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Important Note

This book is filled with ideas you can use to improve your team. To help you get the most out of what you’re about to read, I created a free masterclass that makes it easy to:

• Revisit the book’s most important lessons

• Apply the insights to your team’s challenges

• Identify a few actions you can use right away

It’s short, practical, and designed to help you turn insights into action. You can access the free masterclass at:

superteamsinc.com/masterclass
or scan the QR code below.
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INTRODUCTION

The Hidden Ingredient of High-Performing Teams

Imagine that a mysterious fire destroys your office.

Fortunately, everyone is safe and all your data is backed up. But your workplace is gone. Your company needs to build a new office, and you’ve been tasked with overseeing the project.

Your goal is to design a space for optimal performance, and to that end, you can include any perk you’d like. Thanks to a generous insurance policy, money is no object. The important thing, your CEO reminds you, is to create an environment where great teamwork happens every day.

Here’s a menu of amenities. Which ones would you choose?

Design Your Ideal Workplace

□ Collaborative spaces for group work

□ A meditation room

□ Private meeting rooms for confidential conversations

□ An office dog

□ A nap room

□ A lounge or break room for employees to hang out or relax

□ Ping-Pong table

□ Skylights

□ An office gym

□ A quiet workspace for focused work

□ A pool table

□ An office slide

□ A foosball table

□ Outdoor spaces, such as a patio or rooftop deck

□ Arcade games

□ A video game system (e.g., Xbox, PlayStation, etc.)

□ An office jukebox

□ A popcorn machine

□ An office basketball court or basketball arcade

□ Air hockey

□ Standing desks

It’s a fun list, isn’t it? Perks like these are a big part of what makes Silicon Valley offices so appealing. But here’s the real question: Do any of them actually improve team performance?

A few years ago, my team and I launched one of the most comprehensive investigations of elite groups ever conducted. We surveyed thousands of professionals across a wide range of industries, sifted through more than 100,000 data points, and compared the daily habits of top teams to everyone else.

What we uncovered often shocked us. Many of the practices we assumed would matter most—the ones you see celebrated in management books and LinkedIn posts—barely moved the needle. And the factors most critical to success? They were often hiding in plain sight.

Take that list of amenities you just considered. Our study reveals that out of that entire list, only one is predictive of a high-performing team.

Take another look. Can you guess which one it is?

Full disclosure: when we designed our study, we didn’t expect only one perk to prove statistically significant. After all, a convincing case can be made that any of them could elevate performance, either by creating opportunities for bonding or by improving well-being.

But much to our surprise, just one showed a clear, statistical link to high-performing teams: a quiet workspace for focused work.

The One Office Amenity That Predicts a Superteam

A quiet workspace for focused work
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That finding is just one of many unexpected truths about how great teams succeed. This book will introduce you to others that may surprise you even more.

In the pages ahead, we’ll pinpoint exactly what the best teams do differently, why it works, and how you can apply those same strategies to strengthen your team and get more out of your day. You’re about to discover a simple rule that slashes your meeting commitments in half, the fastest way to earn a colleague’s trust, the secret to reaching smarter decisions, the quickest way to recover after a long workday, and why a trip to the gym might do more for your team than clearing your inbox.

Along the way, I’ll share counterintuitive insights—like why most productivity tips make you a worse teammate, why where a team works (remotely or in an office) matters less than how it works, and why the best leaders don’t just tolerate side gigs, they support them.

But before we get to all of that, I need to tell you why I became captivated with the question of what the best teams do differently. Because the idea for this study wasn’t hatched in a lab. It began with my time inside two wildly successful teams that couldn’t have been more different.

A TALE OF TWO TEAMS

Once upon a time, I was a psychology professor.

I had a cozy, book-lined office overlooking the quad, and spent my days studying motivation in the lab. It was everything you’d imagine an academic’s life to be: charming, picturesque, peaceful. But deep down, it felt like there was something missing. What drew me to education was the thrill of learning new things. But the further I went in my career, the rarer those discoveries became. I started to wonder: Is this it?

Hungry for a new challenge, I began looking beyond the ivory tower. Before long, I found myself on Madison Avenue, working for a high-profile political consulting firm that, on paper, seemed like the opportunity of a lifetime. The work was fast-paced, the clients important, the colleagues brilliant.

