long-term trends and opportunities, they are 
equally focused on implications for near-term action, the day-to-day environment of executives. 

Below the surface of current events, buried amid the latest headlines and competitive moves, 
executives are beginning to see the outlines of a new business landscape. Performance pressures 
are mounting. The old ways of doing things are generating diminishing returns. Companies are 
having a harder time making money—and increasingly, their very survival is challenged. Execu-
tives must learn ways not only to do their jobs differently, but also to do them better. That, in part, 
requires understanding the broader changes to the operating environment:

• What is really driving intensifying competitive pressures? 
• What long-term opportunities are available? 
• What needs to be done today to change course? 

Decoding the deep structure of this economic shift will allow executives to thrive in the face of 
intensifying competition and growing economic pressure. The good news is that the actions 
needed to address short-term economic conditions are also the best long-term measures to take 
advantage of the opportunities these challenges create. For more information about the Center’s 
unique perspective on these challenges, visit www.deloitte.com/centerforedge.
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IN A WORLD that’s rapidly changing, what’s high-performing one day might be low-
performing—or no longer even relevant—the next. If we aren’t accelerating performance 
improvement, we’ll likely find ourselves falling further and further behind.

How can we escape this trap of diminishing returns? We need to shift our attention from 
Business Process Reengineering, which lends itself to automation, to Business Practice 
Redesign, which better reflects the work that humans are meant to do.

After all, much of the work today—at least the work that offers the potential for differentia-
tion—is no longer routine or predictable. And when conditions and requirements constantly 
shift, processes inevitably become less and less efficient. 

So what do we need to do to accelerate learning and impact in a world of constant change? 
Two things.
 
One, focus on frontline workgroups. They are often the first to encounter emerging opportu-
nities and challenges, and the first to need new ways to address them. Keep in mind: Many 
workgroups will likely need to look and operate differently than they do today.

Two, cultivate practices that will help workgroups accelerate performance improvement.

New challenges demand new approaches. 

But we all have the opportunity to get better, faster today.

It’s up to us.

John, JSB, Andrew, and Maggie
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New challenges demand new approaches. Efficiency is no longer enough—we 
need new ways to create value. 
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UNDER MOUNTING PERFORMANCE pres-
sure, many corporate leaders are looking to 
business process reengineering to improve 

performance, and in many ways that makes sense—
after all, processes give shape to an organization 
and are often useful for coordinating routine flows 
across large organizations. The routine work of a 
company should be done as efficiently as possible, 
which increasingly means incorporating automation. 

But organizations may be missing a much 
greater opportunity to improve performance.

Here’s the thing: Much of the work of many or-
ganizations today—at least the work that typically 
offers the potential for differentiation—is no longer 
routine or even predictable. When conditions and 
requirements shift constantly, processes fail. While 
process optimization can still certainly help reduce 
costs and streamline operations, leaders should con-
sider a different kind of organizational rethinking 
for significant performance improvement. 

And in an environment of accelerating tech-
nological advances and rapid and unpredictable 
change, constant performance improvement is a 
must. Competition can come from anywhere—doing 
well relative to the competitors on your radar isn’t 
enough. Many barriers to competition are falling, 
and many boundaries, between industries and 
between markets, are blurring. Consumers have 
more access to information and alternatives than 
ever, along with a coincident increase in expecta-
tions. Workers have more access to information and 
alternatives—and increased expectations. 

At the same time, many employees, in all kinds 
of environments, face increasing pressure to reach 
higher levels of individual performance. The useful 
life of many skills is in decline, creating a constant 
pressure to learn fast and reskill. 

Many companies have struggled to effectively 
respond to these pressures since long before the 

Internet of Things and cognitive technologies added 
new layers of complexity. The average return on 
assets for US companies has declined for the past 
several decades, and companies find themselves 
displaced from market leadership positions more 
often than they used to.1 While the price-perfor-
mance improvement in the digital infrastructure 
has increased exponentially, most companies are 
still capturing only a small fraction of the value that 
ought to be available through the technologies built 
on this infrastructure. Existing approaches to per-
formance improvement appear to be falling short. 

It begs the question: In a world of digital 
transformation and constant change, what does 
performance improvement mean? Many compa-
nies suffer from at least one of three broad problems 
that can misdirect their focus:
1. Thinking of performance improvement 

too modestly. Leaders often think of perfor-
mance advances as discrete, one-time jumps 
from A to B, or even a series of jumps to C and 
D. The initiatives that typically generate these 
bumps are similarly construed as pre-defined, 
one-time changes rather than as unbounded 
efforts that have the potential to generate more 
and more improvement. As we discuss in more 
detail in Beyond process,2 not only do most 
companies need to continually improve their 
performance—those that don’t start accelerating 
may fall further and further behind and become 
increasingly marginalized. Accelerating im-
provement, then, should be a goal of operations, 
not just one-off initiatives.

2. Thinking of performance improvement 
too narrowly, focused only on costs. 
Process optimization and cost reduction have 
dominated much of performance improvement 
efforts for the past several decades, focusing 
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DEFINITION OF A FRONTLINE WORKGROUP
For our purposes, a frontline workgroup is characterized by size, sustained involvement, and integrated 
effort. A workgroup pulls together three to 15 people working interdependently to deliver a shared 
outcome that could not be achieved without all members working on it together. The members spend 
the significant majority of their time interacting with each other, formally and informally, on tasks that 
cannot be highly specified or sequenced in advance. 

What a workgroup is not:

• an entire department 

• a task force or committee in which decisions or recommendations are made but not executed by that 
task force or committee

• a set of people whose work is determined by highly specified, tightly integrated tasks 

• a standing unit whose composition remains stable over a long period of time 

• a team that meets on an infrequent basis to perform some tasks together

largely on the denominator of the financial ratio 
of revenues to costs. But costs can be cut only 
so far, and technology-based process efficien-
cies can be quickly competed away, especially 
at a time when the changing environment and 
shifting customer expectations are making 
many standardized processes quickly obso-
lete. Further reductions can become harder to 
achieve and have less impact. 

The relevant performance might be more 
about an organization’s ability to create signifi-
cant new value. Workers across an organization 
regularly encounter new needs, new tools for 
meeting needs, and opportunities to identify 
new ways of delivering more value and impact 
in multiple dimensions, including helping other 
parts of the organization generate more value. 
The potential for value creation isn’t confined to 
certain roles or functions, and is bounded pri-
marily by an organization’s ability to create new 
knowledge and creatively address new problems. 
Focusing on new value creation may be the key 
to getting on a trajectory of accelerating perfor-
mance improvement. Doing so would require 
an organization to move beyond efficiency and 

standardization and begin focusing on culti-
vating the behaviors—such as experimentation 
and reflection to make sense of what has been 
learned—associated with new value creation. 

3. Thinking of performance improvement at 
the wrong level. Most organizations manage 
performance where they measure it—which is 
to say where they have data: broadly, for the 
department and organization, and narrowly, for 
the individual. Both levels can miss where work, 
especially value-creating work, increasingly gets 
done: in groups. As a result, organizations can 
miss the opportunity to shape how work actu-
ally gets done. Focusing on performance where 
it matters most to the organization’s work might 
be a key to having a significant impact on the 
performance that matters.

The imperative to act seems simple: Today’s envi-
ronment seems to offer no reprieve, no stabilization 
that gives us a chance to catch our breath and say, 

“OK, now we’ve got it figured out.” The methods and 
processes that led organizations to great success in 
the past seem to no longer be working. For sustained 
performance improvement, companies may need to 
change their focus and look in new directions.
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Where will organizations 
find performance 
improvement instead? 

Fortunately, many companies have a largely 
unexplored opportunity to not just improve perfor-
mance but to accelerate that improvement, breaking 
out of the trap of diminishing returns and moving 
onto a performance curve of increasing returns. 
And it isn’t an opportunity only for the organization 
but for the workers as well. 

If an organization is to take advantage of this 
opportunity, it may need new business practices—
focused on new value creation—that help it get 
better and better, faster. The opportunities to iden-
tify and create significant value will likely emerge 
on the front lines, where workers are encountering 
changing market needs and dynamic conditions 
almost every day. These unexpected demands, or 

“exceptions,” fall outside of the standard processes. 
As the demands and conditions become more 
complex and unfamiliar, frontline workers could 
have to work together in order to address them, 
since an individual alone will be less likely to effec-
tively solve an issue or develop an opportunity. 

An opportunity for companies, then, is to shift 
to cultivating the workgroup practices (see sidebar, 

“Definition of a frontline workgroup”) that can ac-
celerate improvement in the operating metrics 
that seem most relevant to a company’s perfor-
mance. These groups’ ability to accelerate their own 
learning and impact as they encounter exceptions 
can be key to improving their own operating metrics, 
which in turn could be critical to overall corporate 
performance.

PRACTICES TO ACCELERATE 
PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT

We identified nine key practices that help 
frontline workgroups accelerate performance im-
provement.

First, what do we mean by practice? A 
practice is the way work actually gets done, the 
activity involved in accomplishing a particular 
job.3  We use it in contrast to formalized process, 
referring to the way work and information flow is 
organized and coordinated across stages. Process is 
how work can be done in a controlled and predict-

able environment where the solution is understood 
and predetermined. 

Processes leave little room for variance. They 
can be documented. They are often handed down 
from above and manifest the command-and-control 
often thought necessary to drive performance ef-
ficiency in a predictable, scalable efficiency model. 
Practices, by contrast, are not typically codified. 
They are mostly tacit and emerge through action—
for instance, there’s no learning to ride a bike except 
through the act of trying. Practices tend to be con-
text-specific and are constantly evolving—much like 
today’s business opportunities.

Practices can be difficult to articulate; they don’t 
translate into a “practice manual.” Specific instances 
of practices will share some similarities that guide—
rather than govern—our actions. That is part of what 
can make a practice so powerful. One can describe a 
practice and what seems to be most important about 
it at a high level, but the actual practice will develop 
in a way that is specific to the context. Studying 
Xerox field technicians in the 1990s, anthropologist 
and organizational consultant Julian Orr observed 
that even supposedly identical machines, once de-
ployed in the field, develop peculiarities depending 
on age, usage, and the characteristics of the physical 
environment in which they sit. As a result, in all but 
the most straightforward cases, the issues techni-
cians faced fell outside of the documented process 
for which they had been trained. Fixing any given 
machine on any given day depended upon a set of 
undocumented and evolving practices that helped 
field technicians learn faster what would work or 
not work in a specific context.4

Practices that may help accelerate performance 
improvement in the workgroup would: 

• Emerge in the workgroup: We distinguish 
the practices of a group from management 
practices, which tend to require organizational 
leadership to implement, or individual practices, 
which rarely have the scope to affect an organi-
zation’s performance.5 By providing the space 
for experimentation and reflection, workgroups 
can be a uniquely effective environment for culti-
vating the tacit knowledge of practices. Practices 
may more readily be observed, tried out, refined, 
and informally shared within a group’s narrower 
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confines and deep, trust-based relationships. In 
this way, groups can both learn new practices 
and use those practices to potentially learn 
faster how to improve performance.

• Drive learning embodied in action: The 
learning that is important here is not just 
sharing existing knowledge or data but creating 
new knowledge. That might mean coming up 
with more creative ways of acting on in-
formation or dealing with entirely 
new situations.

• Leverage    
technology:  Prac-
tices should catch 
up with tech-
nology. As new 
t e c h n o l o g y 
platforms and 
tools emerge, 
p r a c t i c e s 
should evolve 
to harness 
the potential 
in technology. 

• Evolve as context 
evolves: Business 
practices may not sound 
revolutionary. In fact, the shift 
from focusing on business process 
optimization to cultivating workgroup practices, 
which could evolve and diverge, is subversive, 
empowering work and workers and under-
mining efforts to standardize and, ultimately, 
control them. Shifting to practice more than 
process can lead to a proliferation of ways to do 
things on the front line, defying documentation 
and standardization.

While practices themselves are usually context-
dependent, the need for practices can transcend 
contexts, including “culture.” Some cultures may 
naturally lean toward certain practices over others, 
while some may seem unsuited for any of the prac-
tices. Regardless of the existing culture, however, 
organizations aiming to stay relevant will likely 

need to move toward a culture in which workgroups 
accelerate performance improvement. These prac-
tices can help create the conditions for groups and, 
perhaps ultimately, organizations to rapidly evolve. 

This report hardly constitutes an exhaustive 
blueprint of everything a workgroup should do—a 
well-functioning group will no doubt develop other 
useful practices and processes that help members 
accomplish their work. The practices we identify 

specifically focus on what may be needed to 
accelerate performance improve-

ment. However, they are also 
not exhaustive in the sense 

of even detailing what a 
workgroup might need 

to do to accelerate 
performance, since 
the conundrum 
of writing about 
practices is that, 
by their nature, 
even the act of 
trying to capture a 
practice has a way 

of changing it. We 
have tried to describe 

what is most pertinent: 
the practices that seem to 

drive the type of continuous 
learning in action that is needed 

to accelerate performance. We also 
offer examples of more-specific sub-practices 

and tactics.
Note that we deliberately are not talking about 

the practices for high-performing teams. The 
distinction is more than semantics. Others have ex-
tensively discussed practices for high performance, 
and we don’t intend to challenge or recreate that re-
search. Nor do we dismiss it. The organizations that 
learn how to get on an accelerating performance 
trajectory—where they continuously develop new 
and better ways to deliver new value rather than 
becoming more efficient at delivering the same 
value—could be the ones that thrive in an increas-
ingly unpredictable world, one in which a strength 
can rapidly turn into a vulnerability. The practices 
that aim to generate high performance as typically 
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defined within an organization—delivering the 
results that leaders expect—are unlikely to generate 
accelerating performance improvement and may 
actually hinder it.

THE PRACTICE BUNDLE
In this report, we identify nine practices (see 

figure 1) that are key for accelerating performance 
improvement in operational workgroups. Taken in-
dividually, they can help provoke, propel, and pull 
together, building momentum around a challenge. 
Combined, they reinforce and counterbalance each 
other to help workgroups learn faster and have 
more impact.

Given the limitations of text and language, we 
write about each practice individually. Two points 
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Figure 1. The nine practices

The practices for accelerating performance improvement work together: 
provoking the workgroup to push boundaries, propelling the group into action, 
and pulling the members together to achieve more and more impact over time.

THE NINE PRACTICES PLAY THREE 
ROLES THAT CAN ACCELERATE 
PERFORMANCE AND LEARNING:
• Those that can provoke the workgroup 

to think differently about a challenge and 
possible approaches and create better 
alternatives

• Those that can propel a group into action 
to gain additional insight into the next best 
move to make a greater impact 

• Those that can help members pull 
together to harness diversity and come up 
with ever-higher impact and outcomes
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should be clear: First, the power of the practices is as 
a bundle—the more the better. They tend to amplify 
each other to accelerate performance and learning 
within a workgroup. While implementing any one 
practice can help a frontline group accelerate per-
formance, the goal should be to bring together as 
many of the nine as possible. 

Second, workgroup leaders should not think of 
these practices as sequential—and certainly not as 
siloed. Many of us in organizations are so oriented 
toward thinking in process steps that it can be almost 
impossible to look at nine practices and not immedi-
ately start thinking about them in a sequential way. 
Resist the urge. These are not stages or handoffs; 
they don’t have defined inputs or outputs. Rather, 
these are ways of working in which most, if not all, 
group members would be engaged much of the time. 
They reinforce each other. 

For example, prioritizing performance tra-
jectory can help amplify the shared outcome by 
establishing tangible objectives that the team can 
pursue. Additionally, having a bias toward action 
and a commitment to a shared outcome could direct 
a group forward but also might mean that work-
groups stick to the way things have always been 
done. However, pairing it with cultivate friction 
and reflect more to learn faster might ensure that 
teams go beyond “good enough” and look beyond 
the old way of doing things.

CASE STUDIES
Over the course of developing this framework 

and identifying and describing these nine practices, 
we talked to 60-plus workgroups across 20 markets 
and three continents. We sought to focus in par-
ticular on groups that seemed to be improving their 
performance over time. For a representative list of 
these groups, see exhibit A in Beyond process.6 

Full case studies for eight workgroups can be 
found in Workgroups in action. Although our 
research suggests that few organizations collect 
any type of systemic data at the workgroup level, 
members of the groups we profile believe that 
they are indeed accelerating performance. Each 
have adopted at least one practice from each cat-
egory (provoke, propel, pull together). The two 
most commonly used practices are commit to a 
shared outcome and maximize potential for fric-

tion, which seems to make sense: To get better over 
time, the groups we studied had to be committed 
to a specific outcome, and all of them had tried to 
bring in divergent ideas around achieving those 
outcomes. Where many workgroups fell short 
was around cultivating friction to harness the cre-
ative potential of that diversity. The case studies 
illustrate how real workgroups across an array of 
industries are using practices to accelerate their 
own performance improvement. 

How to use these practices

Practices may look different for every workgroup. 
We present the nine practices in a format intended 
to guide exploration and practical use.

Each write-up includes the following: 
• An introduction, describing the potential value 

of the practice in terms of driving performance 
improvement over time for a workgroup

• What the practice is: definition and key 
distinctions

• What it isn’t: misunderstandings that can send 
you down the wrong path

• You know you need this practice when: 
You have to start somewhere; use this section 
to get a sense of which practices might have 
the biggest impact on your workgroup in the 
near term

• Putting the practice into play: discussion 
and examples of how a practice can become real, 
including a deeper look at techniques that could 
help bring theory into practice

• Antibodies at work: Why isn’t this easy? What 
are some of the key obstacles you might face in 
the organization when trying to put the practice 
into practice?

• Questions for reflection: practical questions 
designed to help you develop the practice within 
the context of your own workgroup
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How to get started

In Beyond Process we discuss how moving down 
this path of accelerating performance will require 
shifts in our performance focus, operating focus, 
and learning focus. But, here’s perhaps the best 
news: This doesn’t have to be a huge organizational 
transformation. Get started today, one workgroup 
at a time, starting with those that might have a 
disproportionate impact on the organization’s oper-
ating performance. Small moves, smartly made, can 
set big things in motion.

Anyone, whether an executive or a frontline 
worker, can use these practices to begin changing 
how her organization works. Leaders may have 
to resist the urge to make it a major initiative and 
instead be very targeted, focusing on one or two 
workgroups with the most potential for impact 
to generate proof points and build momentum. 
Staying small and focused could help avoid alerting 
the organizational immune system, affording more 
space to demonstrate impact. On the other hand, 
employees would have to take initiative to start de-
veloping these practices within their own groups, or 
honoring and cultivating the practices that already 
exist, without relying on a mandate or even permis-
sion from above. 

Which practices you start with might depend 
on whether a particular workgroup has been in ex-
istence for a while or if it is just forming. It’s safe 
to say that many organizations could benefit from 
more productive friction, but some established 
groups may need to eliminate unproductive friction 
first, while new-forming groups might be encour-
aged to defy conventional wisdom by forgoing “fit” 
and seeking to maximize potential for friction. A 
workgroup should choose the practices that seem 
likely to have the most impact on the challenge it 

is facing. Whatever the practices, look to identify a 
few workgroup metrics that are especially relevant 
to understanding a workgroup’s performance and 
trajectory. Significant performance improvement, 
as reflected in a key operating metric, could drive 
interest in having a more systematic focus on prac-
tices to drive widespread performance acceleration.

It is worth repeating that, as momentum builds 
in one or two workgroups, the goal should not be 
to standardize these practices for scale across the 
organization. Measure and monitor performance 
at the workgroup level, for those groups. Use the 
selected workgroup-level operating metrics as tools 
for better understanding the success of certain 
practices rather than for reporting or compliance. 
As we discuss in Beyond Process, moving down 
this path of accelerating performance will require 
shifts in our perfor mance focus, operating focus, 
and learning focus. But for those that do focus their 
attention differently,  have the potential to change 
the game.

Business practice redesign is more than a key 
to unlocking the potential for accelerating business 
performance improvement. These nine practices 
can be a key to working in a world of constant 
change and digital transformation—for working in 
a world of flow. They have the potential to change 
the way we work with each other, today. And they 
might be just the beginning of a conversation 
about how we will work, tomorrow; they may put 
organizations on the path to redefining work to 
focus humans on what we can uniquely do, along 
with helping to amplify the potential of humans 
and machines working together. The practices are 
ready to be made yours and put into practice in your 
own workgroups—a living, and evolving, list that 
shouldn’t require approvals or change management. 
It requires only that you get started. 
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PROPELPROVOKE

Look around

Look within 

Bust silos

Find a 
performance edge

Shape 
serendipitous 
encounters

Put context in 
context

Probe the context

Seek an unvarnished 
view

Give before taking

Focus on the 
fundamental

Embrace 
complexity

Seek out
challenges

Keep an open mind

Celebrate diversity

Be curious
 
Play with 
possibilities

Challenge yourself 
and others

Impose constraints

Create space

Make the most 
important thing 
the most 
important thing

Make it 
meaningful

Take the long view
 
Be bold

Define the ends, 
not the means
 
Capture the feeling

Go public

Make it real, now

Keep it real

Raise the bar

Maximize upside 
potential

Disagree and 
commit

Create sandcastles

Make more 
decisions reversible
  
Go until no

Modularize where 
possible

Stage your moves
 
Minimize effort, 
maximize momen-
tum

Leverage to learn

Accelerate
decision-making 

Look for what’s 
not being done
 
Expand the 
potential for 
improvisation

Improvise in the 
moment

Build on mistakes

How can 
workers and 

companies get 
better, faster? 

Nine business 
practices aim 

to help 
workgroups 

accelerate 
performance 

improvement.

SEEK NEW 
CONTEXTS

CULTIVATE 
FRICTION

COMMIT TO A 
SHARED OUTCOME

BIAS TOWARD 
ACTION

Set the stage

Amp it up

Know what you 
don’t know

Ask a question 
that changes the 
game

Focus on the who, 
not just the what

Name one thing

Make it personal

Seek surprise
 
Look for insights, 
not answers 

FRAME A MORE 
POWERFUL 
QUESTION 

EXPLORE THE NINE BUSINESS PRACTICES
Combine multiple practices to expand horizons, focus efforts, and achieve more and more impact 
over time.
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PROPEL PULL TOGETHER

Measure what 
matters
 
Don’t give up on 
your gut
 
Embrace double 
standards

Closely watch a 
few numbers
 
Put operating 
metrics over
 financial ones

Make the most 
important thing 
the most 
important thing

Make it 
meaningful

Take the long view
 
Be bold

Define the ends, 
not the means
 
Capture the feeling

Go public

Make it real, now

Keep it real

Raise the bar

Reframe risk

Act to learn
 

Maximize upside 
potential

Disagree and 
commit

Create sandcastles

Make more 
decisions reversible
  
Go until no

Modularize where 
possible

Stage your moves
 
Minimize effort, 
maximize momen-
tum

Leverage to learn

Accelerate
decision-making 

Identify metrics 
that matter 

Track trajectory, 
not snapshots

Focus on accelera-
tion
 
Keep moving the 
edge

Jazz it up

 Look for what’s 
not being done
 
Expand the 
potential for 
improvisation

Improvise in the 
moment

Build on mistakes

Tackle tradeoffs

Think both short 
and long
 
Put effectiveness 
before efficiency
 
Make distinctions

Put the group 
before the 
individual

Engage diverse 
perspectives

Diversify diversity

Look outside the 
workgroup

Feed the reflection

Capture what 
you can

Be radically 
transparent

Seek continuous 
feedback

Seek volunteers

Find powerful ways 
to pull

Vote with your feet

Turn down 
volunteers

Look for character 
before competence

Staff for passion over 
skill

Prioritize a growth 
mind-set

Build an all-star 
group, not a group 
of all-stars

Evolve a winning 
workgroup 

Change it up
 
Make it a rule to 
change the rules
 
Make roles 
context-dependent

Foster trust and
respect

Embrace
vulnerability,
encourage humility

Empathize

Make it about we,
not me

Build deep trust,
swiftly

Live your values

Have learning
conversations

Create a common
language

Focus on what’s
important, be
specific

Start broad, go deep

Listen for what’s
not being said

Manage the 
temperature

Make it fun

It’s up to you

Make the most 
of your -mortem

Conduct 
pre-mortems

Reflect in action
 
Conduct 
after-action reviews

Reflect on how 
you reflect

Be your own judge, 
not your only judge

Make sense of 
signals

Celebrate 
exceptions

Recognize
emerging and 
evolving patterns

COMMIT TO A 
SHARED OUTCOME

BIAS TOWARD 
ACTION

PRIORITIZE
PERFORMANCE
TRAJECTORY

MAXIMIZE 
POTENTIAL 
FOR FRICTION

ELIMINATE 
UNPRODUCTIVE 
FRICTION

REFLECT MORE 
TO LEARN 
FASTER
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To accelerate impact in a rapidly evolving world, we’ll need to shift our atten-
tion from Business Process Reengineering, which lends itself to automation, 
to Business Practice Redesign, which better reflects the work that humans are 
meant to do.
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Introduction
A new opportunity for accelerating 
performance improvement

THIS IS AN approach for thriving in a world of 
increasing and rapid change. 

Now, granted, organizations may struggle 
with aspects of this approach, not least because it 
challenges some basic assumptions about what is 
required to deliver operating performance. Taking 
advantage of this opportunity requires focusing 
on a part of the organization that is largely invis-
ible today: the frontline workgroup. To unleash the 
potential for accelerating the performance improve-
ment of workgroups, organizations need to both 
recognize the frontline workgroup as the key engine 
of future performance and move beyond the notion 
of “high-performing teams.”

Leaders and managers can address this potential 
by cultivating a set of practices that are specifically 
designed to accelerate learning within the work-

group, one workgroup at a time, starting with those 
that have the potential to disproportionately drive 
the organization’s operating performance. 

Over the past several decades, the business 
world has relentlessly pursued efficiency-driven 
business process reengineering, seeking to integrate, 
standardize, and automate tasks in ways that can 
reduce costs, increase speed, and deliver more pre-
dictable outcomes. As the landscape shifts, perhaps 
it’s time for organizations to expand their focus 
beyond business process reengineering to pursue 
business practice redesign, helping frontline work-
groups to learn faster and accelerate performance 
improvement, especially in environments that are 
shaped by increasing uncertainty and unexpected 
events. The perspective we outline here goes beyond 
the growing work done on high-performing teams 

Improving performance. For many leaders, it’s always top-of-mind. Performance 
this quarter and next quarter and the quarter after that—that’s what keeps us 
up at night. Yet, for all the attention it gets, we may be missing a big oppor-
tunity: There’s a new approach that can not only improve performance but 
accelerate it. This approach allows us to break out of the trap of diminishing 
returns—in which a single-minded focus on cost-cutting finds less and less to 
cut—to a performance curve of increasing returns, where targeted efforts lead 
to better performance, which in turn fuel even better performance.
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and agile practices by focusing specifically on the 
practices necessary to accelerate performance im-
provement over time. 

This isn’t an opportunity for only the organi-
zation. Workers can benefit as well. Redesigning 
business practices can be a key element of redefining 
work to focus humans on what is uniquely theirs to 
do, while amplifying the potential of humans and 
machines collaborating. The scalable efficiency 
mind-set tends to treat workers as fixed costs to be 
eliminated as quickly as possible, and unsurprisingly, 
this mind-set has shaken the relationship between 
companies and workers, causing many people to 
fear for their jobs. By shifting the focus to business 
practice redesign, managers have the potential to 
change this relationship. If workers can learn more 
rapidly and accelerate performance improvement, 

they can be viewed not as fixed costs but, rather, as 
assets capable of producing increasing value over 
time. And if organizations shift their focus toward 
creating new value, ultimately, the potential could 
be nearly infinite. With these practices, and the 
newly available tools and technology, managers can 
look to create an increasing returns curve, in which 
the more people who join together, the more value 
they can create together. These practices can help 
workers develop more rapidly and achieve more of 
their potential, and they can help companies create 
and deliver more and more value. Now, the inter-
ests of the workers and the company can align—the 
same practices could help both parties to thrive in 
a world of mounting performance pressure. Rather 
than being pulled apart, workers and companies 
can band together in a quest that will benefit both.
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The external challenge

WHILE ACCELERATING PERFORMANCE 
improvement is a big, unrealized oppor-
tunity, we believe it’s also an imperative. 

Organizations that don’t get on an exponential 
trajectory may fall behind and become increas-
ingly marginalized as the world advances at a 
faster rate. It could be the difference between plod-
ding along, working harder and harder to get 
equivalent improvements in performance, versus 
improving performance at a rate that mirrors the 
surrounding rate of change. Existing approaches 
to performance improvement are falling short, 
and companies are already feeling the effects of 
mounting performance pressures. 

Consider the gap between the rate of price-per-
formance improvement in the digital infrastructure 
and the growth in labor productivity. Labor pro-
ductivity has been increasing for decades, but this 
incremental linear increase is dwarfed by the expo-
nential advances in the digital infrastructure (see 
figure 1). Most companies are still capturing only a 
small fraction of the value that ought to be available 
through these new technologies.

The exponential advance of technology and con-
current trend toward less restricted flows of people, 
resources, and capital—what we’ve termed the Big 
Shift—creates opportunities but also greater uncer-
tainty and performance pressure.1 While previous 

technological revolutions were characterized by 
bursts of innovation followed by periods of relative 
stability, advances in the digital infrastructure show 
no signs of stabilizing and are enabling similar rates 
of advance in technologies in a range of domains, 
from materials science to medicine.2 This is already 
having a significant effect on the broader business 
environment. On the demand side, customers have 
more power and choice than ever before and are 
less willing to settle for the standardized products 
that long drove the success of large institutions. 
Platforms have expanded the range of available 
choices and made it easier to get information about 
them, and customers can express their feelings 
about companies globally and instantaneously. So 
can investors. At the same time, many customers 
are becoming more demanding, expecting different 
and more nuanced products and services that are 
tailored to their specific needs and preferences.3 On-
demand services have further raised expectations 
for speed, convenience, and customization as basic 
requirements. 

On the supply side, businesses face intensi-
fying competition as new platforms, connectivity, 
and other advances reduce the barriers to entry in 
many sectors.4 Increasing rates of change in tech-
nology and policy, and the consequent speed of 
social media-driven perception, can cause greater 
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unpredictability and cases of first-instances and 
often shorten the time frame to respond. In addi-
tion, global supply chains, connectivity, and trading 
algorithms mean that an event, whether new regu-
lations on trade or revelations of labor abuses in a 
distant factory, can quickly propagate through the 
system to become a major and extreme event. These 
conditions are likely to worsen.

How are companies reacting to these upheavals? 
Not well, judging by the performance of public 
companies as a whole over the 50 years since digital 
technology first began affecting business. For 
example, even as labor productivity has risen, the 
return on assets for all US public companies has 
declined at a significant and steady rate, by over 
70 percent (see figure 2).5 As the pressure mounts, 
regular process improvements often don’t solve the 
problem. As reported in the 2016 Shift Index, the 

companies that are still around are having a harder 
time maintaining market leadership amid intensi-
fying competition in many sectors.6 Over the past 
80 years, the average tenure of a company on the 
S&P 500 today has declined 80 percent.7

A challenge for large companies—or companies 
that aspire to be large—is that scalable efficiency is 
often no longer effective. While the model yielded 
results in a relatively stable environment and may 
continue to improve productivity over time, it has 
created an environment that is often hostile to 
learning, where it is harder, and takes longer, to 
achieve higher levels of performance improvement.

The challenge for workers is that many, in all 
kinds of work environments, will face increasing 
pressure to reach higher levels of performance or 
risk being marginalized. Even if, as consumers, we 
benefit from greater power and choice, as workers, 
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Figure 1. Labor productivity is lagging behind technology

Digital infrastructure Labor productivity

While labor productivity has more than doubled since 1965, digital infrastructures such as computing
capacity have improved 8 million times over.
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the useful life of many skills is in decline, creating 
a constant pressure to reskill. So it becomes im-
portant to learn not only how to learn fast but how 
to construct new frames through which to learn. 
Meanwhile, many organizations continue to seek 
headcount reductions wherever possible, driving a 
wedge of tensions and stress in the workforce. Many 
people fear automation or losing their jobs to robots, 
and in this context, knowing that employers are 
facing significant performance challenges may only 
fuel further anxiety for the individual. 

The imperative to act seems simple: Today’s 
environment offers us no reprieve, no stabilization 
that gives us a chance to catch our breath and say, 

“OK, now we’ve got it figured out.” The methods and 
practices that led organizations to great success in 
the past seem no longer to be working—they seem 
fundamentally broken. 

If we are to close the gap, we need new business 
practices that help us get better, faster.

1965
0%

0.5%

1.0%

1.5%

2.0%

2.5%

3.0%

3.5%

4.0%

4.5%

4%

1%

5.0%

1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
Source: 2016 Shift Index

Figure 2. Return on assets for the US economy (1965–2015)
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How to address the 
opportunity

WHAT IS LIKELY to ramp up performance 
for the organization? Accelerating per-
formance uses different levers than have 

been used in the quest for scalable efficiency. Orga-
nizations that want to pursue this opportunity will 
need to focus their attention differently than where 
most are today.
_________________________________________

Focus on exception handling as a catalyst 
for performance improvement. One consequence of 
the relentless, rapid changes of the Big Shift is that 
many employees in large companies are already 
spending more of their time on “exceptions”—those 
unexpected issues that fall outside the realm of 
existing standardized processes. These exceptions 
can be early signals of changing customer needs or 
shifting contexts that represent potential threats 
or significant new opportunities for growth for the 
company. Embedded in them is the opportunity 
to develop new approaches and new solutions to 
deliver more value in response to some new need 
or circumstance. Organizations that focus on im-
proving their ability to handle exceptions—not just 
to resolve or eliminate them but to glean learning 
and create value from them—will discover a valu-
able source of performance improvement, especially 
if exceptions increase. Variances and deviations 
from the norm are the bane of efficiency but can 

fuel learning and new ways to improve performance 
over time.
_________________________________________

Focus on frontline workgroups as the 
location of the work that is most relevant to orga-
nizational performance in a volatile environment. 
Workers on the front lines of operations—whether 
a customer service unit or a supply chain manage-
ment group, a cybersecurity response group or 
back-office IT department—will be the ones to first 
encounter the aforementioned exceptions. And it is 
at the front lines that new approaches to address 
these changing needs will likely first be crafted. 
These frontline workers are often best positioned to 
see change first, and they can learn from addressing 
the unexpected challenges and emerging opportu-
nities. And yet, organizations often overlook and 
undervalue these workgroups. In an environment 
in which physical assets and intellectual property 
rapidly lose value, workers—humans—possess the 
boundless ability to adapt and continuously push 
the limits of performance improvement. 

Why workgroups? First, no matter how smart 
you are, you’ll likely learn faster if you’re collabo-
rating together with other equally motivated people 
who are challenging each other to come up with 
better, more creative ideas. As the environment and 
the challenges become more complex, they demand 
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more creative solutions. Any one individual will 
typically be less effective at developing and deliv-
ering creative solutions to address them than a 
small group working together in deep, trust-based 
relationships. And while informal collaboration can 
still be valuable, the imperative to learn faster will 
likely drive workers toward more sustained collabo-
ration over time.

Although there are many definitions of teams 
and workgroups, some inconsistent or contradic-
tory, we start from the definition in the sidebar 

“Definition of a workgroup.”8 The power of the 
workgroup comes when the members, collectively, 
can create or accomplish something that none of 
them could have done on their own. They can chal-
lenge and build off each other because they trust 
the intentions and commitment of other members. 
The workgroup is also small enough that everyone, 
regardless of expertise, can experience the same 
context and less structure is required for communi-
cation and coordination. It isn’t about the members 
contributing their own piece (or expertise) to an 
aggregate in which the individual components are 
still distinct and recognizable. Instead, the output of 
a workgroup is a completely different material, the 
result of interactions that act upon the contributions 
of each member and on the members themselves, 
like a chemical reaction that transforms and binds. 

The workgroup may be the most important and 
relevant working unit to address the unpredictable 
challenges and opportunities that will arise on the 
front lines of a rapidly changing world—thus our 
focus on the frontline workgroup as the catalyst for 
accelerating performance and sustaining advantage 
in the future. The opportunity is to create what we 
call “edge workgroups”: frontline workgroups that 
are pushing the boundaries and limits of perfor-
mance improvement to accelerate performance 
improvement while addressing unanticipated chal-
lenges or opportunities. Edge workgroups focus on 
their performance over time and might sacrifice 
short-term efficiency to achieve higher performance 
over time. They attract people who are committed to 
learning how to make more and more of an impact. 
Edge workgroups are characterized by deep, trust-
based relationships and mutual accountability. 
While few are today, all frontline workgroups could 
eventually become edge workgroups.
_________________________________________

Focus on accelerating trajectories. Success 
in this environment may require getting on a trajec-
tory that mirrors the exponential rate of technology 
and technology-enabled change of the world around 
us. The most relevant measures of performance and 
the appropriate rate of improvement will be a func-
tion of the context of each company and workgroup. 
In order to achieve an accelerating trajectory, it 

DEFINITION OF A WORKGROUP
A workgroup pulls together 3 to 15 people working on an interdependent, collaborative effort to 
deliver a shared outcome that could not be achieved without all members of the group working on 
it together. The members spend the significant majority of their time interacting with each other, 
formally and informally, on tasks that cannot be highly specified or sequenced in advance. 

What a workgroup is not:

• an entire department 

• a task force or committee where decisions or recommendations are made but not executed by  
the task force or committee

• a set of people whose work is determined by highly specified, tightly integrated tasks 

• a standing unit whose composition remains stable over a long period of time
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cannot be overemphasized that organizations and 
workgroups will have to adopt a relentless focus 
on that trajectory rather than getting tugged back 
into looking at snapshots in time, absolute numbers, 
and comparisons with competitors. Workgroups 
that just stick with doing “what works” risk falling 
behind when what works stops working. 
_________________________________________

Focus on value creation as the key driver 
of performance. While costs can’t be cut any lower 
than zero, the potential for value creation has no 
such bounds. Focusing on new value creation can 
be the key to getting on a trajectory of accelerating 
performance improvement. Given that technology 
is improving exponentially, the way to close the 
gap between business performance and technology 
performance is likely to look for ways to create 
significantly more value than just being efficient 
or more flexible. At the same time, as noted earlier, 
customers’ increasing power and expectations, as 
well as their own rapidly changing needs, offer an 
opportunity for organizations and workgroups to 
be more creative and imaginative in finding ways to 
constantly create new value. To do so would require 
companies to learn faster about the changing needs 
and preferences of customers; the changing tools, 
potential partners, and resources available to serve 
customers; and how to leverage and develop ca-
pabilities into new approaches capable of creating 
significantly more value for everyone involved. While 
the ultimate driver of value creation opportunities 
is the customer, there are endless opportunities for 
workers deep within the organization to find ways to 
create more value for others as everyone mobilizes to 
address evolving market opportunities.

_________________________________________

Focus on a different form of learning—
learning through action. When we talk about 
scalable learning, we aren’t talking about what most 
people think of when they hear “learning” in a cor-
porate context:
• We are talking not about learning for learn-

ing’s sake but about learning as a means to 
achieve ever-higher performance in a busi-
ness environment characterized by mounting 
performance pressure.

• We aren’t talking about knowledge management 
or sharing existing knowledge. This learning is 
about creating the new knowledge needed to solve 
new problems. It is the by-product of focusing 
on accelerating performance improvement. 

• And we are talking about not skills acquisition 
through formal training programs but, rather, 
the kind of learning that occurs day-to-day, on 
the job where work practices are embodied 
in action. 
In a world where the underlying technologies 

and the approaches for using them are changing 
more rapidly, skills themselves have a decreasing 
half-life. Stocks of knowledge about what to do or 
how to do it will become obsolete faster and are less 
valuable as a result. In this type of environment, 
creating new knowledge will be more important 
to performance than improving access to existing 
knowledge. The people and institutions that will 
likely have more success in this new world are 
those who learn faster by creating new knowledge 
through action—coming up with new ways of doing 
things that can increase impact. 

The power of the workgroup comes when the members, 
collectively, can create or accomplish something that 
none of them could have done on their own.
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Focusing on accelerating performance improve-
ment can accelerate learning, particularly in the 
trust-based environment of the workgroup itself, 
where deep relationships can overcome some of 
the obstacles (status-seeking, blaming) that might 
otherwise stand in the way of learning. 
_________________________________________

Focus on the practices that will help ac-
celerate performance improvement in the 
workgroup. The term “practice” is often used 
loosely, but at its most basic, practice is the way 
work actually gets done.9 To capture the opportuni-
ties available to us, we need to focus on developing 
a specific type of practice: those that can help accel-
erate performance improvement in the workgroup. 
How do we do our work together in ways that can 
accelerate our performance? The key seems to be 
that our practices have to catch up with the tech-
nology. And here it’s important to recognize the 
connection between technology and practice. As 
new technology platforms and tools emerge, often 
so do new practices. 

Practices are mostly tacit and tend to be context-
specific. They are not codified but, rather, emerge 
through action and are constantly evolving. Yet, 
there is also continuity. Specific instances of prac-
tices will share some similarities, such as intent and 
approach, which guide—rather than govern—our 
actions. That is part of what can make practice so 
powerful. So while you can describe a practice and 
what seems to be most important about it at a high 
level, the actual practice will develop in a way that is 
specific to the context. The way, for example, a first-
responder unit reflects on a rescue will be different 
than the way a customer success team reflects on a 
data import, but even an urban fire-and-rescue unit 
will practice reflection differently than a suburban 
fire-and-rescue unit. As a result, there is almost 
infinite variation in practice because of the infinite 
variation in context. 

All of this can make practices difficult to articu-
late, and even trying to make them visible tends to 
change them. It’s just like riding a bike: You can 
provide a bit of coaching, and the learner may pick 
up a few techniques through observation, but there’s 

no learning to ride except through the act of trying. 
Workgroups, however, can be a uniquely effective 
environment for transferring the tacit knowledge of 
practices. Practices may more readily be observed, 
tried out, refined, and shared, informally, within 
a workgroup’s narrower confines and deep, trust-
based relationships. In this way, workgroups can 
both learn new practices and use those practices to 
learn faster how to improve performance. 

Within the sphere of the many management, 
individual, and business practices that exist in or-
ganizations today, we are focusing specifically on 
the set of practices that can accelerate performance 
improvement.10 We identified nine practices, each 
amplified by the others, that can help a frontline 
workgroup accelerate performance. These practices 
can be grouped into three categories (see figure 3): 
1. Those that provoke the workgroup to think 

differently about the challenge and possible ap-
proaches and create better alternatives

2. Those that propel the workgroup into action to 
gain additional insight into the next best move 
to make a greater impact 

3. Those that help the workgroup pull together to 
harness diversity and come up with ever-higher 
impact and outcomes 

Within the nine practices, we’ve identified 
important and useful sub-practices (and even sub-
sub-practices) to consider; they can be found in 
Exhibit B (in the appendix) and will be discussed in 
greater detail in Part 2 of this series.11 While these 
practices and sub-practices aren’t intended to be 
the comprehensive final word on accelerating per-
formance improvement, based on the work we’ve 
done, they represent a robust tradecraft for getting 
better faster. They may go much deeper, and they 
are likely to evolve as people use them and adapt 
them to harness evolving technological tools.

Interestingly, the practices that can unlock the 
potential of frontline workgroups as engines of ac-
celeration for performance are also the ones that 
harness the uniquely human traits and capabilities: 
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empathy, creativity, imagination, and divergent 
thinking. The practices are mostly agnostic of tech-
nology, although technology may be an amplifier 
in many cases and could enable new practices and 
certainly sub-practices. For example, technology that 
allows unmediated, real-time access to biometric and 
movement data would offer new affordances for how 
some types of workers might think about experimen-
tation and reflection. Technology, however, could be 
a distraction if the organization doesn’t first focus on 
cultivating and supporting the practices that could 
drive accelerated performance improvement. 

If we take seriously these practices and the new 
tools and technology that are available to us, we 
have the potential to create a business environment 
with an increasing returns curve, where the more of 
us that join together, the more value we can create 
together. And if we shift our focus toward creating 
new value, ultimately the value we can provide may 
be infinite. If we work this way, we have an opportu-
nity to achieve more of our potential, express more 
of our individuality, and achieve far more impact, 
together.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
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Figure 3. Nine practices for accelerating performance improvement

See our interactive at <insert URL> to explore the
building blocks for getting better, faster.

See our interactive at deloitte.com/us/betterfaster to explore 
the building blocks for getting better, faster.

BEYOND PROCESS

Beyond process: How to get better, faster as “exceptions” become the rule

33

http://deloitte.com/us/betterfaster


What we learned

WE LOOKED ACROSS a variety of rapidly 
evolving arenas from those in high-
tech environments, such as an airline’s 

network operations control center, to those in low-
tech environments where even a cellphone signal 
can be hard to come by. We looked at some of the 
most elite units in organizations such as the New 
York City Fire Department and the Joint Special Op-
erations Command, and in some unexpected places 
like teams in the massive multiplayer online game 
League of Legends. We looked at start-ups such 
as Away and at frontline workgroups within cor-
porate giants like GE. We asked ourselves: Where 
are environments changing very rapidly, and how 
are workgroups improving performance in those 
environments? We sought to focus in particular on 
workgroups that were improving their performance 
over time.

Our sense was that if we could identify those 
practices that appeared to be contributing to 
improving these workgroups’ performance, 
these practices could help frontline workgroups 
throughout the company to accelerate their perfor-
mance improvement. In total, we talked to 60-plus 
workgroups across 20 arenas and three continents. 
Figure 4 depicts a geographic sampling of territory 
we covered just in the United States. Exhibit A rep-
resents a cross-section of the workgroups we studied 
where we found frontline workgroups engaged in at 

least some of the practices required for accelerating 
performance improvement.

We were unable to locate any workgroup that had 
adopted all nine practices and had achieved quan-
tifiable accelerating performance improvement as 
a result. In some cases, however, we encountered 
workgroups that may not have been pursuing a 
practice but that, when introduced to some of these 
practices, thought they might be useful in further 
improving performance. Most of the workgroups 
believed that they were getting better, rapidly, and 
had the sense that their improvement was actually 
accelerating. Unfortunately, they had collected too 
little systematic data to determine whether perfor-
mance improvement was accelerating rather than 
increasing linearly. 

Of these workgroups, all seemed to have adopted 
at least some of the practices for accelerating per-
formance improvement, and all were achieving 
improved performance over time. None of the 
workgroups had adopted the full set of practices, 
however, and part of the untapped opportunity is to 
get the workgroups that have already improved per-
formance with some of the practices to adopt the full 
range of practices, to accelerate their performance 
even further. In addition, there is an opportunity to 
encourage more workgroups everywhere to adopt, 
deliberately, the practices required to accelerate 
performance improvement—to become edge work-
groups. 
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One reason this opportunity hasn’t been recog-
nized is that there is a performance management 
paradox: The very workgroups that drive organi-
zational performance are often invisible from a 
performance management perspective (see figure 
5). While many leaders agree that this type of work-

group is important to an organization’s performance, 
few companies track performance at the workgroup 
level, much less track how these workgroups are 
doing over time. To the extent that they do evaluate 
workgroups, it tends to be a static measure of how 
the group performed relative to others, and efforts 
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Figure 4. Workgroups aren't dependent on geography
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to improve group work tend to center on developing 
high-performing teams that excel in the moment. 
We found none that collected good, systemic data 
at the workgroup level. While we found examples of 
potential edge workgroups, we could not find any 
organization that systematically focuses on what 
is required to accelerate workgroup performance. 
Just imagine what could be accomplished if orga-
nizations pursued an explicit goal of accelerated 
performance improvement in their frontline work-
groups.

Part of the discrepancy in the effort invested to 
manage performance at the individual and depart-
ment or business unit levels versus the workgroup 
level can be attributed to the metrics that leadership 
and investors use and how they use them. In many 

cases, both internal and external stakeholders are 
concerned primarily with financial metrics. From 
this perspective, individual workgroups may not 
appear to contribute meaningfully to an orga-
nization’s cost basis, and their revenue is often 
marginal. Any one workgroup in a large department 
might not register meaningfully on overall finan-
cial metrics. Yet, if you look at the operating and 
frontline metrics, workgroups do have a significant 
impact, through the operating metrics, which are 
typically leading indicators of performance. They 
could become more and more important as the key 
drivers of organizational performance as processes 
and the departments that house them become less 
significant for performance improvement.
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Exhibit A: Representative workgroups. While we spoke with and learned from many more 
than we can list here, the following is a cross section of the types of organizations and 
workgroups with which we spent time.

Royal Caribbean
Edge workgroup

Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd. (RCL) is a global cruise vacation company that owns and 
operates three global brands: Royal Caribbean International, Celebrity Cruises, and 
Azamara Club Cruises. In addition, RCL has ownership stakes in the German brand TUI 
Cruises, the Spanish brand Pullmantur, and the Chinese brand SkySea Cruises. Together, 
these brands operate a total of 49 ships, calling on approximately 535 destinations on 
all seven continents.I The Newbuild Innovation workgroup collaborates closely with 
company leaders, architectural designers, and naval architects to push the limits of ship 
design as RCL expands its fleet.II

Sparks & Honey 
Culture briefing 
workgroup

Sparks & Honey (S&H) is an “agency of relevance.” S&H works with organizations from 
McDonalds to DARPA to identify and name elements of culture before they become 
mainstream trends.III The culture briefing group brings the agency’s cultural intelligence to 
life through a bespoke system called QTM. Each day, they hold a briefing to make sense 
of the latest cultural signals mined from across the spectra of life, the Web, and a human 
network of contributors from around the globe.IV

Southwest Airlines
Baker Group
Field Tech Group

Southwest Airlines (SWA), based in Dallas, operates more than 4,100 flights daily to more 
than 100 destinations.V As the nation’s largest carrier in terms of originating domestic 
passengers boarded, SWA operates a point-to-point network with a fleet consisting 
entirely of 737s.VI SWA prides itself on quick turns at the gate from time of arrival to time of 
departure. 
The Network Operations Control, SWA’s nerve center, is home to the Baker and Field Tech 
workgroups. 
• The Baker workgroup is a combination of dispatch superintendents and tech 

developers charged with increasing on-time performance during unanticipated 
operational and weather events.

• The Field Tech workgroup is a specialized unit of maintenance mechanics whose job 
begins where the maintenance manual ends. They fix what the regular maintenance 
crew cannot.

Joint Special Op-
erations Command 
(JSOC) 
Joint Special Op-
erations Taskforce 
(JSOTF)

JSOC is a unit within the US military with representation from the nation’s most elite 
warfighters, intelligence analysts, and civilian support. Activated in 1980 to address covert 
and challenging missions, JSOC operates task forces in conflict areas throughout the world. 
JSOTF, led by Gen. Stanley McChrystal, was tasked with defeating Al Qaeda in Iraq, an 
enemy that seemed fundamentally different from what US forces had seen in the past.VII

Fire Department 
New York City 
FDNY Rescue 1

The FDNY is the largest fire department in the United States and considered one of the 
world’s busiest and most highly skilled emergency response agencies.VIII Part of FDNY’s 
special operations command, FDNY Rescue 1 is the most elite rescue unit in New York, 
responding to all major incidents in lower Manhattan. One minute, responders might be 
on the Empire State Building, rescuing a window washer dangling off the 80th floor; the 
next, they could be in the subway, lifting a train off someone struck on the platform.

Red Cross 
Regional Disaster 
Unit of Central/
Southern Illinois 

The American Red Cross is a humanitarian organization that provides disaster relief 
and emergency assistance to those in need in incidents ranging from tornadoes, floods, 
hurricanes, and earthquakes to house fires, acts of terrorism, and other manmade 
disasters. For over 135 years, the organization has “been helping neighbors down the 
street, across the country and around the world.”IX

The Regional Disaster Unit of Central/Southern Illinois is responsible for responding 
to all emergency/disaster incidents across the region and leads the entirety of Disaster 
Cycle Services, including Preparedness, Response, and Recovery programs for the 3 million 
people and 78 counties in their region across Illinois, northeast Missouri, and southeast 
Iowa.
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GE Appliances—
FirstBuild

With headquarters in Louisville, Kentucky, and manufacturing facilities in Alabama, Georgia, 
and Tennessee, GE Appliances has long been known for energy-efficient refrigerators 
and washing machines in the US home appliance industry. As technology and innovation 
expanded to the mass market, GE Appliances began to explore new ways of better serving 
changing consumer needs. GE Appliances was acquired by the Haier Group in 2016. 
FirstBuild, a subsidiary of GE Appliances, was created to more rapidly develop and deliver 
innovative products to market. It operates an open innovation platform to co-create with a 
global community, striving to ensure that better products reach consumers faster.

