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Chapter 1

Cracking the Code of Teamship



TEAMSHIP:

The ultimate competitive advantage driven by:

(A) shifting from traditional hierarchies to teammates co-leading teams and elevating each other to achieve world-class performance; and

(B) shifting from standard working habits to inclusive twenty-first-century collaboration practices, processes, and tools to achieve bolder innovation and faster decision-making.



When I wrote my first book, Never Eat Alone, with Tahl Raz, I didn’t imagine how much it would change the trajectory of how people thought about relationships and networking from something transactional to an authentic investment in a real relationship that starts with generosity: really busting your back end to be of service to others. The meaningful lesson was whatever you want out of your life, the mission you want to achieve, the prosperity that you hope for yourself, for your family, for your community, for your cause, there are a handful of people critical to strapping a booster rocket on every dream you’ve ever had. You open these doors with beautiful generosity and authenticity so that these relationships flourish. It’s so simple, so powerful, such a joyful way to live, and it’s what I’ve built my success and life upon. But I never saw networking as my life’s purpose. For years, and despite its success, I almost turned my back on Never Eat Alone. I had people from all around the world come up to me saying that the book changed their life. I felt blessed, but I didn’t really internalize that because I was aiming at something very different: a purpose I’ve felt since I was a scrappy poor kid growing up in Latrobe, Pennsylvania, watching my dad, an unemployed steelworker, taking any job to get some money coming in—digging ditches—and my mom on her knees scrubbing floors for twenty bucks a day. You can see that purpose running through all of my books and right back to my childhood—the desire to figure out how to help people through transforming business, to get under the hood of how to make organizations better, for folks like my dad and families like ours who had suffered, but also for the elevation of communities. To transform teams to transform the world. I want to crack the code—I am a behavioral engineer focused on high-return practices. That’s what Never Lead Alone is about. The world needs a practical (not theoretical) roadmap for how we build extraordinary teams. What it means to be an extraordinary teammate and what practices all of us can integrate into our work and coach into others around us. This book, my life’s work, is that practice-based roadmap. We can all achieve disproportionately extraordinary things with a strong team of committed souls around us, and learning that started way back home in Latrobe. And the irony in having turned my attention away from being the “networking guy”? Twenty years after Never Eat Alone was published, I appreciate and embrace a throughline in all my research and writing: that work today happens fluidly in networked teams, and the productivity of teams is powered by purposefully engineered relationships.

GOING BACK TO THE SOURCE

My old man was an unemployed steelworker whose family emigrated from Italy to find prosperity and ended up a victim of the steel industry crash that hit Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and all across the Rust Belt in the 1970s. As a kid, I would hear my father come home and bemoan at the dinner table about the practices that were going on in his workplace. His manager would literally tell him to slow down because he was making the boss look bad as he was outworking his peers and throwing off the measured piece rate by his work pace. If you look back at the newspaper headlines in the seventies, you would have seen stories about “cheap foreign imports from Japan,” and the accusation was that Japanese labor was flooding the American marketplace, allowing inappropriate competition. But really, something else was going on.

Total Quality Management (TQM) was created by academics in the United States to expect more from frontline teams; men like my father would work to drive outrageous results like zero defects through empowered teams. But this new way of working was ignored by the arrogant steel industry, despite being adopted in Japanese factories to deliver less-expensive and higher-quality products. I would study this in college, and it would become another formative thread in my belief that transforming teams really can transform organizations. But as a kid, I’m sitting there hearing my dad lament everything that we were suffering. He was now unemployed, striving to make ends meet, taking any job possible. My mom had to go get a job as a cleaning lady, which she hated. But what was most important was at the age of ten, I committed to my dad that someday, I would grow up (now you’re going to laugh) to be governor of Pennsylvania and then president of the United States, and I would fix American manufacturing. What did I know? Everyone we knew was a blue-collar working family. I just reached as high as I could imagine to be in a position to change the economic state of families like ours.