But what looked like a dream quickly became a nightmare.

“In this industry,” I was told early on, “you’re either the smartest person in the room, or you’re dead weight.” That mindset shaped the way we were led. Every meeting became an opportunity for a manager to reveal how little you knew. Hearing colleagues get torn to shreds was a daily affair. It was not uncommon for associates to emerge from conference rooms in tears.

The Firm’s culture of intimidation and rivalry pushed everyone to work harder, but it destroyed any sense of teamwork. The reward for a job well done was inclusion—invitations to high-profile projects, client calls, and strategy meetings. The penalty for mistakes was exile—a state of purgatory where your inbox fell silent, leaving you to wrap up projects in isolation, wondering if you still had a job.

Meeting invitations provided an ongoing referendum of your worth. Information was currency, and fear of humiliation the driving force. You were either in the room, or you were irrelevant.

I knew it wasn’t ideal, but I was determined to make it work. The projects were interesting. I was learning. And I convinced myself that eighty-hour weeks were simply the price of a thrilling career.

But then cracks began appearing at home. For the first time in our marriage, my wife and I were at each other’s throats, constantly. The fault was entirely mine. My hours had turned her into a single parent, and she had a demanding career of her own.

After a few months, the truth became unavoidable: I had to choose between my work and my marriage. Reluctantly, I handed in my notice, wondering if I’d just sabotaged my future.

A few months later, I joined a marketing agency as VP of research and strategy. The work was nearly identical, but there was one crucial difference. At the Agency, teamwork came first.

I could tell right away that things would be different. On my first day, the president took me on a full tour of the office, introducing every employee by name and pointing out what made them good at their job. I was greeted with invitations to present my work to other departments so we could find opportunities to collaborate. Meetings no longer felt like tribunals. They were a chance to learn what others were working on, recognize teammates, and celebrate shared progress.

The Agency invested heavily in connection. There were weekly barbecues, sports leagues, and even Ice Cream Thursdays, complete with a performance by the office band. The kitchen was always stocked with fresh bagels, cookies, and a rotating lineup of flavored waters. On your birthday, your team decorated your office and took you to lunch.

And those investments—though clearly lavish and arguably absurd—paid serious dividends. Turnover was low. Collaboration was high. And camaraderie wasn’t confined to the office. After my son was born, a colleague texted to see when she could drop off the winter salad and roast chicken she had made us. Oh, and did we like whipped cream with our apple crumble?

At this point, you probably think you know where this is going. That the moral of this story is obvious: create close connections and voilà, everything magically falls into place.

But that’s not where this is going at all.

THE COLLABORATION TRAP

You can tell an office is broken when the only way to get work done is to come in early, stay late, or work weekends. During business hours, focus is impossible, swept away by the flood of meetings, overheard conversations, and colleague stop-and-chats.

That’s a painful reality for many cubicle dwellers. Except, we didn’t have cubicles at the Agency. We had private offices with thick wooden doors. Doors we were explicitly discouraged from closing because doing so sent the wrong message: that you thought you were more important than the team.

At the Agency, teamwork was always the priority. Large meetings were constant, ensuring that no one ever felt left out. Skipping social events, like the chili cook-off or paper airplane competition, was viewed as an act of defiance, even when you were buried in deadlines.

Disagreements were frowned upon, no matter how well informed or diplomatically presented. People rarely quit, though some did get fired. They were usually those who challenged leadership and were therefore not “team players.”

The Agency succeeded in building a culture of collaboration. But somewhere along the way, teamwork stopped being a sign of a high- functioning team.

It became a singular focus, no matter the cost.

THE EMAIL THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

My time at the Firm and the Agency left me wondering: Why do so many workplaces ignore the science of how people work best?

The answer, I realized, was frustratingly simple. The research was buried in academic jargon, gathering dust in university libraries. That insight became the seed for my first book, The Best Place to Work, which translated more than a thousand studies into clear, practical strategies for making work better.

To my surprise, the book became a minor hit. It led to media coverage, speaking gigs, and, eventually, an email from a fast-growing company in Silicon Valley. They had a question: Would I be interested in leading a study on teamwork?

It was the kind of opportunity researchers dream of. Full funding. Total freedom. All I had to do was design the study and write about what we found.