Riot Games League 
of Legends 
Team SoloMid

League of Legends (LoL) is an online, team-oriented, multiplayer videogame developed 
by Riot Games. Popular around the globe, LoL appears to be on the forefront of the 
growing e-sports industry, which generated over $275 million in North America last year.X 
Riot hosts championship series and estimates there are more than 100 million active 
LoL players each month.XI Some 43 million viewers watched the 2016 LoL World Finals.
XII Team SoloMid is among North America’s top e-sports teams, competing in at least 
three tournaments each year against 170 other professional teams.XIII It has won five 
tournaments in the North America LoL Championship Series and has been in every LoL 
World Finals since 2009.XIV

Away Away is an e-commerce luggage start-up with a direct-to-consumer model aiming to bring 
“first class luggage at a coach price.”XV

IsraAID Founded in 2001, IsraAID is a humanitarian NGO, committed to providing life-saving 
emergency relief and durable solutions for populations affected by natural disasters, 
epidemics, and post-conflict situations. Its medical teams, search-and-rescue units, post-
trauma experts, community specialists, and other professionals have led international 
responses in natural disasters and civil strife around the world. After the initial emergency 
period, IsraAID shifts to long-term programs. As it operates in volatile and uncertain 
environments, it remains committed to amplifying its impact over time. As of 2017, IsraAID 
has responded to crises in 41 countries and has ongoing programs in 14 countries.XVI

Kaiser Perman-
ente – Healthcare 
Continuity Group

Kaiser Permanente is one of the nation’s largest integrated health care delivery systems, 
with 11.8 million members, 39 medical centers, and more than 22,200 physicians across 
eight states and the District of Columbia.XVII The health care continuity management 
group prepares for worst-case scenarios and ensures that Kaiser is equipped to 
assist those in need while providing a consistent level of care for current patients. The 
workgroup has played a major role in the health care system’s response to events ranging 
from anthrax to earthquakes to the Zika and Ebola outbreaks and threats of terrorism.

IRESS
Community Net-
works workgroup

IRESS is an Australia-based company that develops specialized financial services software. 
Since its 1993 founding, IRESS has grown to more than 1,800 employees operating in 
seven countries, providing technology solutions for clients in verticals ranging from wealth 
management to financial markets and the mortgage sector.XVIII The community networks 
workgroup combines and pairs resources that otherwise might not have come together 
on their own.XIX

I. Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd, “About our company,” accessed October 12, 2017. II. Andrew de Maar and Dalia Katan, interview with 
Irineu Romano, project manager, Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd, June 6, 2017. III. Sparks & Honey, “Meet Q, the machine at the heart 
of sparks & honey,” July 10, 2017. IV. Information provided by the company in interviews. V. Southwest, “About Southwest,” accessed 
October 26, 2017. VI. Southwest, “Southwest corporate fact sheet,” accessed October 26, 2017. VII. Stanley McChrystal with Tantum 
Collins, David Silverman, and Chris Fussell, Team of Teams: New Rules of Engagement for a Complex World (New York: Portfolio, 2015), 
p. 25. VIII. Fire Department of the City of New York, “Overview,” accessed October 26, 2017. IX. American Red Cross, “Brief descrip-
tion,” accessed October 26, 2017. X. Robert Elder, “Esports will break a billion in 2017,” Business Insider, July 22, 2016; SuperData, 

“eSports market report 2016,” accessed October 26, 2017. XI. Estimates for monthly viewership as of September 2016. The private 
company previously reported figures of 67 million monthly players and 27 million playing daily in January 2014. Paul Tassi, “Riot 
games reveals ‘League of Legends’ has 100 million monthly players,” Forbes, September 13, 2016; Phil Kollar, “The past, present and 
future of League of Legends studio Riot Games,” Polygon, September 13, 2016. XII. Bradmore and Magus, “2016 League of Legends 
World Championship by the numbers,” LOL eSports, December 6, 2016. XIII. GosuGamers, “LoL rankings,” accessed October 26, 2017. 
XIV. Wikipedia, “League of Legends world championship,” accessed October 26, 2017. XV. Andrew de Maar and Ryan Gatti, telephone 
interview with Away Travel co-founder Steph Korey, July 13, 2017. XVI. Information provided by IsraAID, October 2017. XVII. Kaiser 
Permanente, “Fast facts about Kaiser Permanente,” accessed October 26, 2017. XVIII. IRESS, “About us,” accessed October 26, 2017. 
XIX. Information provided by IRESS.
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What are the obstacles?

IT’S EASY TO talk about where you should focus, 
but this approach necessarily requires calling 
into question some key assumptions that many 

organizations have about their operations, their 
performance, and how companies or other large in-
stitutions function. There 
may be significant ob-
stacles to overcome when 
asking people to abandon 
what they believe and 
take on a new framing.

Broadly, we have 
identified three shifts, 
three areas in which orga-
nizations or workgroups 
would have to refocus, 
in order to move down 
this path toward accelerating performance: perfor-
mance focus, operating focus, and learning focus.

Shift 1: Redefining how 
we think about our 
performance focus

From relative performance to dynamic 
trajectory. Under the influence of the financial 
markets, in which investors continuously decide 
where to allocate capital among competing op-

portunities, organizations—particularly public 
companies—have come to approach performance as 
a relative concept. Although analysts often compare 
quarterly performance numbers on a year-over-year 
basis, the focus is less on trajectory than on a current 

snapshot of performance 
improvement as well as 
on absolute performance 
for that period. Even the 
meaning of the absolute 
performance and the per-
formance improvement is 
typically viewed through 
the lens of how it com-
pares to other current 
competitors rather than 
against what is possible. 

This mind-set tends to breed complacency in those 
companies doing better than their competitors, 
despite the fact that all of them could be falling 
behind the pace of change around them. Across 
many sectors, incumbents are increasingly vulner-
able to disruption by new entrants that wouldn’t 
even have been on their radar as competitors in a 
previous period, in large part because of the accel-
erating rate of change in the Big Shift. 

At the workgroup level, the story is largely the 
same. To the extent that companies are actively tar-
geting initiatives at group-level performance, most 

OVERCOMING THE OBSTACLES

Shift 1: Redefining how we think 
about our performance focus

Shift 2: Redefining how we think 
about our operating focus

Shift 3: Redefining how we think 
about our learning focus
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are focused on creating “high-performing” teams/
workgroups rather than edge workgroups. The dif-
ferences between high-performing and edge aren’t 
trivial (see figure 6). Most high-performing groups 
focus on doing the best that they can, in the moment, 
and assess performance relative to themselves, or 
to other teams, in a specific context. They tend to 
stick with what works, seek harmony, and focus on 
performance in the moment. After all, why mess 
with success? High-performing groups can, thus, fall 
prey to the trappings of scalable efficiency; as a result, 
their performance can breed complacency. Edge 
workgroups, in contrast, might sacrifice short-term 
efficiency for long-term growth. What often gets lost 
with the emphasis on in-the-moment snapshots is 
that where a workgroup, or organization, is at, at any 
point in time matters less than where it is headed and 
where its performance trajectory can take it.

This focus on the trajectory of performance im-
provement, across changing contexts over time, is 
the crux of where we depart from high-performing 
teams and agile approaches. Both are valuable 
concepts that have delivered value and are crucial 
to performance in some settings. However, neither 
appear to target the opportunity we’re discussing: 
accelerating performance improvement over time. 

They may be necessary to address the challenges of 
an exponential world—but they’re not enough.

Agile, despite the similarity of organizing around 
small groups and a bias toward taking rapid, ex-
perimental action, focuses on speed and especially 
flexibility, optimizing short-term deployment for 
solving a particular problem in a given context at 
a point in time rather than over time. The front-
line workgroups with which we’re concerned will 
be facing a wide variety of complex and unknown 
problems across dynamic contexts. Agile practices 
seem to do little to support the learning or devel-
opment of relationships or capabilities within the 
workgroup to get better at handling these types of 
problems over the long term. If you organize around 
performance improvement over time as a means of 
learning faster and improving faster, everything can 
change.

From efficiency and cost-cutting to value 
creation. In a scalable efficiency mind-set, per-
formance is often synonymous with efficiency, 
cheaper/faster, and driving out costs, which puts 
organizations in a diminishing-returns mind-set. 
When efficiencies define performance, the more 
performance we eke out, the harder it can be and 
the longer it can take to achieve a next level of per-

HIGH-PERFORMING  TEAMS
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Figure 6. High-performing teams vs. edge workgroups
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formance improvement. It also assumes that these 
institutions’ constituencies will settle for standard-
ized products and services that meet the lowest 
common denominator of need. 

Most customers, however, are less and less 
willing to settle for standardized products and ser-
vices, and technologies (for example, cloud-based 
or social) have already reduced costs. For many, the 
type of performance that may matter most and may 
give them advantage is likely to be the type of per-
formance associated with creating more and new 
value (better/different versus faster/cheaper). The 
numerator—revenue growth—comes from devel-
oping new opportunities, creating new value, and 
meeting new needs in novel ways. For organizations 
to get better at creating and delivering significant 
new value, they should move beyond promoting ef-
ficiency and start focusing on tracking, measuring, 
and supporting the behaviors associated with value 
creation. 

From financial performance metrics to 
operating and frontline metrics. Financial 
metrics drive behavior at the top levels of most 
large organizations today. Yet, these metrics tend 
to be lagging indicators of performance; they are 
backward-looking. If you’re serious about getting 
on an accelerating trajectory, you should identify 
and rigorously track the relevant leading indicators. 
Operating metrics are near-term, leading indicators 
of an organization’s performance. Key operating 
metrics drive financial metrics and have typically 
been thought of as measuring the success of a key 
business process. The connection between operating 
metrics and frontline activities—and associated 
frontline metrics—that drive them is generally more 
immediate and understandable. For example, in a 
customer support unit, a frontline activity such as 
validating the installation might drive an operating 
metric around issue resolution rates, which in turn 
might drive a key operating metric—customer 
churn—that drives revenue growth. In addition, a 
workgroup can directly affect operating metrics and 
operating performance, making them more relevant 
than financial metrics. 

Shift 2: Redefining how 
we think about our 
operating focus 

From business processes to workgroup 
practices. Most large companies today formally 
organize around processes;12 Jeff Bezos, in his 
annual letter to shareholders, notes large organiza-
tions’ tendency to too often make process a proxy 
for results. Indeed, workers—and entire organi-
zations—get so caught up in “doing the process 
right” that they lose sight of the outcomes.13 And 
processes are increasingly inadequate to drive sig-
nificant performance improvement. The value of 
further optimizing processes to deliver products 
and services seems to be rapidly diminishing. What 
can be standardized likely will be, and those pro-
cesses will likely be automated, but where will the 
next level of performance come from? Focusing on 
process efficiency and eliminating variance may not 
help companies gain a competitive advantage. More 
importantly, in this environment, most processes 
can’t keep up with addressing the new challenges 
and opportunities served up by the Big Shift world—
nor can process optimization likely help companies 
figure out how to create more value for their cus-
tomers. 

Not only can routine processes be an avenue 
of diminishing returns—they can actually be bar-
riers to performance improvement. Trying to 
update and optimize processes to conform with 
the ever-changing reality, and ensure compliance 
to those processes, is typically time- and resource-
consuming. Continuing to optimize processes can 
divert the organization from investing in the capa-
bilities to make sense of the changing reality and 
learning how to better create and capture value 
for it. Machines are increasingly able to perform 
the tightly specified, highly standardized tasks that 
support scalable efficiency more predictably and 
reliably than humans. As a result, many companies 
have invested in automating processes—removing 
people wherever possible—rather than exploring 
how these tools might better reflect and amplify the 
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business practices of the people who could be de-
ployed to create more value for the business.

The world of the Big Shift is one that is less 
and less about “known challenges” with “certain 
solutions” for which process and efficiency models 
thrive (see figure 7). Yet the temptation for most 
large organizations is to focus on controlling what 
they can. Consider the example of 3M, where, in the 
early 2000s, a new CEO decided to “optimize” R&D 
by systematically stripping away inefficiencies. Con-
trols were brought to bear on R&D: Processes were 
formalized, with forms developed to ensure engi-
neers innovated efficiently and tighten compliance; 
3M’s operating margins quickly improved and Wall 
Street rewarded it.14 But the company soon found 
that R&D wasn’t creating new sources of value as 
effectively as it once had, and not until a new CEO 

came in to unwind those efforts was 3M able to turn 
things around, in 2012.15

In fact, rigid processes may have never been 
an effective way to tap into the workforce’s value-
creating potential. Actual compliance to many 
processes can be low. The act of process reengi-
neering, however, was a useful line of inquiry into 
the work of the organization; done well, it could 
highlight opportunities to create feedback loops, 
ease bottlenecks, and reduce unacceptable errors 
in products for which the consequences of variance 
were high—for instance, airplane engines. As David 
Weinberger notes in his introduction to The Social 
Life of Information, process “assumes that people 
follow the steps, and that all people follow steps the 
same way. But people aren’t like that.”16 And now, 
the work that most people are asked to do is less 
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and less like that. Rather, workers more often need 
to use their creativity to effectively address unex-
pected events on the fly, and organizations should 
be ready to recognize and pursue the potential 
opportunities—for new products, services, and ap-
proaches—that reside in those events.

If processes have a growing potential to become 
prisons that keep us trapped in a world of dimin-
ishing returns, workgroups might be the catalysts 
that can help us achieve more and more of our 
potential. And if managers take as their primary 
objective accelerating learning and performance 
improvement, then the practices of the workers in 
those environments may have to be redesigned. 

While technology can certainly enable and 
support new ways of working, the practices 
embedded in a workgroup can either foster or extin-
guish its potential. For example, if failure is frowned 
upon, the group may shy away from making deci-
sions. On the other hand, if the workgroup has a 
practice of celebrating the learning from failure and 
making its learnings visible to others, that group 

may be more likely to take on greater challenges 
over time.

Further, we believe that the types of capabili-
ties that can help companies thrive are those that 
are amplified and accelerated by the practices of 
workgroups rather than the processes undertaken 
by machines (see figure 8). What’s predictable can 
also be easy to automate, and what’s automatable 
can be easier to copy. The kinds of approaches that 
will create new value and have the potential for sus-
tained advantage will likely be those that are harder 
to copy, those that rely on capabilities that are dis-
tinctly human—imagination, empathy, creativity, 
compassion, and judgment.

From tightening controls to enhancing 
the frontline workgroup’s ability to impro-
vise. Today, exceptions are generally resolved 
through workarounds: Workers may struggle to 
find the colleagues with the information, skills, or 
authority they need, often in different departments, 
and often must work outside the rules to access 
the relevant information and resources to resolve 
the exception. What they did and learned is largely 
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lost to the rest of the organization, and the workers 
who take on these challenges may not receive credit 
for their efforts and may even be penalized for 
not complying with processes and policies. In fact, 
faced with a lack of both decision-making authority 
and informal empowerment, many workers turn to 
process as a refuge from the ambiguity. As has been 
seen in, for example, some highly publicized airline 
incidents, frontline employees often feel they lack 
the permission or the resources, or even the expec-
tation, to improvise creative approaches when faced 
with dynamic, unpredictable situations.

It used to be that these activities tended to be 
limited to the executives at the top. Everyone else 
just had to execute. In times of relative stability, 
senior executives could tightly specify what needed 
to be done and could rely on the front line to get the 
job done. These hierarchies are giving way to more 
fluid chains of command; command-and-control 
mechanisms no longer appear to be as effective.

In fact, to improve in the face of dynamic, unpre-
dictable situations, workers must improvise, and it 
isn’t just a necessary evil. Improvisation is a way of 
taking action in the moment that moves beyond the 
status quo and can yield fresh insight about what 
works or doesn’t. Understanding that improvisation 
can accelerate learning in the moment, managers 
can look for ways to actually expand the potential 
for improvisation by reducing the constraints 
imposed by standardized operating processes. 
Workgroups can make the most of these opportuni-
ties in the moment by tinkering with their approach 
and push the envelope of performance. Of course, a 
key element of improvising is building on what you 
have, and that means that mistakes and successes 
need to be made visible for others—exception han-
dling can’t be kept behind the scenes.

As will become more apparent in the practices, 
edge workgroups typically have some fundamen-
tally different biases and values than those with 
which many organizations operate today, favoring 
initiative and improvisation. For example, these 
workgroups favor trust-based relationships and 
mutual accountability over compliance and con-

trols, which can afford them more space to explore 
variances instead of hiding or minimizing them. 
Edge workgroups resist the urge to oversimplify, 
embracing the tension of diverting efficiency for the 
sake of exploration and greater effectiveness over 
time. They also redefine risk around the risk of not 
acting. Inaction is a huge and seldom-discussed risk 
in most organizations, with significant cost in terms 
of the opportunity for powerful learning we forgo if 
we don’t experiment and put ideas into action. 

One important difference to call out is the role of 
friction in the practices for accelerating workgroups. 
Most traditional organizations have tended to try 
to eliminate friction wherever possible in order to 
increase control and predictability. Not only can 
friction slow things down and make them change 
course—it can generate heat, with unpredictable 
consequences. It is neither efficient nor comfortable. 
As a result, most organizations smooth over fric-
tion in favor of “getting along.” They are so eager 
to defuse friction and create an environment devoid 
of discomfort that we never get a chance to inquire 
into it. Yet what we call friction is what happens 
when diverse ideas, assumptions, and approaches 
collide with others that do not align. When this type 
of friction occurs in an environment of trust and 
respect, it can be productive: challenging assump-
tions, testing boundaries, and generating new and 
better solutions—leading to better performance—
than an individual could alone. 

As Steph Korey, co-founder of luggage start-up 
Away, says, “Friction is how you end up with the 
best ideas happening. If you had a company culture 
where you excluded friction, you’d end up with a 
mediocre product.” While many large companies 
try to eliminate friction, Away decided from the 
beginning that workgroups that “go along to get 
along” don’t go very far. The company credits this 
practice of cultivating friction as part of the reason 
it has continuously operated in the top percentiles 
of customer satisfaction, even as Away continues to 
grow at a 5–6x clip.17

Friction is resistance, and resistance can be a 
productive force, just as boats sail faster when they 
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sail into the wind, provided the sails are positioned 
to harness the wind’s resistance (see figure 9).18 In 
the same way, workgroups can turn friction into a 
powerful source of performance acceleration and 
learning, provided they anticipate friction and have 
practices to harness it toward an outcome.

From siloes to networks. Today, most front-
line operations are narrowly construed to focus on 
just the people within the company and, often, just 
the department. Information and resources are al-
located to specific silos and guarded from others. 
Yet, when exceptions to the rule increasingly are 
the rule, what one knows and the experience of 
having done something before can be less directly 
applicable to the situation at hand. What worked 
yesterday may not work tomorrow. Instead, looser, 
broader, and richer connections can help shift our 
focus to what hasn’t been done before. As the pace 
of change increases, the peripheries and edges may 
become more important. Engaging with others can 
help avoid tunnel vision, and finding ways to moti-

vate others and leverage their capabilities—as well 
as what they know—can help you to achieve more 
impact. Organizations will likely need to make deci-
sions and overcome obstacles faster, and may have 
to seek informal interactions with a broader range 
of participants to gain the necessary insights to act. 
This may require organizations to support prac-
tices that let individuals be much more networked 
across workgroups and across organizations so that 
workgroups can engage with each other to help ac-
celerate performance improvement. 

Shift 3: Redefining how we 
think about our learning focus 

From knowledge sharing to knowledge 
creation. Today “learning” typically means 
training programs and knowledge management 
systems. Training programs and knowledge man-
agement systems—even those that seek to bring it 
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closer into the context of everyday work or make it 
bite-sized and on-demand at the worker’s desk or 
smartphone—are typically focused on knowledge 
that already exists. By the time training is created 
and deployed, it is often already dated. And because 
the training environment is usually still separate 
from the actual use of the knowledge in the work, 
more so in the case of training programs, the knowl-
edge is less likely to be put into action. Often it is 
explicit or skills-based, “how to do x,” and is treated 
as static, a knowable thing to be conveyed to and 
mastered by the worker. When the skill is no longer 
relevant, the worker needs to be retrained. As the 
relevance of static knowledge diminishes more 
rapidly, more of the most valuable knowledge is 
tacit, difficult to articulate or convey except through 
shared participation. Tacit knowledge often trumps 
explicit knowledge because it is generally newer, 
emerging from new experiences and interactions 
and providing insight into how to act.

In a future where we envision workgroups 
handling more and more of an organization’s dif-
ferentiating work, the imperative for knowledge 
creation through action could play out in two ways: 
• First, the workgroup itself continuously evolves 

its approach to have more of an impact with its 
work: to deliver more or to deliver better or to 
reach more people with it. 

• Second, workgroups themselves could become 
powerful environments for learning—for both 
individuals and the organization. In particular, 
participation in a workgroup may be one of the 
most effective ways to access tacit knowledge, 
which resides in our heads and bodies, embedded 
in the work itself and in our practices around 
the work. By engaging with other members to 
address challenges in different contexts, indi-
vidual workers can gain tacit knowledge from 
each other and create new knowledge in ap-
plying it and evolving it as they move forward.

From training to get performance to pur-
suing performance in order to learn faster. 
One of the main rationales for corporate training 
has long been to equip workers with the necessary 

information, skills, or capabilities to do their jobs 
better, in the hopes that the investment will pay off 
in improved performance down the line. As we’ve 
discussed elsewhere, this type of training is less 
and less effective as the half-life of specific skills de-
creases and the number of unexpected exceptions 
increases. The model of learning and performance 
improvement flips when you focus on accelerating 
performance improvement as the primary goal, 
then cultivate the practices and provide the support 
to make that happen. Rather than train first and 
hope for a bang later, you can aim to create an envi-
ronment in which workers learn faster as they focus 
together on accelerating their performance. Work-
groups can be the most fertile setting for learning 
faster—more so than an individual sitting alone in 
an office or an office of workers committed to the 
department’s overall goals. 

From fearing exceptions to celebrating 
exceptions. In the scalable efficiency model, where 
process efficiency is the source of performance im-
provement, exceptions and deviation from the norm 
are typically seen as a problem that is either slowing 
us down or creating costly waste. For those mea-
sured on the efficiency of a process, dealing with 
exceptions can be an unwelcome distraction from 
executing the standard process. For the individual, 
the department, and the organization, all of the 
incentives and systems encourage minimizing vari-
ances and even hiding those that occur. Meanwhile, 
the potential opportunities—to serve the customer 
in new ways, to use new tools or create new value—
go unexplored. This is where the opportunities to 
improve an organization’s performance may arise.

As the number of exceptions increase for front-
line workers, organizations should embrace and 
celebrate exceptions as an opportunity to improve 
performance. At the very moment when much of 
business, government, and society is consumed by 
the idea of machines taking our jobs and what that 
will mean for humans, we risk letting what differen-
tiates us from machines atrophy. Humans are better 
at handling exceptions than machines are. Mistakes 
can be the fuel for learning and improving perfor-
mance over time.
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How to get started

SHIFTING PEOPLE’S ASSUMPTIONS and 
beliefs within an organization can be difficult. 
In fact, trying to do it head-on will likely result 

in failure: Such moves often trigger corporate anti-
bodies to defend against a perceived attack. Luckily, 
there is a pragmatic way to address this opportu-
nity and start overcoming obstacles through small 
moves, smartly made. 

Rather than approach this as a “big bang” ini-
tiative to redesign all of the company’s workgroups, 
measuring success through broad adoption metrics, 
think in terms of targeted impact, designed to 
build momentum. This approach starts small but 
smart, by identifying and targeting the handful 
of workgroups that could potentially have the 
highest impact to the business unit or company 
overall. These workgroups become the test beds 
for cultivating the practices required to accelerate 
performance improvement. 

The key behind making a “small moves” ap-
proach work is to systematically identify the 
frontline workgroups that could be most pivotal in 
addressing some of the biggest current opportuni-
ties or pain points in the financial performance of 
the business unit or company overall by using a 

“metrics that matter framework”19 (see figure 10).
Take, for example an oil-field services company 

that suffers from low revenue growth. In looking 
for the drivers of low growth, we discover that the 

company is experiencing a high customer churn 
rate. Digging a little deeper, we find that departing 
customers point to high equipment failure rates in 
the field. This would lead to targeting a field-services 
workgroup for which the practices in this article 
could be cultivated to try to accelerate improvement 
in a relevant metric, such as first-time repair rate or 
maintenance compliance rate. Focus on the oppor-
tunity that can have a meaningful impact on metrics, 
and align efforts to support those workgroups’ 
adoption of these practices rather than getting 
bogged down in trying to drive change across orga-
nizational hierarchies and structures. 
1. Identify the opportunity. Use the metrics 

that matter framework to identify the frontline 
workgroups with the greatest impact on the 
most significant financial opportunities and pain 
points of the business unit or company. This will 
require identifying the operating metrics and 
ultimately the frontline metrics that will have 
the greatest impact on the financial metrics 
that matter. 

2. Empower a workgroup. Start with an ex-
isting workgroup that has the greatest ability to 
influence the frontline metrics that matter, and 
help it transform into an edge workgroup. With 
the practices and sub-practices of the Periodic 
Table (Exhibit B) as a guide, let the workgroup 
choose a few practices to focus on that they 
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believe will have the most impact on the chal-
lenges they are facing. Other than setting the 
focus—accelerating performance improve-
ment—the workgroups should largely own how 
they implement the practices. Encourage the 
test-bed workgroups to make the practices their 
own and to identify the metrics they think are 
most relevant for the challenges they encounter, 
but help them understand how certain of their 
frontline metrics make a significant difference 
to the broader operating and financial metrics 
that matter to senior management. These types 
of practices should help the workgroups be more 
effective, realizing their potential to make more 
of an impact. In addition, individual workers 

will likely learn faster from each other and gain 
the experience of taking on difficult challenges.

3. Track metrics. Track the agreed-upon work-
group metrics and make the trajectory visible. 
Check in with the workgroup about the trajectory 
and seek input on how the workgroup metrics 
might be refined to provide the most relevant 
indicators of meaningful impact. Treat the work-
groups as test beds to better understand, within 
the context of your organization, what tools or 
support edge workgroups might need from the 
organization, and be alert to which practices 
seem to have better traction with the workgroup 
members—and which seem to have particular 
impact on the metrics. 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
Source: Center for the Edge

Figure 10. Which metrics matter?
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Exhibit B. Nine practices that accelerate performance improvement

Frame a more powerful question Commit to a shared outcome Maximize potential for friction

Set the stage

Amp it up

Make the most important thing
the most important thing

Make it meaningful

Engage diverse perspectives

Demand volunteers

Turn down volunteers

Evolve a winning workgroup

Frame questions that focus on
the learning opportunity—and that

provoke and inspire others to change
the game

Focus on the outcome that matters most
to foster passion and amplify your actions

Assemble a group of passionate people
who can challenge each other with

diverse mind-sets, preferences,
and perspectives

Seek new contexts Bias toward action Eliminate unproductive friction

Look around

Look within

Reframe risk

Act to learn

Jazz it up

Foster trust and respect

Have learning conversations

Expand your exposure to a range of
contexts to discover promising new

approaches

Move from discussion to action as
quickly as possible

Reduce the kind of friction that
inhibits the potential for new insights

Cultivate friction Prioritize performance trajectory Reflect more to learn faster

Embrace complexity

Seek out challenges

Tackle tradeoffs

Identify metrics that matter

Track trajectory, not snapshots

Feed the reflection

Make the most of your mortem

Make sense of signals

Draw out conflict and learn from
disagreements to generate new insights

Track trajectory of the metrics
that matter and make trade-offs to

accelerate performance improvement

No matter how fast things are moving,
take the time to reflect on your
experiences, supporting even

faster movement
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Practice, and evolve. If edge workgroups 
begin having an impact on key frontline and oper-
ating metrics, other leaders within the organization 
will surely take notice, lending momentum to the 
opportunity to accelerate performance improve-
ment. While momentum is good, it carries a risk: 
Organizations tend to look to formalize and scale 
any practice that seems to be successful—in effect, 
turning a practice into a formal process. It may start 
out as a defense mechanism to make whatever it 
is we do look more official, but it is also deeply en-
grained in our organizations and in ourselves, as an 
illusion of control. We value process because being 
able to say, “This is how we do it” can be reassuring. 

But constraining edge workgroups with for-
mality can be counterproductive. Adding rules 
necessarily changes the practice itself and, in a 
rapidly changing world, likely makes it less effec-
tive. The goal should be to scale the practices for 
accelerating workgroup performance across the 
organization without being explicit about how any 
given workgroup might implement those practices. 
Each workgroup operates in a unique context that 
calls for a unique implementation of the practice. 

What to do about it? Stay vigilant to the ten-
dency to try to simplify and make things the same. 

Ask yourself and others: What’s different about this 
workgroup or this context at this point in time? 
How can you adopt and adapt new practices? How 
might the practices you employ change over time? 
Keep each other honest about the imperative to shift 
the mind-set from formalizing and making things 
controllable to embracing ambiguity. 

All of these can also apply if you’re in a work-
group. You don’t have to be an executive or senior 
manager to start making meaningful change in your 
workgroup, or others. Ultimately, the organiza-
tion should shift the way it measures performance 
and relax process controls to see an accelerating 
performance impact at scale, but an individual 
implementing these practices in one workgroup 
can have a significant and positive effect on the 
performance and learning of their workgroup and 
of themselves, as individuals. Localized successes 
can garner attention and build momentum. In the 
meantime, it’s likely in your own interest, and the 
interest of the workgroup and the organization, to 
adopt the practices that can accelerate performance 
and learning for an unpredictable future. You don’t 
need permission—just get started, track, and learn.
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Moving from best to better 
and better
Business practice redesign is an untapped opportunity
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A framework for getting better, faster

The Business Practice Redesign framework is built around nine practices that 
can be combined to accelerate performance improvement. This is how you get 
better, faster.

Use the practices to assess what’s working and what isn’t. Reveal gaps in under-
standing, or opportunities to do something differently. Find ways to change 
the game—and move the needle on metrics that matter. 

Each practice encompasses targeted questions, tools, and techniques for 
accelerating performance. Integrate them to generate breakthroughs that can 
make all the difference.
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Introduction:  
Beyond incrementalism

It sounds like a too-good-to-be-true story of 
inspiration—but it actually happened. In 1943, Po-
laroid co-founder Edwin Land was taking vacation 
photos with his family, and his 3-year-old daughter 
asked, “Why do we have to wait for a picture?”1 

Now, that is a powerful question. It inspired 
the invention of an entirely new product—and it 
exemplifies the kind of inquiry that opens up real 
possibility. Its audaciousness grabs our attention, 
captures our interest, and motivates us to come 
together to try to make its vision real. And in an 
environment that can be unpredictable and chal-
lenging, framing a powerful question might provide 
inspiration and motivation to the workgroup and 
help lift it out of the day-to-day to zoom out to a 
bigger-picture, future view. 

In a rapidly changing world, with dynamic re-
quirements, assumptions will change, including 
potentially the assumptions that made a particular 
approach the best one, or made a performance ob-
jective the most relevant, or made a shared outcome 
worthwhile. Consider, for example, the assumption 
that film must be developed in a multi-step process 
in a darkroom. The target at which you’ve been 
aiming may no longer represent what you want to 
achieve. A powerful question forces the workgroup 
to continuously challenge its assumptions and focus 
on what might be most relevant. 

A powerful question can also help a workgroup 
break out of incremental tendencies. Incremen-
talism allows us to believe we are doing OK because 
we are busy and getting better at something every 
day, but it can obscure the real danger of falling ever 
further behind more rapidly advancing alternatives 
and expectations. But it’s one thing to understand 
that incremental efforts are not enough and another 
to let go of running a little harder on the business-
as-usual treadmill and to really look for what might 
make the treadmill obsolete. A powerful question 
can pop that bubble of complacency, provoking 
us to reconsider the bounds and rules of the game. 
Framing a more powerful question is a way for 
a workgroup to step back and ask: Is this what 
we should be doing? What else is possible? Is the 
group’s shared outcome still the most relevant and 

important thing we should be focused on to have 
more impact? 

Workgroups looking to accelerate performance 
improvement will have to be able to continuously 
adjust to focus on the outcomes where they can 
make the greatest impact and avoid getting trapped 
making incremental progress against objectives that 
are no longer relevant. Framing a powerful question 
can help us not only adapt to change but use it to 
break new ground.

The frame a more powerful 
question practice: What it is

A powerful question, as we define it here, is one 
that reframes what a workgroup is committed to and 
how members approach it. A practice of framing a 
more powerful question might mean periodically step-
ping back from the workgroup’s immediate demands 
and considering what has changed and what hasn’t. 

A powerful question is:
• Authentic. Powerful questions should expose 

what we don’t yet know. They should challenge 
us to embrace our own vulnerability, to admit 
uncertainty about the path forward, and to lean 
into discomfort. 

• Compelling. A powerful question should pull 
people out of an incremental mind-set, refo-
cusing workgroups on where they can achieve an 
entirely new level of impact. Even as a powerful 
question should require collective exploration, it 
can also tap into individual passion, generating 
energy and excitement in members. 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED THIS 
PRACTICE WHEN:
• The questions we’re asking aren’t attracting 

others or leading to new insights 

• There are few, if any, opportunities to 
change the game

• Outcomes don’t inspire individuals or 
energize the workgroup
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• Open-ended. Instead of inspiring a single, 
definitive answer, a powerful question should 
open things up, setting the stage for ambitious, 
targeted action. It shouldn’t be fuzzy or vague, or 
limited by what the workgroup or the organiza-
tion has done in the past. 

• Focused. A powerful question should challenge 
the why and the what, as well as the who, how, 
where, and when, for a workgroup. It should be 
a focusing mechanism to help a group focus on 
what is going to matter to actually achieve break-
through performance. The question should give 
us pause yet remain within the context of the 
workgroup and be about the kind of future a 
group might strive to shape and create.

• Actionable. A powerful question should come 
out of deep thought and reflection, backed by 
commitment to act. It should reflect the convic-
tion that there is value in asking it—inviting new 
perspectives and ideas to the table—and should 
generate actions rather than answers. 

In short, a powerful question can help a work-
group navigate a shifting environment, directing 
our attention and guiding our action. Unlike a fixed 
North Star, a powerful question should leave room 
for doubt and new information and leave itself open 
to be challenged. It should prime the imagination, 
focus passion, and motivate accelerated perfor-

mance, aligning the group toward a transformative 
goal.

. . . and what it isn’t

• A “moonshot.” A moonshot isn’t a ques-
tion but a declared destination: We will go to 
the moon. It is inspiring but predetermined, 
not open to debate. A powerful question also 
shouldn’t presume a single resolving answer or 
dictate what form the solution will take. Answers 
are of limited value in accelerating performance 
and, in an exponential world, tend to become 
obsolete faster and faster.

• A questioning culture. While there is 
inherent value both in questioning and in 
learning to ask better questions, the idea here 
is to use a single, overarching question as a 
focusing mechanism—one that could help the 
workgroup home in on the crucial elements of 
breakthrough performance. 

• A stretch goal or incremental. It’s not How 
do we get to 100x performance, but What could 
we do, what kind of impact could we have, if we 
were performing at 100x? By moving the focus 
away from numerical measurement and toward 

EXAMPLES OF POWERFUL QUESTIONS
The right question can animate a workgroup. Here are some variations of powerful questions that 
have inspired real workgroups and organizations:

• Why do we create appliances for our customers instead of with them? 

• How can we make innovative products that the market wants—while it still wants them?

• If we are the “best of the best,” why are attacks not disappearing but actually increasing? What 
game should we be playing, and how do we get better at playing it?

• How do we grow higher-quality barley in a future with half the water supply? 

• What would it take to eliminate all car accidents?

• What if we could keep more planes operational? What if we could knock the No. 1 delay driver out 
of the top 10?

• How can we use technology to see the impact of our decisions and make better ones?
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INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
A powerful question can influence every aspect of a workgroup’s efforts.

•  Maximize the potential for friction. By not prompting an easy answer, a powerful question can force 
workgroups to look outside the group for perspectives and resources that can help uncover or create 
the answer. 

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. A compelling question can create a context for shared meaning in 
which we can articulate disagreement and explore thoughts and feelings, facts and figures. 

•  Reflect more to learn faster. The question can shift the scope beyond just the moment at hand, 
connecting the “moment” to the implications and learnings across moments and over time. What did 
we learn that informs our powerful question?  

•  Commit to a shared outcome. A powerful question can set the stage for committing to a 
shared outcome, while progress toward that shared outcome can create the basis for a more 
powerful question. 

•  Bias toward action. A powerful question can help overcome old assumptions and build more of a 
creative set of conditions. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. A powerful question can help identify the area of highest-potential 
impact, which would guide the performance objectives and metrics that the group will choose to track. 

•  Seek new contexts. To answer a powerful question, workgroups look for inspiration and exposure to 
more and different ideas and approaches that might accelerate learning for the group.

•  Cultivate friction. Saying from the outset, “We don’t know how to get there” can set the expectation 
of coming at a problem from different angles and challenging them on the way to finding answers. 
Lacking a ready answer invites productive challenges. In addition, the magnitude of the question can 
raise the stakes for group members.

fundamental change, framing can set the stage 
for entirely new levels of impact.

• A postmortem. Rather than asking questions 
when something goes wrong, the workgroup 
should frame a powerful question when every-
thing is going well, in the face of success: What 
else should we be doing to do a lot better?

Putting the practice 
into play

A powerful question isn’t handed 
down from on high—instead, a work-
group must articulate and refine it. How 
do you get to the question that is going to 

catalyze a leap in performance? First, set the stage 
for the workgroup to ask the questions that matter. 
In an exponential world, what got us to where we 
are likely won’t get us to where we need to be. How 
can you convey that magnitude of changed assump-
tions and expectations to engage others? 

Part of what makes a question powerful is that 
it can invite new perspectives and ideas to the table 
and lead to significant actions that may not have 
otherwise been considered or possible. How does 

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• How many times have we missed an 
opportunity by being “realistic”?
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this work? The framing matters—not only what you 
ask but how you ask it. Amp it up to turn the ques-
tion into something that is visceral and urgent, not 
just a thought exercise, for those who hear it. 

The challenge is that there are a multitude of 
questions that could potentially change the game. 
The workgroup members must consider how they 
can make it their own in ways that only they can. 
The powerful question and the possible actions it 
spurs are unique to the group.

SET THE STAGE 
A powerful question may originate from a work-

group’s leader or emerge from a discussion. That 
first question starts to open up the space for getting 
to the question that matters. Focusing on a ques-
tion, rather than a goal, is more than semantics: 
Saying, “I have no idea what that goal will look like 

or how to get there” is very different 
from saying, “We will land a rocket 
on the moon in five years through 
this agency.” This is something 
new: I think I have a powerful 
question and an interesting 
idea, but how could it be more 
powerful? 
The purpose isn’t to reinforce 

your own opinion or persuade others 
to your thinking—adding a question 

mark to a predetermined idea can breed 
cynicism and shut down potential avenues 

of exploration. Rather, this type of asking is for 
getting better insight into what matters and where 
the workgroup can focus to have the most impact. 
Know what you don’t know and ask for help. 
Organizations often see questioning and admitting 
to not having all of the answers as signs of weakness. 
But framing a powerful question that acknowledges 
the current state of reality—including the areas of 
weakness and doubt—can get people’s attention. It 
also can build trust. The process might start with 
being vulnerable and explicit about not having an 
answer, and lead to a shared acknowledgement of 
what people don’t know and a shared commitment 
to exploring potential answers. Legitimizing doubt 
often creates the space for workgroup members to 
challenge, fundamentally, what the group is doing 
and whether it should continue to do it. Admitting 

imperfection and uncertainty can also unlock a 
certain human empathy in others beyond the work-
group, allowing you to forge connections to those 
who otherwise may not have been as apt to help. 

Ask a question that changes the game 
to jolt the workgroup out of business-as-usual. It 
might not be articulated such that it will be the 
overriding question for the workgroup, but you may 
need some shock and a sense of urgency to help the 
group look at the big picture and notice what’s new. 
At first blush, the question might seem impossible, 
or at least not obvious. The goal should be to treat 
absolutes as conditional, to recognize that what may 
be true in one context may not be true in another.

For every one question, there are sub-questions 
to unpack:
• What assumptions am I making that make this 

seem impossible? 

• What don’t I know about that assumption? 

• What are the leverage points that might make 
it possible? 

• Does the question fundamentally revolve 
around value creation and impact on costs 
and efficiency? 

Force the group to identify the issue it is aiming 
to solve and why it matters. For example, costs will 
matter, but focusing only on cost might get you 
nowhere. One problem with posing game-changing 
questions is that people will likely try to provide 
answers. Group members may respond with facts, 
figures, and expertise about how it is done and 
(more likely) why it can’t be done. Try to acknowl-
edge current realities that run counter to the vision 
of a possible future, and then push on and explore 
the nature of those constraints. 

Consider the elite Field Tech workgroup in 
Southwest Airlines’ Maintenance and Operations 
Unit: Members didn’t ask themselves how they 
could get planes back in service 2 percent faster 
than other airlines, or relative to themselves the 
year before. Instead, the field techs began the ques-
tion in the context of the shared outcome: If we 
care about getting passengers where they need to 
be, how can we keep our aircraft operational all of 
the time? That was ambitious but too costly relative 
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to the impact. They unpacked that question to one 
that motivated action: How can we knock the No. 

1 “delay driver” on the issues list out of the top 10? 
At the time, Southwest people generally believed it 
nearly impossible to reduce the impact of that No. 1 
issue, much less knock it out of the top 10. 

The question has value, but so does the asking. 
Focus on the who, not just the what, to elicit 
broad participation. The more tightly you frame the 
question, the less it is going to challenge people in 
terms of creating new approaches. Not having the 
answer focuses attention on what can be learned, 
and in so doing could attract others who want to 
learn and make space for others to bring forward 
options and get excited about creating answers.

AMP IT UP
Challenging questions can be overwhelming. 

The point of framing a powerful question isn’t 
to overwhelm but, rather, to spark urgency and 
inspire action, including reaching out for help and 
attracting outside resources. The way the group 
shares the question with others will likely shape 
their response. How does a workgroup go about 
framing and sharing a powerful, challenging ques-
tion in such a way that it motivates group members, 
attracts other resources, and gives everyone a sense 
that there is a way forward? It should be a balance 
between being narrow and diffuse, between being 
grounded and making space to accommodate 
others, between being ambitious and working with 
constraints. 

One way of narrowing the question is to focus 
just on uncovering points of leverage. It’s not about 
changing everything—the challenge is to name one 
thing that has the potential to change everything.2 

Think about a performance goal, but instead of fo-
cusing on the goal, frame a question around what 

could have a genuinely major impact: 
What one lever in the organization that, 
if we shift it, might get us to a different 
level of performance? What would have 
to happen for that to become reality? 

Having landed on a potentially pow-
erful question, the workgroup should be 
as open as it can with as many people as 
it can about the question. The goal is to 
attract other resources and passionate in-
dividuals who are excited about being part 
of making progress toward an answer. 

The messenger matters: People are more likely to 
help someone they value or respect, especially when 
that person demonstrates conviction and commit-
ment. Make it personal and humanize it: Why 
does this question matter to me? What is my story 
that led me to this question? To what human need 
does this speak? Avoid framing in conceptual terms 
that engage only the mind. When the question isn’t 

abstract, people can be more willing to deviate from 
the standard operating procedures to look for alter-
natives that might generate more impact. 

For example, for a group of supervisors of dis-
patch at Southwest Airlines, the question was how 
they could honor the legacy of a colleague, Mike 
Baker, who had championed using technology to 
make smarter routing choices and make a compli-
cated job a whole lot easier. They formed a workgroup 
committed to addressing the very question that he 
had posed and named it in his honor. “Baker” is now 
mentioned hundreds of times a day throughout the 

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• Let’s not get distracted by questions—

we’ve got to stay focused on results. 

• Great question, but we’re probably not 
going to be the ones who figure it out.

• Yeah, sure, this all sounds good—but it’s 
too risky, and here’s why it will never work. 

• We don’t have time for questions. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What should we ask but never do?
• What questions could we ask today that 

would fundamentally change the game 
tomorrow?
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organization, and his passion for smarter decisions 
can live on throughout the next generation of dis-
patch supervisors.3 

If you aren’t surprised by the responses to a 
question, it is not the right question. Don’t ask a 
question seeking to confirm a belief or validate a 
preferred approach—seek surprise by focusing on 
what you don’t know. Seek to uncover information 
or resources you didn’t know existed. One way to 
do this is to play with constraints—resources, time, 
or methodology—to make the question provoca-
tive enough to attract attention and elicit focused 
responses.4 For example, a broad question, “How 
do we win the race with a car that is no faster than 
anyone else’s?”5 is ambitious but likely to generate 
broad responses based on what people already know. 
Constraints—“How do we win if we can’t change 
the body?” or “How do we win if the race is twice 

as long?”—could prompt people into thinking about 
specific dimensions that they have not considered 
and that they would need to explore further, through 
action, because they haven’t thought about it before. 
Constraints can force people out of areas where per-
ceived expertise stands in the way of new learning—I 
have answers—and into unknown territory. 

Here, where they are not expert, they can be 
more open to looking for insights, not answers. 
In an exponential world, answers, no matter how 
good they are, tend to become quickly obsolete. 
Beyond the boundaries of their expertise, people 
may be more open to taking in new information, 
building new constructs, and being more creative 
and resourceful in developing an understanding of 
the challenge. The answers that do emerge may be 
just the starting point for an even better question.
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Introduction:  
New tools and techniques

Doing what you’ve always done, even if you’re 
really good at it, probably won’t accelerate perfor-
mance improvement. At best, continuing practices 
could yield incremental improvement; at worst, you 
might see performance plateaus or even declines as 
the tried-and-true becomes less suited to a chang-
ing context. To accelerate performance improve-
ment, workgroups likely need new approaches, and 
even more so as more cases of first instance appear 
without proven ways to address them. Workgroups 
need to rapidly gain new insight, information, and 
resources to begin developing approaches, and they 
are less likely to find these within their current con-
text—even when the group has the intent to push 
boundaries and break from old ways. 

Exploring a different context, whether adjacent 
or seemingly unrelated—along with seeing how oth-
ers are approaching their own issues and opportuni-
ties to reach higher levels of performance—can yield 
fresh perspective on the nature of the challenge a 
workgroup is facing. It can help them explore their 
own context and performance challenges differently 
and avoid falling back on solutions already in place.1 

More tangibly, it can expose group members to new 
tools and techniques.

Our assumptions tend to dictate our choices 
and actions. Workgroups need to be able to test, 
challenge, and refine hypotheses without being 
constrained by unexamined and potentially in-
valid assumptions. Trying to understand an unfa-
miliar context can bring to light those deeply held 
assumptions that are rooted in “the way we’ve al-
ways done things.” It can help group members to 
reframe core assumptions,2 repurpose and build 
off the methods of others, break existing frames, 
and uncover valuable new ideas. In addition, the 
act of changing context—and engaging with it to 

identify similarities and differences—is potent fuel 
for sparking the imagination, and for inspiring and 
giving shape to creative new approaches. 

For example, LiveOps, a company that runs cus-
tomer call center operations, took inspiration from 
the online game World of Warcraft, in which play-
ers create their own dashboards to track relevant 
statistics as a means of improving their own perfor-
mance. Building from this completely different con-
text, LiveOps gave each employee a dashboard that 
showed her own real-time performance across sev-
eral relevant dimensions, including changes in her 
ranking among peers on key indicators. The person-
alized dashboards have helped agents understand 
and improve their own call effectiveness.3 

In a stable environment, seeking new contexts 
may have been less important because each work-
group could rely on its pre-existing resources and 
knowledge. But as the world changes more rapidly, 
workgroups that look first to what they have and 
know within their own context may find themselves 
increasingly disadvantaged. Even if your own con-
text doesn’t seem to be visibly changing, you should 
be relentlessly exploring other contexts to find bet-
ter and better ways to achieve your outcome.

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• The market is changing faster than your 

business

• You rarely seem to have unexpected 
but relevant encounters with ecosystem 
participants

• The range of interactions you’re having 
with people and workgroups from 
different contexts is limited

There are many ways, and the way you choose should depend on the current 
context. You can’t solve today’s problems with yesterday’s solutions.4

—Ellen Langer 
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The seek new contexts 
practice: What it is 

Looking for new contexts means identifying the 
most relevant and potentially fruitful contexts to 
learn from and drawing insights that each work-
group can use to have more impact on its own out-
come. Groups have only so much time, so be de-
liberate in choosing where to invest it in exploring 
new contexts. Contexts change at different paces, 
which means that the right ones may offer a win-
dow into some aspect of the workgroup’s future. A 
targeted approach can help identify contexts that 
are further ahead in some way and that have the 
potential to expand the group’s understanding in 
one of three areas: 
• Inputs that might matter. Identify new in-

puts—such as technologies, data sets, or mate-
rials— that could help the workgroup reach a 
higher level of performance. Is someone already 
using one of these inputs, providing a model 
from which we can learn? 

• Performance metrics that matter. Where 
is someone achieving higher levels of perfor-
mance on a key performance metric (for exam-
ple, customer churn rate) that matters for us? 
Go explore that, and try to figure out what is—
and what isn’t—context-dependent.

• Outcomes that matter more. At the edge, 
where change is occurring most rapidly and 
where performance requirements may be most 
demanding, the workgroup may discover an op-
portunity to achieve even more impact.

. . . and what it isn’t

• A time-consuming process of explora-
tion. Immersion can lead to serendipitous 
insights and connections. But few workgroups 
have the luxury of time to immerse themselves 
in a context that may or may not prove relevant. 
Groups should, then, aim to get better at swiftly 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Maximize the potential for friction. Seeking new contexts is a powerful way to discover resources 

beyond the workgroup. Part of the workgroup’s diversity might be the range of contexts that members 
have experienced.

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. The shared experience of a new context can create a touchstone 
that deepens the relationships between members and provides a tangible and neutral reference to 
frame disagreements.  

•  Reflect more to learn faster. Reflection both in advance and after exposure to a new context can 
help members identify patterns and draw connections in their observations and signals in order to 
transform an onslaught of information into useful insights for the challenge at hand. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. The workgroup seeks insights that can be useful for improving the 
shared outcome.

•  Bias toward action. The point of seeking new contexts is to draw insights that lead to and inform the 
next action. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. Spending time in new contexts can help the workgroup discover 
new approaches to pushing the boundaries of what they thought was possible for the outcome.

•  Frame a more powerful question. The magnitude of the question propels the workgroup to seek 
insight from new contexts and shapes what might be important about them.

•  Cultivate friction. Immersion in a new context can take members out of their comfort zone, 
challenging their assumptions and mental models in an immediate and tangible way. 
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identifying relevance and picking up insight 
with less exposure. 

• Random, hoping for serendipity. This isn’t 
about just being open to learning or getting out-
side our comfort zone to see what we can see 
and hoping that useful insights will material-
ize. While that can be valuable for some indi-
viduals, workgroups should be more effective 
at exploring. 

• A search for the latest shiny trend. In fast-
changing contexts, not all that is new is relevant 
or useful. It is important to differentiate between 
the temporary and the enduring.

• Only about others—or only about the 
group. This is about finding connections across 
contexts that might drive mutual learning and 
even reveal opportunities to work together to-
ward outcomes that are of mutual interest.

Putting the practice into play

A fresh context can open a window into the nar-
row silos of understanding and provide a new lens 
on the workgroup’s own work. However, 
the relevance of an unfamiliar context is 
sometimes less apparent when it appears 
in a typically unstructured way, through 
narrative accounts, field memos, news re-
ports, anecdotes, and the collective mur-
murings of social media. It typically takes 
practice to know what contexts matter 
and to uncover the underlying informa-
tion and draw connections that are not 
easily observable, finding patterns that 
we have not previously imagined. 

The practice of seeking new contexts, 
then, broadly has two parts to it: first, 

knowing how to look around to find the most pro-
ductive contexts to accelerate the group’s learning 
about how to have more impact; and second, know-
ing what to do with it—looking within to gain 
insight and derive actionable information from the 
relevant contexts.