If you’ve read Never Eat Alone, you’ll know that I ended up on my way to Yale with the help of a number of amazing benefactors. There’s no nepotism when you grow up in a family where no one went to college—unless you “create your own nepotism” through the caring network you nurture yourself. It’s the same principle I’d coach years later in the book Leading Without Authority: how leaders working outside the authority they may possess according to the org chart could achieve extraordinary things working across silos. But at Yale I did run for political office, for city council in New Haven, Connecticut. The story picked up coverage in the New York Times, and people started calling me from back in Pennsylvania, wealthy individuals, to say, “Come back when you’re done with Yale. We want you to run.” So I did. When I left Yale, I did two things. While the prize job of the eighties was Wall Street, I was the only Yale grad to go to work in manufacturing as a leader in Total Quality Management for a chemical company that sold into General Motors. I also found a congressional district I thought I could win.

But something happened that threw a curveball at me. I fell in love with a fraternity brother. I bet you didn’t see that coming, and neither did I as a Christian from blue-collar Pennsylvania. And that was the end of my political aspirations. Back in those days, even Liberace was straight. I joke, but it was a gut-wrenching, existential reconciliation at the time. There were literally no role models, and I didn’t have the courage to be the first.

But I saw a pivot.

I was already doing impactful work down on the plant floor. I could double down and materialize my mission to save American manufacturing another way. Maybe I could do it through the American corporation itself, by working in business? And maybe I could be authentic to myself outside the public eye of politics. So I went to Harvard Business School. And, who funded my tuition? My mentors and benefactors who were prepared to invest in my congressional election. The people whom you robustly serve as an authentic human, they will be there for you as you invite them to new and evolving co-creations. You will see that foundation stone of relationships throughout this book and your life.

EXPERIENCING TEAMS AT DELOITTE AND STARWOOD

From Harvard, I joined Deloitte, where I became the youngest person to be elected partner and the global CMO at lightning speed, which was actually why I was asked to write Never Eat Alone, a story of how to radically accelerate success through better relationship management. I started Deloitte research to develop new methodologies for transforming work, beyond TQM, and adopted mentors like Michael Hammer to create our practice of reengineering and change management, which helped me refine my taste for cracking the code of ways of working. I also teamed up with a group of executives in Chicago to found the Lincoln Foundation for Business Excellence to create an award to recognize and guide organizations in adopting effective new ways of working. Ultimately, excited to put these ideas into action, I left to join Starwood Hotels as CMO and head of global sales. I quickly realized that things were different. At Deloitte, we were a team taking a hill together. Our goal was to be at par someday with Accenture and McKinsey, but we were the lowest of the Big Eight global consultancies in brand recognition and other metrics. Despite that, we were a strong team on a shared mission. When I left to join Starwood, we had a similar aspiration to reinvent the hospitality industry but were not a cohesive team. Starwood had four CEOs over five years and despite great innovations like our award-winning SPG loyalty program, the W Hotel, and the design of the pillow-topped mattress, the “Heavenly Bed,” we were subscale compared to our big competitors Hilton and Marriott, and the costs Starwood allocated per hotel (for global sales and call centers, for example) were much higher. Individual teammates had all the insight we needed; we had strong hotel operators, brilliant real estate and financial engineers, and breakthrough creative and marketing minds, but we never achieved the psychological safety and interdependency to bring it all together to win. Starwood sold to Marriott in 2016, not because it was doing great business, but because there was still some value left in our guest loyalty program. It wasn’t a way to secure a great multiple. I saw so personally and intimately the power of what I now call teamship, and the experience was so eloquent—so rich at Deloitte, so raw at Starwood—I committed to founding my own research institute and coaching firm to inquire into and explore the practices of teamship.