At first, I didn’t know where to start. Then I remembered a classic study I’d read back in graduate school. Researchers asked people about their daily routines and how happy they felt. They then sorted participants into two groups—happy and unhappy—and analyzed what the happy group did differently.

Even if you’ve never read the paper, chances are, you’ve come across a few of the recommendations it helped popularize: insights like practicing gratitude, being present, and not comparing yourself to those you consider more successful.

That got me thinking. What if we applied the same approach to teams and uncovered what sets the best teams apart?

The idea was intuitively appealing, not just because it could reveal best practices but because the cost of getting teamwork wrong is higher than ever. Today, over three-quarters of our time at work is spent collaborating with colleagues—and that’s just the average.

Teamwork is no longer just a feature of work. For a growing number of us, it’s the work itself. And getting it right can be the difference between a thriving career and endless cycles of stress, exhaustion, and burnout. Yet most companies have no idea what their best teams do differently. Nor are the best teams necessarily aware of what drives their success, or how to reproduce it.

That’s what this project set out to change.

WHAT THE BEST TEAMS DO DIFFERENTLY

To find out what high-performing teams do differently, my team and I adopted the approach used by that classic happiness paper—with one key twist. Instead of comparing happy versus unhappy people, we compared high-performing teams to average ones.

We invited more than a thousand office workers from a variety of industries—from sales professionals to lawyers to emergency medical workers—and asked them to complete a battery of questions about their experience at work. Embedded within our questionnaire were two items asking workers about their team: (1) “How effective is your team at achieving its goals?” and (2) “Compared to other teams in your industry, how would you rate your team’s performance?”

Workers who rated their team a 10 out of 10 on both questions were classified as members of high-performing teams. That gave us a way to compare their behaviors with those of everyone else.

We were hoping to tease out one or two noteworthy differences. What we uncovered blew us away. So many surprising insights emerged from that brief fifteen-minute survey that we could barely squeeze them into a single article.

The results appeared in the Harvard Business Review, in an article called “5 Things High-Performing Teams Do Differently.” The response was electric. The piece didn’t just go viral. Within a few short months, it became the second most-read article in HBR’s history.

Our research had struck a nerve—not just because the findings were counterintuitive (we’ll get to those soon), but because they tapped into a profound hunger for practical, evidence-based strategies for making collaboration more effective.

That’s when my team and I became a little obsessed. We spent the next year conducting five more rounds of research with high- performing teams, interviewing more than 6,000 professionals about nearly every aspect of their work experience—from how they collaborate, make decisions, and run meetings to how they structure their day, generate ideas, and motivate one another to improve.

We dug through thousands of data points, searched for key patterns, and turned them into a comprehensive playbook of what the best teams do differently.

We called the project Superteams. You now hold that playbook in your hands. This book reveals their secrets, giving you an inside look at daily practices that drive their success.


What If Everything You Know About Teamwork Is Outdated?

Before we go further, a quick word about why I think the research you’re about to read is both unique and valuable.

First, you might be surprised to learn that most classic studies on teamwork don’t involve real teams. More often, a researcher recruits volunteers, splits them into ad hoc groups, and draws conclusions based on their performance.

To be fair, there are considerable advantages to these lab-based experiments. But there are also undeniable limitations to what they can help us learn. There’s just no substitute for interviewing real-world teams who have collaborated over an extended period of time. That’s exactly what we did here.

Second, instead of profiling a handful of famous companies, we interviewed thousands of workers in a variety of industries, using their data to uncover behaviors that make them stand out. While case studies can be interesting, more often than not, they oversimplify the complex factors that contribute to success, focus on a few visible decisions, and overlook the role of luck.

They also suffer from “survivorship bias,” a term researchers use to describe the dangers of drawing sweeping lessons from the few who succeeded while ignoring the countless others who followed the same path and failed.

Mark Zuckerberg and Bill Gates both became billionaires after dropping out of college. So did Steve Jobs, Oprah Winfrey, and Tiger Woods. Read their biographies and you’d be tempted to conclude that graduating from college is among the biggest mistakes of your life.

Except graduating from college is not a mistake—at least not for most people. It’s only by comparing thousands of college graduates against thousands of college dropouts that you discover that, on average, a bachelor’s degree nearly doubles your lifetime earnings.