LOOK AROUND 
The future is unpredictable, but it also doesn’t 

happen at the same time. New technologies, poli-
cies, and preferences hit certain arenas, geogra-
phies, and markets sooner than others. As a result, 
one way for workgroups to find a way forward is to 
look around. 

Practically, this means that workgroups, and in-
dividual members, shouldn’t stay in their lane. Bust 
silos and avoid tunnel vision by connecting with 
others who are engaged around a similar issue but 
may live in other departments, organizations, or do-
mains. At Facebook, this occurs organization-wide: 
Employees from different groups get pulled out of 
their role every 12–18 months to spend a month on 
special teams to work together on a particular chal-
lenge or interesting opportunity. When people re-
turn to their old groups, they tend to be more open 
to questioning assumptions and participate in more 
informal sharing of ideas and information across 
groups.6 It is important to bust silos everywhere—
including at the periphery, not just among the usual 
suspects in the core functions.

As change accelerates, peripheries and edges can 
become more valuable because they are often mov-
ing at a faster pace. Exposure to new contexts at the 
periphery can shape group members’ understanding 

Your brain is designed to make 
meaning out of what you see and 
will look for patterns out of whatever 
information you take in through 
your senses.5 

—The Practice of Adaptive Leadership

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What gets in the way of us (organizational 
polices, practices, silos) connecting with 
those from whom we can learn?

• When was the last time we encountered an 
unfamiliar resource that ended up providing 
incredible amount of value? How did we go 
about uncovering it?
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of certain conditions and inform their own work.7 
They might be better able to make sense of the sig-
nals they are identifying on the frontlines 
and better able to identify alternative re-
sources that might be used in unexpected 
ways. The practice of looking for, and en-
gaging with, new contexts also keeps the 
workgroup’s own boundaries permeable, 
so that the group can avoid becoming 
its own silo and better leverage valuable 
ideas, skills, and resources from others. 

Where should we look for context? On 
the one hand, looking around is about 
finding the performance edge that mat-
ters most to your outcome. On the other, 
it is about increasing the likelihood that 
you turn up valuable resources of which 
you were unaware. In either case, look for the fast-
moving contexts for which the performance re-
quirements are most demanding—this is where the 
future is likely already happening. Look for the tools 
they are creating and the inputs they are using. The 
point isn’t to bring those tools and models in whole 
but, rather, to build upon them and make your own 
better solution for your context.

Edges can take many forms: They can be other 
workgroups, enterprises, industries, technologies, 
or even demographic groups. Find a perfor-
mance edge likely to generate insights that the 
workgroup can use to improve its outcome. Rele-
vant performance edges have either achieved a high 
level of performance on one of the workgroup’s key 
metrics, are targeting a more significant opportu-
nity for impact, or are further advanced using an in-
put that the group believes might be important. For 
example, an oil-field services group that is targeting 
customer churn rate might look to a wireless com-
pany that has dramatically reduced customer churn. 
In another example, consider how, in advance of the 
Southwest Airlines fleet adopting fiber optics, sev-
eral Southwest field techs sought out the training 
school to which a leading telecom sends its employ-
ees so that they could learn in context with a group 
that is pioneering the technology. 

The relevant performance edge might also be 
one in which others are engaging with similar con-
straints. For example, a workgroup aiming to design 
a radically inexpensive mass-market car might look 

to a developing region with a vast, previously unmet 
demand for such products.

Knowing what to look for in a performance edge, 
how do we go about actually identifying a context 
that meets our criteria? Research and discussion—
asking, “Who does it best?” or “Who has faced 
something similar and is succeeding?”—might help 
the group create a preliminary list. Accessing digital 
content—such as blog postings, social media outlets, 
and analyst reports—can be the first step in learn-
ing about potentially useful contexts. To increase 
the potential for getting a truly different angle on a 
challenge, however, it may be worthwhile to cast a 
wider net by tapping into group members’ social and 
professional networks—for example, posting a brief 
explanation of the issue on social media and asking 
for recommendations of contexts worth exploring. 

Conferences and training sessions, too, can be 
an effective way to gain preliminary exposure to a 
new context and make connections for exploring it 
more deeply if warranted. Workgroups may discover 
relevant but previously unknown tools, techniques, 
and resources and, by seeing them in use and being 
among the people who use them, may gain unique 
insight into how to apply them to their own outcome. 
For example, the New York City Fire Department’s 
Rescue Company 1 regularly attends days-long train-
ing with fire units from around the country as well as 
with military and other forms of search and rescue, 
from marine to alpine, to learn new techniques and 
potentially encounter useful tools that could be re-
deployed in the urban rescue context. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What will likely be relevant to our business in 
the future, and where can we find examples 
of that in action today?

• How has the periphery changed what we do? 
When was the last time we acted based on 
something found on the edge?
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Ultimately, finding the relevant performance 
edge often requires getting “out on the street,” talk-
ing with people engaged in and around the perfor-
mance edge to get a better understanding of the per-
formance or input and its relevance to the group’s 
outcome. Physical proximity often leads to connec-
tions, from a casual encounter at a surf shop to a for-
mal introduction,8 that can be invaluable in terms of 
revealing new facets of the context and new avenues 
to pursue to unlock the most powerful insights. 

Shape serendipitous encounters to in-
crease the likelihood of attracting assistance from 
beyond the workgroup in identifying relevant 
contexts and drawing insights from them. 
While actively searching for new contexts 
can be valuable, great insights can also 
come from people and contexts not on 
the radar screen or in the existing da-
tabase. Instead, there are ways to in-
crease the likelihood that people from 
other contexts will seek you out. While 
shaping serendipity can be valuable 
for individuals, organizations, and 
workgroups as a means of attracting 
the passionate and uncovering unex-
pected resources, consider, specifi-
cally, how you can use serendipitous 
encounters to identify and explore 
new contexts. Think beyond organi-
zational barriers and constraints and 
consider ways to further leverage people 
outside and across the organization, aiming to tap 
into their knowledge, expertise, and connections to 
gain exposure to new contexts without devoting the 
time to becoming fully immersed or proficient in 
those contexts. 

What might this look like? It might mean estab-
lishing a presence in physical or virtual space so that 
others can find you. The second part of this is being 
as clear as possible about the metrics and poten-
tial inputs in which you are interested. Motivating 
others to participate through potential, thoughtful 
posting in these spaces can be helpful, so long as 
you’re transparent about what you’re doing. 

But the point isn’t just to get people to come to 
you and say, “Here’s an idea—go for it.” Exploring 
new contexts is time-consuming. Workgroups need 
to be both effective and efficient in drawing insights 

from new contexts. The point is to get people to 
come to you and say, “Here’s an idea, this is what I 
know about it, this is how I think it applies to your 
context, and I am going to connect you with this per-
son and take you to this place so that you can learn 
more.” 

Part of the work, then, is identifying the tal-
ent spikes—the forums and platforms that could 
be most relevant to other contexts, along with the 

physical gathering spots, whether a surf shop 
or a conference or a hackerspace favored 

by activists—and establishing a pres-
ence, crafting questions and challenges 
that can engage others, and cultivat-
ing relationships from promising leads. 
When two executives from GE Appli-
ances were introduced to Local Motors 
CEO John Rogers, they were primed 
to draw insights from this open-source 
hardware innovator that was upending 
traditional product development and 

production. A fellow GE executive with 
whom they’d shared their problem came 

across Local Motors and suggested it might 
be a relevant and fruitful connection. The 

executives had for months been thinking 
about—and discussing with anyone who would 

listen—creating some type of innovation center 
to rethink product development in their industry. 

They brought a coherent and explicit statement of 
the problem they were trying to solve: How can we 
create innovative products that the market wants 
while the market still wants them? When they saw 
what Local Motors was doing in the automotive 
space, they realized that the consumer for whom 
they were designing was a valuable input to a whole 
new approach. With Rogers’ guidance, they quickly 
learned about creating a community and using 
platforms and moved to rapidly develop and launch 
their own model for co-creating appliances. That’s 
how GE FirstBuild (now a Haier company) got off 
the ground. 

LOOK WITHIN 
Knowing where to look for new context is only 

half the battle. Understanding how to delve within 
that context and how to extract insights and learn-
ing that the group can use to improve performance 
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is what makes it valuable. For workgroups looking 
to accelerate performance, the point of seeking new 
contexts is to help workgroups uproot assumptions 
and uncover new tools and approaches, and, most 
importantly, gain insights that point to possible 
new actions. 

Making effective use of exposure, however, isn’t 
easy. The goal is to explore the periphery without 
being consumed by it. Workgroups that develop 
practices for how they will explore new contexts may 
be better able to gather information and, through 
reflection and discussion, draw out the insights that 
could make an impact on the group’s outcome. Time 
is always a factor, and it can be tempting to divide 
and conquer to quickly gather information from as 
many different contexts as possible. A small group 
exploring together, however, can gather richer in-
formation and help each other make sense of what 
they see and experience. With practice, workgroups, 
like individuals, can get better at exploring and ex-
periencing the edges.

How do you approach another context? What 
works—or doesn’t work—in one context may not 
translate into another. Look for what can be gen-

eralized but also what can’t. In the GE FirstBuild 
example, one key difference between contexts that 
workgroup members didn’t grasp at the time was 
that many people may be less excited about appli-
ances than about cars. One way to begin is to put 
context in context. Take a step back and consider 
the next, larger context—the slightly larger picture. 
Just as a chair exists in a room, a room in a house, a 
house in a neighborhood, and a neighborhood in a 
city, context is relative. Considering how “the room 
fits within the house within the neighborhood” can 
change our perspective and may reveal previously 
unnoticed relationships and opportunities, both in 
the context we are looking at and elsewhere. 

New context can be overwhelming. Our mind-
set and dispositions often determine the world we 
encounter, including what we notice and pay atten-
tion to, and the possibilities we apprehend. Simi-
lar to how an emergency-room triage nurse makes 
snap decisions about who should be admitted, we 
often make quick judgments based on “precognitive 
responses,” guided by our experience as well as by 
the systems we have constructed in advance, that 
allow the brain to make rapid decisions.10 In a cog-

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Doblin.
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Figure 1. Different levels of looking outside-in
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nitively diverse workgroup, members will 
naturally notice different things and in-
terpret them differently. The workgroup 
may find that being more deliberate 
about probing the context, however, 
can help to reduce the complexity and to 
stage their moves to balance the breadth 
and depth of exposure. 

Workgroups won’t have the time or re-
sources to become proficient and fully im-
mersed in all contexts of interest; the goal 
of probing is to get enough information 
for the next move. Probing balances the 
immersive richness of physical with the efficiency of 
virtual, moving from reading a web page to having 
a phone call to meeting in person to taking a group 
to visit off-site, stopping at whichever level is appro-
priate for the value gained. Each nugget of insight 
can potentially help to develop a new lens and shape 
the next move. For example, at New York agency 
sparks & honey, the culture briefing workgroup had 
been noticing a trend around different milk sources. 
These “micro trends” were showing up in a range of 
places including social media discussions, product 
testing in local markets, and localized menu inno-
vations. After tracking related signals and connect-
ing those to existing “macro trends” in the agency’s 
trend taxonomy, the group concluded there might 
be something to it. The entire workgroup visited, 
and eventually immersed themselves in, a tasting 
that included milk from several different animals, 
including camels.

Another approach to probing is to assign a dif-
ferent aspect of context for each member to pay at-
tention to or use as a lens (see figure 1). Sparks & 
honey uses the five senses as lenses but also formal-
izes sensitivities by “tagging” items along a spectrum 
from micro- to macro- to mega-trends. Alternatively, 
workgroups could use a system such as ethnogra-
phers’ “AEIOU” (Activities, Environments, Interac-
tions, Objects, Users) observation framework, with 
each member going into a new situation with respon-
sibility for just one category.11 Of course, the most 
important lens to use against the onslaught of in-
formation may come from the shared outcome itself. 
Calibrate the group’s attention to focus on what actu-
ally matters to the shared outcome. What informa-
tion, if we could figure it out, would help us know our 

next move? What’s different and what’s comparable 
between the context and the outcome we are trying 
to achieve? Workgroup members may also find it 
more effective to explore and experience contexts in 
dyads or triads, rather than altogether, to avoid over-
powering the context with their own presence.

Although it’s easy to talk about taking on new 
contexts in the abstract, in reality staying aware and 
vigilant to signals can easily morph into being over-
whelmed. Certain contexts may prove very useful, 
and in those cases, the workgroup may want a deeper 
exposure, over time, gleaned from building a relation-
ship rather than just harvesting insights in a one-off 
visit. Consider what the workgroup can give before 
it takes: Does it have new knowledge or learnings 
that might be beneficial to others in the new context? 
Ideally, the learning becomes open-ended, mutually 
beneficial and generative, creating a new node or set 
of nodes from which to gain feedback and perspec-
tive on the group’s experiments or future challenges, 
even if the current issue is short-lived. Workgroups 
that help develop others may begin fielding propos-
als to collaborate, creating a virtuous cycle of insights 
and impact. Connecting to these broader networks 
can provide specific subject-matter expertise where 
needed and can lead to additional ideas to inform the 
group’s current frame of thinking.12 

When group members can maintain an open-
ness to inspiration from other people, areas, and 
environments encountered throughout the day, the 
workgroup can continually collect ideas from vari-
ous contexts that can be used to fuel the productive 
friction in service of getting better and better at 
problem solving in other instances.13 For example, 
in Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd.’s Newbuilding & 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• How much time do we spend looking at the 
periphery versus things closer to the core? 
Do we have the right mix?

• How can we provide more value to the 
ecosystem, and how can the ecosystem 
provide more value to us?
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Innovation workgroup, designers decided to change 
the configuration of a room after staying in a hotel 
that made use of limited space in an interesting way: 
It featured a modular desk that a guest could slide 
out when needed but made the room feel more spa-
cious when concealed. The unique design inspired 
several sliding furniture additions that Royal Carib-
bean made to its Quantum staterooms.

Although workgroups will have to make trade-
offs—going deeper in some areas and broader in 

others, depending on time and resources—it can be 
beneficial to focus on the fundamental. Not all con-
texts are changing at the same rate, and facts have 
different expiration dates (see figure 2). Differenti-
ate between what is changing fast and what is cur-
rently stable, what is transient and what is enduring. 
Look most frequently to the contexts that are chang-
ing most rapidly—others may have valuable paral-
lels, but if they’re moving more slowly, they’ll likely 
reward only intermittent check-ins.

Drawing insights from individual observations 
and the flood of information out there requires 
group members to listen to one another and their 
surroundings deeply, to recognize patterns and 
draw connections through discourse and reflection, 
and to incorporate these insights into their evolving 
assumptions. Paradoxically, successful exploration 
of new contexts designed to cope with near-term 
uncertainty often requires an increased focus on 
long-term direction. Contexts are shaped by what 
connects them to each other.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Stewart Brand, The Clock of the Long Now.

An example of how different contexts change at different rates.
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Figure 2. Stewart Brand’s pace layering model

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• We need to keep our heads down and 

focus on what we do best.

• Since no one is asking for that, why are you 
spending time on it? 

• Plenty is wrong about what we do today—
why are you worrying about the future?

• We’re the market leaders—others try to 
copy us.
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Introduction: 
Avoiding a flat trajectory

Friction can lead to better outcomes. The right 
type of friction can transform individual contribu-
tions into something far larger than the sum of the 
parts. Indeed, creating good friction is the entire 
reason for forming a workgroup and entrusting it 
with key organizational work. That power material-
izes, however, only when the potential for friction is 
realized and the workgroup draws relevant, action-
able learning from it. 

And cultivating friction is increasingly important. 
In this rapidly changing environment, workgroups 
aiming to accelerate performance will need to learn 
faster how to make an impact on the performance 
that matters to the outcome. Issues will likely only 
become more complex and unexpected, requiring a 
range of approaches to address them. The right ap-
proaches might not exist yet. The type of learning 
that’s perhaps most important to accelerating per-
formance improvement, then, is that which creates 
new knowledge about how to approach unantici-
pated problems or situations. It isn’t about training 
in new skills or accessing existing knowledge. It is 
group learning embodied in action.

A group of people with conflicting perspectives 
has the power to envision a set of possibilities differ-
ently, and more broadly, than any of the individu-
als alone, potentially leading to emergent behaviors 
and creation of new knowledge that could not have 
arisen elsewhere.1 Creating that new knowledge 
requires workgroup members to make full use of 
the group’s diversity and the external resources to 
which it is connected across the range of the group’s 
activities. The ways people diverge in how they 
think about a problem and differ around approach-
es, assumptions, and actions can reveal potentially 
powerful insights. 

How does friction come into play? Friction can 
drive faster, more robust learning to help work-
groups come up with better and better approaches. 
The right types of friction—for our purposes, defined 
as group members’ willingness and ability to chal-
lenge each other’s ideas and assumptions—can drive 
groups to reexamine assumptions, test constraints, 
and push boundaries. It can force individual mem-
bers to stretch their own thinking, about the prob-

lem and how to approach it, in ways they would not 
likely get to on their own. “Un-like-minded” people 
and contradictory evidence or information that runs 
counter to our current framework can help us see 
our own thinking in a new light. If we are open-
minded and committed to improving an outcome, 
and if we don’t feel attacked, challenges could make 
us reexamine our assumptions, refine our thinking, 
and even change our approach.2 Such challenges 
can also make us pay attention to new information 
and resources that fell outside our initial frame.3 

Of course, timing matters. Some workgroups 
need to operate like a well-oiled machine in the mo-
ment, whether that moment is going into a burning 
building or interacting with a customer. The key 
for improving that in-the-moment performance, 
though, is cultivating the friction between moments, 
to elicit observations and new options for approach-
ing the next moment differently. Focusing on seam-
less execution (the goal of many high-performing 
teams) and failing to cultivate friction can result in 
a flat trajectory, even if the starting point is high.

The cultivate friction practice: 
What it is 

Cultivating productive friction is about ben-
efiting from the potential for learning that comes 
from diversity—all kinds of diversity. In a diverse 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• There is little space and time for 

disagreement and debate

• Everyone agrees and talks about agreeing 
or takes pride in the group’s cohesion

• The group seems focused on its own 
efficiency as the primary measure of 
success

• Everyone has a designated role and area of 
expertise for which they are responsible, 
and the group defers to the expert 
judgments
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workgroup, members are influenced by a range of 
past experiences, apply different implicit rules, and 
notice different pieces of information.4 Cognitive 
diversity can create tensions within a workgroup, 
and those tensions can have unexpected and posi-
tive results.5 Yet our desire for harmony can be so 
strong—to some extent, we are biologically wired to 
mirror the behavior of those around us6—and often 
is so ingrained in organizations that productive fric-
tion simply will not happen without taking deliber-
ate action to stoke it. 

Friction must be cultivated first within the work-
group, day-to-day, but also outside the workgroup, 
between the workgroup and others who might have 
relevant insight, knowledge, or resources. Practical-
ly, this means that members are open to being test-
ed and questioned by others and willing and able 
to see how one idea fits with or builds on another. 
It also means that the group itself is open to chal-
lenges from the outside. The workgroup essentially 
invites others to “question us” and to introduce di-
verse external resources. 

A workgroup that cultivates friction might be 
characterized by:  
• Energy over harmony. Workgroups that 

go along to get along won’t get far in an envi-
ronment that demands new approaches and 
rapid learning. The right type of friction can 
be exhilarating.

• Challenge and discussion over approval. 
In fact, if the workgroup’s output is similar to 
one of the inputs, there may be too little friction.

• Transparent thinking. Sketching a poten-
tial solution or a framework for approaching 
a problem or even a list of assumptions on a 
whiteboard can be an invitation for challenges 
from within the group. Up the ante by putting 
the board in a public place and inviting outsiders 
to the conversation. 

• Thinking made tangible. Just writing some-
thing on a board can reveal assumptions and 
relationships that aren’t apparent in a discus-
sion. As an idea becomes progressively more 
tangible—for example, moving from spoken idea 
to written description to drawn pictures to mod-
els and prototypes—fresh aspects of the problem 
and potential solutions can be exposed, stirring 
up additional friction. 

. . . and what it isn’t

• Brainstorming. Too often groups use brain-
storming to get “more” ideas on the table, and 
the means of doing this is to remove friction. 
Participants may be told to silence their skepti-
cism and treat all ideas as equally valid and plau-
sible, and at the end, everyone feels good about 
the number of ideas generated. But stifling any 
arguments carries a cost, as the potential learn-
ing from exploring the trade-offs and unstated 
assumptions behind the ideas is lost. Lost, too, 
is the opportunity to candidly interrogate the 
ideas, to find weaknesses or to see the power to 
be found in combining two ideas that didn’t cap-
ture anyone’s imagination initially. Workgroups 
looking to accelerate performance should focus 
on better ideas, not more. 

• Playing devil’s advocate (or other roles). 
If everyone knows that someone is playing a 
role for the sake of creating some friction, they 
will likely treat it as a game. The quality of the 
friction generated would be low, because the 
challenge wouldn’t be grounded in a real per-
spective or deeply held belief; there would be 
little to unpack and few insights to discover. 
The goal should be to stir up and direct the real 
disagreements and divergence that exist, not to 
manufacture arguments.

Putting the practice into play

Just setting up the conditions for friction is a 
start, but the type of productive friction that can 
help a workgroup learn faster isn’t likely to occur on 
its own, even with a diverse and passionate group. 
Being open to friction and maintaining a high level 
of friction generally takes a deliberate and conscious 
effort, at both the individual and workgroup levels. 
How can you stir up the right type of friction and 
sustain it over the group’s time together? Work-
groups may need to get comfortable with being un-
comfortable. It begins with embracing complexity 
when our instinct is to simplify. Leaning into com-
plexity, with all of its messiness and unpredictabil-
ity, can help highlight a problem’s nuances and the 
contrasts and contradictions within the workgroup. 
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INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
Workgroups often need friction across the board, in all of the workgroup’s activities, to sharpen the 
thinking and push the group to be better.

•  Maximize the potential for friction. The productive friction a group cultivates can become more 
potent when it comes from a diverse and passionate membership. Members who are passionate 
about the outcome will likely challenge each other and themselves to learn how to have more of an 
impact, faster.

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. When the group proves itself capable of managing friction 
productively, members will be more confident and willing to engage with different perspectives 
or challenge and explore as a group. It can create a virtuous cycle, wherein they see that friction is 
beneficial and more confidently bring forth their diversity in future interactions.  

•  Reflect more to learn faster. Challenging each other’s observations and interpretations of what 
happened in-action, and what the results of the action were, is an important element of effective 
reflection that draws out learning. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. The group periodically challenges itself to ensure that it is still 
pursuing the highest-value outcome. The commitment to a meaningful outcome can help workgroups 
tolerate the discomfort of friction.

•  Bias toward action. To act with the most impact, workgroups need friction not just in coming up with 
ideas but in planning action, taking action, and making sense of action. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. The metrics that matter to the outcome may provide a focal point 
for discussion and can ground disagreements in data.

•  Frame a more powerful question. The right question should create tension that provokes friction.

•  Seek new contexts. Immersion in a new context can take members out of their comfort zone, 
challenging their assumptions and mental models in an immediate and tangible way. Changing context 
and experiencing a new and very different context can also help create awareness of orthodoxies and 
assumptions, and through exposure to others’ contexts, group members can cultivate a willingness to 
continuously reexamine, test, and update their own. 

But it doesn’t end with recognizing that a problem 
has many facets and group members have different 
ideas. Having shined a light on complexity, seek out 
challenges and draw out the group’s areas of dis-
agreement and divergence. 

EMBRACE COMPLEXITY 
Performance improvement isn’t 

straightforward, in part because we don’t 
always even know how to assess perfor-
mance. Proxies such as focus, speed, and 
efficiency—driving out waste and costs—
tend to favor stripping out complexity. 
But in a world of interconnected systems, 
the inputs, outputs, and conditions of 

each are constantly changing. A single approach 
or toolset won’t generally suffice across the range 
of conditions; mastering a single process or tool 
can’t be the goal. In a complex world, it isn’t about 
how fast you get from break to shore but about how 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Are the unique voices and perspectives in our 
workgroup being surfaced and heard?

• How can we do a better job of drawing out 
the diversity that we have?
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well you ride the wave. This is second-order per-
formance: how well you adjust and drop what isn’t 
working and pick up new things, how well you stoke 
curiosity, sample from the edges, and develop new 
skills and tools.

Workgroups can create tension when they resist 
the urge to immediately simplify. The perspective 
you hold, as an individual or a group, is never the 
only perspective. Keep an open mind to consider 

other angles and explore the nuances 
of a particular situation. There’s 

usually more to the story: 
What else don’t we know? 
Take time to consider, for 
example, that a refrig-
erator isn’t going into 
just a “house” but into a 

kitchen within a duplex in 
a shrinking Midwestern 
city. Does that change 
any assumptions? Ab-
stracting a problem 
until it looks like some-
thing with which we are 

more familiar can seem 
like an efficient way to handle complexity; do it too 
early, however, and you risk losing the richness of 
the problem, which is where the opportunities are 
likely to be. In the case of the Joint Special Opera-
tions Command7 in Iraq, when intelligence analysts 
were teamed with the forces, some important nu-
ances came to life: Although most raids shared some 
similarities in the abstract, being on the ground in a 
raid made clear to the analysts that the specific con-
text, the ways in which that raid did not resemble 
others, often mattered more. Being delib-
erate about interrupting the tendency to 
jump straight to tasks, to be as efficient 
as possible, can make space for members 
to diverge, explore, and start to build on 
the possibilities without feeling as though 
each divergent thought is a tangent that 
is preventing the group from getting on 
with the “real” work.

Celebrate diversity by being ex-
plicit that cognitive diversity is not just a 
nice-to-have but exactly what the work-
group needs. Be open about the fact that 

group members have different backgrounds and 
skills; this may open the door for members to reveal 
more of their differences. When workgroups rush to 
smooth over differences, they can miss the oppor-
tunity to sample ideas and techniques and pick up 
new tools and approaches. Set the tone by provok-
ing members to speak to their belief systems, their 
reasons for participating, and why the outcome mat-
ters to them—even if, or especially if, these reasons 
differ. Resist the urge to resolve contradictions or 
emphasize commonality. Establishing a tolerance 
for unresolved tension can ease individuals’ fears 
that disagreement will damage the team dynamic. 

The goal should be to create disequilibrium 
in the group and evolve the options on the table, 
keeping the intensity high enough to motivate the 
group toward a creative next step, but not so high 
that it becomes unproductive. One way to do this 
is by playing with possibilities to slow down a 
pell-mell rush to execution. A playful discussion 
of what-ifs can test the boundaries and conditions 
rather than treating them as realities. As commu-
nicator Nancy Duarte points out, the arc from what 
could be to what is creates useful tension.8 It doesn’t 
have to be just a mental exercise—tinkering is a way 
to look for where there is play in physical systems 
and routines as well. Royal Caribbean Cruise’s New-
building & Innovation group, for example, uses a 
variety of design tools and graphical simulations to 
explore the ideas and possibilities brought forward 
by domain specialists from aircraft design, fashion, 
entertainment, and shipbuilding that stretch the 
group’s collective thinking. 

Ultimately, it may be as simple as being willing 
to be curious. A workgroup aiming to improve has 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Are we turning up the heat enough? 
In what ways do we tend to avoid conflic?

• What if friction wasn’t just allowable 
but demanded? What if we went beyond 
accepting different points of view and 
insisted that they be surfaced?
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an obligation to be curious. Ask the question when 
you don’t understand, and adopt a beginner’s mind-
set. Reach beyond your experience, and listen for 
what an idea could be rather than what it is.

SEEK OUT CHALLENGES 
It’s one thing to get options on the table, another 

to transform them into solutions. The goal of cul-
tivating friction is the latter, getting to better and 
better solutions by learning as a group and embody-
ing it in action. An alchemy of interactions makes 
a workgroup more than the sum of its parts (or its 
ideas). Individual ideas bump up against each other 
and against diverse perspectives, get tested in real 
conditions, and become different and better as a re-
sult. This happens not once but repeatedly, as the 
context changes along with the group’s understand-
ing. To create this alchemy, it isn’t enough for mem-
bers to tolerate challenges9—they should insist on 
challenges.

Sometimes, particularly when a group seems to 
gel quickly and develop instant camaraderie, the 
idea of doing anything to upset the balance can 
seem completely counterproductive. But a norm of 
not rocking the boat can solidify over time, making 
it seem harder and less likely that a group member 
will risk a rift. Challenging early on, when the stakes 
might be lower, can help a group understand and 
adjust how it responds and reacts to uncomfortable 
situations. Community—and bonds of trust—can 
come from crises, even small ones.

Challenge yourself and others to break 
through any ego and hubris that can 
prevent individuals from engaging with 
each other around what is most impor-
tant, from unwillingness either to show 
vulnerability by asking questions or to 
be open to being questioned. Misun-
derstandings and disagreements can be 
fertile ground for learning and creat-
ing something new. Individuals should 
strive to repress the desire to display authority or 
expertise—and shouldn’t let other members go un-
challenged by virtue of their expertise. A workgroup, 
collectively, can help by not accepting serial mono-
logues or presentations and by questioning and ex-
ploring assumptions as a matter of habit. 

Even people who think they are open to new 
ideas and learning often have deeply ingrained—and 
unexamined—assumptions that can shape the way 
they approach the world. Although it may feel awk-
ward at first, here are some ways to elicit challenges: 
• Try to bring more of the invisible and unstated—

beliefs, experiences, expectations, and theories—
into the open by asking others to state their core 
assumptions when they offer a perspective. 

• Take the group into a new context temporarily, 
or bring outsiders in, to help heighten awareness 
of our own orthodoxies—a key first step to reex-
amining and updating them. For example, as the 
Red Cross has begun using more people from lo-
cal communities in responses, a side benefit has 
been to expose the organization’s professionals 
to more perspectives that challenge what they 

“know” about the work. 
• Prompt members who are likely to hold op-

posing perspectives and explore the disagree-
ment. Rather than minimize the differences, try 
to explicate the “ladder of inference,”10 work-
ing backward from the expressed perspective 
to the beliefs, experiences, and assumptions 
that led there. Instead of, “How can you think 
that?”, ask, “I wonder what information you 
have that I don’t?” or, “How might you see the 
world such that this makes sense?”11 Even bet-
ter than asking: Try to experience what the other 
person does. Going deeper into disagreement 
may get to a more nuanced understanding of the 
root problem. 

• Call out the elephant in the room or question the 
organization’s long-established conventional 
wisdom and principles. Setting an expectation 
that the unspeakable may well be spoken is an-
other way to break through complacency and 
elicit challenges.

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• To what extent are workgroup members 
ecouraged to speak beyond their expertise?
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The goal of bringing gaps in knowledge and un-
derstanding to light is to gain insight into what we 
don’t know: Either others do know about it or the 
group can create new knowledge around it.12 

For agency sparks & honey, success depends in 
part upon cultivating friction in a daily culture brief-
ing.13 The briefing leaders prompt specific individu-
als on certain subjects and consciously distribute the 
conversation. Rather than try to resolve opposing or 
even unrelated perspectives, they use the common 
language of the agency’s cultural intelligence system 
and framework to focus on looking for the new in-
sights and connections that such divergence might 
reveal. Over time, many of the briefing participants 
have also tacitly picked up skills for eliciting diverse 
perspectives and managing the resulting friction—
an ever-growing community of practitioners devel-
oped through tacit learning. 

Beyond a practice of challenging each other in 
discussion, another approach is to impose con-
straints as a means of forcing creativity and diver-
gent views by placing an entire workgroup into a 
stress position. Imposing constraints on the tools and 
conditions of a solution is one way to do this. Con-
straining the budget, expertise, or (especially) timing 
can spark creativity and produce a sense of urgency. 

Finally, try to create space so that friction can 
develop from a variety of sources. Silence can be an 
important tool and is a discipline that supports the 
need to avoid rushing to answer, resolve, or sim-
plify. Silence itself can provoke tension for some 

while allowing space for other voices to clarify and 
emerge. Mediate the conversation to keep multiple 
interpretations alive so that additional important 
insights and slow-building approaches can have a 
chance to materialize.

Although action-oriented group members may 
become impatient or frustrated when passionate 
views collide and generate multiple interpretations 
of a challenge, these collisions and interactions 
could be necessary to continue to reach new levels 
of performance. It takes practice, for both individu-
als and groups, to balance the need to diverge and 
generate heat with the directive to draw actionable 
insights that can be used to make progress toward 
an outcome. As a group’s members increasingly em-
ploy tensions and disagreements to reach better so-
lutions, they can help create a virtuous cycle of more 
honest and forthcoming challenges. 

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• Don’t stir things up—just smile and nod so 

we can be done.

• There’s no such thing as a bad idea and all 
ideas are equal—let’s not judge.

• We’re all in agreement and know how this 
works—let’s just get on with it; we’ve got 
the A-team on this.
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Commit to a 
shared outcome 
How to get everyone pulling in the 
same direction
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Introduction:  
Focus and alignment

A shared outcome is the reason a workgroup ex-
ists; it is why group members come together and 
what they aim to achieve every day—for example, 
to save lives or to stop cyber-intrusions. For most 
workgroups, this outcome will support the mission 
of the larger organization, but it is much more with-
in the group’s ability to control.

When a shared outcome is significant and mean-
ingful, commitment to that outcome can drive a 
workgroup to take action. It can rally members from 
different domains and possibly different organiza-
tions to work together despite their having compet-
ing perspectives, goals, and even performance met-
rics. A shared outcome can also compel a workgroup 
to reach outside its membership for help, insight, 
and resources. All of these—action, generative col-
laboration, and leverage—are key for workgroups 
looking to accelerate performance improvement 
amid rapidly changing conditions and requirements.

When it comes to accelerating performance im-
provement, the way an outcome is defined is key. No 
workgroup can definitively achieve a well-defined 
outcome in the short term. For example, while a 
group of firefighters might be saving lives every day, 
there are always more lives to be saved and, con-
ceivably, better, more effective ways to do so. As a 
result, commitment to a shared outcome typically 
helps to focus and align workgroup members on 
what could be done and drives them to constantly 
take action to get better at achieving that outcome. 

Committing to a shared outcome can help ele-
vate a group’s objectives over individual objectives, 
creating an expectation and a vehicle for putting 
aside competing agendas1 and focusing on the is-
sue at hand. The significance and meaningfulness 
of a shared commitment can also help workgroup 
members to tolerate the potential discomfort of 
challenging and being challenged by others as a 
means of getting better and better at achieving the 
shared outcome. In fact, research indicates that 
groups with shared outcomes are half as likely to 
feel that competing priorities hold the group back 
and a third as likely to complain about constraints 
due to corporate politics.2

By being larger than any one member and requir-
ing not just every member of the workgroup but also 
external resources and learning, a significant shared 
outcome can lead to learning from others. In a world 
of mounting performance pressure, one of the keys 
to success could be finding ways to engage and moti-
vate others to help achieve even more impact. Defin-
ing a shared outcome can help a workgroup attract 
the right talent and connect more effectively with 
others by being clear both about what it is trying to 
accomplish and where and how others can help.

The commit to a shared 
outcome practice: What it is 

The optimal shared outcome—this is what we 
are committed to—can help a workgroup accelerate 
performance improvement. A well-defined shared 
outcome should provide clarity, focus, and guidance 
for making decisions and taking action, orienting 
workgroups amid uncertainty, and making clear to 
members where they are heading and what is worth 
fighting for and what is not.3 

Some attributes of a good shared outcome:
• Clear and credible. This is about the basic 

work of the group; members are the driving in-
fluence and doing the bulk of the work.

• Significant. Big enough to inspire and moti-
vate. Group members believe they can achieve it 
better collectively than individually.

• Broad and open-ended. There is always 
more that can be done, and doing it typically re-
quires pulling in resources and talent from out-
side the workgroup.

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• There are competing definitions of success 

with no consensus

• We have a bunch of solutions but no clarity 
on what we are solving for

• The workgroup is easily distracted or 
moving in too many directions at once
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• Narrow and tangible. Defined to provide 
focus and guide decisions because it is directly 
relevant to who they are and the skills and scope 
they bring to the work. The outcome can give a 
sense of what success would really look like.

• Meaningful. At its best, a shared outcome has 
an element that connects to members’ values 
and identity; achieving that outcome can be-
come personal and meaningful to each of the 
group members.

. . . and what it isn’t

• The organization’s goals or part of a broad-
er effort. For most workgroups, the shared 
outcome will support the mission of the larger 
organization, but it must be within the group’s 

authority and ability to make a significant im-
pact on the outcome. For example, if the orga-
nization has a mission to “improve lives through 
wellness,” the workgroup’s shared outcome 
might be to “scale a wellness business.” The ex-
ception might be project-oriented organizations 
such as an urban fire department.

• A quantified goal or target. Workgroups can 
get locked in on a specific number, causing them 
to act more narrowly or even game the system, 
aiming to achieve that number rather than con-
tinuously push the boundaries to achieve better 
and better outcomes.

• An ideal or vision. Lofty goals that aren’t 
tangible or clear—say, make the world a bet-
ter place—generally provide too little focus or 
guidance to prompt action. The group may be 
inspired but could either become overwhelmed 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Maximize the potential for friction. A clear, long-term direction around a meaningful shared 

outcome can help attract diverse members who are passionate about the outcome and can help 
mobilize others to engage as well. Without it, the workgroup may attract people best suited for near-
term events but unprepared to make progress toward longer-term objectives. 

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. By overriding individual agendas, a shared commitment to an 
outcome can help build the foundation for deeper trust between individuals.4 

•  Reflect more to learn faster. When group members trust each other’s commitment to an outcome, 
they may be more willing to reflect and share honestly in order to learn how to have a greater impact 
on the shared outcome. 

•  Bias toward action. The shared outcome provides guidance that enables members to move more 
quickly and confidently into rapid actions that could yield learning, without fear of political reprisals for 
appearing to make a mistake or having to change direction. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. The shared outcome sets the context for how success would be 
measured and what metrics would be most relevant for the workgroup. 

•  Seek new contexts. Using a shared outcome as a lens for what matters can help you make sense of 
new contexts and not get overwhelmed.

•  Cultivate friction. Motivated by commitment to a shared outcome, members may be more willing 
to endure some discomfort in order to participate in practices that increase the type of friction that is 
generative of new and better approaches.

• Frame a more powerful question. There is a back-and-forth dynamic between the shared outcome 
and the question. The shared outcome generally sets guiderails for the direction of the question, while 
that question animates and adds urgency to the shared outcome. Part of the art is using one to inform 
the other.
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by magnitude of the outcome or paralyzed by 
the range of potential paths and interpretations 
of success. 

Putting the practice into play

A shared outcome can be valuable for any type of 
group. However, for edge workgroups, the way the 
outcome is articulated and the ways that members 
choose to deepen commitment to it can influence 
the size and nature of the group’s impact. Work-
groups can create and sustain commitment to the 
type of shared outcome that accelerates perfor-

mance improvement by making 
sure that the most important 

things are treated as the 
most important, and by 
making the shared out-
come meaningful to the 
members. These prac-
tices, in themselves, have 

the potential to drive ac-
celerated performance im-

provement. 
While a shared outcome will 

remain relatively stable, it should be an ongoing 
conversation, open to revision as the workgroup 
and context evolve. Throughout the effort, leaders 
should entertain suggestions for updating the out-
come, periodically surface other interpretations, 
and then rearticulate the shared outcome to ensure 
continual team alignment.5 This gives the shared 
outcome renewed credibility by illustrating that it 
is connected to its dynamic context—and reassures 
members of the team that they are a part of the 
shared outcome.

MAKE THE MOST IMPORTANT THING 
THE MOST IMPORTANT THING  

The workgroup shapes the nature of their work 
through the way members define the outcome they 
are committing to deliver. Even with organizational 
expectations of what it will deliver, the right out-
come on which to align may not be immediately ob-
vious. For example, a disaster response group might 
define a shared outcome of “saving lives” or “mini-
mizing trauma” or “restoring normal infrastructure 
function,” each suggesting different priorities and 
approaches. Without alignment on what the most 
important thing is for the group, workgroup mem-
bers may find themselves working at cross purpos-
es or just being slowed down by the need to keep 
renegotiating priorities. Negotiating and agreeing 
to a shared outcome will almost certainly raise dif-
ferent and opposing perspectives. This is an oppor-
tunity for the group to establish how it will handle 
friction productively.

Ideally, the workgroup collectively explores 
how it might define the outcome, up front, to bet-
ter ensure that all of the members share in and can 
commit to it. Start by taking the long view, ask-
ing: What is the highest impact that we can have? 
Where can we offer the most value? The idea is to 
focus first on the future and the opportunities ahead 
and then work backward. Paradoxically, focusing 
on a long-term direction could actually help to deal 
with near-term uncertainty. This can generate ex-
citement, helping groups break free from current 
constraints and opening up the domain beyond just 
what group members currently do. For example, 
a group of firefighters might initially define their 
shared outcome as “putting out fires” but, upon fur-
ther discussion, clarify the outcome to be “to save 
lives” or even “to prevent fires.” 

In addition to looking to the future, be bold 
in considering unexplored horizons that might not 
yet seem quite possible. Periodically reevaluat-

When you face a tough decision, or when prospects for success look bleak, 
reminding one another what you are trying to do provides guidance, 
sustenance, and inspiration. 

—The Practice of Adaptive Leadership
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ing the shared outcome can provide an 
opportunity for the workgroup to draw 
out potential and possibility over time. 
IsraAID, an international humanitarian 
aid organization, defines its mission as 
acting where it can make the most im-
pact, where others are not, to provide 
disaster relief and long-term support. 
Depending on the response effort, an Is-
raAID workgroup might define a shared 
outcome of building public health capacity or cre-
ating an infrastructure for future local response. 
The group responding to the 2011 Japan earth-
quake focused on areas and populations that larg-
er organizations were overlooking. When group 
members discovered that other organizations were 
failing to offer psychosocial and post-traumatic 
support—especially for children and elderly vic-
tims—the response group refined its shared out-
come: to increase local psychosocial capacities to 
support the local population’s long-term sustain-
ability. Ultimately, the IsraAID group worked with 
local government agencies to train educators in art 
therapy and offer post-traumatic stress disorder 
training for counselors and social workers.6 

A workgroup commits to making the outcome 
the focus of all activities and to working together to 
achieve it. And while the outcome should be within 
the group’s scope and authority, the shared outcome 
should also acknowledge the inherent uncertainty 
and evolving nature of both resources and contexts. 
By aligning on only the ends, not the means, a 
workgroup is free to think broadly and creatively 
about the best approaches to achieve that most im-
portant outcome. A compelling what combined with 
an open how would also tend to attract relevant 
resources that the group might have been unaware 

existed. Defining a group’s impact requires flex-
ibility, balancing concreteness and aspiration to ar-
rive at something tangible enough to pursue, based 
in a concrete understanding of the effort required, 
but not so tangible that it hinders creativity or kills 
group members’ passion and motivation. 

In some contexts, outcomes aren’t straightfor-
ward and might be difficult to articulate. In addition 
to defining the outcome, try to capture the feel-
ing that you want the outcome to generate. Then 
the workgroup can reflect on whether the outcome 
as defined would elicit that feeling, for the group or 
others. Appeal to group members’ emotions, not 
just their minds. There are different ways of know-
ing, and feeling and emotion are powerful moti-
vators that may be overlooked by groups eager to 
jump to metrics and goals. At Pixar, for example, 
workgroups often lack objective criteria to assess 
their progress: They reflect on whether a particular 
character animation or scene captured the feeling 
they were trying to elicit, and, if it doesn’t, they con-
sider every component—the lighting, the colors, the 
textures, the shot style and camera angles, visual 
details, sound, and voice, as well as the actual script 
and story—to understand what is supporting the 
feeling they are trying to achieve and what isn’t or 
is working against it. In Inside Out, about a child’s 

emotions, the filmmakers struggled with 
the character Joy, knowing they wanted 
to elicit a childlike optimism and enthu-
siasm without irritating viewers with too 
much sweetness.7

With a group commitment to a 
shared outcome, go public. Reinforce 
it by speaking the commitment out 
loud to each other and use it to guide 
the group’s activities. Whether through 
blogs or press releases, conversation or 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Where has a short-term orientation gotten us 
into trouble?

• What is the most important thing on which 
we could focus our efforts?

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What would be the impact on the 
organization if we succeed?

• What would have to happen for us to achieve 
the largest impact?
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public speaking, look for ways to publicly share the 
group’s shared outcome to motivate taking action 
and, more importantly, to attract others to your 
cause and potentially reveal new resources.

MAKE IT MEANINGFUL 
A workgroup is committing not only to the out-

come but to the journey together. But the commit-
ment that feels so strong at the beginning, when 
the challenge is novel and exciting, can fade as the 
new becomes old and the exciting becomes diffi-
cult. Paying attention to what makes a shared out-
come meaningful can help to sustain and revitalize 
commitment over the course of a longer effort—or 
of many short efforts. The shared outcome should 
remain relevant even as circumstances change and 
evolve. How does the shared outcome connect to 
the larger context of an organization or situation as 
well as to the smaller contexts of the group mem-
bers? How can the outcome connect to something 
larger, something beyond self-interest or ambition? 
Workgroups that can answer these questions—or at 
least keep asking them—may be better able to sus-
tain members’ commitment.

Make the outcome real now by taking mean-
ingful actions now. An outcome around 
which the workgroup can mobilize today 
helps members to begin learning sooner. 
For accelerating operating performance, 
small actions help test the assumptions 
and conditions necessary for achievabili-
ty, and the actions themselves should also 
demonstrate commitment. The members’ 
unique and diverse sets of resources and 
capabilities put the group in a unique po-
sition to achieve this outcome. Past per-
formance, in particular, can make the achievability 
real. Have the people and organizations involved in 
this effort previously shown themselves capable of 
focusing their actions and resources on the “most 
important thing?”

Over time, commitment generally comes from 
having a connection to the shared outcome and de-
riving meaning from it. This connection may hap-
pen through a negotiation: Members bring their 
own identities, which initially shape the way each 
member thinks about the outcome and her indi-
vidual approach to it. Through defining the shared 

outcome, a collective identity begins to emerge. The 
workgroup identity, and the deeper understanding 
of the impact the group can make, begin to shape 
the members’ personal identities. When members 
find alignment between the shared outcome and 
their individual identities, it can elicit their pas-
sion to bring the outcome to life and have more and 
more impact on it. Members can keep it real by 
continuing to shape and evolve the outcome to ac-
commodate what they learn and what is important 
over time. They frame their actions in terms of the 
outcome. What they do, why they do it, and who 
they are can align.8  

One way in which members can internalize the 
shared outcome is by articulating what they find 
personally meaningful about this effort and how the 
shared outcome aligns with that. Through clarifying 
the group definition, personal identity, how each 
individual might approach the problem and her 
role in the group, and what meaning she will derive 
can begin to emerge. The workgroup can sustain 
that commitment by being open to challenges from 
group members as the context changes and more 
information comes into the picture, and adjusting 
their shared outcome and action-taking as a result, 

showing a constantly improving and credible path. 
This bottom-up approach to accountability and 
group identity can allow the entire group to adjust 
quickly to respond to the changing environment 
and work together toward their shared outcome. 

Beyond remaining relevant as context changes, 
a shared outcome can be more meaningful when it 
connects to something larger, an impact beyond the 
reach or ability of any one individual or workgroup 
that motivates the workgroup to seek to get better 
and better at achieving the outcome. This type of 
commitment typically has an emotional component 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• How do we avoid inertia from 
overcommitment?

• What changes would allow us all to believe in 
the outcome and feel committed?
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and connects to individuals’ personal passions and 
identities. Passion makes members feel more in-
vested in the outcome and mutually accountable to 
getting the work done; more importantly, passion 
is associated with a desire to learn faster to have a 
greater and greater impact.9 Tying the shared out-
come to a larger narrative that spans workgroups 
is one way of raising the bar—inspiring, stoking 
passion, and reinforcing commitment. 

A narrative can be a powerful call to action. It 
should appeal to emotion, not just intellect, and lay 
out a compelling, open-ended vision that invites 
others to participate in it, shaping it through their 
own actions. It is realistic about the challenges and 
obstacles that may be confronted along the way, but 
that’s why the call to action is so powerful—it makes 
clear that workgroup cannot achieve the opportu-

nity without sustained, collective action. In times 
of uncertainty and turbulence, narratives can help 

groups overcome risk aversion, short-term thinking, 
zero-sum views of the world, and erosion of trust.10 
Organizations or movements might create a narra-
tive; the workgroup probably won’t. By definition, 
the narrative exists outside of the workgroup and is 
focused externally: How can others participate, tak-
ing independent actions to make the vision reality?

So if workgroups aren’t creating the narrative, 
how do they use them? Workgroups can start by 
becoming aware of the narratives around them and 
identifying the narrative that can turn the shared 
outcome into a greater, open-ended aspiration that 
taps a deep need in individuals and motivates them 
to go the extra mile to achieve the desired outcome. 
In the case of a workgroup, a narrative can illumi-
nate how actions support an even greater ambition, 
one that can be accomplished and is being accom-
plished—not necessarily by the workgroup alone 
but in part through its efforts. 

One way of continuously making the shared out-
come meaningful is to keep it visible, front and cen-
ter, as a guide, a call to action, reminding the group 
what they are striving for. Whether in physical form, 
on a whiteboard or dashboard (Southwest Airlines 
Field Techs), incorporated into a project name 
(Royal Caribbean Project Edge), or as an open man-
ifesto (sparks & honey), incorporating references to 
a shared outcome reminds the team what they are 
trying to achieve and can help guide decisions. Vis-
ible cues can often be enough to spark the inspira-
tion and motivation that many members feel when 
they first join a team. 

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• The organization already has a 

mission statement.

• We shouldn’t ask for trouble. Restating the 
organization’s goals is the safest way to go. 

• Keep it vague. We don’t want to sign up for 
something we can’t deliver. 

• My boss sets my performance objectives.
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Bias toward action 
How to get past the greatest risk  
of all—failing to act
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Introduction:  
Reactivity is not enough

The front line is, of course, where most problems 
or opportunities first appear—and where people find 
themselves crafting strategies and taking actions to 
address them. Such moves usually need to happen 
at top speed, since the window of time to address 
the issue at hand is often short—too short to accom-
modate exhaustive analysis, planning, and approval 
processes. It’s no surprise that many organizations 
look to speed reactions and solve problems more 
quickly. But workgroups aiming to accelerate per-
formance improvement should adopt a different 
mind-set: They should act rather than react.

In a rapidly changing world, workgroups take 
a real risk in reacting to whatever is happening at 
the moment. Reactivity tends to breed modest, in-
cremental improvement at best; at worst, it tends to 
lock workgroups into their approaches of the past. 
Groups need to respond quickly to whatever they 
are confronting—and respond in ways that can move 
them toward achieving higher impact.

Action is a means of targeted and rapid learning 
that is an important element of accelerating perfor-
mance. It is a different type of learning than training 
or sharing existing knowledge. Taking action to en-
gage with a possible solution uncovers a problem’s 
conditions and requirements as well as the capabili-
ties and limitations of our resources. This informa-
tion informs the next action and ultimately creates 
new knowledge that can be built into a better ap-
proach. Until the new knowledge is embodied in ac-
tion, the workgroup is unlikely to learn from it. 

A group can learn faster how to achieve higher 
levels of performance by taking more of the types of 
actions that create new knowledge and matter to the 
outcome. Balancing the value of fast feedback with 
the longer-range goal to significantly improve an 
outcome, a group can avoid the reactive incremental 
loop and pursue truly impactful learning. This can 
shape how members will think about what actions to 
take and which actions and opportunities to pass by.

Further, in a world where what is true today 
about a given issue may not be true tomorrow, a bias 
toward action could orient the workgroup to look 
beyond compliance and the status quo. It can help 
propel a workgroup past the paralysis brought on 

by uncertainty and prompt the group to keep test-
ing assumptions and developing new approaches to 
improve performance regardless of inertia or road-
blocks in the larger organization. A bias toward ac-
tion can also help clarify the overwhelming noise 
that many workgroups sometimes encounter. 

To accelerate performance improvement, work-
groups should increase decision-making velocity, 
taking reasonable and fluid actions—whether that is 
first responders breaking down a door or a product 
designer posting a mock-up on a platform—without 
cumbersome decision-making and approval pro-
cesses. Groups should be able to take action—small 
moves, smartly made—over and over and over, to 
keep testing conditions and assumptions and push-
ing boundaries to reach higher levels of performance. 