TWO INFLUENCES

At that time, in the early 2000s, there were two strong influences on my thinking. One was the seminal work of Patrick Lencioni and his great book on the Five Dysfunctions of a Team. The other was Gallup’s research on measuring employee engagement and correlating it to corporate performance. Gallup’s breakthrough Q12 methodology was a powerful awakening for HR that culture could have directional metrics for business improvement. What I recognized was that this qualitative survey-based research had an individual-employee and enterprise focus but not a team orientation, which is what I was coming to believe is the essence of where and how work happens and can be most improved. It was certainly revelatory information at the time to understand that if an employee has a best friend at work (one of the early Gallup Q12) they would see an increase in engagement. And yet, it’s a different and equally important vantage point to ask the question if the employee feels that their team has their back. As a leader or a teammate, I want to have a dashboard for the sentiment and performance of my teammates and clear practices to elevate us. We often go so quickly from looking at the individual and the leader to then aggregating up to the enterprise that we miss the critical analysis and intervention of the team. I wanted to see a dashboard showing how our teams are doing and compare them to high-performing teams within and elsewhere. I approached one of the leaders of Gallup at the time, who had been instrumental in developing and researching employee engagement, and suggested we create the most rigorous possible team performance diagnostic. And we did. This is a major missing piece of most leaders’ and teams’ performance dashboard. You’ll read about the diagnostic in chapter 2 and experience it in the pages that follow. That was the genesis of the Greenlight Research Institute, an applied research body dedicated to designing practical interventions, which we call high-return teamship practices. We draw together primary research from the likes of Oxford, Wharton, the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), and Harvard Business School, matched with real-world observations over twenty years of “laboratory” experience of coaching the world’s top teams. I know that Never Eat Alone was such a sensation because it was so chock-full of simple practices that, if tried, could be game-changing. This book follows the same formula: there are more than thirty teamship practices to try.

INTRODUCING TEAMSHIP

For decades the role of the leader was elevated. But the world’s best teams don’t win because of leadership alone. They win largely because of their teamship. A good leader gives feedback. A great leader assures the team gives each other feedback. A good leader holds members of the team accountable; a great leader assures the team holds each other accountable. A good leader keeps the energy of the team strong; a great leader assures the team is responsible for each other’s energy. But more than the leader, it’s the responsibility of the team itself. Drop the leader from the prior comments and a great team gives each other feedback. A great team holds each other accountable. A great team is responsible for each other’s energy. We will explore the data behind that analysis—the three thousand diagnostic assessments conducted with teams over twenty years of coaching—throughout this book.

WHY TEAMSHIP MATTERS

We expect everything of the leader and give too little focus to the teammates and their responsibility to each other. We’ve all but ignored how to extract billions of dollars of shareholder value from the interdependency of talent in and among teams. When we refer to a team, we don’t just refer to the org chart, we mean the group working to achieve what needs to get done. Work happens in networks of teams. Upgrading teams and what it means to be a great teammate is one of the least-curated and underleveraged opportunities for accelerating business outcomes today. In fact, our research has uncovered that some of the greatest erosion of shareholder value comes from one single debilitating habit of most teammates: conflict avoidance. Teamship and our practices address that.

We have grown an elevated respect and admiration for the image of a great leader. Yet, large companies and titans find themselves disrupted and toppled by start-ups with founder teams that have teamship born into their everyday behaviors and practices who commit to the mission and to each other. They are the lion’s share of the top disruptive 15 percent of the teams discovered by our research, something we will begin to explore more in the next chapter. There is too little discussion about how a leader can encourage and shift teams from these all-too-present old behaviors to the world-class behaviors, processes, practices, and tools of teamship that the world of work demands today.

Teamship is engineered for today’s volatile world. The volatility and performance pressure in the world around us call for extreme and collective purposefulness of teammates. We should have no time for frozen routines and ossified protocols that pose obstacles to growth. In my last book, Competing in the New World of Work, I described a methodology called radical adaptability, based on interviews and observations with more than two thousand leaders about accelerating change through uncertainty. Radical adaptability calls for a culture rooted in foresight, inclusion, agility, and resilience and the team behaviors and practices that will drive that. The aim is a working culture of agile and bold innovation and broader co-creation that happens in an accelerated way. The 10 shifts that are required to build teamship reflect today’s world of hybrid work with networked teams. They speak to the need for a changing work contract and agility in a radically changing environment. They address issues that simply did not have the same place on the agenda two decades ago, like diversity, equity, and inclusion, or the emergence of artificial intelligence and its potential to transform team collaboration. To transform business outcomes in today’s world, a new working culture needs to be forged into being.