Third, most existing studies on teams were conducted before the workplace turned into a hyperconnected, distraction-rich, work-from-anywhere bonanza. Conducting the study now, at a time when the world of work is in transition, sheds light on the impact of emerging trends and helps us better navigate the future.

Now, you might be wondering whether we can really trust people’s perceptions of their team’s performance. I believe we can, for a few reasons.

First, previous research has shown that people’s belief about their team’s ability is one of the best predictors of a team’s actual performance. This is not a controversial finding—it’s been replicated many times in a wide variety of work settings and industries.

Second, not all the responses we collected from our Superteams were flattering. There were plenty of instances where they admitted to behaviors that are neither admirable nor productive, which tells us they’re not simply giving responses that paint them in a positive light.

Finally, most of the practices I report on in this book are supported by previous research. In other words, given what we know about the human condition, they make intuitive sense. And now, for the first time, we have compelling evidence linking them to team performance in real-world settings.



WHY SOME PEOPLE LOOK FORWARD TO MONDAYS

Most teams never come close to reaching their full potential. In fact, our research shows that fewer than one in ten qualifies as a true Superteam. But for those that do, the difference is profound.

Belonging to a Superteam doesn’t just mean getting more done. It transforms how people experience their lives. They feel healthier, more energized, and more connected to a sense of purpose. They are less pressed for time, unwind more easily after work, and have more bandwidth for activities they enjoy.

It’s no surprise, then, that they also report higher confidence in their company. Members of Superteams are more likely to say their organization is well managed and heading in the right direction. They’re also prouder of where they work, and are far less likely to be looking for a new job.

The Case for Building Superteams

When your team works better, everything gets easier
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
The left column titled 'What you experience' has five ovals with text: 'You feel excited about your work', 'You leave most days feeling accomplished', 'You don't feel burned out', 'You feel healthier', and 'You're proud of where you work'. An arrow to the right column, titled 'What your organization gains' which has five ovals with text: 'Higher employee engagement, Lower turnover', 'More tasks completed, Fewer balls dropped', 'Sustained performance, Fewer sick days', 'Lower healthcare costs, More energized workforce', and 'A reputation that attracts and keeps top talent'.


You can see the difference most clearly on Sunday nights. Lots of workers dread seeing their weekend come to an end, a phenomenon known as the “Sunday Scaries.” It’s a real condition, marked by mounting anxiety throughout the day.

But not everyone feels this way. People on Superteams are twice as likely to look forward to Monday—to reconnecting with colleagues, tackling big projects, and experiencing the satisfaction of making progress.

For them, Sunday isn’t the end of something good. It’s the beginning of something better.

Looking forward to Monday doesn’t happen by accident. It grows out of something most workers never experience: feeling like a key player in a team that clicks.

The Sunday Litmus Test

On Sunday night, do you more frequently dread or look forward to work?


[image: Bar charts comparing dread vs looking forward to work on Sunday nights for average teams vs Superteams.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
There are two categories under both teams: 'Dread' where the 1st bar ('Average Teams') is 51% and the 2nd bar ('Superteams') is 33%; then category 'Look forward' where the 1st bar is 49% and the 2nd is 67%. An arrow labelled '52% higher' points at the 2nd chart.


But how exactly do you build that?

WHAT MAKES A TEAM . . . A TEAM?

We use the word team all the time. But just because people work together doesn’t mean they’re part of a team.

The difference comes down to three essentials: a shared goal, role clarity, and interdependence. Without all three, creating a Superteam is impossible.

Let’s break them down.

First, a shared goal. Teamwork begins with a goal everyone cares about. That sounds simple. But in many workplaces, shared goals are surprisingly hard to identify. Sometimes it’s because the “team” is simply a collection of people working on distinct tasks, few of which overlap in an obvious way. Other times, it’s because the goal assigned by leadership doesn’t have a team’s buy-in. And often, team members hold different agendas. While some are working toward the team’s success, others are just focused on getting promoted. Unless a group embraces a shared goal—an outcome everyone is striving for together—a team mindset is impossible to achieve.