Too much planning or approval-seeking without 
action can defuse momentum, squelch passion, and 
delay the learning and refinement needed to prog-
ress. If workgroups are too slow to try things outside 
the status quo, they may miss valuable opportunities. 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• We are slow at putting our ideas into 

action; we focus on process (for example, 
stage gates) more than the results we are 
trying to achieve 

• There is no time to tinker, prototyping new 
ideas feels high risk, and failure is frowned 
upon

• Many people can say no, while no one can 
clearly say go

• We can’t get the right people in the room 
to make decisions—or, worse, we have to 
get everyone in the room 

• The outcomes around which we align cater 
to the lowest common denominator; we 
could be missing the opportunities that 
would have significant impact

• We feel as though we have too few 
resources to achieve the impact we want

• There are no consequences for not 
improving performance over time
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For example, Polaroid was slow to act when radical 
changes were occurring in the imaging/camera in-
dustry even though the company had the technical 
capabilities to pursue a new approach.1 Accelerating 
performance improvement, then, doesn’t necessar-
ily come from response and reaction, no matter how 
fast, but from choosing where to act to get the best 
impact on the outcome over time.

The bias toward action practice: 
What it is 

In a fast-paced and unpredictable business en-
vironment, not all actions are equal. Action matters 
when it leads to new actions that can ultimately de-
liver higher impact. Bias toward action is about act-
ing quickly to learn faster, but it’s also about choos-
ing where to act; deciding what will drive the most 
useful learning. It is a balancing act: Groups need 
to get into action sooner—and also take every pos-
sible moment before action to get the most out of 
it. A strong sense of where the workgroup is aiming, 
what performance metrics matter most, and what 

the workgroup doesn’t yet know make bias toward 
action possible. 

Effective action to accelerate performance im-
provement is typically characterized by:
• Timing. Be explicit about the downsides of 

waiting to act. Knowing when to act can be as 
important as knowing what to do.

• Leverage. Leverage others’ capabilities to learn 
as fast as possible and focus on what has not 
been done before.

• The unknown and unpredictable. Aim for 
actions that haven’t been taken before, whose ef-
fect is unknown, rather than variants designed 
to confirm a hypothesis. There shouldn’t be a 
designated result that, if it doesn’t turn out that 
way, the action is a “failure.”

• Improvisation. Improvise as you go. Look for 
ways to tinker with the approach, and incorpo-
rate feedback to build on—and build in. 

• Short feedback loops. Take action that elicits 
useful feedback faster. Look for ways to get feed-
back earlier from actions that take longer.

• Planning. Take time to understand and man-
age risk in advance. Plan for how the workgroup 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Maximize the potential for friction. A diverse and passionate workgroup can shape and build the 

actions that will have the most impact on performance. 

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. Workgroups can act more effectively and learn from actions if 
members do not fear judgment and repercussions and expect actions to be made in support of the 
workgroup’s learning. 

•  Reflect more to learn faster. Action generates the raw material for reflection. What action can give us 
the quickest feedback about how to improve the outcome the most? 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. Action has implications for bridging all of the workgroup’s practices 
into impact on the shared outcome. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. Out of all the possible actions, which is most likely to have an 
impact on the performance metrics that matter most to the outcome?  

•  Seek new contexts. Workgroups can draw inspiration and insight from other contexts about what 
assumptions they should test and what types of actions they can take next.

•  Cultivate friction. If the point of action is to generate the most impactful learning, groups should 
constantly question assumptions and look for opportunities to build on and improve other actions.

• Frame a more powerful question. The powerful question can help overcome old assumptions and 
build more of a creative set of conditions for action.
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will gather feedback and learn from actions, 
and consider whether the action can be made 
more productive.

. . . and what it isn’t

• Agile. The way many organizations have in-
terpreted and implemented Agile, it is almost 
exclusively focused on speed-to-market and 
the ability to respond more quickly. While orga-
nizations can find this incredibly useful, work-
groups aiming to accelerate performance im-
provement should focus on the actions that will 
help them learn faster how to reach higher and 
higher levels of performance.

• Acting for the sake of action. Without a clear 
direction and a desired impact to help guide and 
prioritize possible actions, groups can spread 
themselves too thin in a misguided belief that 
more action is inherently better than less. Of 
all the actions on the table, choose those most 
likely to have an impact on the performance that 
matters most.

• Acting recklessly. It’s anything but. All fail-
ures are not created equal, and those resulting 
from inattention or lack of effort or competence 
should have consequences.2  

Putting the practice into play

Workgroups aiming to accelerate their impact 
should act relatively quickly. But they should also 
act deliberately, to avoid getting trapped into react-
ing to the moment rather than choosing the actions 
that have the most potential to propel the work-
group toward its long-term objectives. The practice 
of biasing toward action, then, is a balancing act 
between speed and impact. It requires prudence 
and planning, as well as a nuanced understanding 
of risk to make it more manageable and place it in 
the context of other risks and rewards. Rethinking 
and reframing risk can make taking action more 
compelling. At the same time, planning actions to 
be less burdensome, more productive for learning, 
and designed to accommodate improvisation in the 
moment can further encourage workgroups to act. 

In fact, part of the practice is knowing when not to 
act—and being focused on exploiting the limited 
time available to make the next action, and the one 
after that, have as much impact as possible.3 

REFRAME RISK  
In a fast-moving environment, inaction is one 

of the greatest risks that workgroups face. Concep-
tually, we know that inaction means sticking with 
the status quo, which means, at best, diminishing 
returns and a shallow line of incremental improve-
ment. At the outset, though, it may be hard to ap-
preciate the opportunity missed or gauge the cost 
of a chance to learn passed up. To begin reframing 
the notion of risk, groups should make the risks 
of inaction part of the conversation. What are we 
risking by doing nothing? What is the potential im-
pact of what we might learn? What is the cost of 
continuing without this learning? The risk of doing 
nothing is missing the opportunity to jump from a 
shallow linear curve to an accelerating trajectory of 
performance improvement: Where could we be in 
six months, in a year, in 10 years relative to today, 
if we get on an accelerating trajectory?

The same phenomena—increasing rate of change 
and shifting expectations and demands—that are 
moving the action to frontline workgroups also 
significantly increase the risk of inaction, though 
few organizations have the tools or skills to really 
understand the impact of opportunities missed. A 
group can set a tone by deliberately focusing con-
versations on action and making the risk of inac-
tion part of any conversation about risk. It can also 
be useful to draw on well-known examples of the 
changing dynamics in other domains to be explicit 
about the potential downsides of waiting (for ap-
proval, for clarity, for external pressure) relative 
to the potential of getting on a higher trajectory in 
such an environment. Consider, for example, the 
story of Amazon Web Services. Back in 2005, when 
a group at Amazon began working on the project, 
many likely questioned the investment—after all, 
what did it have to do with books? Yet within a de-
cade, it had reached $10 billion in annual sales and 
was growing at a faster pace than Amazon’s e-com-
merce business.4 

For workgroups, a large part of developing a 
bias toward action is to focus on what can be gained 

NINE BUSINESS PRACTICES

Propel | Bias toward action

105



from taking an action and then maximize the up-
side potential. What impact or learning might an 
action have on the outcome? How could we tweak 
this action to increase the impact or gain even 
greater learning? Consider what is desirable, feasi-
ble, and viable—in that order. One way to maximize 
the upside is to focus on actions that haven’t been 
taken before, whose effect is unknown. These will 
likely have far greater learning potential than trying 
out variants designed to confirm a hypothesis. The 
action should generate information or create new 
knowledge rather than have a designated answer 
that is either right or the action “fails.”

Putting thought and planning toward action 
may help to direct the group’s efforts toward high-
impact goals, but members will likely have different 
perspectives about which actions have the greatest 
potential and how exactly they should be taken. The 
goal should be to balance impact with the speed of 
getting feedback to drive learning. If a workgroup 
has divergent views, try to disagree and com-
mit rather than force consensus. This practice is 
inspired by a phrase from Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos, 
who credits this concept with the productivity of 
the company’s teams: Feel free to challenge an 
idea or plan, but when the time comes to make a 
decision, everyone commits to executing it even if 
they disagree.5 For workgroups, it generally means 
knowing when the value from further discussion is 
less than the value of getting feedback from action—
when it is time to make a decision and move on. The 
expectation that many actions will fail to generate 
anticipated results means that the commitment to 

any particular action may be limited. It would gen-
erate learning of one kind or another, and if it fails 
to have the expected impact, the group may well go 
back and execute the other option.

Developing this sense of open-endedness about 
a workgroup’s decision-making can help that group 
take action more easily. Members can question 
their own assumptions about a proposed action’s 
magnitude and finality. Decisions often feel weighty 
because we assume they are weighty; it’s always 
worth questioning. Consider making it a formal 
part of discussion to ask: How significant is this de-
cision? What are the implications for regrouping 

and trying something else if this action 
doesn’t have the expected impact? This is 
somewhat of a paradox, since workgroups 
should be looking for actions to take that 
are significant in terms of potential for 
impact and learning, while also thinking 
about them as transitional and experi-
mental. In rapidly changing conditions, 
this impermanence only increases; as one 
Southwest field tech put it: “What was ‘no’ 
yesterday might be ‘yes’ today.”6 

Consider playing with assumptions 
and boundaries to make more deci-
sions reversible. Reversible decisions 

can be made with less authority or consensus, creat-
ing a stopgap for workgroups that might get stuck in 
analysis paralysis. If an approach or decision fails, 
the group can quickly recover and try another op-
tion rather than live with the consequences for too 
long. In doing so, members would learn and move 
on to focus on learning about the biggest opportuni-
ties rather than trying to predict the future.

Making risks more manageable can also tip 
the scales toward action rather than deliberation. 
Simulate actions by creating sandcastles in en-
vironments that have a lower cost of tinkering and 
contain the ripple effect of experiments. Try using 
environments that aren’t dependent on core pro-
cesses and IT, and leverage virtual tools to iterate 
quickly on specific actions that would benefit from 
tinkering. This practice could make it easier for 
workgroups to embrace productive friction because 
it would lower the stakes of any one challenge or 
decision—hey, it’s only sand. The group would de-

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What has prevented us from accomplishing 
our larger goals?

• Are there types of decisions we make 
final and unchangeable that shouldn’t be? 
How might we benefit from making more 
decisions reversible?
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velop an approach and then immediately build or 
test it. The immediacy of the action can generate 
rapid feedback for the group to take in and reflect 
on, shortcutting the need for long decision-making 
processes and cumbersome scheduling and buy-in. 
Having limited downstream effects, a group would 
have increased degrees of freedom to quickly test 
out and adjust its approach rather than trying to fix 
an airplane midflight.7 

For example, FirstBuild—the open innovation 
unit of GE Appliances, now a Haier com-
pany8—uses a community of enthusiasts to 
test concepts for new products. After see-
ing which types of products generate en-
thusiasm, such as a “chewable ice maker,” 
FirstBuild might go back to the community 
with more detailed concepts. After nar-
rowing the concept, the workgroup begins 
a more detailed design, going back to the 
community as needed. Once a design is 
ready to prototype, the group uses a crowd-
funding site to test the market’s interest in 
the product as designed and priced. If the 
market is less interested than expected, the 
group can easily pull the product back and 
either kill it or tinker with features and pric-
ing to take to market again. In Royal Carib-
bean Cruises’ Newbuilding & Innovation 
workgroup, members build sandcastles in 
virtual environments where they can simulate thou-
sands of design solutions in a few hours, swapping 
out details that would otherwise have been costly 
or impossible to test in reality. For example, the 
group adjusted colors of panels, tested how much 
light structures provided at night versus day, and 
got to identify safety hazards invisible in blueprints. 
While members don’t get the benefit of guest feed-
back, the entire group can see the design impact of 
decisions almost immediately, making for richer re-
flection and discussion of what actions come next.9 

Workgroups should be able to address the issues 
or opportunities they see unfolding in front of them 
when the chain of command is occupied with other 
concerns, or when there isn’t time to wait for more 
complete feedback or further instruction. An as-
sumption of permission—go until “no,” both for the 
group actions and for individual members—is key 

for moving quickly and not getting hung up seeking 
permission, consensus, or buy-in from a wide array 
of possible stakeholders in advance. Asking for for-
giveness rather than permission can help a group 
maintain momentum and spend its resources on 
activities that generate new knowledge rather than 
on navigating the organizational structure.

This assumption of permission may conflict 
with an organization’s broader culture and make 
members uncomfortable. In order for this to work, 

members would have to trust each other 
to act in good faith in the interest of im-
proving the shared outcome and to have 
a clear understanding of the need to pri-
oritize actions that have the potential 
for greatest impact on the outcome. In 
increasingly dynamic environments, act-
ing too slowly may be riskier than letting 
competent people exercise their judgment. 
Constraining decision-making authority 
could also constrain a group’s learning 
potential and may be unnecessary if the 
group’s objectives and priorities are clear-
ly understood to guide decision-making. 
As Gen. Stanley McChrystal describes in 
Team of Teams (his book about the Joint 
Special Operations Command during the 
Iraq War), “I was connected to almost 
every decision of consequence. This was 

great for establishing holistic awareness but it also 
created a nightmare of paperwork and approvals. 

. . . The wait for my approval was not resulting in 
any better decisions, and our priority should be 
reaching the best possible decision that could be 
made in a timeframe that allowed it to be relevant. 
I communicated across the command my thought 
process on decisions like airstrikes and told them 
to make the call.”10 

ACT TO LEARN 
The most powerful learning for workgroups 

can be through action—getting out there and doing 
something—rather than sitting around a table and 
discussing. The more quickly the group gets to ac-
tion, the sooner it can start learning how to acceler-
ate performance improvement. 
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The relevant actions for a group often aren’t the 
type that require large investments and extensive 
planning. If the actions are, instead, a means of 
learning to improve the outcome, how can we for-
mulate actions to maximize the potential impact on 
the outcome and also have shorter feedback loops? 
One way could be to divide complex actions with 
long feedback loops into a series of assumptions 
to test. Consider formulating the most impactful 
actions into a series of small moves with interim 
milestones designed to elicit new information and 
create new knowledge. Try to stage your moves 
to focus on getting the actionable information 
or feedback that is important to the next step as 
quickly as possible without losing sight of the larger 
action. Consider what information or knowledge 
the workgroup may be missing and what feedback 
would be sufficient to inform further action. These 
actions can be viewed as interwoven experiments in 
a larger experiment that can lead to better solutions 
and outcomes in the future.11 

A minimum viable approach (MVA) can help 
minimize effort, maximize momentum by 
helping groups quickly identify what works and 
what should be discarded. MVA is frequently used 
in product development to deploy a product in the 
market sooner; in the context of workgroups, it has 
a wider aperture. The group would focus on identi-
fying the barest approach or action that can lead to 
the next iteration, accelerating the rate of learning 
and encouraging members to test ideas outside their 
comfort zone or established approaches with mini-
mal investment of time or resources.12 MVA may not 
be appropriate for all situations (for instance, space 

exploration or surgery), and scaling a solution may 
eventually require greater organizational support. 

Workgroups can lower the barriers to action, in-
crease the diversity of perspectives, and reduce risk 
by leveraging (capabilities, expertise, resources) 
to learn from outside the group. In fact, setting 
constraints—time, budget, technical—can prompt 
more creativity and also focus a workgroup where 
it is most likely to create value. If someone does it 
better, let her do it for you. Many work products 
are openly available and can reduce the cost, time, 
and effort required to act. Doing this well may re-
quire emphasizing rapid appropriation and reusing 
knowledge from other contexts and tight feedback 
loops so that participants can rapidly build on the 
contributions of others. While orchestrating others 
and using existing third-party tools has costs, mobi-
lizing others can cultivate allies, build relationships, 
and allow a workgroup to focus on what it does best. 
The more rapidly a group learns from others, the 
richer the overarching set of possibilities—both the 

nature of the opportunity and the journey 
needed to achieve it.

Keeping in mind that the reason 
for adopting “minimum viable” prac-
tices is to accelerate the rate of learning, 
workgroups can accelerate decision-
making as a proxy for whether they are 
making progress toward creating an en-
vironment where more learning happens 
faster. A “good” decision made too late for 
the opportunity or challenge can prove 
worse than an imperfect decision made 
in the moment. Part of this practice is to 
get more comfortable with acting on less 

information. Another is to get more creative at iden-
tifying proxies for the information you need. A third 
aspect is to make use of the immediacy and trans-
parency of technological tools to get input much 
more rapidly than hiding behind established deci-
sion-making processes. For example, e-commerce 
luggage start-up Away attributes the use of Slack to 

“making decisions in a day that used to take weeks 
or months.”13 

Consider how the Joint Special Operations 
Task Force in Iraq went from 10–12 highly planned 
monthly raids to more than 300 monthly raids by 
learning how to take action within, sometimes, min-

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What do we do best that will make a 
difference, and what can we rely on others to 
do?

• To what extent could we make decisions 
faster with less information and achieve 
more as a result?
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utes of receiving actionable intelligence information. 
The raids may have had more unknowns, but they 
were also more successful at capturing targets and 
additional intelligence information because they 
were acting on information that hadn’t gone stale. 

Another example comes from Southwest Airlines, 
where the Baker workgroup has developed a tool to 
see decisions’ direct impact on network operations. 
At one point, the group wanted to add a graphical 
dashboard that would show where Southwest was 
long or short on airplanes. Rather than take weeks 
to build the functionality, the superintendents of 
dispatch sat next to a developer in the workgroup, 
working together to create a summary table built 
into the system in only a few hours. They began get-
ting feedback immediately as their colleagues began 
using it.14

Jazz it up 

There is no such thing as perfect experimenta-
tion or efficient innovation. Taking action early and 
often can only produce so much learning if work-
groups don’t also bring a spirit of play and possi-
bility to their work. Try to take off the guardrails 
and embrace the messiness of rework and devia-
tion. The point is not to discourage mistakes but 
to encourage recognizing mistakes, ineffective ap-
proaches, and invalid assumptions, and use them 

as inputs into better approaches, sooner. To really 
draw on its performance improvement potential, a 
diverse workgroup should embrace the vital role of 
improvisation, failure, and the unexpected in creat-
ing new knowledge that can lead to better and better 
outcomes over time. Similarly, leveraging capabili-
ties from the outside is nothing more than outsourc-
ing if the group uses those capabilities in predeter-
mined, already-established ways.

With any action, look for what’s not being 
done. We tend to focus on the urgent or the easy—
because it’s right there—but what is most important 
to the outcome may be neither urgent nor close at 
hand. Venture into a territory where your efforts 
can expose or create new knowledge rather than 
iterating on well-worn ground where the insights 
are incremental. The more unexpected the outcome, 
the more potential for valuable learning. If a work-
group is generating few surprising outcomes, it may 
not be pushing the boundaries that would lead to a 
new level of performance. 

Improvisation is a skill that defies documenta-
tion, codification, and outside control. It can be mis-
construed as chaotic, with individuals just winging 
it. In fact, for workgroups, similar to jazz ensembles, 
the quality of improvisation could depend in part 
on the foundational skills and talents each member 
brings, and in part on the quality of listening and 
riffing on what others are doing—and what has al-
ready been done—to make each additional move 
additive and constructive. Expand the potential 
for improvisation by relaxing organizational and 
operational constraints that get in the way. Royal 
Caribbean, for example, creates the space for impro-
visation by building change orders into the plan so 
that the company is prepared, structurally and men-
tally, to benefit from the interactions of the diversity 

of backgrounds brought together in the 
design workgroups. This also seems to set 
the expectation that members could build 
off of each other.

Celebrate the “fast failures” as oppor-
tunities to practice improvising in the 
moment. This would keep the focus on 
problem-solving, incorporating new in-
formation, and creating new knowledge. 
Although failing fast has become almost a 
cliché when talking about innovation, the 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• To what extent is the current approach 
holding us back from achieving more?

• What can we do to learn more from our 
mistakes?

If you know in advance that 
it’s going to work, it’s not an 
experiment.15

—Jeff Bezos
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key is often to keep improving the group’s ability 
to find the easiest, fastest ways to generate discrete 
and actionable feedback. Workgroups’ limited size 
and the shorter time frames within which they work 
typically demand that these practices more closely 
resemble tinkering than iteration, and small, rapid 
adjustments rather than formal revisions. 

Failing can lead to unexpected outcomes. Build 
on mistakes. Rather than start over after a failure 
or, worse, hiding it, consider incorporating failures 
and the learning from them into the next action. 
Starting with a clean slate loses the learning. Work-
group members may struggle with recognizing the 
value of what they are learning from unexpected 
outcomes, and what is relevant may come to light 
only through discussion and additional viewpoints. 
Consider the well-known example of 3M and the 
Post-it note. One of the company’s most widely 

sold products, the Post-it resulted from a “defec-
tive” new adhesive that was insufficiently sticky to 
hold papers together; sheets could just be peeled 
right off. It was only after consideration that the 
workgroup recognized the potential for an alter-
nate use.16 

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• We need consensus. If we get everyone on 

board, we’re full steam ahead.

• This is it—take your shot. 

• Failure is not an option: Screw this up, and 
you’d better look for another job.

• We don’t move until we’re sure.
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Introduction:  
Increasing impact

“Are we getting better at achieving our outcome?” 
This is the crux of workgroup performance, and al-
most no one measures it. Not only that, but in times 
of more rapid change—when the requirements, the 
technologies, the competition, and the contexts 
often change minute-to-minute, day-to-day, and 
incremental improvement can’t keep pace—the im-
portant questions to consider are, “Are we getting 
better at achieving our outcome quickly enough? 
Are we getting better, faster?”

It may be insufficient to commit to a particular 
outcome. In a world of exponential technology ad-
vances, we need exponential, or accelerating, im-
provements in performance. That means com-
mitting to a trajectory, not just a target. Frontline 
workgroups will be making decisions and solving 
problems, in changing contexts, with limited time 
and other resources. It can be easy in this type of 
environment to get caught up in the immediacy of 
the day-to-day demands, acting to maximize impact 
in the moment but getting only incrementally bet-
ter and possibly moving in a direction that could 
soon be obsolete. Pressures on the larger organiza-
tion may push the workgroup further to focus on 
efficiency at a time when it needs to be focused on 
creating more value or delivering a better outcome. 
A key to shifting the focus away from efficiency is 
to identify and prioritize what will have the biggest 
impact on the shared outcome.

Setting high-impact performance objectives and 
tracking the trajectory of their improvement can 
help workgroups make trade-offs that may accel-
erate them toward better and better delivery of the 
shared outcome instead of getting distracted by in-
cremental or short-term gains. As Amazon founder 
Jeff Bezos noted in 1997, “Because of our empha-
sis on the long term, we may make decisions and 
weigh trade-offs differently than some companies.”1 
Focusing on trajectory can help workgroups priori-
tize the signals that matter and balance opportunity 
with distraction, discipline with flexibility, and ex-
perimentation with learning. 

As workgroups come together to tackle the un-
expected, the right performance objectives, and 
metrics against them, can help the group better 

understand the impact of their work, improve de-
cision-making around priorities, maximize learning 
in the short and long terms, and continue to moti-
vate action to figure out how to reach the next level.

The prioritize performance 
trajectory practice: What it is 

This practice is about explicitly identifying and 
tracking the key metrics that matter for improving 
the shared outcome. It involves regularly assessing 
trade-offs across the metrics in order to achieve 
greater impact faster. The emphasis is on looking 
at performance over time and not settling for linear 
improvement. The performance trajectory indicates 
whether the workgroup is building in enough 
opportunity for experimentation, learning, and 
knowledg creation to keep up with, or ahead of, the 
changing environment.
• Focus on value. What does performance mean 

in terms of the value we deliver and what we a 
trying to achieve? Define better in the context 
of the shared outcome, and clarify how it might  
be measured 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• There are no workgroup-specific metrics 

and/or rewards for workgroup success

• Personal metrics are not tied to the impact 
they have on the workgroup and the larger 
organization

• The workgroup’s critical priorities are 
different based on whom you ask

• We don’t know where we stand relative to 
outcomes we want to achieve

• There is no agreed-upon and measurable 
metric for success that is being prioritized 
above others

• Metrics are focused on the near term 
and are mostly backward-looking—for 
example, ROI

NINE BUSINESS PRACTICES



• Focus on workgroup operating metrics. 
What frontline metrics could have the greatest 
impact on the organization’s key operating met-
rics? What metrics and performance objectives 
will support improvement in the outcome? One 
challenge is that most organizations don’t mea-
sure workgroup performance, either at a point 
in time or over time. The individual is measured, 
and business units are measured, but few orga-
nizations track anything at a workgroup level.

• Make small moves, smartly. Take actions 
to understand the key drivers of the shared out-
come, and what aspect of performance is most 
meaningful to improve for that outcome.

. . . and what it isn’t

• Efficiency. Efficiency-based improvement can 
increase for only so long before it generally ta-
pers off. You typically won’t accelerate perfor-
mance improvement by focusing on efficiency.

• Financial performance. Revenue is usually 
an inadequate metric for value and, with few 
exceptions (such as for sales groups), is almost 
meaningless at the workgroup level.

• A lot of numbers. The metrics that matter 
can change over time, but if you have more than 
three key metrics, you likely have too many. 

• Performance snapshots. Performance at a 
particular point in time offers little useful infor-
mation about where you are going and how you 
might get there. 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Maximize the potential for friction. A clear, long-term direction around a meaningful shared 

outcome can help attract diverse members who are passionate about the outcome and can help 
mobilize others to engage as well. Without it, the workgroup may attract people best suited for near-
term events but unprepared to make progress toward longer-term objectives. 

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. Tracking and prioritizing group, rather than individual, performance 
metrics can help group members put aside competing agendas and ulterior motives that can lead to 
unproductive friction. 

•  Reflect more to learn faster. Taking the focus off performance snapshots in favor of performance 
over time might free workgroup members to be more open about failures and potentially eager to 
delve into current performance in order to improve the trajectory. Leading indicators point to likely 
areas of inquiry and provide fodder for reflection in advance of and in between action. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. The shared outcome is what the group wants to achieve; the right 
performance metrics should help the workgroup assess progress toward that shared outcome.  

•  Bias toward action. Movement is a key to improving the trajectory. Action can be helpful when it is 
focused and accelerating progress toward a shared goal. Metrics help assess the current action and 
shape the next action. 

•  Seek new contexts. Finding performance edges in new contexts can help the workgroup get to 
previously unimaginable performance levels.

•  Cultivate friction. When group members focus on rapid performance improvement and have data 
as a starting point, they may disagree about how to get to that next level of performance and generate 
ideas for new approaches.

• Frame a more powerful question. If a powerful question and commitment to shared outcome 
help identify the area of highest potential impact for the group and align the workgroup around it, 
prioritizing performance trajectory may help the workgroup increase its impact over time.

Getting better, faster
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Putting the practice into play
Caught up in the action of the day, workgroups 

often need to make decisions fairly rapidly; even 
reflection and post-action debriefing may be com-
pressed. They won’t have the luxury of waiting for 
quarterly reports to see how effective their actions 
were, and the financial metrics would yield little in-
sight into an operational workgroup’s effectiveness 
in any case. Instead, for workgroups faced with pri-
oritizing their own efforts and resources, the ques-
tion is: What can we look at, today, that can give us 
an indication of whether we are taking the right ac-
tions to achieve the impact we want to in the future? 
Workgroups that want to accelerate performance 
improvement will have to identify which metrics 
matter most and track their trajectory over time to 
make better, more informed, trade-off.

IDENTIFY METRICS THAT MATTER  
The winners in this exponential age will likely be 

those that can focus most effectively on the relevant 
leading indicators of performance. Good metrics 
can provide visibility into impact at any time. This 
can motivate the group and also overcome compla-
cency, highlighting relevant trends and flagging po-
tential problems and opportunities earlier.

If the adage what gets measured gets man-
aged is true, it is important for workgroups to be 
thoughtful about measuring what matters. Too 
often, it is also true that we measure what we can, 
or because we can, not because it matters. Mea-
surement should reflect what you value and what 
will be most important to achieving the shared out-
come at any given time. While it may seem obvious, 
the most important thing for a workgroup to mea-
sure is generally workgroup performance, against 
the shared outcome and the objectives that support 

the shared outcome. Within the workgroup, that 
means prioritizing group performance objectives 
over competing agendas, at either the individual 
or department level. Shifting incentives toward 
workgroup performance can help, but that decision 
is often outside the group’s control. Beyond the 
group’s performance of the shared outcome, what 
else matters? Define a few objectives that can have 
a significant impact on improving the outcome, and 
identify the associated metrics that will be most im-
portant at a point in time to indicate whether the 
group is on track. 

But focusing too heavily on measurement and met-
rics based on what is available can lead to undervaluing 
areas in which measurement or data is less available. 
One consequence of being too focused on the metrics 
at hand—whether or not they are the right metrics—is 
that we may dismiss feelings and gut instinct. Don’t 
give up on your gut just because you can’t measure 
something. For a workgroup, that means treating gut 
instincts and feelings as potentially valuable inputs and 
exploring them as part of developing approaches and 
making decisions. Such feelings may reflect important 
information that hasn’t yet fully emerged about the 
context or connections between disparate and unar-

ticulated ideas. Workgroups that deal only in 
facts may miss important information and be 
hostage to courses of action guided by irrel-
evant or incomplete metrics. At a minimum, 
a gut reaction should make us ask some ques-
tions: What assumptions are guiding this 
feeling, and how true are they? If I had no 
background on this problem, what would I 
see and believe about it? Do we need to iden-

tify new metrics? Workgroups can use gut instincts to 
reconsider the objectives or look for alternative proxies 
that better represent progress on the desired trajectory.

Too many metrics can be as bad as no metrics. 
The point is to closely watch a few numbers, 
not to spend a lot of time collecting, reporting, and 
managing metrics. Too many metrics can dilute 
the group’s focus. Identify the few that can give 
the group the best information about how they are 
doing and what to do next to have even more im-
pact. Each Amazon “two-pizza” team, for example, 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• How will we measure success?
• If we can closely watch only a few numbers, 

which might those be?
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focuses on a single business metric, with that met-
ric serving as the team’s “fitness function.”2 The 
metrics are a tool for discussion, course correction, 
and learning, not an end point or the basis for as-
sessing rewards and punishment. 

Not all metrics are created equal: Some might 
indicate a company’s financial success or highlight 
a single initiative’s marginal impact on reducing 
turnaround times. While senior executives tend to 
use financial metrics as a measure of performance,3  
workgroups should put operating metrics be-
fore financial ones. Good metrics are leading 
rather than lagging, indicating what impact an 
action is likely to have, while there is still an op-
portunity to influence and adjust it. This is impor-
tant because failures can unfold over long periods 
of time, and leading indicators can help you get 
ahead of the potential challenges before the failure 
plays out. Financial metrics are generally easy to 
measure but tend to be lagging indicators, reflect-
ing the financial impact of a previous operating en-
vironment. They’re also often difficult to tie back 
to specific initiatives or workgroup performance. 
Operating metrics, such as customer churn rate 

or time to introduce new products to market, 
tend to be more timely and thus more 

useful, reflecting 
a current state 
of performance 
that is within the 
workgroup’s abil-
ity to affect. They 
anticipate the re-
sultant financial 
performance.

In working on 
Harmony of the 

Seas, Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd.’s (RCL) largest 
and most technologically advanced ship, the compa-
ny’s Ecorizon workgroup was committed to making 
it the most energy-efficient cruise ship on the seas. 
The group began with an objective of reducing en-
ergy use by 12 percent over the most energy-efficient 
ship at that time. The workgroup identified 89 initia-
tives that could improve the ship’s energy efficiency—

from the weight and amount of materials used in 
the ship’s hull and the types of engines installed, to 
energy reminders for guests, glass thickness on bal-
conies, and interior designs that maximized natural 
light. The workgroup focused on a few initiatives that 
would drive the majority of the energy savings, but 
over the course of three years, it also pursued “quick” 
wins, always keeping an eye on progress against the 
energy-efficiency metric; ultimately, the group deliv-
ered a more than 20 percent reduction in energy use.4

Figure out which leading metrics will be most 
important at any point in time. The optimal operat-
ing metrics, ones that can have the greatest short-
term impact on the shared outcome, could give the 
workgroup a tangible lever with which to improve 
performance. For example, instead of focusing on 
call-center costs, a company that aspires to deliver 
top customer service might identify a short-term 
objective, such as reducing average time to reso-
lution, that would accelerate progress toward that 
long-term outcome. This objective, and the associ-
ated metrics, might lead the group to prioritize an 
initiative to find trends across calls. A recent study 
found that companies that measured a relevant non-
financial factor (and validated that it had an impact 
on value creation) earned returns approximately 1.5 
times greater than those of companies that didn’t.5

How can workgroups target the right metrics? 
First, understand the connection between action and 
result through small what-if experiments that can 
test which metrics have the biggest impact on per-
formance. Beware of metrics that are used as a mat-
ter of habit or convenience that could be flawed or 
inappropriate for the objective. For example, in the 
well-known story of Moneyball, Oakland A’s then-
general manager Billy Beane changed the game when 
he chose to focus on then-arcane metrics such as on-
base percentage and slugging percentage based on a 
deep understanding of cause and effect.6 

Operating metrics are just the beginning. With 
new technologies that make the invisible visible 
through sensors and real-time capture, workgroups 
may find new ways to monitor interactions and 
other patterns that would define new metrics that 
matter. For example, research on social metrics has 
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revealed that certain patterns of interaction within 
an organization can help to accelerate the introduc-
tion of successful new products and services.7

Track trajectory, not snapshots 

A trajectory is a path, a series of positions over 
time. A snapshot, which is how many organizations 
look at perfor-
mance, is a posi-
tion at a single 
moment in time. 
Workgroups that 
accelerate perfor-
mance over time are on a steeper trajectory—over 
time, the end point could be very different than a 
workgroup on a path of linear improvement. Look-
ing at any given snapshot, however, wouldn’t tell a 
workgroup whether its performance was accelerating 
or incremental. Snapshots offer little useful informa-
tion about where you’re going and how you 
might get there. Workgroups aiming to 
accelerate performance should pay atten-
tion to the trajectory—considering where 
they started, the rate of progress, and the 
direction they want to go—and not get too 
excited or discouraged by performance at 
any given moment. 

When Billy Beane started using his 
new metric analysis to acquire players, 
the new Oakland A’s roster got off to a 
slow start: After 46 games, the team had 
a record of 20 wins and 26 losses. Beane ignored 
the discouraging snapshot, sacrificing short-term 
fan approval by refusing to abandon his metrics 
and bring on higher-salaried stars, and focused 
on trajectory. By the latter half of the season, the 
A’s had improved to 68–51—and then came a 20-
win streak, taking the team’s record to 88–51. The 
A’s ended the season with 103 wins and 59 losses. 
Beane constantly reevaluated his system of leading 
indicators—beyond the simple win-loss column—as 
the environment changed, aiming to confirm that 
he was best using the metrics.8 

While Beane’s example shows the potential 
value of focusing on the group’s trajectory when 
snapshots would indicate the group is performing 
poorly relative to others, it can be equally impor-
tant to maintain a focus on acceleration when 
snapshots indicate the group is doing well. An up-
beat snapshot can breed complacency: If the snap-
shot indicates that we are hitting a pre-set goal or 
performing as well or better than competitors, we 

are typically satisfied. There can be two problems 
with this:
• As industries or markets undergo significant 

change, an organization’s known competition 
may be less and less likely to be the relevant 
performance marker, and today’s drivers of high 

performance might be obsolete tomorrow.
• Snapshots can be easily gamed in the moment—

by making teams smaller, for example, and 
pushing the remaining people to work harder. 
These tactics generally can’t be sustained and, 
over time, generate diminishing returns or even 
productivity erosion. 

For a workgroup to focus on acceleration, it 
should find a relevant way to track its improvement 
relative to past performance. For some workgroups, 
tracking metrics in and across situations over time 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What leading indicators could we use to track 
performance improvement over time?

• How can we better monitor these key 
performance levers? 

Everything important you manage has to be on a trajectory 
to be “above the bar” and headed for “excellent.” 

—Ray Dalio, Principles: Life and Work, 2017
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might mean clustering projects of similar type or 
scale or looking at improvements within a longer-
term project and being aware of the factors that could 
limit direct comparison. Focus on metrics that can 
be tracked in relatively short intervals—these may 
provide more data about changes over time that 
can inform how workgroups approach reaching the 
next level of performance. For example, at sparks 
& honey, a New York-based advertising agency, ev-
ery two weeks a small workgroup reviews a key set 
of operating and performance metrics related to the 
group’s daily “culture briefing,” a critical driver of the 
insights and pattern analysis that underpin the agen-
cy’s products and services. Looking at the week-over-
week changes in the metrics and comparing them to 
the longer trajectory can allow a fast-growing compa-

ny to scrutinize what is shaping performance, iden-
tify areas to explore or improve, and develop new ap-
proaches to reach the next level.9 

A workgroup can track performance over a series 
of events even if many of the group members change 
from one project to another. The performance of the 
overall pool from which they are being pulled should 
be accelerating over time, creating new knowledge 
and practices. This is another argument for keeping 
metrics simple, easily understood, and few.

But how do workgroup members know if they 
are on the right trajectory? If competitors aren’t a 
relevant guide for how high to aim or how fast to 
move, what is? Don’t get trapped into comparing 
against others. The comparison should be internal, 
to the workgroup’s own trajectory so far. Keep 
moving the edge. Where are we improving most 
rapidly, and how can we do more of that? Where 
is improvement slowing down, and how can we 
change what we’re doing to improve the trajectory? 
It can be valuable to look at the performance trajec-
tories on other fast-moving edges, including in un-

related arenas—not to judge success but to ask what 
can be learned from them, especially about effec-
tiveness. How are they doing more with less? Accel-
erating performance improvement is unsustainable 
if it’s accomplished by throwing more and more ef-
fort and resources at it. Part of the key is learning to 
get better at accelerating value creation—otherwise 
you could just get widespread burnout.

TACKLE TRADE-OFFS

In times of uncertainty and rapid change, one of 
the greatest risks is distraction. Workgroups constant-
ly make trade-offs: between short-term demands and 
long-term expectations, between learning and effi-
ciency, between better and cheaper, and so on. On the 
road to accelerated performance improvement, work-

groups may have to make trade-offs that 
run contrary to the short-term mind-set in-
grained in many organizations. While most 
companies are willing to sacrifice long-term 
economic value for short-term earnings, a 
short-term mind-set can distract a work-
group into activities that deliver a quick 

performance bump but don’t help the group get on the 
path for higher performance in the long term and may 
even send it in the wrong direction. 

Workgroups looking to accelerate performance 
should think both short and long. The group has 
to act in the short term, often addressing a challenge 
over a short, or very short, time frame. At the same 
time, the workgroup itself may continue, possibly with 
a varying subset of members, over a longer period 
of time, pursuing the same shared outcome across 
changing conditions. At the organizational level, com-
panies such as Amazon and Netflix have successfully 
accelerated their performance by focusing on two ex-
treme horizons: Where/what do we need to be in 10+ 
years? And what two or three initiatives can we take 
in the next 6–12 months to accelerate toward that 
goal? The long-term focus helped Netflix see past the 
significant drop in stock price the company initially 
experienced when it shifted to streaming services.10 
While workgroups might not operate in such a long 
time frame, this type of two-horizon approach is a 
useful model for more informed trade-offs: It allows 

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• What can we do today to get better, faster 
over time?
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workgroups to iterate between where they are now, 
where they want to go in the future, and what types 
of actions can address the immediate demands of 
the present in a way that puts them on the right 
path toward significantly better long-term perfor-
mance. Use the long term to aim high, focus efforts, 
and create opportunity to learn from successes and 
failures. Use the short term to test assumptions and 
increase learning.

Some actions result in short-term gains and 
generate momentum. Some make a long-term im-
pact. Ideally, a workgroup will take pragmatic ac-
tions, delivering value and learning in the short 
term and building the foundations for longer-term 

learning and value creation aligned with the long-
term objective. Thinking on the extreme long-term 
horizon can have an added benefit of encouraging 
the workgroup to think in a space that others are 
not yet thinking about. This practice allows work-
groups to use information and learnings from quick 
actions to adjust the long-term objective and chal-
lenge themselves: Is the most important thing still 
the important thing?

Returning to the Royal Caribbean example, be-
ing in the top echelon of energy-efficient ships is one 
objective alongside others such as improving guest 

satisfaction. These long-term objectives help the 
workgroup prioritize initiatives and opportunities 
that come its way, helping it look beyond just the 
savings that can be built into the ship design. In-
stead, members also look at opportunities to experi-
ment with different partnerships, on-board experi-
ences, and refurbishments a few years down the line 
to include innovations that don’t yet exist.11 

Finally, even for those who nod their heads and 
recognize some truth in the idea that we are moving 
from a world of scalable efficiency to scalable learn-
ing, chasing efficiency can be a hard habit to break. 
Efficiency as a goal and a value is so baked into most 
of our organizational structures—even those that are 
incredibly inefficient—that workgroups may default to 
favoring efficiency as a performance objective and will 
put time and resources to the activities that gain mea-
surable improvements in efficiency. Efficiency tends 
to be particularly compelling because it lends itself to 
measurement. But workgroups that want to get better, 
faster, over time may have to consciously emphasize 
effectiveness over efficiency. Mistakes, while the 
enemy of efficiency, can be the fuel for learning how 
to be more effective. This shifts the emphasis away 
from performance in the moment and away from ad-
hoc measures of success. Paradoxically, it is through 
focusing on improving performance over time that 
groups can get better at addressing ad-hoc needs. 

This isn’t to say that efficiency doesn’t matter. 
The answer to accelerating performance cannot be 
simply to work harder and harder. No amount of 
commitment to a shared outcome will prevent even-
tual burnout if the workgroup doesn’t also become 
more efficient at creating value. The difference is 
that it is efficiency in the service of value creation.

Trade-offs are part of a workgroup’s reality, and 
a whole group should be engaged in them to make 
better decisions, avoiding the trap of splitting the 
group. For example, when part of a group focuses 
on short-term solutions while others look at long-
term goals, each can venture too far down its own 
rabbit hole, missing opportunities and changing 
context, and creating an environment in which 
people talk past one another and become artificially 
invested in one side or the other.12 The tensions be-

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it: We made our 

quarterly targets—we must be doing 
something right. 

• I’m just trying to survive. Trajectory over 
time? Making our numbers, today, is 
what matters. 

• Metrics are meaningless in such a complex, 
rapidly changing world. Measuring is a 
waste of time.

• Focus on efficiency. Performance 
improvement means that costs are going 
down or speed is going up.

• I have my own metrics to worry about. I 
know what I’m measured on, and it isn’t 
this group.
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tween trade-offs create friction, even if the group 
doesn’t encourage factions. Making distinctions 
between temporary challenges and enduring prob-
lems, nice-to-haves and need-to-haves, big prob-

lems and acute ones, can help workgroups better 
understand what the issue is before deciding what 
to do about, making the trade-offs, and tensions 
easier to navigate.
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Introduction:  
Generating new knowledge

Friction may generate plenty of uncomfortable 
moments—but it’s essential. Friction fights against 
groupthink and complacency; it can force a work-
group to reexamine what it is doing and whether 
there is another way to have more impact. It can 
take a good idea and turn it into an even better idea; 
it can transform two better ideas into a great ap-
proach or slow down a misguided assumption be-
fore it gains momentum. The right types of friction—
for our purposes, defined as people’s willingness 
and ability to challenge each other in the interest of 
coming up with better approaches—can transform 
a workgroup into something larger than the sum 
of its members. Questioning assumptions and ap-
proaches can uncover new opportunities and better 
ways to address issues or meet customer needs and 
lead to better outcomes. 

This type of productive friction is often absent 
in workgroups. Few organizations encourage fric-
tion—indeed, many leaders work to minimize it in 
any form. Yet as groups face issues that are more 
complex, unexpected, and demand fresh solutions, 
they will need a broader range of approaches to 
problem-solving and analysis. Productive friction 
around how to approach a problem is an important 
element of generating new knowledge embodied in 
action, perhaps the most powerful type of learning 
for improving performance. 

Maximizing the potential for productive fric-
tion across every activity and phase of work can 
help workgroups to keep pushing the boundaries 
to accelerate performance improvement. The key 
is to heighten the conditions that lead to more pro-
ductive friction. 

The maximize potential for 
friction practice: What it is 

Practically speaking, ideas don’t clash and 
transform into better approaches on their own. The 
friction comes from people. One member brings an 
idea or an approach or a technique to the table, and 
another member disagrees or suggests alternatives 
or brings a different interpretation of the problem. 

Each challenge, if made in good faith and respect-
fully, can lead the group into a deeper exploration 
of the problem and potential approaches. This is 
friction—productive friction. In the end, the output 
could look quite different from anything that was 
originally brought to the table. 

Additional friction can result when the group 
takes action against real requirements and compli-
cations in a particular context. When we consider 
the results, we challenge each other’s interpreta-
tions and evolve our understanding of the implica-
tions. From this friction, we create a next approach. 
Maximizing the potential for friction means ensur-
ing that a workgroup has the right people in the 
group, and the right connections outside the group, 
to disagree with and diverge from each other and 
the status quo.1

The potential for accelerated performance 
comes from the powerful intersection of diversity 
of mind and the passion of the explorer in the work-
group’s composition:
• Aggressively recruit diverse individuals. 

Bring people into the workgroup because of 
their different attributes and styles, not in spite 
of them. Researchers have done a lot of valuable 
work on diversity in organizations, creating an 
array of definitions; for our purpose, for fric-
tion that can lead to better problem-solving and 
analysis, we are concerned with cognitive diver-
sity, most closely aligned with Scott Page’s defi-
nition.2 Individual members represent problems 
differently, have different ways of interpreting 
information or developing a solution, and think 
about cause and effect differently. Cognitive di-
versity helps a workgroup examine a problem, or 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• People have no passion for the outcomes 

the workgroup is trying to achieve

• People choose people like themselves

• You have the same people doing the same 
things and getting the same results

• You’re overly focused on only a few types 
of diversity
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solution, from multiple sides and offer more ap-
proaches and broader challenging. 

• Seek people who share the passion of the 
explorer.3 Build a workgroup in which, de-
spite being diverse, everyone is similar in her 
passion and mind-set. The dispositions for pas-
sion—specifically the disposition to quest and a 
commitment to domain—and a growth mind-set, 
as well as some basic values, can motivate the 
members to probe, to challenge others and be 
challenged, and to seek out additional resources 
to learn how to make a better impact. With the 
right mind-set and dispositions to listen and 
make use of friction, group members learn from 
each other and from new information and expe-
riences, creating new connections between one 
perspective and another.

. . . and what it isn’t 

• Getting more ideas on the table. Work-
groups looking to accelerate performance should 
focus on developing better ideas, not just bring-
ing in more.

• Narrowly defined diversity. Diversity has an 
important role to play in shaping and develop-
ing ideas. This is not about achieving appropri-
ate demographic diversity. It is about ensuring 
that workgroups bring different backgrounds, 
experiences, perspectives, and personalities into 
the mix to enhance the potential for new and 
creative ideas. 

• Crowdsourcing. Crowdsourcing can be useful 
as a funnel to bring in a higher volume of ideas 
but typically doesn’t increase the potential for 
friction. Many organizations treat crowdsourc-
ing ineffectively, as a competition to identify the 
final solution: They pick the best one and run 
with it instead of working with the top five ideas 
and combining them to make something better. 

Putting the practice into play

Where does the useful friction come from? A 
group of like-minded people doing what they’ve al-

ways done is unlikely to naturally generate the type 
of friction that leads to better and better outcomes. 
Instead, the workgroup may have to be deliberate 
about setting up the conditions for friction to occur.

The group itself can be a primary source of fric-
tion: Who are the members? What do they believe? 
What do they bring to the table? What do they care 
about? How will their way of viewing and interact-
ing with the world challenge others in the group? 
Secondarily, the workgroup can increase the poten-
tial for friction by reaching beyond the group, even 
beyond the organization—for resources, inputs, 
challenges, and guidance on gnarly questions—and 
to connect to a broader network of others who are 
also on a quest to increase impact. Finally, the 
workgroup can adopt practices to structure in epi-
sodes of friction: periodically changing the routine, 
context, roles, or membership. 

ENGAGE DIVERSE PERSPECTIVES 
Research suggests that groups that are more di-

verse are likely to be more creative and productive 
than groups that share equal ability but are less di-
verse. UK researchers Alison Reynolds and David 
Lewis found that cognitive diversity, defined as “dif-
ferences in perspective or information processing 
styles,” accounted for the variance in the performance 
of over 100 groups of executives on a strategic execu-
tion exercise focused on managing new, uncertain, 
and complex situations.4 University of Michigan pro-
fessor Scott Page further notes that “random collec-
tions of intelligent problem-solvers can outperform 
collections of the best individual problem-solvers,” 
provided the problem at hand is one that will benefit 
from diverse interpretations, heuristics, and perspec-
tives.5 As the world moves faster and more routine 
work is automated, more of the work of the frontline 
workgroup likely will be exactly the complex prob-
lems that do benefit from this type of diversity.

Humans have a uniquely unlimited potential to 
address new contexts and push boundaries. How-
ever, a group that shares similar ways of thinking 
about problems and analysis may have trouble 
generating alternatives when they get stuck. New, 
uncertain, and complex situations may require 
framing problems differently, using different ap-
proaches (for example, experimenting versus ana-
lyzing), or bringing different interpretations.6 These 
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differences nudge members to pay attention to dif-
ferent things, leading to fresh understandings of 
the opportunity and potential resources to address 
it. While members’ experience and skills are key to 
a group’s ability to execute, its capacity to improve 
depends on its range of approaches to problem-
solving and its ability to learn from and use that 
experience and those skills. In fact, research has 
shown that without making an effort to make use 
of members’ diversity for better understanding, de-
cision-making, and problem-solving, groups often 
perform less well than do individuals.7

The diversity that can lead to productive friction 
goes well beyond identity markers. However, just as 

with identity, workgroups will tend toward cogni-
tive homogeneity unless they intentionally diver-
sify diversity. In many organizations, hiring and 
staffing tends to favor like-mindedness, standard-
ized requirements for education and experience, 
and cultural “fit.” Expediency, meanwhile, focuses 
groups on the resources that are most easily accessi-
ble, staffing workgroups from within their own unit, 
geography, or enterprise. And people’s tendency, 
particularly under pressure, is to choose those with 
whom we anticipate the least friction, resulting in 

“functional biases.” Workgroups can counter this by 
deliberately seeking diverse backgrounds and expe-
riences that will make cognitive diversity more likely 

and paying attention to the group’s inter-
actions to see if further diversity is needed.

Consider the example of the briefing 
workgroup at sparks & honey, an adver-
tising agency focused on mapping culture 
and one of several groups we saw trying 
to engage diversity in more effective ways. 
Although members have a range of back-
grounds—languages spoken, age cohorts, 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Eliminate unproductive friction. The potential found in diversity and passion can be harnessed when 

members aren’t derailed by negative friction.

•  Reflect more to learn faster. Analysis and adjustment can be more fruitful with more, potentially 
divergent, interpretations of events and passion to learn to do better. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. A clear, long-term direction around a meaningful shared outcome can 
help attract diverse members who are passionate about the outcome and can help mobilize others to 
engage as well.

•  Bias toward action. While a diverse and passionate group can bring a broader set of perspectives to 
shape the actions that will have the most impact, taking action can drive individual learning as well as 
help to cultivate passion. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. Passionate workgroup members can be more likely to want to get 
better and will help pull the entire group upward. 

•  Frame a more powerful question. A compelling question can attract others who are passionate to 
make more of an impact on the challenge. 

•  Seek new contexts. Experiencing new contexts can cause us to reevaluate our assumptions and 
broaden or change our perspectives, creating the potential for additional friction for the group 
and individuals.

•  Cultivate friction. Group composition and connecting with other resources provides the raw material 
for productive friction.