THE TEAMSHIP FRAMEWORK

Ultimately, the shift to teamship has two driving forces:


	Co-elevating behaviors. Co-elevation is the agreement among teammates that we coach teams to achieve. Co-elevation is the contract of a group of people deeply committed to achieving a mission, but also deeply committed to lifting each other up while achieving that mission. That means that teammates will not withhold the truth, we will not be conflict-avoidant, and we will share what we’re feeling with each other. In our coaching we join the staff meetings and help a team to realize that even though there may be different disciplines or divisions represented in the room, they all need to share the same enterprise goal. It will free up 30 percent of a leader’s time to have the team step up. And in addition, commiting to a team of co-elevating peers in the room will allow you to accelerate innovation, boldness, and extraordinary outcomes. We will learn more about awakening to Co-elevating behaviors in chapter 2.

	Twenty-first-century collaborative processes and tools. This means no longer relying on old-school, ineffective meetings as the primary form of collaboration by (a) adopting asynchronous working patterns and collaboration software to shift whole cycles of collaboration ahead of meetings; (b) fostering more inclusive collaboration by again leveraging software to involve more people in co-creation to achieve bolder thinking without slowing things down; (c) adopting agile as an enterprise-wide operating system, not just in engineering or project management but from the C-suite team down; (d) thinking about how AI becomes part of the team. We will talk more about collaborative process, software, AI, and enterprise agile in chapters 6 and 7.



We can break down the big shift to teamship into 10 behaviorial and process shifts and simple practices that increasingly move from traditional command-and-control leadership to peers co-leading the team. This kind of leadership is seldom taught, as it’s not the traditional leader-led model that we have all grown to expect.

Let’s look at each shift in a little more detail:


	Shifting from hub-and-spoke to the leader to Co-elevation of the team
The first shift is awakening team members to the hope and possibility of a new way of being and a heightened level of performance. We introduce the diagnostic exercise that starts to reveal the team’s current state and gives them their first glimpse of how things could be if they choose to agree to a new social contract, to try on a different set of behaviors among them. This is the aha moment, reinforced by repeated application of new practices, which helps a team realize that something quite different is possible. The diagnostic features throughout the book.


	Shifting from conflict avoidance to candor
There are no back-channel conversations in world-class teams, no critical direct messages between teammates about one another. Teammates have shifted to an agreement to care enough about each other’s success that nothing will be withheld from each other or the team that might be valuable to achieving better outcomes.


	Shifting from serendipitous relationships to purposeful team bond-building
Here we shift from accidental or serendipitous relationships at the proverbial watercooler to very purposeful bond-building that engineers trust and true understanding among peers. Teams that have shifted to purposeful bonding, especially those who are hybrid, have reaped high cultural rewards well above relying on the old walk down the hallway.


	Shifting from individual to team resilience
This shift is for the team to accept the job of owning and lifting up each other’s energy and sustaining team resilience. Having each other’s back. Where do we turn when we hit a wall? Taking notice and responsibility for our energy levels can’t just be our lone responsibility or even the job of the leader or HR anymore, it’s our job as teammates.


	Shifting to elevate collaboration: broader co-creation, and the adoption of meeting shifting
Holding a meeting isn’t the only form of collaboration—meetings are not even the first form of collaboration. We must shift to a bolder and more inclusive approach to collaboration that leads to a greater diversity of thinking and more innovative ideas from a broader network of stakeholders—inside and outside the organization. Ultimately, world-class teams think of collaboration not as a meeting but as a Collaboration Stack—a series of different modes of collaboration, from asynchronous to in-person, each of which must be purposefully engineered for. Even fully remote teams realize the importance of regular in-person engagement. Collaboration today must also include the introduction of new teamship processes and tools and the regular leverage of software, incorporating the perspectives of both human and AI teammates.