Second, role clarity. On a good team, everyone knows what they’re responsible for, and what their teammates are handling. But when roles are ambiguous, collaboration goes sideways. Deadlines slip, responsibilities collide, and frustration quickly snowballs into turf wars. Effective teamwork starts with an understanding about who owns what and how the pieces fit together.

Third, interdependence. Interdependence is the belief that you need your teammates to succeed. It’s one thing to have a shared goal and assigned roles, and another to feel like you can’t possibly succeed without the help of your teammates. That belief changes everything. The more you see your success as tied to your colleagues, the more committed you become to the group.

Interdependence is easiest to establish when your teammates possess skills you don’t. That’s why the best teams aren’t built on similarity—they’re built on complementarity. For example, a new restaurant led by two chefs is less likely to succeed than one in which one partner excels at cooking and the other at customer experience.

But even when roles do overlap, interdependence is still possible through a clear division of labor, strong communication, and defined expectations. Once those are in place, it’s easy to see that you’re better together than you could ever be on your own.

More often than not, the three key essentials—a shared goal, role clarity, and interdependence—can explain why a bad team doesn’t work. If you’ve been on a dysfunctional team at some point in your career, I’m willing to bet that at least one of these elements was glaringly absent.

But what the three essentials can’t do is create a Superteam. That’s because optimizing performance in today’s world requires far more than fostering a team mentality.

Think of it like baking a pizza. You need dough, tomato sauce, and cheese. Without them, you’ve got nothing. But having those three ingredients alone won’t turn your kitchen into a world-class pizzeria.

This isn’t a book about the basics. It’s about the next level: the techniques, systems, and hidden patterns that transform a good team into a great one.

What do the best teams do differently?

Turn the page. You’re about to find out.




PART ONE

How SUPERTEAMS . . .

☑ Get More Done

◻ Make Each Other Better

◻ Improve over Time




CHAPTER 1

The Secret Playbook Top Teams Use to Stay Focused

In the fall of 2002, Charles Benoit landed a desk job as a copywriter.

After fifteen years of teaching high school history, he couldn’t wait to join an office. Finally, somewhere he could think. No more shouting over teenagers, dodging spitballs, having to perform every minute of the day.

Charles was an aspiring novelist. Working in advertising was his first real sign that his dream might have merit. For once, he was getting paid for his words.

In the beginning, work felt like a sanctuary. Charles had his own office, a quiet little space where he could lose himself for hours crafting billboards and radio ads. Phone calls were rare, emails few. Some days, he’d drive to the park, sit on a bench, and wait for inspiration to strike.

But then, first gradually and then all at once, Charles’s workday came under siege.

He was moved to a shared office, where the hum of overheard conversations never stopped. Then came the growing onslaught of emails and meeting invitations, many of which appeared on his calendar without warning at unpredictable times, splintering his days into ugly, misshapen shards. Before long, he found himself struggling to write anything at all.

Charles knew he had to fight back. He’d worked so hard to escape chaos. Eventually, he came up with a plan.

The first thing Charles did was purchase a pair of shooting earmuffs—the kind riflemen use to block out gunfire. They succeeded in muffling the noise but also left a pronounced ridge on top of his bald head, which his wife feared would become permanent. Next, he tried earplugs, which somehow made things worse. They dulled the sound, but just enough to make small noises even more distracting.

And that’s when the hiding started.

To protect his focus, Charles began sneaking into the soundproof booth his agency used to record radio ads and pulling the door shut behind him. He’d crouch below the window to avoid being seen, flashlight in hand, scribbling notes onto a pad balanced on his knees. The lack of ventilation made it impossible to work longer than thirty minutes, at which point he would slink back to his office, slightly dehydrated, his head gleaming with sweat.

It worked. Charles was even offered a raise. He turned it down. Instead, he made a counteroffer. In place of a 5% increase, he asked to start and end his day two hours earlier—just so he could work in peace before his colleagues arrived.

WHY YOU CAN’T THINK AT WORK ANYMORE

While the specifics of Charles’s story may be unique, his struggles are alarmingly universal.

Many of us crave uninterrupted time at work—a chance to focus, think deeply, and make real progress. But those moments are becoming increasingly rare. In recent years, workplace distractions have skyrocketed, fracturing our focus and making it harder to get things done.