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• To what extent can we broaden our circles 
and invite new perspectives? Could/should 
we do more?
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countries of origin, ethnicities, gender expressions, 
as well as functional expertise (data science, stra-
tegic consulting, brand planning, journalism, an-
thropology, and social sciences)—these traits don’t 
indicate whether the group has cognitive diversity, 
and it can fall into some common biases: residing in 
New York, being “creative,” having chosen this type 
of work. In order to increase the potential for engag-
ing with more diversity of mind, and to overcome 
biases that arise from social class, personality/tem-
perament, working style, and mind-set, the briefings 
are open to guests, and the agency cultivates exter-
nal participation through an advisory board, scouts, 
and immersive ethnographic studies. The agency’s 
intelligence system also balances these biases with 
automation: active machine learning that surveys, 
gathers, and feeds intelligence into the system from 
the broad (mainstream) to the narrow (fringe).8

Bringing in more cognitive diversity is one thing, 
but the potential friction can be amped up by bring-
ing group members into closer contact and deepen-
ing the level of engagement with each other. Instead 
of soliciting divergent feedback via email or some 
other static exchange, a more useful, generative in-
teraction might result from surfacing the divergent 
perspectives in the workgroup setting, with dis-
agreeing members potentially venturing out into the 
relevant context together to test an idea or 
approach. For example, when the Army’s 
Joint Strategic Operating Command was 
seeking a better way to fight an unortho-
dox enemy in Iraq, it coupled intelligence 
analysts with Navy SEALs and Delta 
Force operatives to go “shoulder to shoul-
der” out on raids as well as into analysis. 

Workgroups can further broaden the 
range of perspectives by looking out-
side the group, whether to specifically solicit ad-
ditional perspectives, to test and debrief a new ap-
proach, or even to partner in delivering a solution. 
Casting a wider net, beyond your own networks, may 
be particularly important for complex or thorny is-
sues. Workgroup members can exploit what sociolo-
gist Mark Granovetter calls “weak ties,” looking be-
yond their small circle of deep relationships—where 
people often share similar values, interests, and ex-
periences—to their looser network, where connec-

tions, insights, and unexpected resources might be 
more far-reaching and diverse.9 

For many workgroups, the nature of the issues 
and exceptions will dictate that the actual mem-
bership changes over time or episodically. Diverse 
groups can be rapidly staffed from larger pools. In 
fact, as frontline workgroups take on more impor-
tant, value-creating work, companies may scrap 
much of their organizational chart, instead organiz-
ing as pools of workers assigned to flexible work-
groups that stretch across boundaries. If groups 
are diverse and passionate, the pools would also 
become more diverse over time as members rotate 
back. However, leaders would still have to be delib-
erate in assembling cognitively diverse workgroups. 
For example, at the Red Cross, responders are of-
ten pulled from an external, formal pool of local 
resources who are likely less similar in background 
to each other or the professional staff. Members of 
this local pool share certain basic training, but each 
brings a unique perspective and set of tools and re-
sources to the specific problem. For instance, each 
local resource might have a unique take on how 
and where to procure supplies, how to navigate 
back roads to get from one site to another, or what 
the most powerful coalitions of local service group 
leaders might be.10 

SEEK VOLUNTEERS

Asking for volunteers attracts people who are 
motivated to make a difference and who can attract 
others like them. As Gillian Tett notes in The Silo Ef-
fect, “People who are willing to take risks and jump 
out of their narrow specialist world are often able 
to remake boundaries in interesting ways.”11 Since 
even the most passionate people need something 
to be drawn to, workgroups should make them-
selves known and discoverable, whether formally, 

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• What can we do more to access and attract 
those outside our workgroup to achieve more 
of our potential? 
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creating blogs or websites that state the group’s 
purpose and goals, or informally, through word of 
mouth. In either case, try to find powerful ways 
to pull. For example, Team Solo-Mid, a group that 
plays the multiplayer online battle game League of 
Legends competitively, posted a recruiting message 
on a well-known League community website: “Our 
goal is to improve and to constantly develop strat-
egies. The purpose of this clan is to constantly in-
crease the skill level of the upper-level play.” Tap 
into the passion of potential members with a suc-
cinct description of the issue that also speaks to the 
outcome and the way the group will get there—the 
practices and opportunities to accelerate individual 
learning. A small set of willing members can build 
momentum, making membership in such a group 
more attractive to others. 

Even if the group has to start small, letting people 
vote with their feet—opting in or self-nominating 
rather than being “volun-told”—attracts those who 
are passionate about a particular challenge and want 
to be involved.12 Choice about where to focus peo-
ple’s efforts can fuel dedication, accountability, and 
excitement. At Google Analytics 360, for example, 
people can self-nominate to be part of the response 
group that forms whenever a competitor launches a 
product. They can also self-nominate into more sus-
tained workgroups, choosing to participate on the 
issues about which they feel most strongly or where 
they are excited by the type of challenge or the cus-
tomers with whom they’d work.

TURN DOWN VOLUNTEERS
Not everyone who volunteers will be right for a 

particular workgroup. You want people 
who care deeply about achieving the 
outcome—but also people without a lot 
of preconceived notions about how that 
outcome could or could not happen. Ex-
perience can be valuable, certain skills 
might be necessary, but overreliance on 
expertise can be limiting, to both the indi-
vidual and the group. Expertise can tend 
to work against openness to learning and 
new ideas. Workgroup members need to 
be willing to challenge others, to be chal-
lenged, and to be open to learning from 
those challenges. 

Consider what can happen with an issue that 
is perceived as high-visibility, one that might have 
leaders calling for the “cream of the crop.” Having 
all risen to the top of the same organization, these 
individuals will likely have broadly similar concep-
tual tool kits, problem-solving approach-
es, and mind-sets. This can become more 
pronounced in narrower or 
more specialized fields and 
lead specialists to approach a 
solution in a similar way and 
converge in their findings.13 
Deliberately busting silos—
pulling skills and expertise 
from across organization-
al and functional barriers, to build an 
all-star group rather than a group 
of “all stars”—can help to counter the 
cognitive homogeneity problem. This can 
be an exercise in releasing control and trusting the 
workgroup to do what they’ve been assembled to 
do, which is not to just execute the status quo. It is 
yet another acknowledgment that the organization 
can’t predict the future or the shape of the solution 
that will emerge.

Character also matters. Diversity in core values 
is generally unproductive no matter how strong a 
person’s skills, and the skills and tasks required 
may change. Values persist. The values might be 
broad: Behave ethically; don’t do anything illegal. 
Or they might be specific to a workgroup and con-
text. Consider this example from a Deloitte leader 
who credits some of her success in growing account 
revenue over the past decade to looking at char-

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What workgroup values do we want to stand 
for—and, quite possibly, make more explicit?

• How might we select for the kind of 
challenge-seeking, boundary-pushing 
behavior that will create new opportunities 
for the workgroup and the organization?
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acter before competence in staffing. She has 
created a list of guidelines for behavior and attitude 
(see figure 1 that addresses character.) The list is 
both a filter and a way of setting expectations at the 
outset to increase the likelihood that all members 
are suited to creating value in that environment. 

So if not skills and performance ratings and 
other résumé criteria, and not the friction-killing 
cultural “fit,” what criteria might guide whether to 
accept a potential group member? 

Passion and a growth mind-set.14 Without 
these, a workgroup is unlikely to constantly push 
boundaries in pursuit of learning how to make a 
greater impact. 

Aside from certain nonnegotiable competencies, 
favor passion over skill. People who have pas-
sion—what we’ve defined as passion of the explor-
er15—seem driven to learn how to have more of an 
impact, faster, on a particular domain. To that end, 

they tend to embrace challenges and connect with 
others around those challenges and typically find 
the unexpected and difficult more motivating than 
fatiguing. They continuously pursue new approach-
es and better solutions and will persevere and look 
for learning in nearly every situation. In a group of 
passionate members, the desire to make an impact 
can overcome organizational tensions and barri-
ers. For those with passion, a workgroup can be an 
attractive opportunity to connect with others and 
learn faster on significant challenges. At Southwest, 
for example, the selective Field Tech group looks for 

“folks who are frustrated because they could perform 
their job so much better if only they had this tool 
or that tool.” One perk of the job is being empow-
ered to create or obtain whatever tools people need 
to do their job better. The group looks for members 
who have technical aptitude and a good work ethic 

Figure 1. How do we define quality?

10 A little humility goes  
a long way We need to continue to win over our clients.

9 The customer is always right Treat clients with respect—always.

8 “Nothing propinks like 
propinquity”

Show up. Be proactive and deliberate in building relationships 
(internally and externally) and delivering services.

7 We need clear leaders Clearly distinguish leaders and advisers in proposals and delivery.

6 We are the advisers 
 in the room 

When you see your client may be headed down the wrong path, 
speak up and escalate professionally.

5 We work it out
Break down any functional barriers and do what’s right for 
the client and our organization—even when it’s difficult. 
Communicate!

4
When paint falls off the 
ladder, everyone gets 
splattered 

We are one organization to the client. Finger-pointing is unhelpful, 
so work as a team to solve challenges.

3 Nothing gets better  
with time If you sense a client issue, be quick to address it.

2 Deadlines aren’t guidelines Do your best to adhere to commitments and deadlines. If you are 
not going to meet a deadline, provide ample notice to your client.

1 The client is your buddy And his requests are exceedingly reasonable.

Source: Deloitte analysis.                                               Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
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but also “love trying to fix something that 
can’t be fixed by anyone else.”16 

One challenge is that this type of pas-
sion is scarce, characterizing only around 
13 percent of the workforce, although 52 
percent of workers surveyed have at least 
one attribute of this type of passion on 
which to build. For those who haven’t fully realized 
their passion within the confines of a job description, 
participation in a workgroup may help cultivate the 
questing, connecting, or commitment characteristic 
of the passion of the explorer. Through deliberately 
breaking silos, workgroups can have the added ben-
efit of connecting the passionate with other passion-

ate people from across the organization. 
Connecting and working with others who are 

passionate can be a powerful motivator.17 For ex-
ample, at Facebook, voluntary hackathons showed 
that many people would take time outside of their 
day job to come together purely because they were 
interested in a specific problem and wanted to be a 
part of creating a solution. (For example, a manager 
of the site’s News Feed created a Facebook feature 
specifically for in-laws because she was close to her 
husband’s mother and had no way to classify their 
relationship on the site.) This in turn can create 
more demand for the opportunity and attract others 
who may not have understood the impact previously.

EVOLVE A WINNING WORKGROUP
Over time, informal practices may harden into 

formal processes, expectations may become codi-
fied, and perspectives and beliefs may converge. 

This may be comfortable but is not good for fric-
tion. What wins in one context may lose in another. 
Change it up with new people, ideas, and condi-
tions that are surprising rather than predictable. 
Look for people who tend to play with, rather than 
within, the boundaries. Try to nudge people out of 
their comfort zones. Even changing the work envi-
ronment—meeting in person if the group is remote 
or working off-site if it’s normally in the office—can 
refresh the dynamic. Structure in ways to avoid 
the trap of tried and true by making it a rule to 
change the rules. At sparks & honey, the briefing 
group’s goal, every day, is to run the most produc-
tive and insightful one-hour meeting possible. They 
have honed the format to a specific pace, hitting 
benchmarks of discussion and analysis throughout 
the hour. When something works, members stick 
with it—except for on Fridays, when they try some 
new structure or technique, keeping the group off-
balance and interested and discovering useful new 
techniques to incorporate along the way. 

Individuals can be stretched and motivated and 
the group dynamics shaken up by making roles 
context-dependent. Switching up the structure 
and roles will likely make some members uncom-
fortable and may cause frustration because it works 
against the drive for efficiency into which we tend to 
fall. Being in different roles and relationships could 
challenge the expectations of a group and create 
potential friction for individuals and the group col-
lectively. For example, the Red Cross has a practice 
called blue sky/gray sky that allows for members 
to adopt entirely different roles from their normal 
day-to-day in a disaster response. Depending on the 
context and their own skills, someone might be the 
incident commander in one response but be boots 
on the ground loading water for the next one. The 
explicit move to gray sky seems to eliminate the 
friction that can come from hierarchies and refo-
cuses everyone on achieving the shared outcome.

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• We want people to want to work here—we 

don’t want them to fight.

• We don’t have time to go out and create 
the perfect team—just make do with what 
you have.

• We need to be a well-oiled machine, not 
one that’s constantly in the shop.

• We need to minimize the potential for 
conflict, not maximize it.

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• What rules do we need to change or make 
more context-dependent?
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Eliminate 
unproductive friction
How to bring people closer through conflict
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Introduction:  
How much is too much?

When diverse people with different ideas come 
together, friction is inevitable—and can be highly 
generative. When workgroup leaders are able to 
channel that friction into challenging and strength-
ening the group’s thinking, new approaches can 
emerge. For workgroups that need to constantly de-
velop better solutions in order to accelerate perfor-
mance, the more diverse the flows coming together—
the more friction—the better. The point isn’t just to 
bring in more ideas but to create something new 
and better when—not if—the knowledge, ideas, data, 
and resources conflict. 

That is productive friction. Group members 
bring their diverse perspectives to challenge each 
other’s thinking, and such challenges can expose in-
adequacies in the approach and uncover gaps in un-
derstanding. They can also broaden the possibilities 
and point a workgroup to explore new, more fruit-
ful directions. Indeed, a virtuous cycle can develop: 
When we see friction leading to better results, we 
may be more willing to bring challenges and diver-
gent views to the table, expanding the flows. 

But there’s a limit: Too much friction, or fric-
tion of the wrong kind, can flatten flows and de-
rail a workgroup. With tensions festering, a group 
might lose energy and lack the time or energy to 
seek out the flows that might have the highest im-
pact. A group may not risk interrupting progress 
to question its assumptions or approach. Members 
can become less willing to challenge their own be-
liefs, show weakness, or expose themselves to criti-
cism, and less willing to push boundaries and take 
risks as a group. 

Whether a workgroup has been in existence for 
a while or is just forming, in most organizations 
members don’t likely share an overabundance of 

trust. When unproductive friction goes unmanaged, 
a group doesn’t work to create better approaches, 
and performance may slip. Members can become 
frustrated, further losing trust in the workgroup; 
they may withdraw either formally or by increasing-
ly declining to express divergent ideas or challenge 
other members. Minimizing and managing unpro-
ductive friction is key to building trust and encour-
aging members to put forward more of the types of 
friction that can generate better solutions.

The eliminate unproductive 
friction practice: What it is 

This practice is about fostering trust and creat-
ing an environment that encourages more produc-
tive friction while minimizing the types of friction 
that might make workgroup members hesitant to 
challenge and interact. 

Productive friction can help a workgroup active-
ly create new knowledge. It can arise from engaging 

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• People seem frustrated or unhappy

• People feel put down upon, dismissed, or 
rejected

• Some voices are not being heard

• Hierarchy is preventing people from being 
forthright

• We spend most of our time talking about 
what we agree on versus what we don’t

• Our best talent doesn’t stick around for 
very long

Teams that bring these diverse styles together should, in theory, enjoy the many 
benefits of cognitive diversity, ranging from increased creativity and innovation to 
improved decision-making. Yet time and again, diverse teams fail to thrive.1

—Suzanne M. Johnson Vickberg and Kim Christfort 
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diverse individuals around an outcome about which 
they are passionate and playing with the resulting 
tension—if the individuals are willing and able to 
challenge and build on each other’s perspectives. 
That typically means the friction is focused around 
the what or the how instead of on individuals. 

Unproductive friction is often rooted in mem-
bers feeling threatened, misunderstood, or disre-
spected, which can escalate conflicts and harden 
positions such that a group reaches poor compro-
mises and continually sub-optimizes. Unproduc-
tive friction can be caused by, among other things, 
miscommunication, interpersonal conflict, com-
petition for resources, political behavior, status-
seeking, zero-sum mind-sets, a culture of blame, or 
different personalities and styles. Friction can also 
become unproductive when it occurs at the wrong 
time or place. 

Creating friction and eliminating the unpro-
ductive elements of that friction is a balancing act. 
It’s often challenging to get the balance right, and 
perhaps understandably, many organizations have 
aimed to reduce friction in the first place. After all, 
no one is penalized for insights not surfaced—they 
aren’t visible. But friction is visible, often in a nega-
tive way. Avoiding conflict is always the easier path.

Eliminating unproductive friction balances:
• Preventing certain types of unproduc-

tive friction from occurring. Build trust, 
and focus on the learning opportunity and the 
group’s larger goals. A sufficiently meaning-
ful and urgent outcome, such as the life-or-
death nature of firefighting, tends to minimize 
unproductive friction.

• Making friction more productive. This 
might include leading with questions rather 
than making pronouncements—for example, 
instead of, “That won’t work—we already tried 
it,” asking, “What has changed that makes us be-
lieve this could work?”

. . . and what it isn’t 

• Being more efficient. After decades of scal-
able efficiency, there’s often an underlying as-
sumption that friction is always unproductive 

and undesirable. Friction can definitely slow 
things down, at least in the short term. But ac-
celerating learning in order to achieve greater 
impact isn’t simply executing against a plan.

• Eliminating all friction/fitting in. Much 
of the focus on group dynamics tends to be on 
minimizing differences and focusing on com-
mon ground. We often lack confidence in our 
ability to manage friction and, naturally, look to 
get along with everyone, especially as the work-
place itself becomes more diverse. As a result, 
the bias is to assemble like-minded teams and 
favor fit, though “team players” often go along 
to get along rather than provoking a group to 
improve itself. 

• Removing emotions and feeling. Emotion 
and feeling play a vital role as a source of un-
derstanding and motivation as well as of friction. 
When people are passionate about an outcome, 
they bring emotion. Creating space for feelings 
can help to foster the relationships that work-
group members may need to work productively 
through friction.

• Safety from discomfort. At the same time, 
this practice isn’t about creating a safe space 
where group members won’t be challenged on 
their beliefs, assumptions, and ideas. Challenges 
should be respectful and with the intent of ar-
riving at a better understanding, rather than to 
be divisive, but this doesn’t mean that people 
uncomfortable with rigorous discussions should 
expect to avoid them altogether. 

Putting the practice into play

Workgroups can make friction more productive 
and subvert the unproductive aspects by fostering 
trust and respect and having learning conversations. 
The two reinforce each other: trust is a prerequisite 
for learning, and as learning happens, trust and 
respect deepen. At the same time, you can’t really 
have trust, or learning, until you have friction. In 
disagreement, conflict, or crisis, you get to see how 
people behave. These moments can also reveal the 
hidden depths and strengths of a community.
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FOSTER TRUST AND RESPECT

Our notion of trust has changed. An organiza-
tion’s success used to come from owning some 
knowledge or formula that no one else knew, ap-
plying those knowledge stocks in distinctive but 
repeatable ways, and doing it efficiently. Trust was 
grounded in having the specific skills and knowl-
edge necessary to deliver the expected results. The 
leader had to trust that subordinates would execute 
his plan, efficiently and without challenging it; the 
workers had to trust that the leader’s plan would be 
effective, with minimal changes or need for rework. 
Strength and certainty reigned. 

Trust based on knowledge stocks, predictability, 
and efficiency is no longer as compelling. In fact, 
when the goal is to achieve more impact than the 
sum of the workgroup’s parts, trying to establish 
trust in this way can actually erode it. While past 
actions or accomplishments suggest how we can 
expect someone to act in the future, trust is becom-
ing more about whether we believe a person has the 
disposition and values to learn and work together 
even if his existing skills are being challenged or 
made obsolete. Any person, whether a leader or a 
peer, claiming to know all the answers rings false 
when we see the environment changing rapidly and 
know ourselves to be increasingly in unfamiliar sit-
uations. Instead, the type of trust that workgroups 
may need comes in part from attributes that used to 
be considered weaknesses. 

Expressing vulnerability and encourag-
ing humility can establish a trust that isn’t pre-
mised on power, control, or omniscience. At the 
workgroup level, this might start with collectively 
acknowledging a situation’s realities and difficulties. 
When a workgroup makes a practice of establishing 
what we don’t know, what else don’t we know?, and 

this is what we need help with, it makes space for 
individuals to be open about needing help or hav-
ing gaps in understanding or ability. Other group 
members would trust more, and be likely to admit 
their own vulnerability, further deepening trust. 
Asking for help can give others a mechanism to step 
forward to help fill the gaps—and is what can make 
vulnerability powerful. 

It isn’t just OK to admit weakness—for this type 
of trust, it is essential. This is important: When 
members don’t conceal deficiencies and don’t delay 
asking for help, the group can learn more rapidly 
and uncover valuable new resources. Of course, be-

ing vulnerable should be a prelude to dis-
cussion, not an ending—no one wants a 
group member who regularly throws up 
his hands and says, “I need help!” with-
out an inclination to dig in and work to-
gether to figure it out. The practice is to 
become more aware of what we lack and 
more effectively frame our needs to elicit 
better help. 

Trust and respect together can pro-
vide the basis for being open to new infor-

mation, listening deeply and working to understand 
divergent ideas, and being willing to accommodate 
contradictions and embrace discomfort. 

Group norms that can reinforce respect can 
emerge through the way the group discusses and 
frames the challenge. Start with the expectation that 
members will treat each other with courtesy and an 
assumption that everyone has value to offer. Build a 
respectful climate by letting people with conflicting 
positions explain their reasoning—within time con-
straints—rather than quickly jumping to “agreeing 
to disagree.” This can be the time for group mem-
bers to practice challenging ideas rather than peo-
ple and begin to demonstrate that they can engage 
with others’ observations without either sugarcoat-
ing or overreacting. Groups may have to be more 
deliberate to guard against the subtle reactions that 
communicate that honesty and interpersonal risk-
taking hinder a workgroup’s forward progress.

Even in a group where members appear predis-
posed to extend courtesy to each other, disagree-
ments and misunderstandings often arise. Being 
able to empathize with other members—and to 
recognize that disagreements might arise from 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What dimensions of friction do each of us 
find most unproductive? 

• What makes us dread or avoid collaborative 
work?
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unmet, unarticulated needs rather than from bad 
intentions or incompetence—can reduce the nega-
tive friction. Try to meet in person, at least at the 
beginning, and discuss different working styles, 
preferences, and strengths. A framework, such as 
Deloitte’s Business Chemistry (see figure 1), can 
provide structure for understanding and discuss-
ing differences that lead to unmet needs and can 
set the tone for embracing the differences that 
cause friction.2 

Making it about we, not me can help keep 
the workgroup focused on a shared outcome and 
members’ mutual commitment to it rather than 
on their individual identities, fears, and ambitions. 
Language can matter in subtly shifting the group; 

avoid assigning ownership to specific ideas or ques-
tions and actively guide the discussion away from 
who is right and toward what is right. Of course, 
even in a workgroup that celebrates group suc-
cesses and shares rewards and recognition, some 
individuals might not be able to shake the me-first 
mentality. The Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd. New-
build & Innovation workgroup, which includes 
external designers and other specialists, learned 
that no matter how talented a member was, the 
group would benefit only if she was committed to 
the shared outcome and open to being challenged. 
Now everyone, including designers with brand 
recognition, presents to the entire workgroup to 
reinforce that all decisions are about the shared 

Source: Deloitte. Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 1. Understanding business chemistry
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outcome and all members have an invest-
ment in those decisions. Designers might 
ask questions of the architects; restaura-
teurs might challenge the designers—and 
outsiders really like working with RCL 
because they are able to learn so much 
more through this practice.3

While deep trust and respect often 
take time to develop, there are tactics that 
can help build deep trust swiftly. As a 
workgroup:

Assume trust. Extend trust (and respect) to all 
members from the outset, assuming best intentions 
and value to offer, and establish that everyone is 
committed to achieving a shared outcome. 

Invite trustworthiness. Find near-term tasks to 
give individuals opportunities to act in ways that 
are transparent and show commitment to the work-
group and openness to learning.4 This can be as 
simple as demonstrating, in less significant matters, 

that they are willing to voice their views, to take ac-
tions that are consistent with what they voice, and 
to have their views challenged and changed. 

Work together to deepen trust. Deeper trust and 
respect ultimately come from observing others in 
action. When members actively work together on a 
shared outcome, they begin to act as a community 
of practice, bound together through “shared experi-
ence, reciprocal trust, and a collective world view.”5 
Working side by side, trust and respect deepen as 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• How well do we ensure that we maintain the 
trust of the workgroup?

• What do we do to encourage each other to 
express vulnerability?

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
•  Maximize the potential for friction. Eliminating unproductive friction can help clear the way for the 

group to benefit from bringing diverse perspectives and cognitive styles to bear on an issue. Managing 
disagreements and tensions effectively can help members be more receptive to bringing in an even 
greater diversity of voices and resources.

•  Reflect more to learn faster. How workgroups handle friction outside of the moment—how they 
honor it and learn from it while managing the more emotional and reactive frictions—can shape their 
ability to act and accelerate. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. Group members trust each other to act in good faith in support of 
the outcome. Individuals would be more motivated to work past the unproductive traps of friction and 
have more incentive to focus on making friction productive if the shared outcome is meaningful.

•  Bias toward action. Workgroups can’t get distracted and waste energy on unproductive friction in the 
moment, when decisions need to be made quickly, especially if lives are on the line. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. Objective data and metrics can provide grounding 
for disagreements. 

•  Frame a more powerful question. A powerful question can help to focus workgroups on what 
is important. 

•  Seek new contexts. By adopting a different context for a time, a workgroup can gain fresh perspective 
on its own problem as well as on the group itself.

•  Cultivate friction. The more productive the friction becomes, and the more the group trusts 
that destructive friction will be handled effectively, the more members will likely also be open to 
challenging, creating a virtuous cycle.
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group members see each other live their values 
and gain deeper appreciation for what individuals 
have to offer. 

Research has shown that workgroups identify 
more strongly as a group and show higher levels 
of innovation when their members share certain 
non-negotiable work values.6 These might include 
core tenants that guide how the group pursues the 
outcome, such as treating each other with respect, 
maintaining personal integrity, and acting legally 
and ethically, as well as some that might be work-
group-specific, such as acting sustainably or sup-
porting members’ personal goals. 

HAVE LEARNING CONVERSATIONS
Try to learn as much from friction as possible, 

especially the disagreements. The point is to learn 
how to achieve higher and higher impact. By treat-
ing the group’s interactions as parts of a long con-
versation, members can channel po-
tentially destructive disagreements 
into something more informative 
and unexpected. 

The goal of a workgroup’s 
learning conversations is to 
look at things from multiple 
vantage points and expose paradoxes and areas 
of ambiguity. In these conversations, a group tries 
to draw out and probe “mindbugs”—the trouble-
some blind spots and habits of thought that get in 
the way when we are trying to break frames and 
innovate. Mindbugs may be around long-estab-
lished performance trade-offs that no longer hold, 
or about conventional wisdom that no longer ap-
plies; they can lead us to say that something won’t 
work or to overlook the problems in something we 
assume will work.

What makes a good conversation? 
• Everyone seeks to understand a broader per-

spective. It isn’t a presentation or a debate or 
trying to persuade others or defend our opinion.

• It surprises us, providing unexpected informa-
tion or insight and provoking further inquiry. 

• Everyone listens and everyone participates—at 
least, every unique voice participates, recogniz-
ing that some members will share a common 
experience or perspective. Researchers have 
found that relatively equal distribution of voice 

in workgroups leads to better work.7 The Hu-
man Dynamics Laboratory at MIT used a badge 
technology to track communication behavior 
in groups and discovered that patterns of com-
munication were as significant to group perfor-
mance as all other factors combined: individual 
intelligence, personality, skill, and substance of 
discussions.8 Researchers also found that when 
some members don’t participate fully (wheth-
er because of culture, background, or affilia-
tions), the whole group ends up with less energy 
and engagement.9 

• There is space to clarify misunderstandings. 
With more diverse voices, people might use the 
same words with very different meanings. We 
heard this concept expressed as, I don’t know 
what I said until I know what you heard from 

members of the Army for whom 
“brief backs,” repeating an order back 
to the giver, are part of the workday. 

As one general said, upon ask-
ing for a plain hamburger and 

getting a hamburger with abso-
lutely nothing on it, the brief back 

on its own isn’t enough. Creating 
a common language is an ongo-

ing practice of confirming and clarifying what 
people mean. This could be as informal as inter-
rupting the flow of a discussion to clarify a key 
term—for instance, When you say ‘X,’ what do 
you mean? What does that look like? It could 
also be a formal set of key definitions published 
or posted where members can see and reference 
them easily. A common language might be bor-
rowed from another discipline or the organiza-
tion itself, then customized and periodically up-
dated to the workgroup’s needs.

• It keeps moving. Time still matters. Strike a 
balance between clarifying and being repetitive 
or getting mired in minutiae. Hold each other 
accountable to focus on what’s important—
and be specific. Filling air time without saying 
what you mean can block other voices and make 
members work unnecessarily hard to find mean-
ing and understand points of conflict. It can also 
mean trying to discern the key points of dis-
agreement and understanding their sources, in-
cluding the emotional context, rather than over-
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analyzing peripheral issues. For the 
Joint Special Operations Command, 
there was a real cost when meetings 
bogged down: The task force wouldn’t 
get a chance to digest valuable intelli-
gence until later in the day or the next 
meeting. The group addressed it by es-
tablishing a norm that each presenter 
had only four minutes, including dis-
cussion. It forced the briefers to pro-
vide only the most salient information 
to the entire group, letting others continue the 
discussion offline, and to solicit viewpoints rath-
er than wait.10 Productive idea flow is a delicate 
balance of reinforcing existing ideas and values 
to build confidence, while exploring alternative 
ideas and perspectives. Attend to how ideas flow 
within the workgroup so that members can in-
corporate others’ innovations to arrive at better 
actions. Start broad and go deep to balance 
the value of surveying the landscape to identify 
what issues are most important against the val-
ue of getting beneath the surface. Reserve time 
to delve deeper into the issues that are most rel-
evant to the workgroup.

Workgroups might find it helpful to periodically 
take a meta-view of their group conversation—using 
an outside observer, technology such as badges, or 
through surveys and analysis of data collected from 
collaboration tools—to get a better understanding 
of how the workgroup itself is functioning separate 
from the work of the group.

These insights can help a group leader control 
the temperature, possibly with a moderator’s 
help: Turn up the heat, bringing more diverse par-
ticipation into a conversation that has become low-
energy and monotonous, or using anecdotes to in-
troduce doubt into a conversation that has become 
too certain. Researchers at Yale found that Major 
League Baseball umpires assess their accuracy in 
calling pitches—their ability to accurately see real-
ity—at 97 percent. Yet, when calls were analyzed 
against Pitch f/x data, they are accurate only 87 per-
cent of the time and, in close calls, only 66 percent.11 
Turn down the heat by redirecting the conversation 
away from issues that have become too emotional 
or laden with interpersonal friction for the group 

to be constructive. It can be helpful to acknowledge 
that the heat is too high and give the group a few 
options to cool down. Techniques include taking a 
step back to talk about where the issue fits relative 
to the shared outcome to refocus the group on the 
positive vision, looking for small wins to point out, 
and connecting the dots for group members about 
how the issue relates to other actions they are in-
terested in. A moderator can also help to de-esca-
late and clarify tensions around share of voice and 
depth of engagement.

The best conversations happen between hu-
mans. We all have feelings, even at work. When 
emotions are ignored or denied, the gap between 
what members think and what they say generally 
widens, and the potential for misunderstanding in-
creases. Workgroup members don’t need to spend 
a lot of time talking about feelings, but they should 
cultivate greater awareness and appreciation of 
emotional context. Listen for what is not being 
said, the song beneath the words: Acknowledge 
the likely emotional subtext; leaders can reinforce 
this by being more open about their own emotions 
in the moment, such as saying when a piece of feed-

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• Friction is inefficient. Let’s just make sure 

we don’t have it in the first place.

• To be successful, we all have to come to 
agreement, on everything. Dissension is 
a problem.

• Don’t derail the train—get on board or 
get off. 

• Feelings are a distraction. No place for 
them in business.

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• To what extent do we create space for conflict 
versus marginalize those who disagree?

• What values are we striving to uphold, and 
are we living them?
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back made them angry or worried. And don’t react 
emotionally: Show care or concern, but act in ways 
that help the other—through coaching or checking 
in—rather than devolving into “ruinous empathy” 
that helps no one. When workgroups make a point 

of accepting emotions as normal, interactions can 
actually become less emotional. 

Finally, make it fun. Shared laughter or an un-
usual experience goes a long way toward reinforcing 
the interpersonal connections that make unproduc-
tive friction less toxic.
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Introduction:  
The dual role of reflection

When it comes to accelerating performance, 
there’s a paradox: If we want to have greater impact, 
faster, we have to slow down enough to reflect on 
what we’ve done and what we’re going to do. 

It’s a balancing act. Speed matters, of course, 
but we can’t focus too much on speed—otherwise 
there’s no time for reflection, and reflection is criti-
cal for learning. If your workgroup just acts and acts 
without pausing to understand what you’ve learned 
and how to apply it, you won’t likely achieve a high-
er level of performance. Action without reflection is 
a waste of time. 

At the same time, it isn’t about constantly push-
ing forward to complete the next task. Taking time to 
step back and reflect on actions, the results of those 
actions, and our expectations for actions can be a 
rich source of insight and learning. What seemed 
to have a greater impact? How can we do more of 
that and amplify it? This process of reflection and 
adaptation—before action, during action, after ac-
tion, and outside action—is often very powerful. 

Reflecting as a group holds unique potential for 
uncovering more insights, drawing more connections, 
and using them to build better solutions. A group’s 
diversity and passion can be especially valuable when 
brought to bear on making sense of and interpreting 
results and data and developing potential new ac-
tions. Reflection can serve a dual role, drawing out 
members’ challenges to generate new insights and 
ideas and, at the same time, helping to build more 
alignment around a shared understanding of the ac-
tions that may have the greatest impact. Workgroups 
often need opportunities to pull out of the demands 
of the moment and revisit how near-term actions 
connect to improving the shared outcome. 

Reflection can help workgroups break out of an 
incremental mind-set at a time when tried-and-true 
techniques may prove inadequate for the variety of 
new and unpredictable challenges and cases of first 
instances that workgroups will encounter.1 Regular 
practices of looking at results, observations, and 
data, and being open to the implications of that 
information, can help workgroups break from the 
status quo and chart new paths forward that could 
better achieve the desired outcome. In reflecting on 

near-term initiatives and assessing whether they are 
accelerating us toward our destination, workgroups 
also learn more about the destination they are striv-
ing to reach. Part of the learning process should be to 
continually step back and ask how refining our view 
of the destination might help us progress even faster.

The reflect more to learn 
faster practice: What it is 

Reflection, for our purposes, is about under-
standing and interpreting information—in the form 
of results, observations, and data—to evolve our ac-
tions to get more impact. It is primarily a group ac-
tivity. For accelerating performance improvement, 
we should create more opportunities for group re-
flection. A diverse group of people willing to chal-
lenge each other can get much further than any indi-
vidual sitting in a room with a mountain of data and 
trying to make sense of it. 

Reflection can get a workgroup together to chal-
lenge each other around:
• What worked better than expected? 
• What didn’t work as expected?
• What assumptions need to be changed?
• What strengths can we build on to ratchet up 

the impact?

YOU KNOW YOU NEED 
THIS PRACTICE WHEN:
• The workgroup isn’t getting the rich, real-

time, and context-specific performance 
feedback it needs

• All the reflection that takes place is on 
failures; there’s no reflection on successes

• Successes seem rare and appear to be 
either accidental or stem from heroics 
rather than discipline

• Performance improvements developed in 
one part of the workgroup rarely scale to 
others in the workgroup
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In addition, reflection is about stepping back to 
remind ourselves of the group’s long-term aspira-
tions and the role of near-term actions in accom-
plishing it.

. . . and what it isn’t 

• Learning for the sake of learning. Reflec-
tion can be valuable when the workgroup uses it 
to learn more about impact and to catalyze action 
toward a destination. Without a destination in 
mind, groups may learn from their experiences, 
but the learning won’t necessarily help them 
improve performance.

• Finding fault or failure. Rather than run un-
til something goes wrong, then fix the problem, 
and keep going, continuous reflection constantly 

seeks greater impact. It is looking at the success-
es, the partial successes, and the failures, at the 
errors that happened and the errors that didn’t, 
to try to determine what the workgroup should 
do next.

• Just reflecting on the problem or the op-
portunity. To get better faster, the workgroup 
should reflect on its approach to problems and 
opportunities. In fact, the more you reflect on 
your approach, the more likely your biggest prob-
lems may become your biggest opportunities.

Putting the practice into play

Reflection for faster learning comes from first 
making a conscious decision to make it a priority 
for the group. A workgroup should focus attention 

INTERSECTIONS WITH THE OTHER EIGHT PRACTICES
Taking the time to reflect is a conscious decision. It can strengthen and support all of a workgroup’s other 
practices and activities—as long as there’s a mechanism to translate insights into action.

•  Maximize the potential for friction. Bringing together diverse and passionate people can be a 
necessary condition for rich reflection.

•  Eliminate unproductive friction. An environment of trust and respect is a prerequisite for the honest 
and rich reflection that can accelerate a workgroup’s learning. Reflection focused on achieving a shared 
outcome, supported by rich inputs, can make it easier to articulate disagreement in a productive way. 

•  Commit to a shared outcome. Through reflection, a workgroup can learn how to have more impact 
on the shared outcome and assess whether a shared outcome is still the highest-value pursuit.

•  Bias toward action. Action creates rich inputs for reflection. Reflection draws the relevant learning 
from action to accelerate performance. 

•  Prioritize performance trajectory. The performance objectives and metrics can ground and inform a 
workgroup’s reflection about the impact of actions and the performance it is achieving. 

•  Frame a more powerful question. The question often shifts the scope beyond just the moment at 
hand, connecting that moment to the implications and learnings across moments and over time: What 
did we learn that informs our powerful question? 

•  Seek new contexts. The techniques and approaches encountered in a different context can form the 
basis of reflection on what is context-dependent and what is more generalizable, and reflection can 
transform observations into relevant, actionable insights.

•  Cultivate friction. Challenging during reflection—with the aim of developing better approaches—is 
important, both pre-action and post-action.
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on getting diverse and robust information to feed 
the reflection. Also, grounding reflection in the 
group’s larger goals for impact can help to ensure 
that the reflection is most valuable for accelerating 
performance. Members can practice reflection—at 
different levels of granularity and at different mo-
ments in time—to reexamine the status quo in light 
of the desired impact and trajectory.

FEED THE REFLECTION 
In order to learn how to get more and more im-

pact, a workgroup needs new information and inter-
actions, along with a growing base of new knowledge, 
upon which to reflect, draw insights, and determine 
new actions. Capture what you can to feed re-
flection—data and formal metrics as well as the ex-
periences and observations of group members and 
others—but try to keep data collection simple. For 
example, look for ways to exploit and analyze data 
that already exists, such as the digital exhaust that 
groups leave behind as they interact with people, 
technology, and equipment.

Our technology generates an increasing amount 
of data, such as the number of times we badge into 
work, or how we move and to whom we speak, or 
how much time we spend using a particular app, or 
the ways we link from one website to another while 
searching for information. Often invisible to us, this 
data can provide insight into the underlying fac-
tors that influence the effectiveness of a particular 
approach or opportunities to tinker with how the 
workgroup itself works to create more impact.2 At 
Southwest, the Field Tech workgroup has begun 
to evaluate real-time airline health maintenance 
data—on the planes’ operations, temperatures, ro-
tations, etc.—to identify patterns that act as early 
warning for parts nearing failure so that they can 
be addressed before they become an issue. Col-
laboration tools can bring further visibility into the 
data around our work—interactions, queries, and 
searches, distribution of comments, usefulness of 

our contributions, and shared objects—for individu-
als or the group. Often this data is available in real 
time and can be combined with data pulled from 
other sources for dynamic feedback.

More data—of all types, even if it involves 
just short back-and-forth conversations—means 
more transparency. Look for ways to be radi-
cally transparent within the workgroup. A 
more transparent group has more potential value 
because members can more fully understand the 
context of what’s going on. More context supports 
more action, trust, and respect, all of which can 
fuel richer reflection.

If “what gets measured gets managed,” the cor-
ollary is that workgroups that cast a wide net for po-
tential insights have to avoid the trap of managing 
everything they measure. Just because data is avail-
able and easily collected doesn’t mean it is valuable. 
At the same time, we don’t always know the value 
of data in advance, so it may be worthwhile to con-
sider all sources of information initially. For data 
and metrics that will require more effort to gather, 

go through the thought process of why 
each type of data would be relevant to im-
proving the outcome—for example, what 
information would it provide that is cur-
rently missing, and will that change the 
next action?—before deciding to invest in 
data-gathering resources. 

Staying focused on learning how to evolve a 
group’s actions to improve an outcome is impor-
tant for making reflection productive. Seek con-
tinuous feedback as just one more valuable 
source of information to draw insights from about 
how a new approach is working, the unexpected 
consequences of an experimental solution, or our 
own performance in the workgroup. In this context, 

QUESTION FOR REFLECTION

• What data do we need to get better faster?

FEEDBACK QUESTIONS 
FOR INDIVIDUALS
1. What should I continue to do? 

2. What should I stop doing?

3. What should I start to do?

4. What can I do to make the group 
more successful?
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feedback isn’t an evaluative or punitive tool or a 
check-the-box reporting activity. The purpose of 
giving and receiving feedback is to discover some-
thing we don’t know—feedback that is expected or 
confirms what we believe is less useful than that 
which is surprising.

A key to fostering more productive reflection is 
to identify and implement faster, and richer, feed-
back loops to get internal and external feedback on 
a recurring basis. Workgroups should look for op-
portunities to establish feedback loops that help 
members understand what the customer expects 
or needs and where they stand relative to that; they 
should also look for opportunities to create loops 
that help point to where they can focus their efforts 
to have a greater impact. The feedback that groups 
need has parallels to the feedback that individuals 
need.3 In fact, encouraging group members to ask 
for feedback, understand it 
within the larger context, and 
translate that feedback into 
action at an individual level 
can establish feedback-seek-
ing behavior that translates 
into how members reflect 
and improve performance as 
a group. If members aren’t 
pulling for feedback, they 
aren’t likely to get it. Con-
sider how even in loosely or-
ganized open-source software initiatives, contribu-
tors get rapid feedback from others who try their 
code. Broad adoption of a team’s or individual’s 
work products confers status. Contributors care-
fully monitor this measure of performance and try 
to learn from others whose contributions gain much 
greater acceptance.

The patterns of feedback can also yield insight 
into feedback loops’ effectiveness. For example, 
when GE FirstBuild launched its open innovation 
model for appliances, members tried to engage the 
community on every possible design element, down 
to the shape of the ice-dispenser lever in the freez-
er door. Looking at the feedback in totality made 
clear that FirstBuild’s community was disengaged 
and not giving the group useful, actionable insight. 
FirstBuild founder Venkat Venkatakrishnan said, 

“We made one big mistake: We assumed that every-

one that was part of our community had a passion 
for appliances.” The group refined its approach to 
be less reliant on the community for the day-to-day 
product development.4

MAKE THE MOST OF YOUR -MORTEM 
Most people in organizations are familiar with 

the postmortem.5 We use the term somewhat face-
tiously, as workgroups can learn from the practice 
of examining and reflecting on a problem, its con-
dition, and the circumstances surrounding it—not 
just in “deaths” or failures but over time—every 
step of the way. Timing is important: finding time 
to reflect and determine what level of reflection is 
appropriate at a point in time—before action, in ac-
tion, after action, and apart from action. Each has 
its own objectives and techniques. 

These types of thoughtful reviews require 
groups to commit time 
and resources and for 
members to participate in 
a spirit of creating some-
thing better rather than 
defending a position, ra-
tionalizing results, or gain-
ing status. To generate 
more actionable insights 
and avoid check-the-box 
status meetings, reviews 
should prioritize whatever 

is surprising—good or bad—and focus on causal-
ity. The goal is to improve impact, and to do that 
groups need to better understand what drives im-
pact and how best to affect those drivers. Finally, 
reflection, even productive reflection, should have 
an end point to avoid the paralysis of analysis. The 
goal is to reflect just enough to know what to do 
next to gain even more valuable information about 
the current question. 

Perhaps the most important objective of con-
ducting a pre-mortem, or pre-action review, in 
terms of accelerating performance, is to frame the 
questions that the activity is intended to answer and 
to remind the participants of the context surround-
ing the action. What is the purpose of the action? 
What is the desired impact? What is the most valu-
able information that could come from the action? 
The pre-mortem leverages the group’s collective 
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experiences to clarify what is known and unknown, 
align on what is needed, identify and mitigate 
known risks, and talk through possible scenarios 
and triggers for alternatives in order to give the ac-
tion the best possible chance of making the desired 
impact. Pre-action reviews may be brief—in the US 
Army, units sometimes focus around the simple 
question, “What’s important now?”—but even in 
quick-turnaround situations, some reflection to en-
vision cause and effect, action and reaction, in ad-
vance, can make a difference in managing risks and 
ratcheting up impact.

Pre-mortems can also be thought of as occurring 
between episodes or in the absence of an episode. 
For example, the Field Tech workgroup at South-
west took a largely reactive maintenance program 
and turned it into a preventative maintenance 
program by reflecting on and analyzing all of the 
existing data (pilot write-ups, in-flight diversions, 
delays) to identify what caused these issues. The in-
sights helped members focus on addressing the most 
common instances of errors and aircraft downtime 
before they could even occur through pre-mortem 
reflection. By taking the time to reflect on the issues 
as a unit, they were able to uncover larger patterns 
that led to better overall performance of the mainte-
nance crews and the airline’s operations.

Reflection in action—on what’s working, 
what isn’t, and how conditions are changing—can 
help workgroups reorient to be more effective in the 
moment. In-action reflection often occurs individu-
ally or in small groups, in micro-reflections that are 
so short they might seem involuntary. Taking even 
a tiny pause to step back and reflect on the action, 
during the action, can yield powerful insights into 
how the approach might be more effective before 
key details or ideas are forgotten. Understanding 
and playing with the in-action time horizon comes 

with experience, but a useful first step is to take ad-
vantage of small moments outside of action. To the 
extent that a workgroup can slow down the moment, 
creating even small spaces for noticing, compar-
ing what we observe against what we expect, and 
considering the implications for action provide a 
unique opportunity for learning that might be lost 
otherwise and provides more concrete input for 
postmortem reviews. 

Increasingly, technology can capture more re-
al-time details and context—think dash-mounted 
cameras or GPS features in smartphones—that can 

be brought into the postmortem or after-
action review. In addition to supplement-
ing faulty or incomplete observations, 
one benefit of sensors and other real-time 
capture technology is that it can be used 
to create dashboards that support rapid 
reflection in the moment and more robust 
analysis in the after-action review.

Conduct after-action reviews6 to 
create an opportunity for the group to 

step back and consider what occurred and what the 
implications are for the next action. It’s often in this 
stage of reflection that patterns begin to emerge and 
new approaches are developed. For the firefighters 
of FDNY Rescue 1, informal postmortems begin as 
soon as the firemen are riding back to the firehouse, 
capturing raw observations and impressions, in-
cluding what was particularly challenging or unique 
about the situation. The conversations continue 
back at the firehouse, where other responders hear 
their stories and share their own insights; together, 
they are able to draw patterns and develop an ac-
tion plan for the future, based on the unit’s collec-
tive experiences. Additionally, when firemen have 
identified a particularly challenging, complex, or 
ambiguous scenario, they try to recreate that sce-
nario in training so that all members of Rescue 1 can 
be better prepared in the future. Effective postmor-
tems can enhance a workgroup’s ability to handle a 
similar situation more effectively in the future—and 
to identify incorrect decisions or assumptions and 
how they were made. 

An effective postmortem is an opportunity for 
group members to challenge current ways of think-
ing and performing, if everyone is open to acknowl-
edging the factors that may have contributed to 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• What can we learn from our results?
• What are the implications for how we move 

differently in the future?
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failure and success. Such candor is often lacking in 
organizations out of fear of reprisal or loss of status. 
Workgroups should be committed to norms that 
keep politics and one-upmanship out of the group’s 
interactions and might find it helpful to use a facili-
tator and structured questions to offset the fear and 
loss of control that might come with speaking openly.

Postmortems should spend as much time on 
what went right as on what went wrong, in par-
ticular what had more of an impact than expected, 
and explore how to build on that and do more of 
it. While the positive-negative balance makes it a 
safer environment to explore every aspect of the 
project, it keeps the group oriented toward future 
actions and performance. Participants also bring 
their supplemental performance data—including 
metrics such as how often something had to be re-
worked—to ground the discussion away from de-
fault assumptions and subjective impressions.7

A workgroup’s power is that it can come up with 
better solutions and have more impact than an in-
dividual, no matter how skilled, on her own. It’s 

taking what one member knows, coupling it with 
what another member of the groups knows, get-
ting other members to react and add, and creating 
something totally original. A group has the ability 
to continue to get better and better at performing 
under changing circumstances in a way that an in-
dividual can’t, by effectively leveraging the collec-

tive passion, knowledge, and experience 
to create new solutions from which to 
continue to iterate and improve. Doing 
so requires the workgroup to invest in 
one more level of reflection.

The workgroup can evolve its own 
practices of reflecting and taking ac-
tion. Periodically reflecting on how 
you reflect—being aware of which 
reflective practices seem to be generat-
ing increasing impact over time—helps 
guard against falling into a routine with 
diminishing returns.8 Research from 

the University of Alabama in Huntsville suggests 
that groups improve their performance when they 
meet in a structured environment in which each 
member reflects on her role and how it relates to 
the overall performance of the team.9 By drawing 
out perceptions, supplemented by data, members 
can identify patterns in their own interactions and 
thought processes to understand how they contrib-
ute to incorrect or ineffective actions and how to 
make better decisions that have more impact in 
the future.10 Pay attention to the way messages are 
conveyed and processed as well as what is not be-
ing said. What is the timing, and who is involved? 
What is the energy? What is the result?

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION

• Where are we improving most rapidly, and 
how can we do more of that?

• Where is improvement slowing down, and 
how can we change what we’re doing to 
improve the trajectory?

Figure 1. Framing signals

What? Observation Statement of fact. It reflects a single incident that you heard or 
observed

So what? Insight A pattern in your observations and some degree of interpretation. It 
may build off of a repeated failure, or something especially powerful

Now what? Implications
How insights can drive action. How does what you observed affect 
what you should design? Typically phrased as “how might we address 
Y . . .” or in the imperative voice as in “provide customers with Y . . .”

Source: Deloitte analysis.                                               Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
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Consider how the Joint Special Operations Com-
mand (JSOC) Task Force11 had to reflect on its own 
practices when its overwhelming firepower and ex-
pertise were failing to slow attacks by Al Qaeda in 
Iraq. The task force took a step back and through 
careful thought and reflection came to understand 
that “AQI operated in ways that diverged radically” 
from what American forces were accustomed to 
fighting. In the time it took for US commanders to 
move a plan from creation to approval, the battle-
field for which the plan had been devised would 
have changed. The task force had to reflect on its 
own practices for processing and learning from in-
telligence information, because members weren’t 
learning what they needed to fast enough to re-
spond, much less make progress against the enemy. 

The data, when they took time to look at it all 
together, showed that the tried-and-true tactics 
weren’t working. This opened the door to greater 
questioning of assumptions about what members 

“knew” about how things worked. With new insight, 
they restructured the force from the ground up on 
the principles of transparent information-sharing 
and decentralized decision-making authority to 
make shorter feedback and reflection loops tied 
closely to the action. As a result, forces began con-
ducting more and more raids per night, getting in-
telligence information across the chain of command 
much quicker, and acting on its analysis faster. By 
being their own judge but not their only 
judge, relevant outsiders helped units within JSOC 
perform at their highest potential.

MAKE SENSE OF SIGNALS 
During action, in action, after action, and in-

between action—we are gathering more and richer 
information. It becomes valuable when the work-
group collectively engages with the raw informa-
tion to learn from it and develop new action (see 
figure 1).12 Group members will likely begin to ob-
serve more carefully and bring richer context back 
to the group as they see the group’s capacity to de-
rive actionable insights improve.

Most of us value patterns. But years of standard-
ization have taught many of us to abhor anomalies. 
We try to hide the exceptions, rationalize the pieces 
that do not fit, and hope that no one notices. Yet 
breakthroughs happen when we notice and explore 

the inconsistencies, anomalies, and unintended 
consequences—these are the leverage points that 
can accelerate impact. Detect anomalies and 
celebrate exceptions,13 acknowledging what you 
don’t see in the data rather than looking just to con-
firm a hypothesis. Sometimes an insight lies in con-
necting the dots between what isn’t there when new 
data doesn’t align with an existing belief.14

When the group can recognize emerging 
and evolving patterns, it may help to make 
sense of the passive data it collects and inform the 

-mortem reviews. The frameworks and hypotheses 
in our heads influence what patterns we uncover. 
We see what we look for. The patterns a workgroup 
identifies and how it interprets them can be influ-
enced by the questions it asks and the nature of the 
problem it is trying to solve. The diverse workgroup 
members also bring range and variety to how they 
notice and categorize.