	Shifting to executive and Team Agile
The simple but powerful shift to an agile team process is the only viable operating system to navigate today’s volatility and allow us to constantly look around corners and adapt to and accelerate the achievement of bold initiatives.


	Shifting from a culture of leader-led praise to peer celebration and recognition
For all the tough conversations and peer-to-peer accountability involved in teamship, we cannot forget the power of recognition and celebration, and like all other shifts, we can have it in abundance if it is engineered to come from our peers and not just our boss. Recognition and celebration keep driving us forward in the face of unprecedented obstacles and it’s needed often, and from all around us.


	Shifting to diversity, inclusion, and belonging
If you had a team to coach for six months to become the shining emblem of diversity, equity, and inclusion, what would you do? This was the question I asked leaders at a World Economic Forum meeting in 2023. The most innovative teams relish and build greatness out of diverse perspectives. Turning what are often the unspoken and sensitive divides of otherness and privilege into bonding and productive conversations can have a massive impact on a team’s ability to leverage the whole potential of the team for breakthrough innovation.


	Shifting to a team of seekers who are each other’s coaches
In a world-class team, we are all constantly seeking growth, and this shift is from expecting the leader to be our coach to accepting our teammates as our coaches and holding each other accountable for our performance and growth.


	Shifting from silos to alignment
When teams adopt the 10 shifts, they achieve what most fail to achieve and sustain: true and constant alignment even through all the twists and turns of a volatile world and becoming a radically adaptable team. But this is not about shifting mindsets alone. Shifting from old behaviors to Co-elevating behaviors along with the processes and tools of teamship turns our high-return practices into everyday team habits. One of my favorite sayings is, “We don’t think our way into new ways of acting, we act our way into new ways of thinking.” It’s true.




At each stage of the transformation journey to teamship—as psychological safety grows, bold innovation accelerates, and breakthrough results follow—a suite of teamship practices turn the behaviors into reflexes: team habits.

INTRODUCING TEAMSHIP PRACTICES

Through our research and monitoring of thousands of teams, when we see what one might consider a “best practice” we take it out, refine it with secondary research, and reapply it to other teams in our research set until we know it will measurably move the needle. It then becomes a high-return teamship practice and we coach it into the teams we work with. Teamship practices are the easiest way to get your team to adopt a new behavior, and eventually a new mindset. A typical teamship practice is a simple, targeted task that is relatively easy to implement and, if repeated, will dramatically increase a team’s effectiveness. Each chapter contains several practices that are designed to achieve behavioral change, improve team functioning, and improve the health of the overall organization. These practices have been the differentiating value of our team coaching for years—changing the culture of organizations through the practices and work of their teams. They have allowed us to scale our coaching beyond just me and to easily hire many coaches who are able to help teams bring these high-return teamship practices to life through repeated use over a six-month period. Coaches and teammates alike can become coaches of teamship in their work. It was this awareness that my own coaching could be scaled, and my desire to have a greater impact on the world of business and society, that made me decide to publish these practices and give all of you the same access as my coaches and clients have had to these shifts and practices. In your hands, you and your teammates can use Co-elevating behaviors, processes, and tools and move to teamship. The best next step is to nominate a teamship ambassador on the team who is passionate for the change and will assure everyone gives all the shifts and practices a healthy shot of adoption. In time, we all will become teamship ambassadors, but for starters, when the rest of us are quick to forget and fall back on old habits, having one ambassador with the leader and the team will help coach the new behaviors into play.

OUR JOURNEY TO TEAMSHIP

For the last twenty years, I’ve been coaching teams through the 10 shifts in six months with transformational results. Ideally, you are going to work through this book as a team, learning new behaviors and high-return practices together, trying them on iteratively. Throughout the book, you will be given a set of diagnostic questions that will help your team understand the difference between their current behaviors and practices and what’s possible for a world-class team on a teamship journey. Use this book as a workbook as you move through the shift in each chapter and its associated teamship practices. You will be surprised how adopting the high-return practices will quickly bring
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