Take email. Most of us now spend over three hours a day answering messages, checking our inboxes a mind-boggling 77 times. Then there’s the explosion of meetings, which have grown longer and more frequent since the pandemic. Today, the average worker devotes 18 hours a week to meetings. It would be one thing if they boosted productivity or brought teams closer. But that’s not what the research shows. According to a recent MIT study, 70% of workers say meetings “get in the way of completing important tasks,” and 92% call them “unproductive.”

To be clear, it’s not the growing quantity of work that’s the problem. The real issue is the insidious, focus-killing nature of constant communication. Our brains weren’t built for task-switching. Each time we turn our attention from one task to another, we pay a small mental tax that makes us slightly less effective.

Think of your brain as a whiteboard. Any task you focus on gets written there. But the moment you switch, you have to wipe the board clean to make room. Now here’s the catch: every time you erase your board, a little ink stays behind, making it harder to read as the day goes on. The more you switch, the messier the board gets, and the harder it is to think.

Psychologists have a name for that stubborn, eraser-proof ink: attention residue. It’s what happens when we switch tasks: our attention doesn’t fully reset. Part of our brain is still stuck on the last thing we were doing, leaving us with less mental firepower for what’s next. It’s like running too many programs on your computer—everything slows down.

It’s no surprise, then, that juggling messages, meetings, and tasks leads to more mistakes. Those mistakes range from the relatively benign (more typing errors, less accurate mouse movements) to the counterproductive (longer completion time, weaker memory, lower end-of-day productivity) to the downright catastrophic (more prescription errors by physicians and in-flight errors by airplane pilots).

And it’s not just what we get wrong. It’s how long we stay off track. After even a brief interruption, it takes an average of 25 minutes to regain full focus. Why so much time? Because we rarely go straight back to work. We wander—check email, scroll headlines, peek at our phones—before returning to our original task. In other words, distractions don’t just slow us down. They create more distractions.

When we think about the challenges to focusing at work, we tend to think of external distractions. A packed calendar. An overflowing inbox. A phone buzzing with texts and missed calls. But if we’re honest, a major reason we find it so hard to focus are the internal distractions that we generate ourselves.

If, while reading this page, you found yourself tempted to send a quick text or make a purchase on your phone, you’ve experienced an internal distraction. There was no external cause for your shifting from one task (reading) to another (texting or shopping). The disruption originated from inside you.

Why do we self-sabotage in this way? Psychologist Gloria Mark has a theory: our brains get hooked on stimulation. After several interruptions, we stop waiting for the next one. We go looking for it. And the more we’re interrupted by others, the more we interrupt ourselves.

The Hidden Costs of Constant Communication
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A grey circle labeled 'Frequent interruptions' with an arrow pointing to three stacked grey circles: 'Attention residue', 'Shallower focus', and 'Higher distractability'. Another arrow points to five light grey circles: 'More mistakes', 'Longer completion times', 'Lower productivity', 'Higher stress', and 'More burnout'.


Working this way takes a toll. It drains our energy, raises our stress, and accelerates burnout. Over time, it also chips away at our confidence, wears us down, and, eventually, cripples our health.

Charles Benoit didn’t need a research paper to tell him that. He felt it firsthand. As the distractions piled up, he saw his performance and well-being plummet. The moment he and his wife had enough in the bank, he made a decision: retire early.

Of course, not everyone has the luxury of heading for the exits. So, for the rest of this chapter, let’s roll up our sleeves and talk about how high-performing teams are doing it better.

WHERE WE DO OUR BEST WORK

We often confuse where we work with why work goes well. They are not the same thing. It’s an easy mistake to make because location shapes how much we can get done.

Working from home has a lot of advantages. It strips away background chatter, surprise drop-ins, and the feeling of always being “on.” It also gives workers more control over countless small decisions that make work more comfortable.

There’s also the benefit of not having a commute, which eliminates hours of travel time, saves money, improves sleep quantity, empowers workers to complete household chores during the day, and makes weekends more relaxing. And here’s the interesting part: it’s not all Netflix and laundry. Research shows that people reinvest about 40% of that saved time back into work.

So, case closed?

Not so fast. Because as it turns out, remote and hybrid teams encounter significant drawbacks of their own. There’s delayed feedback, lower cohesion, and weaker trust, all of which diminish team performance.