The goal should be to make sense of both what 
we’ve seen before and what we haven’t, looking for 
indications of some new structure, or of indica-
tions that an existing structure is changing mean-
ingfully. Observations and snippets of information 
that seem unimportant on their own can heighten 
our awareness of the periphery and provoke new 
ideas when considered together with the collected 
flotsam of other group members. Do the snippets 
signal a deeper structural change? Or are they su-
perficial noise? 

Group members challenge each other’s catego-
rizations and add their own, creating and break-
ing categories on the way to identifying meaning-
ful patterns. They may gain perspective through a 

ANTIBODIES AT WORK
• What we are doing is working; we don’t 

need to change. 

• Our workgroups are well regarded for 
being tried and true. We’re successful 
because we haven’t bought into the craze 
to reinvent ourselves and try new things.

• In our organization, seconds count; we 
need people to act immediately, not 
debate what they would do differently.
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practice of deliberately viewing a new problem as a 
variant of an old problem from a different context. 
For example, the research problem we set ourselves 
was focused on workgroup practices, but one of 
the ways we tried to gain insight was by choosing 
to see dynamic workgroups as akin to sports teams. 
Seeing the current situation as like something else 

can help reveal opportunities to apply aspects of 
previous approaches or solutions to our problem; 
understanding where the similarity breaks down 
and previous experiences aren’t relevant can be in-
formative as well. 
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Workgroups in action
Cultivating new practices to create more and more impact



Case studies

In developing the Business Practice Redesign framework, we talked to more 
than 60 workgroups across 20 rapidly evolving arenas on three continents. 
Each case study focuses on a workgroup that showed clear signs of improving 
performance over time.

Workgroups in action
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GE FirstBuild
A trailblazing workgroup builds community with  
the crowd to speed innovation 



Getting better, faster

GE Appliances—now a Haier company—has 
long been a major player in the home ap-
pliance market.1 While the company has 

traditionally produced high product volume at a 
low price, it found itself facing smaller, more nim-
ble competitors. With a long product-development 
cycle, the appliance company struggled to move fast 
enough to keep up with changing market demands 
and compete with more cutting-edge offerings.2

The workgroup: FirstBuild
To address the challenge, GE Appliances em-

ployees Kevin Nolan and Natarajan Venkatakrish-
nan founded FirstBuild in 2014 and began to build 
an online and physical co-creation community to 
develop products in a new way. FirstBuild meets 
our key criteria for a frontline workgroup:
• Size: Today, FirstBuild is a workgroup of 23 

people, with a variety of skill sets. This is some-
what larger than most workgroups. 

• Sustained involvement: Members of the 
FirstBuild workgroup were recruited from both 
the GE Appliances’ core and externally, but 
they are now fully dedicated to FirstBuild. They 
spend all of their time working together on an 
ever-changing set of activities to bring new con-
sumer products to market more quickly. 

• Integrated effort: The products are developed 
and brought to market through the integrated 

effort of the full workgroup. Although group 
members take on different intersecting roles ac-
cording to each product’s needs, and some tasks 
are independent, the group’s interactions can’t 
be specified in advance and the bulk of the prod-
uct development work can’t be done individually. 
Workgroup members are physically co-located 
in a separate facility centered on a “microfac-
tory.” Here, amid machines and tools and sur-
rounded by recent products and projects, the 
workgroup prototypes and tests its products. 

In entering a space inhabited primarily by 
start-ups and individual makers, FirstBuild seems 
to be blazing a new path for product development 
and traditional manufacturers—getting innovative 
products to the market while striving to dramatical-
ly cut development time, cost, and risk. Rather than 
the traditional approach of forecasting demand and 
developing products internally, without help from 
others, crowdsourcing and crowdfunding are inte-
gral to FirstBuild’s product development, providing 
immediate feedback about customer receptivity and 
interest in the product and its features. Crowdfund-
ing can lock in sales before a product enters produc-
tion, allowing FirstBuild to move where the market 
takes it more quickly and with fewer resources. The 
practice also helps predict a minimum product 
revenue before launch; units sold through a crowd-
funding campaign can fund some or all of a prod-

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: FirstBuild.

Figure 1. FirstBuild’s 40,000 square-foot facility houses 23 employees; the FirstBuild lab
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uct’s fixed production costs. And perhaps counter-
intuitively, innovating in public can help the group 
counter competitive threats.

The results: Active user 
feedback brings innovative 
products to market faster

FirstBuild was formed with the objective of 
bringing better products to market faster. While 
speed and cost are only a part of that goal, they tend 
to be easier to track and compare than whether the 
products are getting better. In this case, “better” 
means new and innovative—the product doesn’t yet 
exist within the business or the market—as well as 
what customers want, when they want it. 

One way the workgroup measures its success 
is the time it takes for an idea to reach the mar-
ket—or, as members put it, “from mind to market.” 
When FirstBuild launched in 2014, mind-to-mar-
ket could take up to four years at GE. In its first 
year of operation, FirstBuild was able to bring new 
products from mind to market in an average of 
only eight months. Two years later, that metric had 
shrunk further, to just four months (see figure 2).

But this isn’t only about moving more quickly 
through a process of development and validation. By 
developing products in a fast-moving and feedback-
rich context, the workgroup is increasing the num-
ber of products and ideas it gets in front of consum-
ers, improving its ability to develop better products. 
In traditional product development, a majority of 
the ideas and innovations typically never make it to 
a point at which a consumer could react or interact 
with them. FirstBuild, by contrast, has as of Septem-
ber 2017 generated nearly three dozen viable prod-
uct ideas and is testing a new product every month. 
Eight have been successfully launched into the 
market. The remainder were killed with minimal in-
vestment, having generated valuable insights about 
what consumers seem to want and don’t want. In-
terestingly, on certain products, the Appliances core 

is adopting some of the group’s practices around 
market-testing prototypes in advance of engaging in 
a long-term market testing and validation process. 

FirstBuild also has far less investment per prod-
uct relative to the core, with only 23 employees. 
The all-in cost of getting each new product into the 
market has typically been less than $300,000, com-
pared with a cost of around $4 million to bring a 
product to market in the core.3 The group continues 
to get market feedback faster and cheaper than in 
traditional product development, while using fewer 
resources. This lowers the risk and barriers to en-
gaging more continuously with the market to learn 
from potential customers.

Another sign of the workgroup’s accelerat-
ing performance can be seen in the community of 
funders, buyers, and product development enthu-
siasts who propose, validate, and test ideas and 
product iterations on FirstBuild’s open innovation 
platform. In its first year, that community grew 
quickly to 8,000 unique users. In the subsequent 
two years, it grew by another 50 percent and, by 
September 2017, it had nearly doubled again to 
23,000 users (see figure 3), most of them actively 
engaged in providing feedback on the group’s prod-
uct prototypes.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
Source: FirstBuild.
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mind to market
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Practices in play
The FirstBuild workgroup exemplifies eight key, in-

tersecting practices: Frame a more powerful question, 
Commit to a shared outcome, Maximize potential for 
friction, Cultivate friction, Eliminate unproductive 
friction, Bias toward action, Prioritize performance 
trajectory, and Reflect more to learn faster.

The FirstBuild workgroup was born out of frus-
tration with traditional approaches to product de-
velopment that seemed to move too slowly to keep 

up with the rapid changes in technology and con-
sumer preferences. Two leaders began to reframe 
this frustration to articulate their belief that 
there had to be a better way to develop inno-
vative products and get them to market while 
they still felt new. Two simple questions set 
the stage: Why did it take so long to devel-
op new products, and why could smaller 
hardware entrepreneurs develop them 
so much more quickly? Their answer was equally 
simple: They needed to test more ideas with more 
people more frequently. This line of inquiry ulti-
mately led the founders of FirstBuild to ask a more 
powerful question: What would it look like to get 
better products to market—ones that consumers 
wanted while they still wanted them? That ques-
tion resolved into this powerful question: What if a 
manufacturer developed products with consumers 
rather than just for them?

FirstBuild’s desire to get its best, innovative 
ideas in consumers’ hands faster than had ever been 
done by a large company—to create products that 
the market needs and wants today—became the 
shared outcome around which the group crystalized.

Although the group’s co-founders sensed that 
they could change the game through crowdsourcing 
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key parts of the design and development process and 
were inspired by a popular crowdsourcing 

platform, for most members of the 
group those were secondary means, 
not ends. Members were excited 
about FirstBuild for the opportunity 

to actually have end-to-end product 
ownership and, equally important, to 

see whatever they created actually get to market, to 
watch customers use and interact with those prod-
ucts. In many large product companies, employees 
are primarily caretakers of existing products with 
long histories; they own only a very small piece of 
it. They can also spend an incredible amount of 
time building and fine-tuning products that never 
make it past the hurdles to market. With the First-
Build workgroup aiming to get to market faster, they 
would have to figure out how to bypass those com-
plex webs of handoffs and stakeholder approvals. 

FirstBuild has attempted to set itself apart from 
the competition (and the parent company) in an 
important way. Its approach and outcome are in-
extricably linked, reinforcing a tight bond among 
workgroup members. “We are one team,” explains 
FirstBuild co-founder Natarajan Venkatakrishnan. 

“We all chip in to help each other in times of need. 
We have a common mission to design the prod-
ucts that are innovative, and that our consumers 
actively want.”

The group’s aspirations for their shared out-
come was quantified in a few key performance ob-
jectives that spoke to how different this approach 
would be: Whereas a traditional product devel-
opment approach at a large manufacturer might 
have taken four years and $4 million to bring an 
appliance product to market, FirstBuild set out to 
launch new products in only four months, and to 
get proofs of concept presold, with less than 10 per-
cent of that outlay.

FirstBuild’s 23 diverse group members came 
to the workgroup looking to do something more 
innovative. The group also brought in outside in-

novators who had little experience in the home ap-
pliance space but offered perspectives, skills, and 
experience valuable to the group’s goals.

Leaders deliberately shaped the group’s cul-
ture to be different; they consciously se-
lected members for their ability to think 
differently, to set their own direction, and 
to operate with little or no direction from 
above, even though their curiosity, ini-
tiative, and readiness to challenge others might 
cause friction. In fact, that was the point—too 
often, in the larger organization, the culture mini-
mized even productive friction. It’s no accident that 
FirstBuild’s leaders first reached out to employees 
growing frustrated with the status quo and non-
conformists who had ideas for new products and 
solutions. Now that the group is established, it con-
sciously prioritizes passion over skill when hiring. 
The workgroup, Venkatakrishnan says, seeks out 

“people who can take risks, commit to making an im-
pact, go the extra mile, and figure out how to hack 
things”—from processes to products. The result is a 
workgroup unafraid of conflict. New ideas are wel-
comed and tested—or challenged and refined. 

In the beginning, leaders thought that it might 
be enough to get people who were passionate about 
doing product development differently and had 
skills that they could use. What they discovered—
in large part because many of the initial workgroup 
members came from the parent company core—is 
that mind-set and working preferences were also 
important. For example, one design leader who 
had been successful in the larger company by dint 
of being organized and effective at navigating high-
ly structured, hierarchical processes and systems 
turned out to lack both an openness to change and 
learning and a comfort with ambiguity. Leaders 
encountered a few other cases in which they had 
to let group members go before they figured out 
what was key to success in this new environment. 
In Venkatakrishnan’s words: “If they ask, ‘What 
should I do?’, that’s fine. If they ask, ‘What should 
I do, how should I do it, and what should I have 
accomplished at the end of the day to meet expec-
tations?’, that’s a problem.”
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In another move designed to maximize poten-
tial for friction by bringing together more diverse 
perspectives, FirstBuild opened its facility to the 
community at the University of Louisville, whose 
student center lies just across the street. Students 
and faculty are given unrestricted access to the full 
capabilities of the group’s microfactory, which oc-
cupies the center of the premises. 

FirstBuild also works to engage diverse per-
spectives in its hiring and staffing, and to attract 
people who are motivated to make a difference. 
It actively competes for top talent—not just with 
other appliance companies but with technology 
companies more broadly. As one FirstBuild em-
ployee explained, “Those guys offer an open and 
empowering environment—not a do-what-you’re-
told type of culture. At FirstBuild, the workgroup 
is always evolving.”

One way in which FirstBuild continues to attract 
diverse and passionate participation is to conscious-
ly cultivate talent and support members’ careers, 
even after they leave the group. Operations man-
ager Randy Reeves especially makes it a priority to 
nurture employees, both current and former: “Many 
call me and talk about issues they see unfolding and 
how to advance the next stages of their careers.”

As open as the FirstBuild workgroup is in so 
many ways, it actively cultivates friction by impos-
ing constraints on resources in order to spark cre-

ativity. Reeves believes that FirstBuild has been 
successful in large part because it wasn’t 

resource-rich and was forced to do more 
with less. The workgroup was founded 
without a financial lifeline to the parent 
company—only a fixed pool of funds. 
Beyond that, FirstBuild survives on rev-
enues from the products it successfully 

crowdfunds.
Guided by a shared commitment to getting bet-

ter products to market, the group embraces friction 
as long as it moves it toward getting innovative 
products that consumers want into the market. In 

every project, members repeatedly challenge the 
ideas and designs as they move deeper into the 
product, from idea to use to production to market-
ing and selling a real product. That expectation to 
challenge and be challenged is shared throughout 
the workgroup, and members honor the perspec-
tive of the market. The crowdsourcing platform 
and community is one more way to seek friction. 
Members solicit challenges from the community at 
specific stages of development, testing reactions to 
the concept, certain features, and major iterations 
of the product. The results from the crowdfund-
ing platform—how many units were ordered, how 
quickly the funding goal was reached, and the level 
of interest in the product—provide additional infor-
mation that can challenge the group’s assumptions 
and approach for a full market release of a product, 
including price.

Because they are committed to getting fast exter-
nal validation, workgroup members tend to be open 
to friction in the form of conflicting ideas about a 
given product. They will engage the differing per-
spectives for a time, but if they reach an impasse in 
which two approaches seem irreconcilable, mem-
bers move to quickly test one of the alternatives on 
the platform, generating new information to inform 
the debate. With limited time or resources invested 
in any one iteration and the opportunity to keep it-
erating, the stakes are lower for any individual idea. 
Members face no organizational repercussions in-
fluencing whether they will challenge an assump-
tion or consider a different perspective. Rather 
than dig in their heels to defend an idea, members 
know that they’ll have another shot at improving 
the solution if the market invalidates a given ap-
proach. Take the group’s chewable-icemaker proj-
ect. Initially, members staged an online challenge 
about the icemaker and got 30-plus designers to 
weigh in. Working with an industrial designer, they 
developed a preliminary design, with a large central 
opening that looked good but reduced the capac-
ity. Then they began iterating on that design while 
getting deeper into its complexity. They involved 
people who had different depths of knowledge to 
play with the possibilities while also imposing con-
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straints: How could they double the capacity, what 
would be attractive on a kitchen counter, what 
could be produced for a certain price point, what 
would be easiest to use, what would create the best 
ice, etc. This happens in large companies as well, of 
course, but the long time lines and institutional/
structural barriers often mean that a designer has 
only one chance to influence the design; as a result, 
people often fight for their own contributions rath-
er than broadly considering others’ ideas.

The experience with the very first product that 
FirstBuild developed, a water pitcher kit, seemed to 
help to cement the group’s commitment to seek out 
and cultivate productive friction in service of mak-
ing better products. Potential customers seemed 
to love the idea of the pitcher, and group members 
assumed that people would modify their existing 
refrigerators to accommodate it. It turned out that 
there was less of a market for tinkering with exist-
ing appliances than the group had thought. They 
hadn’t sought out disconfirming viewpoints or 
validated this major assumption and were swayed 
by their own enthusiasm for tinkering; as a result, 
they made an error that might have been avoided 
if they had invited people to challenge the group’s 
assumptions.

No path is entirely smooth, naturally: Bringing 
aboard those who buck the traditional corporate 
mold carries a potential for unproductive friction, 
making it crucial to create a common language and 
drive toward common goals.

One FirstBuild employee likened 
the possibility of getting sidetracked 

by unproductive friction to 
“putting diesel into a car that 
only takes unleaded fuel—before 

you know it, you start having en-
gine trouble.” In this analogy, the diesel is someone 
at FirstBuild falling back into the parent company’s 
mind-set and not pushing the group to be better or 

embrace new possibilities. The instant such mind-
sets arise, group leaders take steps to maintain the 
culture that has come to define FirstBuild and find 
ways to reignite members’ passion. 

Reeves says the effort to continue to stoke the 
passion of the group members and embrace the of-
ten-strong and conflicting perspectives has paid off: 

“We’ve really become a family. This organization will 
live and die based on the success of everyone here. 
It’s not an individual effort.”

FirstBuild owes its existence to a challenge—well, 
perhaps more of an insult. When Ben Kaufman 
at Quirky, an invention platform that con-
nected inventors with companies, said that GE 
regularly took four years to design and bring 
to market so much as a door handle, it caught 
some GE managers’ attention and inspired the 
idea for such a workgroup.

One early hurdle: a space to house First-
Build at a modest price. Group leaders turned 
to local universities, several of which had long 
been recruiting partners. The University of Louis-
ville, which was keen on expanding its engineering 
partnership with GE, proved an excellent fit and 
offered to renovate a surplus building for the ven-
ture. The city government of Louisville, Kentucky, 
was also supportive of the initiative, and within just 
three months, FirstBuild was a live operation. 

The biggest leap, though, was still to come: 
How to spur ideas, refine them rapidly, and keep 
costs low while minimizing the effects of potential 
failures? The answer came in the form of crowd-
funding—specifically, using the Indiegogo platform 
(used most often by start-ups and independent 
product designers) to refine ideas, test minimally 
viable prototypes, crowdfund production, and test 
consumer demand. If an idea sparked enough in-
terest via preorders, FirstBuild would continue 
development and take the product to market. Any 
Indiegogo campaigns that failed to accumulate 
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enough preorders to make production viable could 
simply be tabled, under the rule of “go until no.” 
The campaigns, tapping an active and growing de-
signer and consumer community, functioned as a 
sandbox for rapid development and iteration—and 
kept down the cost of failure.

Granted, making FirstBuild’s innovation port-
folio open meant exposure to competition and 
knockoffs. To counteract this threat, FirstBuild 
began focusing on maximizing momentum by 
minimizing the time and resources needed to learn 
enough to move to the next milestone. Traditional, 
R&D-based product innovation often takes years to 
move from careful study, technology surveys, trend 
analysis, and consumer testing, but a presales First-
Build product can be developed in as little as four 
months. In addition to Indiegogo’s crowdsourcing 
and crowdfunding capabilities, the workgroup uses 
social media to gauge consumer sentiment and 
receptiveness to new concepts for products and 
features and to better understand how customers 
actually use the products. While on the surface this 
may seem intuitive, it represented a massive shift 
from the way many manufacturers test and bring 
products to market. 

By shortening the product development cycle 
from years to months, FirstBuild has been able to 
raise levels of funding more typically seen at a tech 
start-up. For example, FirstBuild’s second product 
launch was for the Opal Nugget Ice Maker, a $500 
device that produced the same kind of “chewable 
ice” found at some popular restaurant chains. The 
Indiegogo campaign raised $500,000 in its first two 
days and $2.7 million in its first 30 days (see figure 
4)—or more than the heavily hyped virtual reality 
technology Oculus Rift raised on the same platform 
in the same timeframe.4 In FirstBuild’s first year, 
crowdfunding for two products covered all of the 
workgroup’s costs. 

But not every product FirstBuild brings forth is 
a success. In fact, a key element of FirstBuild’s bias 
toward action is embracing “fast failure”—members 
recognize that mistakes, while the enemy of efficiency, 
are the fuel for learning. To date, the group has gen-
erated nearly three dozen products and prototypes. 
Of those, two could be considered highly successful, 
while six have seen limited success. It takes a non-
traditional mind-set to develop, test, and scrap 25 
products in two years. But the nature of FirstBuild’s 
platform requires rapid iteration, and just as impor-

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Data provided by FirstBuild from Indiegogo campaign dashboard.
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tant, the culture accepts and encourages failure from 
which it can learn. While members focus on speed, 
the utility of that speed is to get more customer in-
put into the product before it goes into production 
without having the lengthy market-testing phases of 
traditional development. 

Still, failure can be difficult to experience. First-
Build’s first big failure came from its design for a 
rapid cold-brew drip coffee maker. Cold brew, which 
has become widely popular, is less acidic than drip 
coffee, with a much higher caffeine content, but takes 
18 hours to make. FirstBuild’s engineers figured out 
a way to make high-quality cold brew in only 12 min-
utes, and members embraced the idea, assuming 
that it would outperform every other product they 
had launched. But to their surprise, its Prisma cof-
fee maker’s performance on Indiegogo was subpar. 
After failing to raise its goal of $150,000, FirstBuild 
pulled the product and returned backers’ money. 

The cost of that failure? A mere $40,000. How 
long did it take to get a sense of potential sales? Four 
months. Normally such an outcome might end ca-
reers. At FirstBuild, there was very little reaction or 
repercussion. It turned out that there had been two 
camps in Prisma’s development: One camp argued 
that at $300, the coffee maker was too expensive; 
the other camp disagreed. Since the $300 advocates 
lost their bet, the team is regrouping on it and com-
ing out with the $100 coffee maker. Every member 
of FirstBuild was dedicated to learning from fail-
ure, and to moving forward to create an even better 
product in the future. 

Rather than focus on quarterly financial results 
and ROI, the FirstBuild workgroup needed to think 

in terms of short- and long-term performance. 
Product innovation, the way the 
group does it, has no set quarter-
ly or even yearly horizon; it can 
be far faster or slower than that. 
Members focus on the trajectory 
of the metrics that seem most 

important to getting new products the customer 
wants to market while the customer wants them.

To do this, FirstBuild tracked two sets of met-
rics—one focused on financial results for the parent 
company, the other showing what members believed 
mattered most to the group itself. The second set 
showcased data, including how fast the FirstBuild 
community was growing, what the engagement lev-
els were, and the quality of products under develop-
ment (measured by the response to products, such 
as number of preorders and time to funding goal on 
the platform, along with social enthusiasm of buyers 
of the product). These were important metrics, albe-
it numbers without an immediate, tangible financial 
result tied to them. 

Members have set goals around these met-
rics and pay attention to how they are progressing 
against those goals. The time-to-market metric, in 
particular, gets attention in part because it is track-
able and in part because frustration with slowness 
helped inspire the workgroup in the first place. 
Over the past three years, though, as the group has 
reduced time to market, members have developed 
a better sense of how to track metrics that matter 
to developing better products and developing with 
consumers. The community’s size, engagement, and 
the number of products and prototypes released are 
important indicators that get past simply tallying 
the revenues from the group’s successful products. 
They sacrifice some short-term results, continuing 
to push boundaries with new product types and fo-
cus on reframing risks so that they can act to learn 
rather than play safe to avoid failure. Again, the 
product that members thought would be the group’s 
most successful—the Prisma coffee maker—failed, 
while a product they were less sure about, a $500 
icemaker, generated more than $2.7 million in pre-
sales. With each product, FirstBuild learns more 
about developing what the consumer wants.

Over time, FirstBuild has continued to refine 
how members take an idea and transform it into a 
product. Initially the group’s approach was, if any-
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thing, perhaps too focused on feedback, with com-
munity members asked for 
input at every step. Though it 
may sound counterintuitive, 
today the workgroup aims to 
reduce how much it commu-
nicates with the community in 

favor of asking for more targeted feedback where it 
matters most on the product. This generates high-
er-quality community participation and gives the 
workgroup better input into product development. 

Take one of FirstBuild’s early products, a filtered 
water pitcher that would automatically refill in the re-
frigerator. The group pitched it as an add-on kit that 
customers could use to modify their current refrig-
erators—and found less enthusiasm than anticipated. 
Upon reflection, workgroup members realized that 
they had missed some obvious warning signs from 
the crowd. As Venkatakrishnan put it, “We made 
one big mistake: We assumed that everyone who was 
part of our community had a passion for appliances, 
just as people do for cars. In reality, we couldn’t have 
been more wrong. People don’t just wake up and say, 
What can I do to my refrigerator today?” The silver 
lining is that the group shared the design with the 
core of GE Appliances, which worked to embed the 
pitcher as a standard feature in new refrigerators; as 
a standard fridge feature, customers loved it.5 

Today, instead of soliciting its crowdfunding 
community for feedback at every step, FirstBuild 
relies more on its own in-house expertise, then 
institutes spot checks with the community to see 
which ideas and refinements resonate most. It uses 
crowdfunding platforms to get a different view into 
the market appetite for a given product. 

While the group’s overall approach has been 
successful, members are constantly learning and 
reflecting on what works best in how they respond 
to market dynamics. With the first few crowdfund-
ing efforts, within a week or so of shipping a prod-
uct, consumers would begin posting on social me-
dia about it: pictures, videos, how they were using 
it. Members found this experience of being so close 
to the consumer and getting such direct, immediate 
feedback totally new—in traditional product devel-

opment, the end user was many links removed up the 
value chain. From that point on, members tracked 
community engagement, including the number of 
YouTube and Twitter followers, since social media 
engagement seemed key for market validation.

Members also continually reflect on ways to en-
gage the crowd and garner new product ideas. To 
date, FirstBuild has sourced more than 1,400 ideas 
from consumers. It is currently equipped to work on 
between 12 and 15 full product releases per year—
less than 1 percent of the ideas that members gen-
erate. Over time, the workgroup has learned more 
about what could gain traction in the marketplace 
and which ideas might have a longer runway than 
others. For example, with this experience and others, 
members saw a pattern: It was easier and more suc-
cessful to introduce an entirely new type of product 
to the market than to modify or evolve something 
that already exists.

An expanding role
Above all, the members of FirstBuild recognize 

that developing new products in a new way often 
hinges on working in new ways, deciding to ap-
proach the relationship with the consumer as less 
transactional, more collaborative. With a new ap-
preciation for the role the public can play in shaping 
ideas and providing timely, targeted feedback, GE 
Appliances now aims to expand market-facing de-
velopment on a wider scale, creating a new crowd-
sourcing platform called Giddy (“in honor of the 
elation of invention”) for products developed by the 
larger enterprise. 

One realization FirstBuild members had was 
that, with the group focused on appliances, the skill 
sets and ideas from their community were limited. 
The current plan: Take the community of more than 
20,000 people who are currently part of FirstBuild’s 
efforts and expand it to 100,000 from many differ-
ent industries—from medical devices to software 
to engines—who could “solve any kind of problem,” 
bringing corporate crowdfunding to the mainstream 
and serving as a platform for broad product creation. 
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SOUTHWEST Airlines (SWA), based in Dallas, 
operates more than 4,100 flights daily to more 
than 100 destinations. As the nation’s largest 

carrier in terms of originating domestic passengers 
boarded, SWA operates a point-to-point network 
with a fleet consisting entirely of 737s. SWA prides 
itself on quick turns at the gate from time of arrival 
to time of departure, and it constantly seeks to im-
prove how it makes decisions that affect the network 
(for example, to delay or cancel flights, slow down 
traffic, or close an airport) when the unexpected 
happens, dramatically increasing on-time perfor-
mance and transporting more customers to where 
they need to be, when they need to be there.1  

Seemingly essential to Southwest’s overall suc-
cess is its nerve center, the Network Operations 
Control (NOC). NOC is home to two workgroups 
whose methods and behind-the-scenes innova-
tions many credit for greatly improving the expe-
rience of those who fly Southwest—and for giving 
a sustained boost to the airline’s performance. The 
Baker workgroup is one. The other is the Field Tech 
workgroup, a specialized unit of aircraft mechanics 
who fix what no one else can. 

The workgroup: Baker

The Baker workgroup is made up of dispatch 
superintendents and software developers focused 
on improving decision-making around unantici-

pated operational and weather-related events. This 
workgroup meets our key criteria for a frontline 
workgroup:
• Size: Baker is composed of four supervisors of 

dispatch (SoDs), three main software engineers, 
and two software engineers in support.

• Sustained involvement: The software engi-
neer members of Baker are fully dedicated re-
sources. The workgroup’s four SoDs carry out 
their regular duties while spending a majority 
of their time with Baker, developing a tool to 
support decision-making as well as devising and 
testing new approaches for handling unantici-
pated disruptions to the Southwest network. 

• Integrated effort: The ongoing design, de-
velopment, and enhancements to the decision-
making tool require the group’s integrated and 
collective effort. Much of members’ work is in-
terdependent—in particular the analysis and 
interpretation of trade-offs and impact that feed 
back into the tool.

Supervisors of dispatch “manage the business 
operations of the airline” through network deci-
sions. SoDs are the people who balance overall 
flight flow—canceling flights, shutting down air-
ports, swapping aircraft. In determining how best 
to get customers home on time, they take into ac-
count everything from customer and crew needs to 
weather to runway arrangement and maintenance. 
They touch all parts of operations and work closely 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Left: Inside Southwest’s Network Operations Control (NOC)—a secure facility located outside Dallas, which manages 
the airline’s operations 24/7 across the world. Right: Screens in NOC.
Source: Southwest Airlines (l), Russ Basset Consoles (r).

Figure 1. Inside NOC
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with the dispatchers, who are the people on the 
ground responsible, with the pilots, for the safety 
of the flight. 

When Southwest was a small regional airline 
with a handful of planes and routes, operations 
were comparatively simple. But with rapid growth, 
the established process of dispatching and modify-
ing flight plans, and cascading through the other 
parts of operations (for example, crew scheduling), 
became complex and time-consuming—developing 
just one solution for a particular flight path could 
take hours. As one SoD described the network: Not 
only were there more planes—there was a lot more 
momentum, and no one was able to stop on a dime 
and redirect, a response that had worked well when 
the airline was small. 

A group of SoDs charged with increasing South-
west’s on-time performance (OTP) took it upon 
themselves to build a tool to make their jobs easier 
and more effective and to devise new ways to make 
complex network and routing choices. They named 
themselves Baker in honor of a late colleague, Mike 
Baker, who was passionately committed to improv-
ing the airline’s routing system.

When the workgroup first formed, its primary 
focus was on developing a tool that could acceler-
ate SoDs’ ability to address major disruptions more 
effectively for both passengers and crew. After creat-

ing a preliminary version, Baker members split their 
time between further developing and refining the 
tool, managing the actual network operations using 
the tool, and using the results as a basis for reflecting 
on and refining their collective approach to making 
trade-offs in large, network events. The humans in 
the network still must weigh the trade-offs and make 
the decisions, but the tool can give them visibility 
into the implications of their decisions. By being in-
timately involved in the development and use of the 
tool as well as in real-life, real-time decision-making, 
the workgroup members have a firsthand perspec-
tive on where the program successfully accelerated 
performance—and where it needed improvement.

The results: On-time 
performance leap and 
better outcomes

Thanks perhaps to the workgroup’s efforts to 
rethink how Southwest handles unanticipated dis-
ruptions, the Baker group seems to have helped the 
airline boost on-time performance (OTP) during 
extreme winter storms by more than 200 percent, 
while canceling fewer flights.

This data highlights the airline’s performance 
in severe weather disruptions—defined as major 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Southwest Airlines.

Figure 2. Southwest winter storm performance, 2014–16
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storms affecting three or more major cities for an ex-
tended duration. To measure its efficacy, Southwest 
looked at performance across three winters over the 
course of the Baker group’s activities. Winter storm 
Hercules occurred in 2014, prior to the Baker work-
group shifting to emphasize more proactive deci-
sions; Thor hit in 2015, after the SoDs had adopted 
a proactive stance and had implemented several of 
the workgroup’s changes, such as not defaulting to 
operate all possible flights; and Olympia, in 2016, 
followed further refinement of the Baker group’s 
solutions and implementation of the Baker tool.2  

Since its formation in 2015, the workgroup has 
not only improved the airline’s performance during 
adverse weather conditions—it has helped improve 
OTP for all Southwest flights by 2.11 percent. This is 
a significant jump given that airlines normally mea-
sure improvement in OTP in tenths of a percentage 
point. And while many airlines have gamed their 
OTP numbers by canceling flights, Southwest can-
celed 900 fewer flights than it had prior to Baker 
over a similar period of time.3  

In addition, the total number of customers de-
layed by two or more hours decreased by 95 percent 
over two years once the workgroup’s solutions were 
fully implemented in 2016.4 And when a flight did 
have to be canceled, the workgroup’s efforts allowed 
Southwest to give passengers more advanced warn-
ing. Prior to the workgroup’s formation, SWA pas-
sengers regularly received cancellation alerts two 
hours or less before departure time. By the end of 
2016, passengers were receiving such notifications 
up to 10 hours in advance,5 averting many situa-
tions in which passengers arrive at the airport only 
to learn their flights have been canceled. The more 
lead time Southwest could offer passengers, the 
greater the likelihood the airline could seat them on 
new flights. As a result, the itinerary completion—
the rate at which passengers that reach their intend-
ed destination—has improved dramatically as well. 

OTP, cancellation rate, and passenger itiner-
ary completion are the three measures of success 
that matter most to these frontline workers. They 
believe that an impact there could generate both 
greater customer satisfaction and lower operational 

costs across the airline, directly affecting both rev-
enue and margins. In addition, the proactive, faster, 
and more-informed decision-making enabled by 
the Baker workgroup’s solutions have reduced turn-
over. As one SoD said, “With three hurricanes in a 
month, in the past that would have been all hands 
on deck, 24/7, for weeks to repair the system and 
get passengers home. With the tool and our ap-
proach, it’s a whole different job.” 

Practices in play
The Baker workgroup uses five intersecting 

practices: Commit to a shared outcome, Reflect 
more to learn faster, Maximize the potential for 
friction, Prioritize performance, and Frame a pow-
erful question.

The Baker workgroup formed around the shared 
desire to create a tool that would help the SoDs im-
prove on-time performance while also 
making their jobs easier.

Dealing with disruptions such as 
snow and strong winds had required 
highly manual work and hours of coor-
dination. Not only had it been difficult to 
see the impact of a certain set of decisions un-
til things were already in motion—separating skill 
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from luck after the fact was challenging. As the 
group gained momentum on the tool, the shared 
outcome shifted: It was less about the tool itself and 
more about an ongoing commitment to improving 
itinerary completion, canceling fewer flights, and 
having more flights arrive on time. This commit-
ment aligns with Southwest’s long-standing com-
mitment to being passenger-friendly. The work-
group believed that if it could have a significant 
impact in those two areas, it would improve the 
experience for both passengers and crew. Having 
the dispatchers spearhead the creation of the soft-
ware tool they themselves would use ensured that 
the outcome sought by developers and users was 
shared, too. 

One important practice that the Baker group 
brought to network operations was that it celebrat-
ed exceptions. Until the workgroup was convened, 

exception handling remained a 
sort of “shadow activity” within the 
organization—every SoD had her 
own way of dealing with network 
disruptions. Even more frustrating: 
Disruptions and ad hoc solutions 

often went unacknowledged because they seemed 
to provide evidence that the processes in place 
weren’t working.

As operations expanded and the frequency of 
disruptions increased, group members had no 
choice but to confront these exceptions. However, 
Baker went beyond confronting them—it aimed to 
adopt a new mind-set about treating disruptions as 
an important part of the business and changing the 
culture of the organization to one of making these 
disruptions and the impact of decisions transpar-
ent so that members could learn from them. For 
instance, with winter storm event Thor, Southwest 
had moved toward being more proactive, but it still 
took the airline a painfully long time to execute the 
decision to shut down an airport and reroute those 
flights. For Olympia, the Baker group had learned 
the cost of delayed action and was able to make 

rerouting and cancellation decisions much faster; 
not only did it affect passengers less negatively—it 
affected all operations less negatively, with less 
pain for employees. The Baker group celebrated 
such exceptions, seeing them as opportunities and 
embracing each chance to get better at handling 
situations members couldn’t fully anticipate. 

The workgroup also promoted a more proactive 
approach to managing the network, requiring a new 
level of pre-reflection to anticipate the effects on 
multiple parts of the system. This included bring-
ing in perspectives from outside the workgroup, in-
cluding those of dispatchers and crew schedulers, 
to capture the collective experience from previous 
events, especially for large disruptions.

Measuring the effects of exception handling 
had been incredibly challenging, but Baker’s tool 
allowed Southwest to identify patterns, establish 
trends, and recognize anomalies far more quickly. 
The tool enabled the workgroup to reflect on the 
trade-offs before taking action; it also provided new 
transparency, across the entire network, feeding re-
flection and discussion with hard numbers, both in 
the moment and after an event. There are so many 
different ways to dissect a solution that, even with 
the tool, there’s rarely a right or wrong answer, but 
it has allowed SoDs to focus their energy on looking 
at the trade-offs rather than on manually playing 
out the decisions in spreadsheets.

For the workgroup members, being both creators 
and users of their own tool paid extra dividends. 
They constantly sought feedback from their col-
leagues—indeed, their colleagues sought them out 
to give feedback—and the faster they implemented 
features and enhancements, the better their own 
work lives became. Discussing the feedback on the 
tool and prioritizing tool enhancements and fixes 
have actually served as a vehicle for the workgroup 
to reflect more broadly on the trade-offs and how 
to weigh certain variables. The tool revealed some 
things that members didn’t understand previously—
for instance, that cancellations might be less dam-
aging than delays or that they should focus more on 

“canceling the right flights” rather than just avoiding 
cancellations. These types of revelations opened the 
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door to revisiting other assumptions they all made 
about the network.

Where previously SoDs made many decisions 
on gut instinct and had little way of evaluating the 
quality of their decisions, the tool provided a rich 
data input that changed their ability, as individu-
als and as a group, to reflect on the trade-offs they 
made. One learning that came from this reflection 
was that following gut instinct often led to subopti-
mal decisions.

When it came to recruiting members, the work-
group prioritized passion over skill. Not all SoDs 

were eager to embrace change, but Baker mem-
bers seemed to have a deep passion to 
improve the way things worked—and 

they sought out others with the same 
mind-set. A key driver of the group’s suc-

cess was its ability to catalyze and amplify the 
passion of each of its members. 

Importantly, the SoDs who formed the work-
group also recruited members from beyond their 
own departments, bringing in software developers 
who could challenge and guide the work as core 
members. They also continued to leverage the con-
nections they had with all of the operational groups 
in their traditional SoD roles to bring in needed 
skills and perspectives as they debated trade-offs 
and alternatives and developed the tool. 

Typically, tools such as the one the Baker group 
was developing might be built in isolation by a tech-
nology department, then rolled out to users who 
would love it or hate it; the developers would never 
see it in action or talk with users about their reac-
tions to the tool. What feedback developers get is 
often limited to short, one-way written comments. 
By bringing together the diverse perspectives of 
SoDs and developers, shoulder to shoulder in a 
room with live feedback from their SoD peers, the 
Baker group heightened the friction that could help 
create a better tool. They could all also see what 
worked and what didn’t in the moment, bolstered 
by trust and a shared understanding of each other’s 

jobs. For example, one day the Federal Aviation Ad-
ministration ordered a noise-restricted approach 
path for an airport in the Midwest (a request SoDs 
were accustomed to addressing). Instead of follow-
ing the traditional, multistep procedure, the SoDs 
in the Baker group wheeled their chairs over to the 
software engineers and together created the new 
approach in a span of a few hours.

The Baker workgroup needed to optimize the 
network’s performance based on 
multiple factors. When it came to 
choosing which factors to prioritize, 
trade-offs abounded. Members pri-
oritized a trajectory of continuous 
improvement of the key metrics 
that represented what was most 
important to their business: satisfying customers. 

As a starting point, members acknowledged that 
they no longer really knew, in the larger system, 
how some of their daily trade-offs worked. That 
was the genesis of the tool, but practically it meant 
that they would inevitably make mistakes on the 
way to understanding the interdependencies and 
making the best decisions for the business. It also 
acknowledged that they would inevitably subopti-
mize certain parts of the system or certain metrics, 
in service of driving improved overall performance. 
The difference now was that they would have more 
data to compare trade-offs—and a tool that actually 
let them test out different solutions.

For example, consider an inbound plane that 
has just triggered an unexpected maintenance issue. 
If Southwest delays the next flight to fix the issue, 
it would result in 260 missed connections for in-
dividual customers and cause the crew to time-out 
one leg sooner, leaving them at different airports 
than they were scheduled to fly out of on their next 
shift. If the airline proactively cancels the flight—
and the rest of those on that plane’s itinerary—and 
rebooked passengers on other flights, it would cre-
ate 20-minute delays for 3,000 customers, but ev-
eryone would make it to their destinations. Which 
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decision produces the least bad outcome? Should 
SWA cancel a flight with five hours’ notice, or use 
those five hours to try to increase the odds of giving 
customers what they expected? One thing the Bak-
er group has learned is that the airline now has so 
many flights connecting throughout the system that 
sometimes canceling a handful of flights actually 
displaces fewer passengers than running a flight late. 

This web of trade-offs was one that dispatch 
superintendents had navigated for years, but most 
of those trade-offs weren’t explicit or couldn’t be 
known with certainty. Previously, the airline had 
defaulted to letting all flights run. Canceling a fully 
booked flight just wasn’t done because SoDs as-
sumed that canceling would clearly have the most 
negative impact on customers and the system. And 
given the complexity, just propagating a cancella-
tion through dispatch, customer service, and crew 
schedules was overwhelming. Now, the Baker group 
has seen how making proactive cancellations or re-
routings can have a positive impact not just on get-
ting customers to their destinations but on other 
operating metrics as well.

The workgroup, and the tool, made more visible 
the implied trade-offs and the implications of their 
actions across the airline. Now SoDs could track 
how one cancellation’s effects cascaded across the 
network, affecting passenger connections, crew, and 
even scheduled maintenance. Previously, dispatch-
ers would rely on gut instinct to make such calls, but 
they couldn’t inform their instincts with data. The 
Baker group changed that. Today, every Southwest 
dispatcher decision still has its trade-offs, but now 
all involved know what the trade-offs are. SoDs also 
have more informed discussions with other depart-
ments, especially in major weather events, where 
they can focus on the impact for the most important 
performance metrics for the network rather than for 
each department.

The workgroup also prioritized trajectory in the 
development of the tool itself, making trade-offs in 
the use of resources to focus on what would help the 
group make an impact faster on the metrics of on-
time performance and flight cancellations. Rather 
than build a sleek interface that could impress up-

per management, they built a tool aimed at help-
ing SoDs in the field. Baker members continuously 
prioritize development of changes that SoDs be-
lieve will improve their ability to run the network 
and have an impact on the metrics that matter to 
keep moving performance up the curve. At the 
same time, they’ve recognized that part of improv-
ing the airline’s performance is getting everyone to 
use the tool. While it hasn’t displaced the overall 
performance objective, Baker now prioritizes en-
hancements to the tool that can make it simpler 
and easier to use—plenty of defaults and a cleaner 
interface—so that all of the SoDs are using it more 
often, not just during complex weather disruptions. 
This has had an impact on the trajectory of adop-
tion: Each new enhancement gets someone excited, 
often someone who wasn’t previously. According to 
group members, adoption of the tool rose 200 per-
cent after one recent release. 

This group was formed when a few SoDs asked 
themselves a question their colleague had asked 
five years earlier: How can we use technology 
to see the impact of our decisions and make 
better ones? 

It came from the recognition that what 
worked for a regional airline—relying on gut 
instinct, prior experience, and manual 
calculations and updates, operating all 
possible flights—was insufficient for a 
major carrier. Southwest had added more planes, 
routes, crews, and stations, but the way in which 
dispatchers approached network disruption hadn’t 
caught up. Meanwhile, they were working harder 
than ever. 

An SoD colleague, the late Mike Baker, had asked 
a similar question—he was just a little ahead of his 
time. He was convinced that there had to be a bet-
ter way to leverage the dispatchers’ years of experi-
ence, to learn from their past decisions, and make 
smarter routing decisions in the future. But without 
access to real-time data for decision analytics, the 
tool he envisioned was never operationalized. 

FRAME A MORE POWERFUL QUESTION
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Fast-forward five years. Now with access to 
abundant system-wide data, the powerful ques-
tion for the SoDs was: How could they honor Mike 
Baker’s legacy to make smarter routing choices and 
make a complicated job a whole lot easier? They 
formed a workgroup committed to addressing the 
very question that he had posed and named it in his 
honor. Baker is now mentioned hundreds of times 
a day throughout the organization, and his passion 
for championing smarter routing decisions will live 

on throughout the next generation of SoDs. As one 
group member said, “When I first heard this idea, 
I thought it was science fiction—there was no way 
we could capture all of our knowledge, experience, 
and day-to-day decisions in a tool and put hard 
numbers to them and make us all better. Now we’re 
on the brink of completely changing the game for 
airline network operations. As we make progress, it 
opens our eyes to what is possible.” 

Southwest Airlines: Baker workgroup

185



Getting better, faster



Red Cross 
Regional Disaster Unit
A regional disaster response unit ups its game 
to help more people in need 



Getting better, faster



THE American Red Cross aims to provide disas-
ter relief and emergency assistance to those 
in need. For over 135 years, the organization 

has been “helping neighbors down the street, across 
the country, and around the world.”1 Operating a 
network of more than 600 chapters, the Red Cross 
relies on large numbers of volunteers to support its 
humanitarian relief efforts. 

Since 2012, the Red Cross nationally has shifted 
from relying almost entirely on paid staff to manag-
ing a network of local volunteers with local chapters. 
In some regions, such as Central/Southern Illinois, 
this shift began earlier, in 2008, in part due to the 
influx of experienced volunteers who had joined the 
organization’s efforts in the weeks and months fol-
lowing Hurricane Katrina in 2005 and who wanted 
to continue their relationship with the Red Cross. 
The organization credits this shift with helping the 
organization provide more effective assistance to 
more people, faster, and with amplifying its positive 
impact in the communities it serves. 

The Red Cross’s Regional Disaster Team (RDT)2  
of Central/Southern Illinois has redesigned its re-
sponses to a range of events, from multifamily fires 
and tornadoes to flooding events. It has also been 
a leader in developing and leveraging its volunteer 
network to support disaster response. Across ever-
changing circumstances, this workgroup has consis-
tently helped more and more people per Red Cross 
employee across more events each year.3 

The workgroup: 
Regional Disaster Team of 
Central/Southern Illinois

Local chapters and disaster units are often the 
most public face of the Red Cross, both for event 
response and recruiting and training volunteers. 
The RDT oversees a broad network of volunteers in 
Illinois, northeastern Missouri, and southeastern 
Iowa.4 The workgroup’s primary responsibility is to 
respond to events within its geographic region, al-
though staff and volunteers are frequently called to 
assist wherever help is needed, across the country 

and throughout the world. Most recently, the or-
ganization deployed the workgroup to Florida and 
Puerto Rico following hurricanes Harvey and Irma.

The RDT meets our criteria for a workgroup:5 
• Size: The RDT is made up of 10 staff members: 

four at the regional level and six assigned to 
specific chapters. 

• Sustained involvement: Staff members 
are assigned to the RDT full time, filling roles 
that change depending on whether they are 
in-response or between responses. In a disas-
ter response—what they refer to as “gray sky”—
their job is to respond to the event. When not 
deployed, members are in standby, “blue sky” 
mode preparing for the next regional response. 
Members may spend some part of their time 
deployed apart from the workgroup to major 
responses in other regions, both to assist where 
there is a need and to develop additional skills. 

• Integrated effort: During disaster response 
events, RDT members are working together, 
making decisions and carrying out activities that 
are interdependent and could not be accom-
plished individually. In between response events, 
although they are not all physically co-located, 
the members work together on preparedness as 
well as refining or developing their approaches, 
and training and developing volunteers and 
other resources. 

This workgroup leads the delivery of the Red 
Cross’ Disaster Cycle Services in the region, includ-
ing preparedness, response, and recovery programs 
to 78 counties in a region of more than 3 million 
people. The incident types to which the group re-
sponds are diverse: tornadoes, floods, earthquakes, 
house fires (both single and multifamily), manmade 
disasters, and acts of terrorism. Over time, the 
scope of its work has only expanded, with every year 
outpacing the prior one in terms of both number of 
responses and number of people helped. 

In the aftermath of a disaster, the RDT aims to 
be an essential, indispensable resource for those 
affected, and workgroup members tend to pride 
themselves on being there to answer the call. The 
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organization provides (in order of priority) shelter, 
food, financial assistance, and information—recon-
necting people who have been separated in disas-
ters. It considers its efforts complete when a sense 
of normalcy has been reestablished—even if “nor-
mal” has been forever changed by the disaster.

No matter what type of disaster drives an RDT 
response, the group is committed to addressing 
basic human needs and helping as many people as 
possible, as quickly as possible. That means maxi-
mizing its impact with its available resources, in 
large part by first offering urgent short-term servic-
es, then linking people with ongoing support from 
other resources, institutions, and facilities that sup-
port long-term recovery.

A key aspect of the RDT’s approach, and one on 
which members have increasingly focused over the 
years, involves using local volunteers, rather than by 
people brought in from the outside, as key members 
of any response effort. More and more people have 
volunteered over the past several years, and the 
RDT currently has around 800 disaster volunteers 
in the region. In fact, recruiting, onboarding, train-
ing, deploying, assigning, and otherwise supporting 
volunteers—in blue- or gray-sky situations—is a key 
part of the workgroup’s efforts. 

Initially, this volunteer-centric model was driv-
en by several regional disasters combined with the 
fortunate legacy of having a good base of volunteers 
with experience from Katrina recovery efforts. Lo-
cal volunteers are usually personally invested in 
their communities and have a solid understanding 
of what recovery or “normal” looks like and what 
a community might prioritize. On a tactical level, 
locals are more likely than others to know how 
to get around the affected area, where to get sup-
plies, alternate routes, whom to call to get access to 
a church or school, and have firsthand knowledge 
of other resources that might be available to speed 
up and improve responsiveness. Over the years, the 
RDT has developed “career” or advancement mod-
els for volunteers so that those who want to learn 
and progress have opportunities for training and 
deployment. This has resulted in a base of volun-
teers with specialized skills, including some that 

specialize in relief operations, that the workgroup 
can tap for input and assistance.

The results: 
Helping more people

The Red Cross categorizes every disaster—from 
apartment fires and winter storms to tornadoes 
and hurricanes—on a scale of 1 to 7, with 7 being 
the highest. Categorization is based on the budget 
required at the ground level and indicates both the 
complexity of the response and the resources re-
quired.6 In the Central/Southern Illinois region, the 
RDT has seen nothing larger than Level 5. Thanks 
largely to continually improving its approach both 
in responding to disasters and in developing ca-
pabilities in between disasters, the workgroup has 
been able to assist more people in need per em-
ployee, improving positive impact across all event 
categories—even complex Level 4 disasters. The 
improvement has been most notable across Level 
2 events, where, thanks to the ability to deploy a 
broader range of volunteers, RDT was able to assist 
twice as many people per paid staffer in 2017 as it 
did in 2008. 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights
Source: Red Cross.
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What the numbers don’t show clearly, though, 
is the quality of a response and any enduring im-
pact that preparedness and development of local 
volunteers can have on a community. It isn’t just 
about the total number of people helped—after a 
disaster event, the RDT is committed to helping all 
of the affected people faster and better, since time 
and elements of normalcy are key when one’s life 
is disrupted. Regional disaster officer Alyssa Pol-
lock says, “We’re really proud that during this time 
as we’ve served more and more people in need, in 
more events, really leaning on our wonderful vol-
unteers, that we believe we’ve been able to do this 
without diminishing the quality of our response.” 
Although the group lacks sufficient data to measure 
it, the RDT is concerned with minimizing the “time 
to peak service” as a proxy for not reaching those 
most in need but being on the ground and reaching 
everyone affected. 

Practices in play

In its work, the Red Cross’s Regional Disaster 
Unit of Central/Southern Illinois uses six key, in-
tersecting practices: Commit to a shared outcome, 
Maximize the potential for friction, Bias toward 
action, Seek new contexts, Prioritize performance, 
and Reflect more to learn faster.

As an organization with a century-old history 
of responding to disasters,7 the Red Cross is 
committed to a shared outcome—
helping people recover in the 
most effective way possible. One 
thing that’s changed in recent years, 
across the organization, is how that goal 
is achieved. Today, instead of bringing in 
large teams of people from outside a disaster-struck 
area to strive toward a single theoretical goal, the 
nonprofit often brings in smaller teams of experts, 
then leverages local volunteers whose vision of the 
shared outcome is likely strongly connected to the 
locality and community. 

Perhaps there’s no greater sign of this commit-
ment to a shared outcome than the workgroup shift-
ing its entire organizational structure to respond to 
different disaster types. In most cases, this means 
RDT members taking on a wide range of roles—of-
ten humbler than their titles may indicate—in order 
to more effectively serve people in need. 

Commitment to a shared goal means putting a 
priority on achieving that outcome—even when it 
means stepping out of the way to let others provide 
a solution. For example, in large-scale disasters that 
require food and shelter services, the RDT might 
turn to a local jail or prison that already has an es-
tablished infrastructure to provide meals and laun-
dry service. Or the workgroup might look to local 
fish and wildlife departments to assist in sheltering 
pets and other animals. 

One theme that RDT workgroup members high-
light time and again is the importance of having 
great relationships with partners. Instead of rein-
venting the wheel, they strive to quickly and easily 
leverage the capabilities of others to amplify their 
own response efforts so that a shared outcome can 
be achieved as soon as possible and with a higher 
level of service. In a large disaster response, for ex-
ample, when other response agencies are involved, 
the RDT might focus on providing food and shelter, 
while the Federal Emergency Management Agency 
might offer financial assistance.
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It may sound counterintuitive, but in many ways, 
the RDT maximizes the potential for friction 

with every disaster response. To better 
respond to each incident it is called to, 
the workgroup employs two operating 

models: blue-sky and gray-sky. Transi-
tioning between these modes comes with 

the potential for friction, but it seems to make the 
whole organization more effective.

In standby mode, the RDT operates on the 
blue-sky model, with a set organizational structure 
and certain titles and responsibilities. During disas-
ter response, it shifts to gray-sky mode, reshuffling 
the organizational hierarchy as needed, in a modi-
fied form of an incident command system. Staff 
roles and responsibilities can shift dramatically: 
For example, a staff member who specializes in tor-
nado response would act as incident coordinator 
when a tornado strikes; when responding to a flood, 
she might be assigned a far lower-level task, such as 
distributing water. Regional specialization is also a 
factor. Someone who led a hurricane response ef-
fort in Florida might not lead a tornado response 
effort in central Illinois, since the disasters demand 
fundamentally different types of response. 

Assigning staff of varied experience to different 
roles for different disasters—in essence, making 
roles context-dependent—can increase the poten-
tial for friction by switching up the relationships 
between members and removing a layer of author-
ity or expertise they might have in other aspects of 
the job. This discomfort can cause tensions around 
how to approach problems or how tasks get done, 
but it can also bring in more perspectives and cre-
ate a well-rounded and capable team of responders 
who are agile in their roles and relationships and 
adept at supporting each other. The members seem 
passionate about helping those in need over time 
as well as in the moment. They often embrace and 
even seek out opportunities to deploy in different 
roles, including out of region, as a way to learn 
more and develop new skills.

At the same time, the RDT workgroup is coordi-
nating volunteers who often find themselves in differ-
ent types of roles than they are accustomed to in their 
day jobs. The focus on training and developing volun-
teers has been a powerful force for attracting a certain 
type of volunteer with a passion to get better and bet-
ter at making an impact and eager to gain experience 
and leadership opportunities. These volunteers typi-
cally bring in additional perspectives and knowledge, 
as well as a vested interest in the community, that can 
increase the potential for friction as well.

For the RDT, achieving results can be more im-
portant than sticking to process. The workgroup 
aims to never let organizational processes 
or structures get in the way of fulfilling 
its mission. The RDT empowers frontline 
employees and volunteers to make critical 
decisions in a wide range of situations. With 
the guidance to always try to do the right 
thing for clients and avoid doing anything il-
legal or immoral, the staff is trusted to make 
the right call in the moment.

When it comes to emergency response, it’s often 
impossible to get 100 percent of the information 
needed to make a critical decision in the timeframe 
available. Take too much time to make a decision, 
even if it’s a great one, and it may be too late to 
make a difference. In the aftermath of any disas-
ter, for example, efficacy typically takes precedence 
over efficiency. The first priority is to provide food 
and shelter; if people are going to starve or die for 
lack of those things, delivering resources in a less 
than ideal way is better than delivering them later 
in a more efficient fashion.

Knowing this, the RDT builds risk tolerance into 
its decision-making process. Workgroup members 
use the 30/70 rule to help boost their decision-mak-
ing velocity: Once you have 30 to 70 percent of all 
the information you need to make a decision, take 
action. Less than 30 percent of total information is 
considered too little to make an informed decision, 
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while waiting for more than 70 percent could take 
too long and render any decision moot. For example, 
with major winter storms, the group always gets a 
lot of stranded travelers, but a storm event might 
span all 78 counties, meaning that by the time mem-
bers get more accurate information, it’s too late to 
try to get resources everywhere they are needed. 
Members, then, talk with state patrol and use their 
own experience from previous storms to pre-stage 
people and supplies in likely areas in advance. 

Another essential practice that biases the work-
group toward action is fluidity, the ability to make 
decisions—and to reverse them. RDT leaders and 
volunteers know that the majority of their deci-
sions are flexible and reversible, should they need 
to change course as the situation evolves. This is 
especially valuable for decisions made with little 
information; as clarity increases with time, staff 
can modify and adjust responses as needed. Team 
members don’t want anyone to feel compelled to 
execute just for the sake of following through on a 
previous commitment—once a situation, or the un-
derstanding of it, changes, staffers are expected to 
change their response accordingly. 

For the RDT, fluidity is most required when it 
comes to providing shelter. For example, depending 
on the anticipated size and scope of a major storm 
approaching a region, the workgroup may preemp-
tively open up shelters to assist those in need. Since 
providing a shelter requires significant time, money, 
and resources, if the RDT opens a shelter and sees 
few people using it, staffers might move people to a 
hotel to avoid running an expensive operation at less 
than 25 percent capacity. Embracing and expecting 
fluidity in all decisions makes it possible to provide 
more personalized services—and ensures that the 
organization’s resources are used effectively.

To privilege action over inaction, RDT employs a 
practice called “go until no”: At smaller-scale events, 
for example, key frontline volunteers are empow-
ered to act on the agency’s behalf to assist those in 
need—without requirements to consult local office 
leadership. For example, when there’s a single-fam-
ily fire in the middle of the night and the Red Cross 
is called to provide assistance, it’s typically a volun-

teer coordinator who handles the request from start 
to finish, responding to the scene and providing as 
much assistance as necessary. Leadership at head-
quarters merely learns of the response the following 
morning, as part of a daily briefing.

This kind of volunteer autonomy isn’t put in place 
for large-scale disasters, or even some multi-home 
fires, but using it for small-scale events can help the 
organization enhance readiness for major events in-
stead of routinely being pulled into minor incidents 
that qualified volunteers can handle. As incidents be-
come more severe and affect a much larger area, one 
or more staffers trained in emergency management 
typically come in to manage the response.

Red Cross’s commitment to providing basic hu-
man needs drives the RDT to focus on mass care, to 
ensure that all clients have water and are fed and 
sheltered. Only after that does the group 
look to provide individualized services, 
such as financial support or assistance 
with finding long-term housing. Simi-
larly, the workgroup has to prioritize 
both who it helps and where—not 
easy decisions when many are suf-
fering. As a guiding principle, the RDT prioritizes 
assisting areas that have been hit hardest and have 
the greatest need, rather than just assisting the 
greatest number of people in need. While this may 
seem intuitive, it often increases the complexity of 
the response, since such areas may lack running 
water or electricity and could be completely inac-
cessible due to flooding or damaged infrastructure.

RDT members are constantly challenged 
to step outside their comfort zone—be it 
one of region or experience. However, they 
also recognize that when people leave 
their home region, they have an oppor-
tunity to discover new ways of working 
and being effective. Explains regional 
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disaster officer Alyssa Pollock, “Every disaster I 
learn something, and by deploying outside the 
region, I’ve learned quite a lot. I was able to see 
how things could work more effectively, even dur-
ing our blue-sky, steady-state operations—things I 
wouldn’t have otherwise known existed.”

In exposing themselves to multiple contexts, 
staffers are able to see what’s worked and what 
hasn’t in each—approaches they may not have 
considered in their home state, from human re-
sources processes to team leadership styles to 
tactics for sheltering survivors. This exposure can 
help them continuously improve Red Cross opera-
tions as they move forward. Explains Pollock, “A 
staffer might think, ‘I’ve seen this service delivery 
work really well during my response to Alabama; 
we should try to implement something similar in 
our region’ or, ‘I liked the way they ran their meet-
ings and kept people really engaged—we should 
try to do that.’”

Even when seeking new contexts isn’t so 
straightforward, it can still yield results. One 
of the trends with which the RDT contends is a 
growing number of emotional support animals, 
which provide comfort for clients but can cre-
ate issues with shelter partners, which often lack  
facilities for animal care and toileting. The solu-
tion: temporary kennels that give clients access 
to their animals in a controlled and appropriate 
environment.

And even as the team continues its learning, at 
the RDT every disaster has its own context. This 
attitude is reflected in one of the workgroup’s 
mottos: “If you’ve seen one disaster, you’ve seen 
one disaster.” It’s just one hallmark of a culture 
of endless and continuous learning, in which all 
staff and volunteers are encouraged to broaden 
their experiences by either volunteering to assist 
with operations outside of their home region or 
expanding their repertoire of volunteerism with 
other agencies. Seeking outside context tends to 
challenge existing points of view, build experi-
ence, and surface new ideas and innovations. 

The RDT is committed to learning, and to the 
continual improvement of its people and organi-
zation. One method the workgroup employs is in-
ternal after-action reviews—for each response, dis-
cussing what went well and what could have been 
done better. Workgroup members 
seek out not only staff opinions and 
insights but feedback from clients 
and partners. The goal is to put that 
feedback into practice, prioritizing 
the most actionable issues.

In a recent after-action review following an RDT 
deployment to a large flooding incident, for exam-
ple, one important piece of feedback was that home 
offices found it difficult to connect with anyone at 
the site, especially the event coordinators. The co-
ordinators, dealing with an overwhelming degree of 
chaos, had to prioritize more pressing work. Mean-
while, members of the public were asking home of-
fices for status updates on the response, and some 
wanted to help in the relief effort—but the home 
offices had no information for them. More impor-
tantly, they were unable to pass along valuable help 
to the coordinators.

In its after-action review, RDT leaders decided 
that in all future operations, the group would insti-
tute a chief-of-staff role; the chief would deploy to 
the disaster area with the relief operations director, 
serving as liaison with both home office operations 
and the coordinator. Less pressing issues could be 
addressed when conditions allowed. Implementing 
feedback from after-action reviews in such ways 
also puts into practice the idea that every team 
member has a voice and can enhance the effective-
ness of the whole organization. 

For the RDT, reflection doesn’t happen solely af-
ter an event. Preparation and response plans for po-
tential problems—“pre-mortems”—allow the group 
to provide support as quickly as possible in case of 
actual disasters. In August 2017, for example, tens 
of thousands of people traveled to southern Illinois 
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to view a solar eclipse. In the weeks leading up to 
the event, RDT leaders pre-planned for how a mass 
influx into the region could affect the group’s opera-
tions and ability to respond should a natural disas-
ter or other large incident occur. On a smaller scale, 
it also addressed the potential impact on its ability 
to find shelter for survivors of fire damage, given 
that local hotels were oversold. The RDT asked local 
shelters, such as churches and schools, to be ready 
to assist. Though all went smoothly, the prepara-
tions likely helped, both in the moment and in terms 
of ongoing learning. The workgroup can translate 
much of this into how it plans for stranded travelers, 
stands up shelters, and moves staff around in future 
major storm events.

At a national level, the Red Cross is also con-
stantly gathering feedback and using reflection to 
support learning. For example, after multiregion di-
sasters (such as the hurricanes and wildfires in fall 
2017), the national headquarters has an indepen-
dent team conduct detailed interviews with volun-
teers and employees who served in leadership roles 
during that response. They also use partner and 
client surveys with open-ended questions to gather 

feedback from other stakeholders and distribute 
electronic surveys to every volunteer and employee 
who worked on the response. In the after-action 
reviews conducted after major responses, most of 
the conversation is qualitative in nature. Priorities 
for follow-up and action items are generated from 
these conversations and used to drive program im-
provements and improve internal coordination. The 
conversations and feedback are documented and 
discussed to improve services and internal coordi-
nation on the next response. 

Looking at trends in its disaster response histo-
ry, including both metrics and survey responses, the 
RDT found that every year has outpaced the year 
before, in terms of both number of responses and 
people helped. This information supports plans to 
enhance organizational readiness in areas including 
setting realistic expectations with partners so they 
know when and where food and shelter services are 
likely to be needed, ensuring the provision of need-
ed training and accurate deployment of disaster ex-
perts, and modernizing technological infrastructure 
to better interact with clients via mobile devices. 
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NEW York-based sparks & honey (s&h) is a big-
thinking cultural consultancy that aims to 
tackle global challenges using social and data 

sciences. Founded on the belief that humans alone 
cannot accomplish this mission, s&h has built an ac-
tive learning system, called Q™, that brings together 
people and machines to make sense of the world in 
real time. The firm’s culture briefing workgroup de-
livers the daily briefing at the heart of the s&h cultur-
al intelligence system, helping to make sense of thou-
sands of data points in near real time. The cultural 
insights generated by the briefings helped the con-
sultancy achieve 70 percent annual revenue growth 
between 2014 and 2016 as the workgroup improved 
how s&h senses and makes sense of signals.1 

The firm looks to identify, name, and catego-
rize shifts across culture before they become main-
stream trends, then aims to help clients understand 
and shape them using a trend taxonomy. Broadly, 
sparks & honey takes the world as unstructured data, 
a mix of fast culture and slow culture: everything 
from a tweet, new semantics, viral video, to new 

policy, academic research, patents filed, start-ups 
established, and VC deal flows. Through its daily re-
port, the culture briefing workgroup gives structure 
to the data by tagging individual items (“signals”) to 
the trend taxonomy and by applying scoring meth-
odologies as they monitor trends over time.

The consultancy’s “culture newsroom” operates 
24/7, 365 days a year. The firm draws on a wide vari-
ety of thought leaders and cultural observers around 
the world2 and applies a combination of proprietary 
methodologies, tools (see figure 1), algorithms, and 
human insights to provide cultural intelligence, 
data analytics, and strategies to a diverse range of 
organizations and brands. Organizations from Mc-
Donald’s to DARPA3 work with the consultancy to 
uncover and act on these cultural shifts.4

“We translate culture into real-time opportuni-
ties for brands,” says CEO Terry Young. “Some of 
those things are growing at a very fast velocity, and 
some of those things you should be aware of if you 
are going to continue to shape your organization 
two to three years out.”5

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

The Q™ learning system works by: 1) making change visible through systematic identification; 
2) scoring and tracking culture; 3) accelerating responsiveness to signals; 4) evolving faster to be 
more effective; 5) enabling, through the daily culture briefing, real-time knowledge creation, system 
calibration, and scalable collaboration. 

Source: sparks & honey.

Figure 1. The daily culture briefing is central to the active learning system’s human 
component
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With a mission to “open minds and create pos-
sibilities in the now, next and future for brands,” 
s&h aims to be a filter for, and presenter of, ideas 
that influence and shape culture. Commenting on 
the consultancy’s 2015 report on the emergence of 
a new language to describe the gender spectrum, 
for example, The Advocate noted that “within its 
marketing recommendations lies a thought bomb of 
radicalism that could truly change society.”6 Other 
reports on mainstreaming marijuana, the influence 
of Gen X in middle age, and similar shifts reflect the 
firm’s scope and ambition.

The workgroup: Culture briefing 

At the heart of the firm’s business, the culture 
briefing workgroup brings the consultancy’s cultur-
al intelligence to life and keeps client teams up to 
date on cultural trends. This group meets our crite-
ria for a workgroup:
• Size: The core group includes seven members, 

including two co-briefers, two data scientists, 
a moderator, a human network connector who 
tags signals to specific advisers for more re-
search or context, and an illustrator who creates 
visualizations of the workgroup’s daily output.7 

• Sustained involvement: Workgroup mem-
bers spend the majority of each workday work-
ing together to curate, present, and analyze the 
signals discussed in the daily briefing.

• Integrated effort: Using the firm’s bespoke 
active learning system, QTM, members mine 
trend data, devise research, monitor defined 

“signals,” and curate the cultural briefing event 
for the entire s&h organization (located in New 
York, Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Chicago) 
as well as the global scouts and guests, includ-
ing clients, who are attending live or watching 
the live stream. The group acts collaboratively 
in doing most of the work of selecting signals, 
pulling the presentation together, and analyzing 
briefing insights.

Each day, members comb through the database 
of “cultural signals”—anything from “a tweet, song, 
or meme that’s spreading fast, to popular news ar-
ticles, research papers and patent files, to changes 
in public policy or emerging tech”8—to review  
additions made in the past 24–48 hours, then 
choose around 30 items to present at that day’s 
company-wide briefing. These signals—which can 
range from trends in consumption of insect protein 
to early signs of the “premiumization of air” and 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 2. The daily s&h culture briefing

Source: sparks & honey.

200



Braille on clothing to a story about how dogs could 
be considered practice babies—are selected based 
on several factors. For example, does a particular 
signal have high energy? Does it help establish a 
pattern based on other, recently discussed signals? 
Does it introduce a new concept from the fringe of 
culture? Does it introduce or affirm a cultural ten-
sion (the coexistence of opposite trends)?

Not only does the workgroup curate signals—it 
seeks to present those signals in an engaging way 
that provokes broad and productive responses from 
participants beyond the workgroup. Members de-
cide how to present the day’s signals to be succinct 
yet evocative; visuals are often just as impactful as 
the language, often featuring images taken directly 
from the source data. The goal of both is to engage 
the minds of the broader consultancy, the global 
network of culture scouts and advisers, and any 
guests who have come to unpack cultural signals 
through discussion. 

The consultancy relies on the noon briefing to 
fuel its client work. By exposing participants to 
ideas, data sources, and interests they might oth-
erwise miss, the briefing helps counter personal 
or institutional biases. The format “allows us to 
extend our analysis across categories, time and 
space, to take multiple sources of unstructured 
data, immediately add structure, and then use  
real-time and cross-discipline discussions to quick-
ly develop insights and identify patterns,” says COO 
Paul Butler. “The briefing is also a forum to examine 
and monitor cultural tensions, a key methodology 

in our process. We observe that opposing trends can 
manifest and move simultaneously in culture.” The 
format is a way for the consultants to come together 
to identify and unpack various tensions. They then 
work with clients to identify how, when, and where 
they may lean into one or another side of a cultural 
tension.

In this case study, we consider practices at two 
levels: within the briefing workgroup itself and 
among the 50-plus participants in the daily brief-
ing session. Because the larger s&h organization 
both relies on the output of the daily briefing and 
also participates in it, while the briefing workgroup 
creates the daily briefing and also participates in it, 
some practices are used both within the workgroup 
(in developing and preparing for the daily briefing) 
and in the briefing itself. Although we are primarily 
interested in what happens within the workgroup 
itself, in this case, it isn’t always a clear distinction—
and some practices are more visible in the context 
of the one-hour briefing even though the workgroup 
also uses them to do its work. 

The results
As a workgroup output, insights may seem pretty 

nebulous. But the quality, timeliness, depth, breadth, 
and cultural relevance of those insights provided to 
clients—accompanied by thought leadership, analy-
sis and strategies—are what generates revenue for 
the organization. The daily culture briefing—both 
through the insights it generates and the way it trains 

CONNECTIONS PER SIGNAL
Given that the daily culture briefing is part of a larger intelligence system at s&h, the workgroup tracks 
the relationship, importance, and relevance between the signals discussed in the briefing and other parts 
of the system. For example, does a particular signal connect with other trends? Is it relevant to the work 
of our advisory board members or other parts of the human network? This metric helps the workgroup 
assess whether the briefings are effectively expanding the participants’ thinking to better understand 
human behavior and values in a broader context and inform near-term campaigns and long-term 
strategies. The average number and diversity of connections made between topics are continuously 
tracked to maintain what the group feels to be the right balance between quantity and quality for 
optimal performance—ideally three to five connections per signal discussed during the briefing while still 
covering a breadth of signals.

W
ORKGROUPS IN ACTION

The sparks & honey Culture briefing workgroup

201



Getting better, faster

the algorithms and the staff to recognize patterns 
and identify trends—is a key driver of s&h’s ability 
to deliver the type of work that its clients value. The 
consultancy has enjoyed 70 percent year-over-year 
increases in revenue for the past three years, and 
leaders credit effective daily briefings for consul-
tants’ ability to deliver differentiated insights that 
drive that revenue growth. Over time, the culture 
briefing workgroup has developed a metric—connec-
tions per signal—that members feel has proven to be 
a useful indicator of briefing effectiveness.

The workgroup is core to the organization’s 
strategy because better briefings lead to more ex-
pansive and impactful insights for clients. In a suc-
cessful briefing, the group might raise comparisons 
of global markets as indicators of shifts in consumer 
behavior and human values and look for other in-
dicators of how those shifts might affect businesses 
and brands across categories. For example, when 
the automated sensing system added a signal about 
a difference in luxury watch sales in the United 
States and China, it led to tracking a broader trend 
in perceptions of luxury that were beginning to di-
verge in the two countries.

Practices in play

The culture briefing workgroup exemplifies six 
intersecting practices: Commit to a shared out-
come, Seek new contexts, Maximize potential for 
friction, Cultivate friction, Eliminate unproductive 
friction, and Reflect more to learn faster.

The workgroup members seek to create an en-
gaging, provocative, and productive briefing each 
day to make sense of the latest cultural signals 
mined from across the spectra of 
life, the Internet, and a human net-
work of contributors from around 
the globe. The noon briefings gather 
the entire staff for an hour each day. 
Typically, the pace is fast, the discussion is 
deceptively disciplined, and the topics covered can 
range from funny to serious, trivial to earthshaking. 
The briefing serves as a space for the consultancy as 
a whole to sense (and make sense of) a wide range 
of seemingly disparate trends, but it is also a labo-
ratory of sorts, a place where interesting ideas and 
innovation can emerge. 

The culture briefings are considered central to 
what sparks & honey offers to clients, and as many 
clients attend the briefings, it can sometimes be dif-
ficult to separate the outcomes—the insights, con-
tent, and actions—from the practices that generate 
the insights. The workgroup’s practices are designed 
to get better and better at effectively surfacing cul-
tural signals that can be used to make predictions 
and generate actionable insights and strategies. 

Part of the group’s commitment to an engaging, 
effective, and productive briefing is to get through 
all of the signals they have chosen to highlight in 
the one-hour session. In addition to maintaining a 
certain volume of signals, they also consider their 
impact on the outcome as a combination of factors: 

Discovery of new: Have we exposed and 
stretched ourselves and our clients to new ideas 
that can lead us on a path of transformation?

Discussion and discovery of the fringe: We be-
lieve that what is happening on the edge of culture 
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is relevant and may be where the future of a busi-
ness or category may go. 

All of the s&h staff, as well as the extended global 
network of advisers and scouts who move through a 
variety of contexts, are constantly logging and tag-
ging cultural signals into the proprietary database 

that is part of Q™, as they encounter them. 
Automated personas—across a spectrum 
of genders, races, political views, ethnici-
ties, interests, employment, education, age, 
household composition, and geographies—
also tag items to provide additional lenses 

and bias on culture. The briefing workgroup 
reviews all the material that has been logged 

or tagged in the database as an emerging trend 
or cultural signal each day, curating it for the 

daily briefing. While the group has no set goal for 
the number of cultural signals to tag each day, the 
group is continuously seeking to include and ana-
lyze signals drawn from a range of contexts to stay 
connected to the edges of cultural change, and to 
help understand and validate trends. 

For example, the workgroup might deliberate-
ly choose to highlight a story about a Midwestern 
drone facility, connecting it to ways in which the 
urban airspace is changing. The group, sometimes 
with clients, will conduct culture treks—live explo-
rations of cultural experiences and events—as a way 
to share and gather intelligence. In another exam-
ple of seeking context, the co-briefers attended a DJ 
school in New York to learn about curation and pre-
sentation from professional DJs. The workgroup 
recognized the unique demands of the briefing for-
mat, balancing an open discussion in a forum that 
requires structure and order to be effective, and 
saw direct parallels between that and working as a 
DJ—threading together individual, seemingly unre-
lated elements into a coherent whole within a fixed 
amount of time; managing the energy of a diverse 
crowd of knowns and unknowns; presentation and 
performative aspects; and a need to maintain and 
achieve a certain cadence to make an impact.

For work that is highly conceptual, there’s also 
a crucial hands-on component. Tracking and ob-
serving trends from behind a screen, it turns out, is 
often insufficient. When one client wanted to know 
more about camel milk consumption, the briefing 
workgroup spent time drinking it, going deeper into 
context, and getting their own unvarnished truth, 
since—members agreed—blogs and Instagram 
pictures could not convey the unique experience 
of drinking the milk. Members also looked at the 
different kinds of “milk” that have trended in the 
United States and in other cultures over the years, 
how long each trend lasted, and which milks found 
a lasting foothold in the marketplace. 

While the core roles in the briefing workgroup 
are relatively stable, others are purposefully rotated. 
Two to three staffers, each representing a dif-
ferent s&h client, join as adjunct mem-
bers of the workgroup for a few days at 
a time. These rotating members from 
the client teams bring new energy, 
skill sets, and perspectives—along 
with a client-specific lens—that can change 
the way the workgroup curates, interprets, 
and presents signals, as well as how it prepares for 
and facilitates the briefing. The rotating members 
inject some discomfort and new friction into the 
group’s daily work. This can lead to new approach-
es to selecting the signals or new ways of grouping 
and presenting them to elicit different responses. 
For example, a rotating member who represented 
a beauty client team might know that the client is 
particularly interested in trends in the 60-plus mar-
ket and challenge the group to consider longevity in 
selecting signals. The core members provide a level 
of continuity, but the rotating members challenge 
them to avoid the routine with fresh ideas and new 
client issues.

For the actual daily briefing, the workgroup 
convenes a diverse array of participants—including 
global scouts, advisers, clients, and other interest-
ed members of the public—as part of s&h’s “open 
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consultancy” concept. The group has even begun 
livestreaming some of its daily briefings on Face-
book, further expanding the range of participants, 
although it is still experimenting with how best to 
interact with an open, online audience. The open 
consultancy has a deliberate business purpose: in-
spiring productive debate and meaningful discourse 
with each other and the outside world. By inviting 
a collection of outsiders into the briefing discussion, 
the workgroup increases the potential for disagree-
ment and divergent perspectives and new ways of 
interpreting the signals. Importantly, this can in-
crease the number and depth of the links members 
can make between signals, since unexpected input 
may well surface hidden connections, adding real 
depth and value to insights. 

In each daily session, the workgroup brings in 
someone from outside the workgroup to serve as 
co-briefer. The rotation lets others in the organiza-

tion see what goes into a briefing and allows the 
workgroup to get fresh perspectives on the 

presentation. For example, one co-brief-
er, a self-described introvert, challenged 
the bias toward fast, energetic, nonstop 
exchanges by introducing deliberate 
periods of silence. Now the workgroup 
builds silence into work sessions and 

briefings to encourage people to focus on what’s be-
ing said more than on preparing to speak. Structur-
ing silence—building it into the approach—has had 
the effect of making the interactions less about per-
sonal reactions and more about signals and ideas. 
It has helped shift the briefings away from presen-
tations by people immersed in trends and toward 
soliciting insights and responses to those trends. 

Finally, the workgroup makes it a rule to 
change the rules regularly—hosting experimental 
briefings that use new approaches and mediums 
of exchange on the first Friday of each month. By 
shaking up the routine, these experiments are de-
signed to force participants out of their comfort 
zone, which tends to create friction for the group 

and also for the organization. The members pay at-
tention to whether the friction surfaces insights in 
new or more meaningful ways or leads to more ef-
fective or productive briefings. For example, in one 
briefing, they used the theme “think like a criminal” 
as an experiment, with the goal to develop insights 
beyond norms of “acceptable” (or legal) behavior 
and values, as a way to stretch the group’s thinking 
to develop new innovations for security and priva-
cy, new content mash-ups, or other future product 
ideas. That experiment stuck, and members now 
regularly use that theme as a framework to chal-
lenge preconceived notions or to innovate.

Another example is the workgroup’s introduc-
tion of special edition briefings, designed to shake 
up the dynamic and to bring more outside per-
spectives into the briefing environment. In these 
sessions, the group invites external experts from a 
specific vertical, rather than s&h staffers, to discuss 
signals and trends. These sessions take on a slightly 
different personality, since guests are less primed to 
respond to implicit cues and the accepted practices 
of the daily briefings. 

It is one thing to convene diverse participants, 
another to draw out those participants’ divergent 
perspectives and challenges. One way members do 
this is to encourage participation from a scout or a 
guest (given that most of the guests are invited by 
someone within s&h who knows something of their 
background) when they feel someone may have a 
different point of view on an issue. The workgroup 
introduced the role of a moderator in briefings, in 
part to prompt and stimulate dialogue around the 
table, between all participants. The moderator’s 
role was to introduce questions, not back to the 
co-briefers but to other workgroup members, or di-
rectly to guests with knowledge or experience of a 
topic. That small shift helped reorient the room and 
achieve a more roundtable-style discussion.

For all that s&h embraces diversity, there are 
common biases still at play—for instance, all of the 
workgroup members reside in New York. Rather 
than fight these constraints, the group defines them 
in a methodical way, under the theory that exposure 
and analysis can reduce associated blind spots. All 
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members make explicit their own areas of interest 
and exposure and try to be transparent about the 
way these influence their attention and lenses. Each 
person is expected to add a unique perceptual flair. 
The workgroup uses the briefing as a tool to contin-
uously expose and explore its own blind spots, and 
to break its own algorithms to support a broader ex-
ploration and engagement in culture. Acknowledg-
ing the inevitable biases in an open and nonjudg-
mental way makes it possible in the daily briefings 
to complement and counterbalance the perceptions 
of employees with external participants known to 
have contrasting backgrounds and biases.

It’s easy for the line between thought-provoking 
experience and frustrating conflict to blur. For an 
organization that derives so much value from le-

veraging perspectives from across a 
diverse human network, managing the 

unproductive friction that arises 
is crucial. Interpersonal conflict, 

shaming, judgment, and lack of re-
spect can quickly change the environ-

ment, making workgroup members less willing to 
offer, or challenge, divergent ideas or perspectives. 

Outside of the briefings, in signal selection, the 
group tends to favor creating space for more pos-
sible perspectives in the briefing by including a 
particular signal if a member feels strongly about 
it rather than debate its inclusion. The results in 
terms of comments, connections, and client tags for 
that signal can be evaluated afterward and inform 
signal selection for the next briefing. This builds 
trust within the workgroup because members all 
agree to the objective evaluation of the chosen sig-
nals in the after-action reflection. Objective data 
and a common methodology and language for how 
they categorize and evaluate signals—baked into 
s&h’s active learning system—helps to dispel po-
tentially unproductive friction that can come from 
differences of opinion about whether a particular 
signal is interesting enough for the briefing.

To help mitigate and dispel any potentially un-
productive interactions that could drain energy and 
trust, the briefing workgroup encourages a vocabu-
lary that is more constructive than confrontational, 
with phrasing drawn from tested nonviolent com-
munication strategies, designed to help all parties 
and perspectives get heard. For example:
• “I see where you’re coming from, though I think 

it’s also interesting to consider . . .”
• “Yes, that makes sense. I want to build on that 

thought . . .”
• “To provide a converse perspective . . .”

In the daily briefing, unproductive friction—
such as shaming or judgment—can make partici-
pants feel unsafe or unwelcome and less willing to 
participate openly. The constructive vocabulary has 
become even more important in the briefings. For 
example, in a discussion of a signal about an app 
to help professionals decide whether they should 
speak up in a meeting, two participants firmly dis-
agreed about whether it was a positive indicator of 
the trend in “powerful women.” A third participant 
broke the polarizing dynamic by expanding the 
discussion, saying, “I see where you’re both com-
ing from, though I’d like to also consider it through 
the lens of culture . . .” This opened the discussion 
back up so that members could look for additional 
connections and interpretations rather than getting 
stuck in a standoff. 

The workgroup also tries to reduce unproductive 
friction by encouraging the use of nonverbal cues 
that indicate approval or disagreement, and by al-
lowing quiet one-on-one side conversations so that 
participants can surface reactions in the moment 
without interrupting the group as a whole. 

It’s no accident that the daily briefing is sched-
uled at noon, a time when many feel their en-
ergy flagging. Many participants find the event so 
thought-provoking that it provides an energy boost 
that can carry them through the rest of the after-
noon. Notably, the workgroup facilitators work to 
create “a comfort level with being uncomfortable,” 
as director of human networks Annalie Killian puts 
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it, in the belief that wrestling with new ideas re-
quires some level of discomfort.

In between planning and hosting the daily 
briefings, workgroup members take time to reflect 
on the briefings as well as on how effectively the 
consultancy is deriving insights from the briefings. 

They also reflect on any new think-
ing they have about where signals 
fit within the consultancy’s cultur-
al taxonomy. Every week, they re-
view the week-over-week changes 

in the briefings and ask key questions: Did we get 
the most out of our discussion of any new trend or 
previously uncovered trend? Has a particular key 
trend changed in ways that are meaningful?

The occasional livestreamed briefings, recorded 
and made available on social media, have given the 
workgroup much more information to reflect on 
and use to tweak and recalibrate. The recordings 
have been particularly useful input for presenters to 
replay and review their own performance, compare 
to tracking metrics, and self-correct to improve the 
speed, clarity, and set-up of dialogue per signal, as 
well as how they manage and moderate the conver-
sations. They also get additional perspective on the 
level of engagement and participation on the sig-
nals that might not be apparent while in the midst 
of running the briefing. The workgroup takes as 
input the usual metrics of online audience engage-
ment and activity and is experimenting with getting 
the online audience to provide input and validate 
or score signals discussed during the live briefings.

In the daily briefings, the aim is to cover as much 
ground as possible, while unpacking as many un-
expected and uncommon insights as possible along 
the way. Given this challenge, the workgroup has 
developed two metrics to track as leading indicators 
to the number and diversity of connections made 
over the course of a briefing, which is the key indica-
tor of briefing effectiveness. The group is constantly 
assessing the balance between these two metrics: 

Comments per signal. The workgroup uses 
the number of comments made when a signal is be-
ing discussed to assess whether members are going 
too deep, which prevents the briefing from cover-
ing other valuable signals or, conversely, not getting 
beneath the surface, which prevents identifying pat-
terns or uncovering new ideas. The number of com-
ments also indicates whether participants found the 
signal provocative, which is related to how much 
depth and nuance there was to unpack—and how 
much potential value that signal might offer to cli-
ents. Clients will likely derive less value from signals 
or insights that are straightforward or superficial. 

Time spent per signal. The average time par-
ticipants spend discussing any one signal is another 
indicator that helps the workgroup balance breadth 
and depth in the briefings.

As a result of reflecting on the metrics and dis-
cussing specific briefings, the workgroup has de-
veloped practices designed to make the briefings 
more engaging and productive. For example, over 
the course of a briefing, each cultural signal under 
discussion is paired with another into “builds” that 
move the conversation forward. The group has 
found that two to three signals per build help to 
maintain optimum momentum.

Beyond discussion of individual signals, the 
workgroup spends time making connections be-
tween and among signals to identify emerging cul-
tural intersections. Pattern recognition involves 
using five meta-categories—technology and science, 
humanity, ideology, aesthetics, and media—as well 
as tracking how trends evolve over time. Members 
wishing to work with insights arising from a briefing 
write them on sticky notes, then cluster them next 
to other signals with which they may identify a con-
nection. If a pattern becomes stronger and its clus-
ters grow large enough, it is defined as an “element 
of culture” (see figure 3).

All of these predictions are augmented and am-
plified by a set of constantly refined algorithms, 
which together indicate the impact of any given 
trend by measuring the interaction of three factors: 
energy, prediction, and reach. Energy is a measure 
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of how fast a particular signal is moving through the 
culture. Prediction is an estimation of how long the 
trend in which that signal is embodied may remain 
relevant and/or evolve over time. Reach is a measure 
of how many people the trend is currently affecting, 
or is forecast to affect over time. 

The combination of these three measures defines 
and shapes where a signal sits in the s&h trend tax-
onomy—and helps define the related trend as micro, 
macro, or mega. The consultancy’s proprietary scor-
ing methodology determines whether a trend moves 
from micro to macro, or from macro to mega, where 
reach, persistence, and energy define the classifica-

tion. One example is the rise of yoga pants as main-
stream fashion. What first emerged, beyond yoga, as 
easy attire for active moms eventually appeared as 
products from luxury fashion designers; in one brief-
ing, s&h accurately predicted that this popularity 
across many levels would lead to a decline in denim 
jeans purchases the following year.

The measurement process also provides an op-
portunity to isolate and compare dimensions of each 
trend to determine, for example, if one is on the verge 
of combining with another. Micro trends typically 
have higher energy, while macro ones have greater 
prediction and reach. 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 3. sparks & honey uses a taxonomy of trends called the Elements of Culture™ 
to organize signals; all trends fall into five major categories

Source: sparks & honey.
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ROYAL Caribbean Cruises Ltd. (RCL) is a 
global cruise vacation company that owns 
and operates three brands—Royal Caribbean 

International, Celebrity Cruises, and Azamara Club 
Cruises—and has ownership in three others: TUI 
Cruises, Pullmantur, and SkySea Cruises. These 
brands operate a combined total of 49 ships, with 
an additional 12 on order. They operate diverse itin-
eraries that call on more than 535 destinations on 
all seven continents.1

RCL’s success hinges on ships that are essen-
tially floating cities. At 1,187 feet long (164 feet lon-
ger than the Eiffel Tower is tall), the flagship Har-
mony of the Seas boasts 23 pools, 18 decks, and a 

“Central Park” planted with 10,000 plants and 50 
trees.2 Built with more than 9 million parts that re-
quire over 150,000 individual assembly tasks, such 
a ship at RCL can progress from CAD design to a 
revenue-generating vessel in only three years. 

Building typically begins when a ship’s design 
is only 30 percent complete. Aside from a few key 
structural elements, such as steel columns, every 
part of an RCL ship can be modified well into the 
build. From space-maximization techniques to guest 
traffic flow patterns, every detail is tested using 3D 
modeling, virtual reality (VR), and physical models 
until the final ship takes shape. Designing and build-
ing in tandem allows designers and engineers to col-
laborate intensely, pushing the boundaries of what is 
possible in ship design—with the ultimate goal of cre-
ating the best possible cruise experience for guests. 

The workgroup: 
Newbuilding & Innovation

RCL’s Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup—
led by executive VP Harri Kulovaara, and com-
posed of architectural designers, architects, naval 
architects, technical experts, financial specialists, 
and program and project managers—is tasked with 
pushing the edge in ship design as RCL expands its 
fleet. It strives to create ships that set new industry 
standards and help define the RCL experience for 
the next three decades of customers.3 

Newbuilding & Innovation meets our key crite-
ria for a frontline workgroup:
• Size: For the recent Project Edge,4 the group 

(excluding the leadership team) had 12 RCL 
employees, five design consultants, and brought 
in members from 12 major architecture/
design firms. 

• Sustained involvement: The 12 core mem-
bers are fully dedicated to the workgroup. All 
internal and external design consultants and 
architects are considered key extensions of the 
group. Consultants are contracted for 100 per-
cent of their time, and external architecture/
design representatives spend 60–75 percent of 
their time on the project. 

• Integrated effort: The magnitude of the proj-
ect, short timelines, and concurrent design and 
build approach requires a collaborative effort. 
All elements of the ship must work together and 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Left: View of interior balconies and Central Park on Symphony of the Seas, under construction. 
Right: Workgroup members experience potential new features in the VR cave. 
Source: Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd. 
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are interdependent, shaped, and refined collec-
tively to achieve cutting-edge design and innova-
tions. The final output is a product of the entire 
workgroup. The group leverages the functional 
diversity of its members to work closely with a 
vast extended network to bring in a broad array 
of perspectives from across the value chain. 

The Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup fo-
cuses every day on pushing the envelope of what’s 
possible when it comes to new ship design. Mem-
bers look for innovative offerings that they can em-
bed into their guest experience, largely in the form 
of structural design elements that would take their 
ships to the next level. For example, for the new-
est ship, the Celebrity Edge, the group developed 
the Magic Carpet, a “floating” café/bar that moves 
guests along the exterior of the ship without having 
to take elevators or walk across the ship.

The ships and their features are generally an 
important driver of guest satisfaction, and RCL’s 
leaders regard the Newbuilding & Innovation work-
group as key to the company’s future. 

The results: Guest accolades 
for innovative design

The workgroup tends to live up to its name, gen-
erating ship design that the industry has recognized 
as striking and innovative. Travel industry review-
ers have given RCL numerous awards,5 and its rev-
enues have grown consistently for the past three 

years. “There’s an intense amount of emphasis on 
guest satisfaction that is attributed to design, even 
if subconsciously,” explains Diane Stratton, New-
building director of architectural design.

Members have also successfully pushed bound-
aries with the ships they design. For example, 
through their innovations, the ships have gotten 
larger, as measured by gross register tonnage and 
the number of staterooms. In 2016, the 227,000-
ton Harmony of the Seas was the largest cruise ship 
ever launched—47 percent bigger than the largest 
ship a decade earlier.6 (The slightly larger Sympho-
ny of the Seas is scheduled to take its maiden voy-
age in March 2018.7)

The company’s guest satisfaction measurements 
are at an all-time high. Its net promoter score—a 
measure of customer willingness to recommend 
the brand—has showed accelerating improvement, 
increasing by 3 percent from 2015 to 2016 and by 
11 percent from 2016 to 2017 (see figure 2).8 RCL’s 
focus on overall guest experience also seems to have 
paid off in positive feedback. In 2017, guests rated 
their overall experience an average score of 87.4 
out of a possible 100. Over the past three years, this 
guest rating has trended upward, showing double 
the rate of improvement from 2016 to 2017 as from 
2015 to 2016 (see figure 3).9
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Royal Caribbean Cruises growth
in net promoter score (NPS)*

2015 2016 2017
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*NPS was first indexed to 2015 to highlight the 
year-over-year trajectory of NPF improvement.

Source: Royal Caribbean.

Figure 2. Customer recommendations 
on the rise

It’s about having the same vision—
being able to look around the room 
and say that together we’re going 
to build the most innovative and 
guest-centric ship that the world’s 
ever seen. 

—Harri Kulovaara, 
executive VP of maritime
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Practices in play

The Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup uses 
five intersecting practices: Commit to a shared out-
come, Seek new contexts, Maximize potential for 
friction, Cultivate friction, and Bias toward action.

The Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup is 
committed to what RCL VP Kevin Douglas calls 

“operating on the edge of what’s possible.” Practi-

cally, that translates into a shared 
commitment to create the best pos-
sible experience for guests and crew 
through innovative ship design.10 That 
shared outcome guides every decision the 
group makes and helps to frame its actions.

The group uses the shared outcome to define 
ambitious ends but not the means. Members don’t 
micromanage or focus much on key performance 
indicators in the day-to-day work. In addition 
to an overall commitment to keep raising the bar 
and pushing boundaries, there is a strong focus on 
maintaining brand distinction and standards. For 
the Celebrity Edge, the group has worked to estab-
lish a robust design and experiential ethos of “mod-
ern luxury” that gives members a sense of “what 
great is” and what it looks like when achieved. The 
group evaluates every design proposal, material, 
and art installation through that lens and assesses 
each item’s impact on the final ship. The Edge drew 
media buzz and positive responses to PR events re-
vealing new features, and the media buzz generated 
around the project suggested that the innovation 
and design initiatives were on target. As Harri Kulo-
vaara notes, “No one here wants to repeat what we 
did the year before. Every year it’s about working 
together to create something new, something that’s 
better than before. If we aren’t raising the bar, we 
aren’t operating at our highest potential.”

Unlike a hotel, where travelers might begin and 
end their day, a cruise ship is both where guests stay 
and where they vacation (when they’re not at a port 
of call). In this context, every aspect of the ship—the 
transition from one space to another, the transfor-
mation of spaces, and the available experiences and 
activities—can mean the difference between a guest 
who feels confined and bored and one who feels free 
and delighted. 

While the commitment to leading-edge ships 
and providing the best possible experience for 
guests and crew manifests across the organization, 
the Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup’s shared 
commitment is to innovative design as a means of 
dramatically improving that experience. The work-
group names projects for the ships they’re building 

COMMIT TO A SHARED OUTCOME

PU
LL TO

GETHER PRO
PE

L

PROVOKE

SEEK NEW
CONTEXTSFRAME A

MORE
POWERFUL 
QUESTION

ELIMINATE
UNPRODUCTIVE

FRICTION

REFLECT
MORE TO LEARN

 FASTER

MAXIMIZE
POTENTIAL

FOR FRICTION

BIAS
TOWARD
ACTION

PRIORITIZE
PERFORMANCE

TRAJECTORY 

COMMIT TO
A SHARED
OUTCOME

CULTIVATE
FRICTION

ELIMINATE
UNPRODUCTIVE

FRICTION

REFLECT
MORE TO LEARN

 FASTER

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

*Overall vacation experience score was indexed to 
2015 to highlight year-over-year trajectory
Source: Royal Caribbean.
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Figure 3. Guest ratings are rising
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to help maintain that focus and constantly remind 
themselves of the shared outcome. 

The group attracts, and actively recruits, a 
particular type of RCL employee: “dream-

ers who are also drivers.” Passion and 
a growth mind-set are qualities they 

seek because members need to challenge 
each other and collectively push boundaries to 
achieve innovation in ship design. 

“We’re looking for candidates who want to 
grow and develop with us,” Kulovaara says. “To 
work in an environment where they’ll be challenged 
to take things to the next level, where there’s an op-
portunity for their voices to be heard.”

To help push members’ thinking, the workgroup 
also looks outside, aiming to bring in outside per-
spectives from others along the value chain, such 
as shipyard builders, as well as others at the fore-
front of fields not directly connected to the cruise 
industry, such as the airline industry, performing 
arts, culinary, casinos, or beyond. Members have 
learned that outside partners with whom they en-
gage also need to have an orientation toward being 
challenged and learning from others. The approach 
creates a virtuous cycle, with partners seeking out 
RCL because they’re excited to learn new things and 
work together to develop them into realities. Mean-
while, engaging with external perspectives tends to 
help the entire workgroup learn faster. Partnering 
with industry leaders, designers, and consultants 
in various geographical locations and time zones 
across the world can pose challenges, but the group 
credits combining these talents and skills as core to 
their evolution and success.

Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup members 
are constantly expanding their influences to gather 
inspiration for new ship designs. They spend a sig-
nificant amount of time in new and stimulating en-
vironments, both within and outside the cruise in-

dustry. They also bring in designers across a range 
of design backgrounds, as well as futurists and 
trend forecasters, who challenge members to 
rethink their assumptions and expand their 
sense of the possible. Another key aspect of 
this relentless pursuit of new contexts are 
brand-oriented sessions in which group 
members, including executives, are brought 
in to take part in think tanks organized for 
in-depth discussions and problem-solving. 

For inspiration on assembly practices, for exam-
ple, group members have turned to engineers in the 
auto industry. For cabin design inspiration, they’ve 
tapped the work of airline designers who deal with 
even more confined spaces—and developed a set of 
intriguingly curved stateroom interiors inspired by 
how airlines design premium cabins.

The workgroup also explores new contexts in its 
own environment, reorganizing workspaces to en-
courage cross-pollination among project managers, 
designers, and financial analysts. The result is in-
creased collaboration and new avenues for interac-
tion outside functional roles. Last, the group seeks 

“outside contexts” on its own doorstep: Whenever a 
ship is dry-docked for repairs or upgrades, a delega-
tion from the workgroup lives aboard the ship 24/7, 
so members can experience all changes firsthand.

To avoid replicating the status quo and to cre-
ate the best possible experience for guests and crew, 
the Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup overtly 
encourages openness and honesty, for every-
one from the group leader to summer in-
terns. To create a feeling of safety, mem-
bers take the approach during ideation 
that no idea is a bad one. They marry this 
with open dialogue about the ideas and 
with a culture and expectation of active-
ly engaging with and challenging ideas. 
Sometimes even the oddest suggestions inspire 
others to look at the problems in a different man-
ner, ultimately leading the workgroup to a solution. 
Members are encouraged to express disagreement 
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early and often, but the focus remains on the design 
and the guest experience, not on the individual.

Given the group’s many tight deadlines and 
global operations (not to mention multiple time 
zones, cultural differences, and vacation schedules), 
it’s an ongoing challenge to simultaneously give 
everyone a voice, ensure alignment, and discour-
age work from being done piecemeal. One tool for 
addressing these issues and generating productive 
friction is to hold charrettes—intense periods of col-
laborative design rooted in the culture of architec-
ture. In a charrette, all workgroup members gather 
in a conference room at headquarters until they’ve 
made sufficient progress. These sessions can last 
upward of two weeks, although the group has found 
three to four days to be the optimal duration to bal-
ance efficacy, creativity, innovation, and collabora-
tion. The all-hands meetings and design sessions 
are intense but productive. The first day actually 
begins with some confusion as creative minds come 
together and friction starts to develop. The second 
day is generally when the momentum in the brain-
storming and problem-solving process gets into 
gear as more perspectives come out and members 
really begin to build on each other’s thinking. The 
final day is when the great ideas start to take shape 
and solutions become clear.

Workgroup members report that bringing ev-
eryone together in this way increases transpar-
ency, boosts collaboration, and heightens members’ 
sense of ownership, while giving everyone a sense 
of the larger project landscape. In a charrette, every 
participant has greater visibility into what’s been 
done, where the issues are, and where things are 
headed. Being in the same room also makes it easier 
to have candid conversations, voice disagreements, 
and challenge each other’s ideas.

VP Kevin Douglas explains, “We got more done 
in those two weeks, working shoulder to shoul-
der, than we could have possibly completed in two 
months from afar.” Hosting several such gatherings 
each year has helped increase the group’s produc-
tivity, removed silos, and supported collaborative, 
interdependent efforts rather than isolated work. 

For workgroup members, charrettes have be-
come an increasingly important means of taking 
ship design to the next level. They aren’t always 
fun—in fact, they’re often exhausting—but everyone 
involved agrees that they generate a friction that al-
lows participants to push the edge productively. 

The Newbuilding & Innovation workgroup has 
created a culture of action in numerous ways. They 
start building a ship as soon as 30 percent 
of the total design is complete. Indeed, 
there’s no such thing as a 100 percent fi-
nalized blueprint; Members are constantly 
improvising and experimenting. The con-
current-design approach, in contrast to the 
sequential, multiyear process of traditional 
shipbuilding, is designed to ensure that the 
guests of the resulting ship would get to 
experience the latest innovations and technologies, 
not the best thinking from four years ago.

Group members go into each project acknowledg-
ing that the industry is dynamic and that things tend 
to change based on the competition, economic en-
vironment, and customer value trends—whether it’s 
a newly available high-tech material or a designer’s 
great idea that leads them to scrap an already-built 
component. Members treat these developments as 
opportunities and monitor them closely with the 
brands and shipyards to attain reliable and accurate 
information for vessel forecast, capitalization, and 
finance. The group budgets for significant changes 
to materialize. As Kelly Gonzalez, VP of design, ex-
plains, “This bestows permission to experiment, ex-
ploring new directions at any point in the process—
always in the interest of the ship and the customer.” 
Although trial and experimentation are encouraged 
in order to deliver the best guest experience, the 
teams follow a rigorous risk-assessment process by 
conducting chief engineer and design reviews as well 
as consulting with third-party specialists.