Remote teams also struggle with information sharing, in part because communicating with colleagues requires more effort. An interesting tidbit is easy to share while you and a colleague are waiting for the elevator. But working from home, you carefully consider whether it truly warrants an email, and often conclude that it does not.

And even the flexibility that makes remote work so appealing has its downside. Compared to office-based employees, remote workers tend to work longer hours and find it harder to switch off—both of which fuel burnout. From a wellness standpoint, flexibility is a double-edged sword. When the office is everywhere, so too is the opportunity and temptation to work.

Studies comparing remote to in-office productivity are mixed. Some show a boost of up to 25%; others suggest a slight decline. These conflicting results point to a deeper truth: the impact of remote work on productivity is more nuanced than a simple “good” or “bad.” A more accurate conclusion is that it depends, among other things, on your job, personality, manager, team, and organizational culture.

In our research, we asked a different question: Where are Superteams most likely to form? Does showing up in person give teams an edge? Or does working from home lead to better results? Or maybe the real advantage lies in a hybrid setup, one that combines the structure of the office with the flexibility of home?

As it turns out, the answer is none of the above.

Superteams Can Emerge Anywhere
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For each category, there is a tall light grey bar for 'Average Teams' (90% for In-office, 90% for Remote, 93% for Hybrid) and a short dark grey bar for 'Superteams' (10% for In-office, 10% for Remote, 7% for Hybrid).


Across multiple studies, a team’s location had no bearing on its likelihood of achieving better results. High-performing teams were just as likely to be found working remotely as they were in an office.

The upshot is this: far more important than where a team works is how it works.

THE DARK SIDE OF PERSONAL PRODUCTIVITY

In the spring of 1978, an MIT engineering professor boarded a flight in Zurich.

Shortly after takeoff, he was handed a pair of headphones for the in-flight entertainment. He had never seen one of these before. Most planes still used plastic tubes that looked like stethoscopes. These were different—light, comfortable, with soft foam cushions that fit snugly over the ears.

He couldn’t wait to try them. But the moment he did, disappointment hit. The roar of the engine made it almost impossible to hear the music. To compensate, he had to crank the volume so high that the classical symphonies he loved became unbearable.

Most passengers would have turned to a book. Amar Bose pulled out a notepad.

By the time he landed in Boston, he’d sketched out the blueprint for what eventually became noise-canceling headphones—a project that took 22 years to perfect and made him one of the world’s wealthiest inventors.

The idea was simple, at least in theory: If noise is just vibrations in the air, what if you could create equal and opposite vibrations to cancel it out? The airplane headphones he’d been given couldn’t do that. But his design would—using two critical additions: a tiny microphone to detect ambient sound and miniature speakers to neutralize it.

Fast-forward a few decades, and Bose’s invention is everywhere. Especially at work. “Headphones are the new walls,” declared one article. Today, over half of office workers use headphones during work.

It’s part of a broader trend: the search for tools and tactics to help us focus. Productivity gurus have long championed headphones as a quick fix for staying on task. Other popular hacks include silencing notifications, checking emails only a few times a day, and working with your phone hidden from view.

But what happens when you’re part of a team? Protecting your focus is one thing. But isolating yourself from your colleagues makes team communication more difficult. So, do popular productivity tips help or hinder team performance?

We put that question to the test in our study, assessing how often each of these strategies are used by members of high-performing and average teams. The result? Zero difference. In other words, while popular productivity tips may offer some benefits to individuals, there is no evidence that they elevate the performance of the team.

The Limits of Personal Productivity Advice

Productivity Tip

• Work with headphones to block out distractions

• Check email at set times

• Pause emails from coming into your inbox

• Keep phone out of sight

• Disable notifications No difference

Impact on Team Performance

• No difference

• No difference

• No difference

• No difference

At first glance, these findings might seem deeply counterintuitive. After all, teams are made up of individuals. Wouldn’t boosting individual performance naturally lead to higher-performing teams?

The answer is a resounding no—and here’s why.

When one person unilaterally makes themselves harder to reach, their team pays a coordination penalty. Conversations stall. Decisions get delayed. Projects get stuck. One colleague’s deep work becomes another’s bottleneck.

And it’s not just coordination that suffers. It’s trust. Unexpected delays and communication barriers don’t just sap momentum, they also make us seem unreliable. And, as we’ll discover in Chapter 6, predictability is a key element of trust.

Another reason many strategies intended to bolster personal productivity can damage team performance is that they often come across as selfish. Putting on a pair of headphones in a collaborative setting sends a clear message: I’d rather be elsewhere. Similarly, turning off your email communicates that you consider your assignment to be more important than your teammates’. Neither of these may be your intention, but if that’s the message your teammates take away, your relationship suffers.

Finally, it’s not clear that many popular productivity tips actually make us more productive. Take the advice of checking emails a few times a day. Recent studies show that “batching” email is surprisingly ineffective. The reason? It’s the total time spent on email that creates stress, not how often we check. In fact, when some workers batch their email, they often end up feeling more stressed due to the guilt of leaving colleagues waiting.

In 2023, Stanford researchers reported similar results after overseeing a “collaboration cleanse” experiment. For two weeks, employees at Amazon and Asana were asked to stop using a chosen collaboration tool—like Slack, Figma, or Zoom—to see if the time savings would boost their well-being and performance. Instead, the opposite happened. Without the ability to help their teammates, workers felt helpless and exhausted.

It’s worth noting that a majority of productivity advice dispensed in business books and online blogs is the work of entrepreneurs who work as their own boss. Consequently, their suggestions can often be useful for individuals but disastrous for teams.

Warren Buffett, we’re often told, only accepts invitations for meetings held within the next day—never further in advance—because the requirement of a 24-hour window helps him better decide whether a meeting is worthwhile. That’s great for Warren. Those of us who work in teams can immediately spot how implementing this policy at scale would cripple collaboration.

At this point, I want to bring you in on a related finding from our study—one that doesn’t just suggest popular productivity advice may be ineffective in team settings, but practically shouts it. As we’ve seen, tips like batching emails, ignoring your phone, or turning off notifications slow down communication between colleagues. Superteams, however, do the opposite. They respond to one another faster than average teams. In other words, within high-performing teams, workers are more attentive to one another and are less likely to keep teammates waiting.

Which leads us to an impasse. Stay connected and you risk losing focus. Pull away and progress stalls.

So what exactly are you supposed to do?

WHAT THE BEST COLLABORATORS DO DIFFERENTLY

In the spring of 1980, Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus escaped to a small cabin on Viggsö, a quiet island off Sweden’s eastern coast. It was the last week of May, and pressure was mounting. ABBA was due back in Stockholm in days to begin recording their new album. Expectations were high. They needed one more song—something powerful—and time was running out.

But Benny and Björn had a process, one they’d honed over years.

They began by playing riffs they’d developed on their own—Benny on piano, Björn on guitar—looking for combinations they could fit together. When something clicked, they expanded it into a full-length song and brought it to the studio, where session players added flourishes that gave each track its own personality.

Then came the lyrics. Björn took the track home and wrote the words. Once they were ready, the band’s vocalists—Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad—stepped in, adding harmonies, tweaking phrasing, and shaping the final version into something that felt effortless to perform.

That spring, ABBA produced what would become their signature song—a piece that foreshadowed the band’s unraveling, capturing the heartbreak of two of its members’ divorce. It was originally called “The Story of My Life.” By the time of its recording, it had a new name: “The Winner Takes It All.”

ABBA’s approach to songwriting differs from the way we typically think about collaboration. It does not involve constant togetherness. On the contrary, it involves cycling between private, individual work to develop ideas, and coming together as a group to bring those ideas to life.

Fleetwood Mac used a similar approach for developing smash hits. In 1976, the same summer “Dancing Queen” topped the Billboard charts, Stevie Nicks wrote a ballad that her bandmates quickly dismissed as “boring.” Who could blame them? The entire piece consisted of just three chords. Only after the band’s guitarist, Lindsey Buckingham, reworked Nicks’s demo privately, giving each section its own distinct sound



WHAT HAPPENS WHEN GREAT TEAMS SPLIT UP










How the Creative Process Works
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WHAT SUPERTEAMS KNOW ABOUT FOCUS













































































Superteams Have More Freedom to Focus
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THE LESSONS OF COLLABORATIVE FOCUS
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