Throughout the process, the workgroup trusts 
and empowers both designers and builders to act 
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in the best interest of the shared outcome in order 
to prevent delays caused by seeking unnecessary 
approvals. On such a massive and complex project, 
there are many ways things can go awry. Within the 
group, however, members encourage a culture of be-
ing open and transparent about how activities are 
progressing. There’s no shame in admitting some-
thing isn’t working, then asking for help or conven-
ing members to consider how to approach a problem 
differently as well as whether the failure holds useful 
learning for other aspects of the project. Communi-
cation and the commitment to a shared outcome of 
groundbreaking design and maximizing guest expe-
rience, as well as a shortened time frame, can help 
group members seize opportunities using sound 
judgment and overcome any tendency to hide or 
minimize experiments that don’t work as expected.11 

The workgroup has found multiple ways to 
maximize action and risk-taking while minimizing 
the risks normally associated with rapid action. Ex-
tensive use of computer modeling and virtual real-
ity supports simulation of thousands of solutions in 
only a few hours; VR also supports firsthand experi-
ence of the effect of individual design choices on a 
ship’s overall look and feel. The resulting radical re-
duction of time and resources can allow members to 
identify risks much earlier in the process and avoid 
overcommitment to sunk costs on experiments. The 
ability to maximize action while minimizing risks 
has been key for the workgroup’s efforts to design 
innovative and sophisticated ships that can host 
thousands of guests’ memorable vacations.
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SOUTHWEST Airlines (SWA), based in Dal-
las, operates more than 4,100 flights daily 
to more than 100 destinations. The nation’s 

largest carrier in terms of originating domestic pas-
sengers boarded, SWA prides itself on quick turns 
at the gate from the time of arrival to time of depar-
ture. The Field Techs, an elite group of technicians, 
take on the toughest mechanical challenges, fixing 
aircraft and getting them back in the air to keep 
more flights, and customers, on schedule.1 

Essential to Southwest’s overall success is its 
nerve center, the Network Operations Control 
(NOC). It’s home to two workgroups whose meth-
ods and behind-the-scenes innovations seem to 
have greatly improved the experience of those who 
fly Southwest—and given a sustained boost to the 
airline’s performance. As a complement to the 
Baker workgroup, which aims to improve decision-
making around unanticipated operational and 
weather-related events, the Field Tech workgroup 
is a specialized unit of aircraft mechanics. Members 
try to fix what no one else can—and manage to keep 
nearly the entire Southwest fleet ready for takeoff 
at all times.

The workgroup: Field Techs

The workgroup is tasked with identifying and 
resolving mechanical, electrical, and other issues 

that no other maintenance unit can fix, including 
problems no one can recall seeing before. The Field 
Techs repair planes after mechanics in maintenance 
units have failed to fix them after three attempts. 
• Size: The Field Tech workgroup comprises 14 

employees working at 10 airports, or nodes, in 
Southwest’s network.  

• Sustained involvement: Field Techs are as-
signed to the workgroup full time. They spend 
their days fixing issues on aircraft and leverag-
ing the resources of local maintenance crews, as 
well as working with other Field Techs to help 
troubleshoot and resolve issues on planes at 
other sites. 

• Integrated effort: Although its members are 
geographically distributed and there may be 
only one Field Tech physically with any given 
plane, they are often in contact with each other 
throughout the day. Around 25 percent of the 
aircraft the workgroup touches each day require 
the Field Techs to work collaboratively, and of-
ten interdependently, to develop solutions to 
new and challenging problems. Much of this is 
done using audio and video chat, as well as logs, 
allowing members to build upon each other’s 
skills, insights, and ideas to get planes back 
in service. 

Think about this: Every single issue the Field 
Tech workgroup faces is an exception to the rule. 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Southwest Airlines.

Members of the Center for the Edge team (Andrew de Maar and Ryan Gatti) on a midnight shift 
with Dallas Field Tech Mike Perna.

Figure 1. On the ground in Dallas
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Its success in resolving such issues, and preventing 
their recurrence, is key to getting disabled aircraft 
back into service as quickly and safely as possible. 
Thanks in part to members’ distribution across time 
zones, the workgroup operates 24/7. In an eight-
hour shift, a single technician might work on 12 dif-
ferent planes, both at his node and remotely.

While Southwest’s fleet consists of only one type 
of aircraft, the Boeing 737, each jet has its quirks. A 
plane’s personality is determined by factors includ-
ing age, the environments in which it’s flown (harsh 
winters in Chicago, scorching heat in Phoenix), and 
how particular pilots fly it (former military pilots 
prefer to take off at higher speeds). Like a doctor 
who knows her patients, a Field Tech knows his 
planes. Even Boeing will occasionally tap the work-
group’s expertise when facing an unfamiliar prob-
lem with a 737, knowing the breadth and depth of 
members’ experience.

Every day, the Field Techs show up to work with 
a clear sense of purpose: fixing the seemingly un-
fixable, and keeping the fleet ready for takeoff. “I 
won’t say there’s nothing that we can’t solve,” says 
Field Tech John Strickland, “but we’ve got a pretty 
good shot that we’ll be able to fix it. Knock on wood: 
We’ve never flown a plane into somewhere we 
haven’t been able to get it out.”

The results: Increased 
aircraft uptime

The drive for continuous improvement is part 
of Southwest’s culture. The Field Tech workgroup 
members are doing better over time; they know it 
because they track key metrics, including the num-
ber of aircraft out of service for unscheduled main-
tenance and the fleet’s daily on-time performance. 
These metrics give the Field Techs a genuine picture 
of the fleet’s status and allow the workgroup to di-
rect resources appropriately. 

If a plane has three recurring defects in 15 days, 
its status is changed to “on alert.” Too many aircraft 
on alert hampers Southwest’s ability to operate its 
network at full capacity.

Field Tech’s goal is to keep under 7 percent of the 
Southwest fleet on alert. Over the past decade, the 
workgroup has reduced that number from 8 percent 
to just over 3 percent (see figure 2). And it wasn’t a 
result of adding more people—during that span of 
time, the number of defects each technician encoun-
tered also went down. This suggests that technicians 
are becoming steadily more effective at fixing issues, 
ensuring they don’t reoccur, and reducing the over-
all defect rate by addressing issues proactively.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insightsSource: Southwest Airlines.
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Practices in play

Southwest’s Field Tech workgroup uses six in-
tersecting practices: Commit to a shared outcome, 
Frame a powerful question, Prioritize performance, 
Maximize the potential for friction, Eliminate un-
productive friction, and Seek new contexts.

The Field Tech workgroup is committed to keep-
ing the airline’s fleet operational, with a goal of 

“nearly 100 percent.” Their commitment is palpable, 
embodied in friendly competition over who can fix 

the planes that are hardest to 
fix. Across the workgroup, each 
Field Tech appears to welcome 
the opportunity to get his hands on a 
plane that has stumped one of his col-
leagues. All the while, they’re focused on the 
larger outcome—getting Southwest’s planes back in  
the air. 

Their commitment also seems evident in the way 
members work collectively via audio and video chat 
to resolve issues across the network. It is common 
for technicians from other nodes to pitch in. Ex-
plains supervisor Brandon Beard, “It’s a high-stakes 
role where everyone expects the best from you.” 

Over time, workgroup members have learned 
to play to each other’s strengths, creating an envi-
ronment in which each can give his best in service 
of a shared outcome, and finding opportunities for 
others to succeed. For example, when members 
saw that a technician in Chicago enjoyed working 
on pneumatic problems, they sent him planes with 
such problems.

In the quest to be better than the day before, 
the Field Tech workgroup tends to ask questions in 
search of answers that might give members an edge 
in keeping more planes operational. 
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Southwest keeps a running list of its major 
causes of alerts, unscheduled aircraft maintenance, 
and downtime. The Field Techs took a hard look at 

the list and asked: What if we could take 
the number-one issue here and push it 
out of the top 10? It was a bold question. 
This particular maintenance issue had 
sat atop the leaderboard for years, with 

no one figuring out a way to prevent or pro-
actively identify it. It had become accepted as a 

cost of doing business, accounting for millions of 
dollars in lost revenue every year.

The Field Tech workgroup rallied around this 
question. “We wanted to do it, even though no one 
outside the group thought it could be done,” Beard 
says, “because of the huge potential for impact.” 
The workgroup seems to thrive on taking things 
to the next level. With this goal in their sights, the 
Field Techs put their collective experience to solv-
ing the issue. The question crystallized their goal 
and set into motion a series of initiatives that pri-
oritized performance toward that goal. 

Even as the Field Tech workgroup agreed to 
focus on pushing the number-one delay driver off 
the top-ten list, members remained committed to 

keeping Southwest’s fleet nearly 100 
percent operational. To do so, the 
group had to focus on events across 
two time horizons, tracking immediate 
delay indicators while observing long-
term trajectory, tuning efforts on both 

scales simultaneously.
To succeed in these goals, the workgroup first 

had to figure out what data to track that could be a 
relevant indicator of the problem. They had a lot of 
data to work within the aircraft health monitoring 
system, but no single metric had proven to be a reli-
able leading indicator of this type of failure. They 
had to take all of the raw data points, each mean-
ingless on its own, and combine them in different 
ways until they could see what was different when 
the failure occurred. Once they identified these ex-

ceptions to the norm, they could build a flag around 
it to trigger an alert. The flags in Southwest’s air-
craft health monitoring system alert line mechan-
ics to pull a plane for maintenance before an issue 
occurs (and before passengers board). With the flag 
in place, the number-one delay driver occurred less 
and less often—and gave up its chart-topping posi-
tion. Still, Field Tech continued to refine its system, 
creating new flags and revising existing ones while 
watching the impact on the delay list. In the end, 
members identified 14 flags for all of the compo-
nents that contributed to that issue.

Ultimately, the Field Tech workgroup didn’t just 
accomplish something no one thought was pos-
sible—it changed the nature of aircraft maintenance 
at Southwest. The new approach created annual 
savings estimated at $3.2 million by eliminating 
thousands of hours of unscheduled maintenance 
and repairs.2 Reducing unexpected maintenance 
and repairs can create real value for passengers, 
crew, and operations staff as well. 

Now the workgroup has turned its focus to the 
new number-one delay driver, with a goal of driving 
that out of the top 10 as well.

The Field Tech group also pays attention to indi-
viduals’ performance trajectories. Part of reducing 
delay drivers requires enabling the maintenance 
crews to address issues before aircraft go on alert. 
The members can’t be successful without the help 
of line maintenance mechanics at the airport. The 
group’s “Teach me, watch me, watch me teach 
someone else” approach takes a long-term view, 
placing group (and maintenance crew) capabilities 
and effectiveness over the short-term efficiency of 
just getting a task done. As members pick up new 
skills, they share those capabilities and lessons 
learned with other members and, in parallel, the 
line maintenance crews. After that, line mainte-
nance personnel are given as many opportunities 
as possible to develop and show hands-on mastery, 
with a more experienced Field Tech group member 
watching over them. 

Eventually, the crew members are expected to 
teach others recently learned skills. In each of these 
types of learning encounters, the Field Tech group 

PRIORITIZE PERFORMANCE TRAJECTORY
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members involved are comparing notes, sharing 
observations, and possibly tinkering with how the 
task is completed or the problem is solved. This 
accelerates the workgroup’s learning even as the 
regular opportunities to teach each other, and the 
line maintenance crews themselves, also accelerate 
individual Field Tech members’ learning. Members 
value what they see as an opportunity to learn and 
gain experience faster: “Working as a Field Tech for 
two years can produce an experience level that it 
might take 10 years to attain otherwise,” Beard says. 

Field Techs work at the edge of what’s possible. 
“Many of the problems we see are not in the manual. 

We often have to think outside the box to help 
resolve the issue,” says member Mike 

Perna. “We fix the unfixable.” But it’s 
exactly such “unfixable issues” that 

make up the group’s everyday workload. 
And the issues it faces are so varied that mem-
bers consider it important for the group to in-
clude mechanics with a wide variety of expertise, 

experience, and approaches. 
The workgroup doesn’t look for technicians who 

fit a set mold or profile—quite the opposite. Laughs 
Beard, “If you had a cookie cutter, it certainly 
wouldn’t apply.” No two technicians are the same: 
Workgroup members vary in working styles, per-
sonality, professional background (some are former 
military; others have worked for other airlines in 
varying capacities), and more. So what do they look 
for? Hard work, creativity, stubbornness. A love of 
challenges. A commitment to getting the job done, 
by any means necessary. And, Beard says, the me-
chanics who thrive in the group are those “who get 
frustrated when they can’t do as good a job as they’d 
like to because they don’t have this or that tool—one 
perk of being a part of Field Tech is access to what-
ever tools you need.”

Hiring for fit within the workgroup, and South-
west’s culture in general, is an important part of 
how the workgroup keeps unproductive friction to 
a minimum. In addition to staffing for passion and 

growth mind-set, Field Tech looks for existing em-
ployees known by their peers as people who can get 
it done no matter how challenging or complex the 
issue—those with a real passion for fixing airplanes, 
who also embraced a team-first mentality. In short, 
members have tried to create a rock-star work-
group versus a group of all-stars. Explains Beard, 

“You can give someone the technical skills, but you 
can’t make them a good person, or someone hungry 
to take things to the next level. We’re looking for 
someone with a fire inside them, pushing to be bet-
ter every day.”

Given the breadth of personality and diverse ex-
perience across the group, members aren’t strang-
ers to occasional friction, especially given the 
pressure under which they often work. However, 
at the end of the day, shared goals and a focus on 
outcomes mean that everyone should be aligned 
around bringing aircraft back into service.

Not only is each technician unique, so is each 
node; the workplace culture at each reflects the 
culture of its region. The workgroup has found 
that the fit between a Field Tech’s 
personal style and the culture at 
the airport is a crucial element in 
avoiding unproductive friction. A 
lot of thought is given to matching group member 
and location. “There’s no one set way of operating,” 
Beard says. “Every region is a little bit different. The 
same Field Tech who’s highly effective in Baltimore 
might not be as effective in Phoenix.” 

Here’s where airport culture comes into play: 
Some airports are very hierarchical, with line me-
chanics serving strictly executional roles. At such 
nodes, Field Techs need to carefully structure tasks 
assigned to line mechanics. At other airports, where 
line mechanics are encouraged to be proactive and 
solve problems as they see fit, tasks don’t need to be 
spelled out. Workgroup members appreciate and 
value different styles of leadership from different 
individuals and nodes; they don’t see one style as 
necessarily better than the other, just different. 

ELIMINATE UNPRODUCTIVE FRICTION

MAXIMIZE POTENTIAL FOR FRICTION

Southwest Airlines: Field Tech workgroup
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Regardless of the location, the Field Tech group 
tends to hire new members from within—not just 
within Southwest but within the line maintenance 
crew at a specific airport. (A mechanic from Chicago, 
for example, would be unlikely to be moved to Dal-
las.) In the world of aircraft maintenance, relation-
ships are paramount; you have to trust the person 
working next to you. Field Tech tends to promote 
people who have built up trusted relationships at a 
given airport. 

Going from line mechanic to Field Tech is also 
a major promotion with a monumental increase in 
responsibilities, so how the workgroup and the air-
line support new members is important. “A mainte-
nance tech is responsible for only what he does—no 
more, no less—but a Field Tech is responsible for 
themselves and everyone else,” Beard says.  He be-
lieves that if the workgroup supports any new mem-
ber correctly, “we could make you a leader, so long 
as you had the technical chops and the right work 
ethic and the respect of your peers.” 

The “Teach me, watch me, watch me teach some-
one else” approach members use to teach skills and 
spread tacit knowledge seems to create an envi-
ronment for building trust and embracing humil-
ity and vulnerability, one hands-on experience at a 
time. For example, when a veteran member walks a 
new co-worker through a “flap lockout” situation in 
which a plane is grounded, the two work side by side 
in an intense effort to troubleshoot 25 parts and get 
them working in unison again. Working directly on 
an aircraft, with a specific and shared goal of fixing 
the problem, focuses the members on what is im-
portant and downplays any unproductive interper-
sonal conflict. By the time the two emerge, having 
fixed the underlying flap asymmetry, the shared 
experience of working together (as a we, not a me) 
to get a plane back in service can create a deeper 
relationship and trust between them. 

In addition, the workgroup often hires techni-
cians in pairs—perhaps a main hire and a trusted 
partner who can fill out the necessary skill sets 
and already knows what makes the other tick. This 
practice can help avoid tensions by ensuring the 
workgroup is bringing on established trust-based 

relationships along with specific skills. At the same 
time, they look for duos and trios that are willing to 
challenge each other, often having such a deep trust 
in their working relationship that they can have fric-
tion around the work and push each other to better 
answers and improved techniques. 

Just as important as the composition of the 
workgroup as a whole can be creating an environ-
ment where members are willing to be open and 
honest about issues with which they are struggling. 
In looking for yet more ways to reduce the top de-
lay driver, workgroup leaders observed a striking 
pattern: Members often painted a rosy picture of 
the situation at their home airports, no matter how 
understaffed or overworked they actually were. It 
turned out they feared that highlighting opera-
tional underperformance would be seen as a sign 
of weakness, negatively affecting personal perfor-
mance reviews. 

The resulting lack of transparency had effects 
beyond anything personal. More seriously, it pre-
vented the workgroup from identifying technicians 
and nodes that needed help—and from prioritizing 
the right set of resources to make a difference. Real-
izing this, the Field Techs consciously shifted their 
focus from efficiency to learning, putting both vul-
nerability and humility at the forefront. The work-
group’s leaders sought out those who had put up 
great numbers—but only through Herculean daily 
effort. They set a new tone, letting group members 
know they wouldn’t be penalized for having a “bad” 
scorecard. In fact, transparency would be rewarded, 
as it would ensure that the right resources went to 
the right areas.

To help them be more effective, Field Techs are 
encouraged to go out and learn from experts across 
the field of avionics—and beyond. So long as the 
course or training seems likely to make the techni-
cian a more well-rounded professional, Southwest 
generally encourages him to pursue it. For ex-
ample, if a Field Tech wants to take a class on the 
effects of aircraft hydraulics on aerodynamics, it’s 

SEEK NEW CONTEXTS
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typically approved—no questions asked. “We’ll let 
them go where their passion and energy take them, 
rather than manage their time,” Beard explains.

Field Techs are also encouraged to attend train-
ings in other industries. For example, Southwest’s 

new fleet of planes will incorporate fiber-optic 
technology. Technicians will have to solve 

related issues—and even before that time, 
they’re proactively learning from the estab-

lished experts in fiber optics, attending some 
of the same classes to which a leading telecom-

munications company sends its technicians and 

learning from them about how they use the technol-
ogy and challenges they encounter. 

The workgroup extends cross-industry curiosity 
further, continuously seeking out and adapting tools 
from other industries. For example, technicians have 
taken the thermal imaging cameras used in firefight-
ing and adapted them for use in aircraft maintenance. 
Where testing a temperature sensor on a plane once 
required wrapping every duct in tape, firing up the 
engines, and checking each duct for melted tape, 
technicians can now spot bad seals simply by looking 
at heat signatures as they walk around a plane. 

Southwest Airlines: Field Tech workgroup
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IN the growing $900+ million e-sports market, 
multiplayer online game League of Legends is 
a frontrunner, with an estimated 100 million 

active players each month.1 Team SoloMid is con-
sidered one of North America’s top professional 
teams and has competed at the highest levels glob-
ally for six years while improving its win rate in 
competitive matches.

League of Legends (LoL) is a team-oriented 
multiplayer online battle arena developed by Los 
Angeles-based Riot Games. Played in discrete 
matches, two teams of five players battle each other 
with the goal of destroying the opposing team’s 
nexus (home base). Each match is complex and 
volatile: In-game conditions evolve rapidly, and 
destroying the nexus requires a collective effort. 
While players can compete in pickup games on 
randomized teams assembled by an algorithm, or 
draw from an in-game friend list to self-organize 
into match-specific teams, professional teams have 
emerged, which conduct tryouts, hold practices, 
and compete together on a sustained basis for team 
ranking and championships.

Far from a fringe, in 2016 e-sports—typically 
defined to include any organized multiplayer video 
game competitions, often involving professional 
gamers2—generated an estimated $905 million in 
revenues globally (see figure 1),3 and has an esti-
mated global audience of 1.4 billion fans.4  

Riot Games organizes regional tournaments 
called League Championship Series and holds an 
annual World Championship with teams from 
North America, Europe, and Asia. In 2014, 27 mil-
lion viewers watched the LoL finals online, more 
than doubling three years later to 60 million view-
ers for the 2017 final (see figure 2).5 What’s more, a 
high percentage of viewers play none of the top e-
sports games, a sign that these games are poised to 
become spectator sports in their own right.6 

Reflecting this growing popularity, about 30 col-
leges now offer e-sports scholarships, some up to 
$25,000 a year,7 with schools such as Columbia, the 
University of Utah, and the University of California, 
Irvine fielding varsity e-sports teams. 

The workgroup: Team SoloMid

Founded in 2009 and widely considered one of 
North America’s top e-sports teams, Team SoloMid 
(TSM) is a group of gamers dedicated to improving 
their already-high League of Legends performance. 
While members of Team SoloMid obviously refer 
to themselves as a team, and we will refer to TSM 
as such, it fits our criteria for a workgroup and has 
deliberately focused on improving its performance 
over time: 
• Size: The TSM workgroup includes five active 

players, two substitute players, two coaches, and 
a general manager.8 

• Sustained involvement: Members of TSM 
spend the majority of their time together en-
gaged in practice, strategy sessions, or playing 
the game and experimenting with playing styles.

• Integrated effort: The team can win games only 
through an interdependent, collaborative effort. 

The team competes with approximately 170 
other professional teams in at least three tourna-
ments each year9 and since 2011 has won five tour-
naments in the North American League of Legends 
Championship Series, and has appeared in every 
final as well as the World Championship every year. 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Source: SuperData Research, “Home,” accessed 
February 17, 2018.

Figure 1. Revenues generated indicate that 
e-sports is a growing, global phenomenon
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The group’s performance has led to a number of 
major sponsorships. 

Although the game is virtual, TSM co-locates 
to practice and play, with the workgroup living to-
gether in one house and spending most of their time 
together, practicing, discussing strategy, or play-
ing the game. During play, participants need to be 
knowledgeable, insightful, and able to call the shots 
themselves so the coach and support staff can focus 
on the team’s social development rather than try-
ing to control what players do. The coach’s role is 
to form the foundation for the team’s aspirations, 
amplify individual players’ strengths, and act as a 
sounding board to help the team maintain compo-
sure under stressful conditions.10  

The results
In the competitive LoL landscape, winning 

matches matters—and not only winning a series 
of matches but competing at the highest levels in 
major tournaments, where the level of competition 

is high and the environment is challenging. Since 
the 2011 inception of the championship series, TSM 
has been the only team to qualify for every North 
American League of Legends Championship Se-
ries.12 This consistency in performing at the highest 
level is reflected by the team’s overall winning rate 
during major events. Since 2011, TSM has improved 
its winning rate from 56 percent (across a total of 
nine games) to 70 percent in 2016 (across a total of 
96 games) over the course of a six-year period. This 
resulted in the team winning the series each year 
since 2012.13  While TSM has participated in more 
tournaments and competed in more matches, fac-
ing more and more highly skilled opponents, it has 
continued to win. 

THE GAME
Before a match, each player selects a 
champion, or character to play as, typically 
based on a planned match strategy. Each 
of the more than 100 available champions 
possesses unique skills, tools, and 
characteristics, which Riot Games periodically 
updates through game patches to introduce 
new champions or tinker with existing 
champions’ abilities. These updates’ effects are 
unpredictable and can range from the powers 
of existing champions being “nerfed” (reduced) 
or “buffed” (enhanced), affecting both how 
the champion needs to be played and how 
teammates need to play to accommodate or 
exploit the changed character. 

With no instruction or formal training offered, 
LoL players learn in the field of play and 
co-construct guides as they go. As a result, 
players draw on their experiences and stories 
to constantly create new knowledge and 
update reference materials on wikis, blogs, 
and discussion forums such as Reddit. The 
updates force players and teams to rethink 
strategy. As one player who competes under 
the name Voyboy put it, “It’s a race to innovate. 
The best teams are the ones that are 
constantly evolving along with the game.”11  

Figure 2. Estimated viewership of major 
sporting events

2017 viewers

NFL Super Bowl 2017 111,900,000

LoL World Championships 60,000,000

NBA Finals Game 5 30,800,000

BCS National Champtionship 
(football) 28,443,000

MLB World Series (highest game) 28,240,000

NCAA Basketball National 
Champtionship 22,998,000

NBA Finals Game 5 30,800,000

Source: Deloitte analysis.
Deloitte Insights  |  deloitte.com/insights
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Practices in play
Team SoloMid uses six key, intersecting practic-

es: Commit to a shared outcome, Maximize poten-
tial for friction, Prioritize performance trajectory, 
Reflect more to learn faster, Follow a bias toward 
action, and Seek new contexts. 

When Andy “Reginald” Dinh expressed the de-
sire to form a sustained team dedicated to improv-
ing individual and team performance, he clearly 

indicated his vision for the shared 
outcome for which the group should 
aim: successfully competing at the 
highest levels, among the other top 
teams, in League of Legends (see fig-

ure 3). By sharing his desired outcome, 
he could attract other players who shared 

a similar desire and could be committed to it. As 
the group formed, they refined their shared under-
standing of what that outcome meant—for example, 

“competing at the highest levels” might be interpret-
ed to mean to win games, to win tournaments, to 
qualify for a specific set of tournaments, to gain a 
sponsorship, to make a certain amount of money, 
and/or to achieve certain individual ratings. TSM 
has evolved to focus on winning the LoL World 
Championship. The intense practice schedule and 

co-location demands ongoing commitment from 
the individuals who join.

Wikis, discussion forums, and blogs surround 
League of Legends. These are generally creat-
ed by passionate players—and fans—who want 
to discuss match experiences and share 
knowledge on game techniques.14 These 
types of forums tend to attract others 
who are passionate and want to learn 
more about the game. Many of the forum par-
ticipants seek collaboration and competition, 
and they seem comfortable looking outside their 
own team to connect with other competitors as they 
strive to improve their own capabilities. 

TSM was formed on a community website called 
Solomid.net. Many regard the website as producing 
some of the best game guides15; it typically attracts 
passionate players who want to leverage and co-
create new game knowledge to improve their game 
play. Drawn from this pool of players, all of the orig-
inal TSM members were already well-established 
gamers playing at a high level. 

TSM was originally called All or Nothing before 
rebranding to Team SoloMid. Team founder Andy 
Dinh solicited group members with the aim of re-
cruiting those who were especially passionate about 
improving their play. Figure 3 shows his original 
posting to seek volunteers; in it, he states clearly: 

“Our goal is to improve and to constantly develop 
strategies. The purpose of this clan is to constantly 
increase the skill level of the upper-level play.” In 
soliciting volunteers, he seems to leave open the op-
tion of turning down anyone who lacks the passion 
or mind-set necessary to pursue accelerating per-
formance improvement.16 

In League of Legends, a few metrics are used 
across teams to measure the performance of teams 
or individuals, while many teams choose or develop 
other metrics based on what factors they believe are 
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most relevant to driving success in the game. One 
of the widely used metrics, Kills/Deaths/Assists 
ratio (KDA), is a lagging measure on an individual 

and team level. This ratio can be broken down 
and compared across games by player 
and by teams, and analyzed over time 
to uncover whether changes should be 
made to the team. There are also many 
metrics, such as kill participation and 
creep score, that are team-focused and 

are leading indicators of a game’s final outcome.17 
For TSM, the group metrics take priority over in-
dividual metrics, and that involves trade-offs, such 
as needing members to take on support roles that 
don’t necessarily generate high kills but may have 
high assists to optimize the group KDA and win 
more games. 

Similarly, with the guidance of the coaches, the 
group also makes trade-offs for the long term at the 
expense of short-term wins, especially when up-
dates to the game or attributes of a champion make 
certain strategies less effective. For example, if a cer-
tain character no longer has the attributes to work 

optimally with the rest of the team, members must 
decide whether that one player will master a new 
character, other players will take on new characters, 
or they will all adopt a new strategy built around 
those diminished or enhanced attributes. Typically, 
any character, role, or strategy change results in 
some performance decline during a period of steep 
learning. In each case, the members prioritize the 
group performance over time rather than individual 
performance or performance in the moment. 

The TSM coaches set goals for the team dur-
ing each tournament, one of those being to win 
the tournament, and track improvement against 
these over time. Winning tournaments is a binary 
metric that isn’t helpful to the players understand-
ing how to improve their trajectory. More useful 
TSM-specific metrics that the coaches and players 
have developed include those focused on individual 
abilities, team synergies, and mental fortitude. This 
last measures team and individual resiliency and 
helps players stay focused. TSM believes that other 
teams overlook and undervalue this metric, since 
a team with high mental strength can stay focused 

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 3. The initial blog posting in which Andy “Reginald” Dinh sought volunteers to form 
Team SoloMid

Source: TSM.
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at volatile times or more effectively shift focus on 
priorities during intensive games. Certain players 
are extremely adaptive and respond to change well; 
other players that have proven invaluable are more 
resistant to change. Instead of prioritizing efficiency 
and choosing only highly adaptive players, TSM be-
lieves it needs to prioritize learning to increase its 
long-term effectiveness.18   

In an effort to sustain performance improve-
ment, TSM regularly evaluates and evolves specific 
metrics to stay relevant as updates shift the strate-
gies. For example, the team did not initially value 
player assists, but, as competition intensified and 
certain champion skills amplified others, assists 
became a key aspect of performance. By focusing 
attention on metrics that mattered, TSM became 
better at responding to losses and maintaining con-
sistency across matches. 

For teams to be effective within the game’s envi-
ronment, players should maintain composure and 
understand how and when to act in support of the 
team as a whole, adapting their own strategy and 

actions to better pursue team ob-
jectives. This improvisational skill 
is typically built on the player’s 
tacit knowledge of the game and 
how the team functions. For ex-
ample, the player should know all 

of his own champion’s strengths and weaknesses as 
well as the nuances of how his teammates tend to 
use their champions’ attributes in different situa-
tions to have a feel for how best to quickly deploy 
his character in support of the team. This typically 
involves reading the situation in real time and no-
ticing—and correctly interpreting the intent of—his 
teammates’ moves in the battle. 

In order to achieve that in-game composure, 
one common practice for many TSM players is to 
review their performance data after each match 
and reflect on the scenarios that just happened in 
the game. There are certain kinds of performance 

knowledge that can be built up only over time, af-
ter each game, by players looking back and reflect-
ing. In the past, players would externally record the 
games, but in 2016, League of Legends developed a 
new feature to let players record their own games. 
Looking back at in-game performance afterward 
can help players reflect in a different way, showing 
them pieces of information they may not have no-
ticed or collected while in the moment. For example, 
a player in the “jungler”19 role may have chosen his 
path assuming a specific ward placement, but upon 
review, he might notice that his opposing jungler 
placed wards in a way suggesting that he should 
have taken a different path. 

Players often watch replays of both their prac-
tices and tournaments. As a group, they also watch 
competing teams, especially before they are about 
to play that team, to potentially learn how others 
respond to a particular skirmish, timing when to 
engage in action so that tactics can be best suited 
to the team’s style. Postmortem reviews, as a team, 
can help each player make sense of his actions 
within the context of his teammates’ actions and 
thought processes. This can help players become 
more aware of when to engage, when to support a 
teammate in taking down a turret, and how best to 
use the champion’s skill set during “clutch times.” 
These abilities that can make them more effective 
members of the group, though less tangible and not 
captured in metrics, are often gained through tacit 
experience. (See figure 4.)

Although the game does not provide personal-
ized dashboards, TSM has created external dash-
boards, both personal and team-wide, that help 
monitor performance over time (see figure 5). The 
team aims to have these dashboards capture as 
much data as possible, with analysis breaking down 
what it all means. After every TSM match and team 
review session, each player meets with the coach 
to deep dive into the specific detail analysis of the 
game, and set personalized learning goals.20 

In addition to reviewing KDA ratio, coach Parth 
Naidu created a system that evaluates both team 
and individual performances in a more systemic 
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approach to improvement. One of the criteria, Stra-
tegic Depth, reflects how well the team can adapt 
to game environment changes by devising alterna-
tive team compositions. Analysis can further break 
down Strategic Depth to help individual players bet-
ter understand their game play.

Replays of other team matches can be particu-
larly useful for understanding how a player can 
use a champion’s ability in a particular context. 
Websites such as YouTube and Twitch.tv have 
created more resources for scouting and po-
tentially finding a performance edge. TSM’s 
supporting staff often tracks games from 
different regions, especially those with 
Korean and Chinese teams.21 They try to 
draw inspiration from those regions and 
look for new tactics, champion picks, play 
styles, or strategic shifts that can be applied to 
TSM’s competitive scene. This has helped the team 
to uncover other possible ways of play and make 
more informed decisions. Many regard Solomid.
net—the community website on which TSM players 
share game knowledge—as one of the best sources 
of guides,22 a good indicator that TSM is continu-
ously evolving its play.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 5. A snapshot of a TSM dashboard, illustrating how game data can be used to 
highlight how specific tactics can affect game outcomes

Source: TSM.

Deloitte Insights | deloitte.com/insights

Figure 4. The game doesn’t track specific 
types of game play such as Teamfight, Pick, 
and Skirmish, but TSM believes these metrics 
matter to the outcome and has hired data 
analysts to track them for both their own 
players and opponents

Source: TSM.
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What leads to success is typically not just a new 
winning strategy or stellar team chemistry. There 

are often other, less observable, aspects: 
Each player’s choice of champion shapes the 
team’s in-game strategies, including its ap-
proach to item builds, lane designations, and 
ward placement, all of which need to happen 
seamlessly together to increase the chance of 
winning. Instead of mimicking another team, 
or relying exclusively on empirical data, TSM 
tinkers with these variables in order to un-

derstand relationships and interdependencies that 
determine how things really work for the team in a 
game. By maximizing the decision-making velocity 
and avoiding the risk of inaction, the team is contin-
uously iterating and testing new approaches. Coach 
Naidu creates tailored practice routines that connect 
learning objectives, such as how to more effectively 
take down the “first baron,” for each team member 
based on that member’s performance metrics and 
conduct practice games with equally matched op-
ponents. These practice rounds allow room to treat 
decisions as reversible and to experiment in a space 
of limited consequences where players can take dif-
ferent risks or try something new. 

Practice games are experiments in which play-
ers typically pick and test out different champions. 

To master a champion’s skill sets, players must 
gain tacit knowledge through more consistent us-
age during games with the team. Frequent feed-
back, from game data or other team members, can 
help a player understand how those skill sets can 
have an impact on the final outcome. For example, 
team member Søren “Bjergsen” Bjerg is known for 
playing new champions that are not currently vi-
able at the competitive level. One time, he decided 
to select an uncommon champion called Ryze as 
his go-to pick inspired by another team’s play-
book. However, Ryze’s abilities can be particularly 
complex—to fully realize this champion’s poten-
tial requires his teammates to follow his lead.23 It 
takes a great deal of coordination, and because the 
team unanimously put their faith behind him and 
showed support, Bjergsen was able to showcase 
how this uncommon champion can make an im-
pact in TSM’s games.24 

Over time, experienced players can become 
adept at leveraging the resources available in and 
around LoL to learn new ways of play, experiment in 
game, and adapt faster to stay competitive and rel-
evant. They typically like to seek out new challenges 
and do not view the unanticipated game patches as 
a threat to their existing way of playing. They tend 
to welcome the unexpected as an opportunity to in-
novate, tinker, experiment, and in the process learn 
even more.25 
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THE US Joint Special Operations Task Force 
brings together some of the nation’s most 
elite soldiers, strategists, and analysts from 

every branch of the armed forces along with the 
civilian agencies that support them. In 2004, this 
group, then led by Gen. Stanley McChrystal, was 
tasked with defeating Al Qaeda in Iraq (AQI), an 
enemy fundamentally different from anything US 
forces had seen before.1 

Created in 1980, Joint Special Operations Com-
mand (JSOC) has played an active role in every ma-
jor US military conflict. The command specializes 
in directing covert and extremely challenging mis-
sions, including the capture of high-value targets, 
extracting vital US assets from conflict zones, and 
engaging in direct action on extremely short no-
tice. To achieve this, JSOC establishes Task Forces 
(JSOTFs) in regions of strategic importance.

Following the 9/11 attacks and the 2003 Ameri-
can invasion of Iraq, a JSOTF was activated to 
mitigate the growing threat of Al Qaeda in Iraq. As 
McChrystal describes in his book Team of Teams, 
AQI seemed different from other enemies US forces 
had encountered. Rather than an army, AQI ap-
peared to be a network of independent insurgents—
fast, fluid, and mobile, without what US analysts 
considered standard operating procedures or or-
ganizational hierarchies. Enabled and amplified by 
mobile technologies such as smartphones, satellite 
telecom, and the ever-evolving spectrum of digital 
communication channels, from online video game 
chat rooms to time-limited instant messaging plat-
forms, AQI fighters seemed to be constantly chang-
ing their locations and altering their patterns. And 
they were tough and resilient despite being poorly 
trained and resourced. 

Notwithstanding advantages of resources and 
training, initially the Task Force struggled to gain 
ground.2 The tried-and-true operational model—
extensive planning, training over multiple simula-
tions, executing the mission, collecting intelligence 
and shipping it out for analysis, and waiting for 
analysis that could be used in the theater of opera-
tions—was far too slow to be effective. By the time 
intelligence was sent back, analyzed, and acted 

upon, the situation had changed, making it too late 
to respond; the process could not effectively deal 
with the volatile environment.3 

To regain the initiative against an enemy operat-
ing as a dynamic network of independent insurgents, 
McChrystal reasoned, JSOTF–AQI had to drasti-
cally change its approach. The Task Force needed to 
become a network itself and empower those on the 
front lines to make decisions and act on fresh intel-
ligence. JSOC would transform itself into a flat and 
fast operation, a “team of teams.” 

The workgroups: Joint 
Special Operations Task 
Force assigned to Al Qaeda 
in Iraq (JSOTF–AQI) 

The JSOTF–AQI can be thought of as a pool 
of Special Forces and intelligence analysts. Drawn 
from this pool, ad-hoc workgroups were formed to 
address specific threats or opportunities, typically 
executing counterterrorism raids. 
• Size: The workgroups varied in size, from as 

few as three people to more than 20, depending 
on the mission or raid they were formed to ad-
dress.4 The pool from which they were drawn—
JSOTF–AQI—included members from a wide 
variety of backgrounds, including special opera-
tors drawn from the Navy SEALS, Army Rangers, 
Army Delta Forces and Green Berets, Air Force 
Special Tactics Squadron, Special Operations 
Air Regiment, and Marine Special Ops Com-
mand, as well as intelligence analysts from the 
CIA, FBI, NSA, and DIA.

• Sustained involvement: Although any given 
workgroup might convene from a few days to a 
few months to address opportunities and threats 
as they arose in the region, the highly trained 
special operations forces and intelligence ana-
lysts who comprised those workgroups were ful-
ly assigned to the broader pool of JSOTF–AQI. 

• Integrated effort: One of the most significant 
differences for JSOTF–AQI was the recognition 
that this enemy required a truly integrated effort, 
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both within workgroups carrying out a raid as 
well as at the pool level, rather than the tradi-
tional method of handoffs and functional silos 
that went along with the hierarchical structure 
of the larger military organization. Special-
ists and analysts had to be shoulder-to-shoul-
der with operators in the field, physically or 
through technology, to provide those operators 
with up-to-date information and to exploit and 
analyze any information captured in the raid 
as quickly as possible. Planning for raids and 
acting on additional information also required 
the integrated effort of operators and analysts 
working interdependently.

The results: More raids, 
higher-quality intelligence

As the operation evolved, the mission became 
less about achieving singular combat victories and 
more about achieving victories that could yield fur-
ther actionable intelligence, in a theater where the 
shelf life of information was very short.

When McChrystal assumed command of the 
JSOTF in 2003, the group was conducting between 
10 and 18 raids per month in Iraq. Three years later, 
in 2006, it was running an average of 10 raids per 
night—a 17-fold increase, with only minimal in-
creases in personnel and funding. The more recent 
raids were also more successful, as measured by the 
percentage of targets located and significant im-
provements in the quality of the intelligence gath-
ered. With its mission accuracy increasing, JSOTF 
began making a significant dent in AQI’s operations 
in the region. 

Collectively, performance for the JSOTF pool 
also accelerated as a result of intelligence being 
distributed across the chain of command and acted 
upon, far more quickly—leaders would create new 
missions mere hours before they were executed, 
based on just-gathered intelligence. These improve-
ments were in large part driven by bringing analysts 
closer to the action, including allowing them to go 
on raids or watching raids via live video.

Practices in play
As JSOTF changed its approach, it exemplified 

six practices: Commit to a shared outcome, Frame 
a powerful question, Reflect more to learn faster, 
Maximize potential for friction, Eliminate unpro-
ductive friction, and Bias toward action.

Early on, JSOTF leadership realized that 
members were pursuing very different objectives. 
McChrystal writes, “To each unit, the piece of the 
war that really mattered was the piece 
inside their box on the org chart; they 
were fighting their own fights in their 
own silos. The specialization that al-
lowed for breathtaking efficiency became 
a liability in the face of the unpredictability 
of the real world.”5  The special operations forces 
were concerned with executing missions; the intel-
ligence analysts were focused on finishing their in-
tel analysis. These distinct objectives tended to re-
inforce siloed thinking and barriers to collaboration.

The group needed to be able to respond more 
effectively to an enemy that had become increas-
ingly nimble and more distributed. In order to 
have a Task Force that could cycle rapidly between 
collecting intelligence, analyzing it, and acting 
on it, members would have to be more aligned 
on what they were trying to achieve, a larger goal 
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that transcended narrow, specialty-based metrics 
or tactical objectives related to a given operation. 
In place of the silos and old “hourglass” structure, 
with field operatives collecting large amounts of 
potentially valuable intelligence and far-away ana-
lysts receiving and interpreting the information 
and recommending action, McChrystal envisioned 
a flattened, multi-noded organization.6

The challenge was to reduce competition be-
tween priorities with an approach that served a 
unified goal. And that goal was ambitious: not just 
to regain the initiative but to transform JSOC’s cul-
ture into one that could find a way to defeat a new, 
more complex kind of enemy. And to do that, the 
workgroup had to commit to a shared outcome of 
defeating this enemy by turning more intelligence 
into better actions, faster.

On paper, the confrontation between AQI and 
the Task Force should have been no contest. US 

forces had long excelled in the most rigor-
ous training for special warfare operators; 
JSOTF could tap into an impressive array 
of firepower, armored vehicles, stealth sur-
veillance technology, and more. Meanwhile, 

AQI relied on improvised explosive devices, 
propane tanks, and expired ammunition. Yet 

AQI was increasingly winning. 
Task force members had to ask themselves how 

they could defeat an enemy that was using technol-
ogy as a command structure in ways they had never 
confronted before. As McChrystal framed it, “If we 
were the best of the best, why were [AQI’s] attacks 
not disappearing, but in fact increasing?”7

This powerful question challenged the Task 
Force to fundamentally reconsider its approach, 
rather than just improve the execution of the tradi-
tional approach. More questions followed: What if 
transparency were radically increased across JSOC? 
What if frontline soldiers made command deci-
sions? What if analysts and soldiers worked side by 
side? What if they used technology in new ways? 

These questions led to the realization that, in or-
der to fight a networked enemy, JSOTF–AQI had 
to become a network itself. The leadership resolved 
to dissolve the established process and protocol in 
the name of making a more effective fighting force. 
Better information needed to move across the com-
mand more quickly, with both soldiers and analysts 
given more degrees of freedom to act. 

To successfully fight AQI, JSOC needed to learn 
at a rate that kept up with the ter-
rorist group’s communications, and 
with the pace of change on the bat-
tlefield. That meant dramatically in-
creasing how quickly it could process 
information from intelligence.8

The Task Force’s limiting factor resided in its 
organizational DNA. Members were outstanding 
at leveraging 20th-century tactics and strategy that 
were of little use on the 21st-century battlefield.9 As 
McChrystal described the state of operations in Iraq, 

“In the time it took us to move a plan from creation to 
approval, the battlefield for which the plan had been 
devised would have changed. . . . We could not pre-
dict when the enemy would strike, and we could not 
respond fast enough when they did. . . . The amount 
of nonlinear change that once took months to play 
out can now happen in the time that it takes to type 
140 characters.”10 As a result, members had to un-
learn a great deal of what they knew.

Leaders resolved to restructure from the ground 
up, continually seeking and incorporating feedback 
in order to make critical information more widely 
available and decentralize decision-making author-
ity. Addressing the division between intelligence 
and operations staff, JSOTF leadership stressed 
interagency collaboration. Together, operators and 
intelligence analysts were tasked with mapping 
intelligence gathering to “pattern of life analyses,” 
designed to pinpoint small but important changes 
in their targets’ activities, in real time.

One of the biggest changes leaders made was 
broadening the circle of intelligence briefings. As they 
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brought more people into the briefings, soldiers be-
gan making more informed decisions in operations, 
analysts sent more of the “right” information up the 
food chain quicker than ever before, and the com-
mand was more able to focus on the highest-impact 
issues. As access to intelligence expanded, it became 
apparent that many of the barriers to information-
sharing that had been put in place to reduce “noise” 
had actually had the effect of obscuring the context 
many required to understand how and where they fit 
into the broader effort. As the success rates of mis-
sions improved, leaders opened up the briefings to 
a larger number and broader range of participants. 

As an entity that brings together units from dif-
ferent branches of the military as well as the civil-

ian agencies that support them, JSOC had huge 
potential for friction—both positive and 
negative. This potential was further in-

tensified in JSOTF–AQI, which used tech-
niques including daily live video briefings to 

further expand the number of people working on a 
given problem. The Task Force attracted a range of 
professionals, from highly trained special operators 

such the Navy SEALS, the Army Rangers, the Army 
Delta Forces and Green Berets, the Air Force Special 
Tactics Squadron, the Special Operations Air Regi-
ment, and the Marine Special Ops Command to in-
telligence analysts from the CIA, FBI, NSA, and DIA.

These highly specialized groups often had com-
peting organizational priorities. Special operators 
were focused on mission execution and capturing 
targets, while intelligence analysts were focused on 
feeding analysis back to headquarters. For example, 
when Special Forces would raid a location but not 
find their designated target, from their viewpoint 
the mission was a failure. Intelligence analysts, 
though, might view the raid as an incredible op-
portunity to gather intelligence and peek inside an 
otherwise opaque AQI network. Rather than try 
to reduce friction, JSOC created workgroups that 
brought together these divergent priorities and 
perspectives, including both analysts and operators, 

so they could reinforce and learn from each other. 
That meant moving analysts (who typically worked 
from JSOC command in Washington) to Iraq, 
where they could live, work, and better understand 
the needs of those on the ground. And it worked: 
Working shoulder to shoulder, operators and ana-
lysts each learned what the other needed to succeed.

Leaders further increased the potential for fric-
tion by increasing the transparency of the opera-
tion and sharing daily intelligence briefings not only 
with the Task Force but with the entire global JSOC 
network via live video feed. Over time, the audi-
ence for these live briefings extended beyond JSOC 
to include any soldier forward-deployed, as well as 
officers and analysts at the Pentagon; eventually, 
there were several thousand daily participants.11 The 
increased transparency was designed to maximize 
the opportunity for friction to occur by dissolving 
organizational barriers and creating more opportu-
nity for more people to ask questions, provide sug-
gestions, and offer challenges in relation to opera-
tions that they previously would have never known 
about. Some of this friction occurred on the call itself, 
but much of it continued in parallel chat rooms that 
were set up during the briefings as well as offline in 
between briefings. A key part of maximizing poten-
tial for friction is creating environments in which the 
friction can surface.

One byproduct of this increased transparency: 
Failures were more visible. As a result, the Task 
Force leadership was able to demonstrate that fail-
ures could be acceptable, as long as they weren’t due 
to negligence. This led to greater accountability. It 
shifted the group’s culture to one in which failure 
became a more accepted part of the process of acting 
on intelligence more swiftly. Rather than being pun-
ished for honest failures, soldiers were encouraged 
to problem-solve and take initiative, and to learn 
from mistakes. 

To take advantage of the potential for productive 
friction, unproductive fiction was minimized through 
specific practices. For example, given the wide range 
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of thousands of professionals participating—with 
competing agendas, diverging expectations and ex-

periences, and varying levels of understand-
ing and expertise—daily briefings could 

easily turn unproductive or get bogged 
down before completing the full agenda. 

The risk of inaction was high: letting valu-
able intelligence die on the vine. To succeed, 

the Task Force needed to harness the diversity in the 
room while mitigating the unproductive elements 
accompanying that transparency. 

To address these issues, the Task Force lim-
ited the amount of time each presenter was given 
to four minutes—including discussion. Presenters 
then aimed to complete a briefing in only 30 to 60 
seconds, allowing the rest of the time for discussion. 
Time limits forced briefers to focus on the most 
important points, providing only the most salient 
and succinct information to the group. They also 
inspired richer discussion, with the time restriction 
acting as a forcing mechanism and members mod-
erating themselves to ensure that what needed to 
be heard was heard. By starting with a broad set of 
topics and allowing individuals to go deeper after-
ward, the Task Force could get the necessary con-
text and information.

Eliminating unproductive friction in this way al-
lowed productive friction to flourish—such as when 
a briefing turned into a healthy debate between two 
agencies that had studied the same piece of evidence 
but reached drastically different conclusions. Under 
extreme time compression, briefings became learn-
ing conversations—and created a space for forging 
a common language, with specialists supplementing 
each other’s findings to discover better ways forward. 

Obviously, the armed forces are organized 
around taking action—being in the action is a term 
for combat. When it came to JSOTF–AQI’s mission, 
the question that emerged was how to transform a 
culture of action into a bias toward the right kind 
of action—and boosting the volume of effective 
small actions performed daily.12 How to maximize 

momentum and improvisation while making 
strong, ethical decisions?

The hierarchy of the command often meant 
a long series of high-level approvals before any 
action could be taken, causing too much time to 
be lost. McChrystal explains that he “was con-
nected to almost every decision of consequence. 
This was great for establishing holistic aware-
ness, but it also created a nightmare of paperwork 
and approvals. . . . [O]ur priority should be reaching 
the best possible decision that could be made in a 
time frame that allowed it to be relevant.”13

In Iraq, “The risks of acting too slowly were high-
er than the risks of letting competent people make 
judgment calls.”14 In order to be more dynamic and 
adaptive, the Task Force reframed risk, pushing 
decision-making authority down to the front lines. 
A rule of thumb soon emerged: Group members 
should “go until no,” so long as their actions sup-
ported the fight against AQI’s insurgency and were 
not immoral or illegal. With major decisions such 
as airstrikes, McChrystal established guidelines but 
told Task Force members that they were ultimately 
responsible to make each call, and that he would 
support their actions. 

When it came to sharing intelligence, the Task 
Force adopted another new mind-set: assuming 
that information needed to be shared—and shared 
quickly. As soon as a raid was completed, soldiers 
would photograph every scrap of potential intelli-
gence and immediately send the data to the imag-
ery analysts, linguists, and subject matter experts.15 
Much of the analyzed intelligence was promptly 
shared via the daily briefings, which invited addi-
tional viewpoints and ultimately led to greater mis-
sion success rates. More information was processed, 
validated, and acted upon far more quickly. Pair-
ing operators and analysts within the Task Force 
seemed to have another benefit here, forging deep-
er, more direct relationships that allowed JSOC to 
significantly ramp up its pace and number of op-
erations, from approximately 10 a month to nearly 
300—many simultaneous. JSOC leadership, mean-
while, took on a new, less hands-on role, becoming 

“eyes on, hands off,” with little need to intervene in 
day-to-day operations.
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The sparks & honey Culture briefing workgroup (cont.)
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Azamara Club Cruises—RCL is a 50 percent joint venture owner of the German brand TUI Cruises, a 49 percent 
shareholder in the Spanish brand Pullmantur, and a minority shareholder in the Chinese brand SkySea Cruises. 
See Royal Caribbean, “About us,” accessed February 12, 2018.

2. David Moye, “The world’s largest cruise ship is basically its own city,” Huffington Post, May 23, 2016.
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9. Per company-provided guest satisfaction ratings from satisfaction surveys, along with Deloitte analysis.

10. Of course, there are many other contributors to guest and crew experience, but ship design is a significant part 
of the experience and what the workgroup aims to shape.
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Royal Caribbean Cruises Ltd.’s Newbuilding Innovation workgroup
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