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INTRODUCTION [image: ]

Ask the name of the villain in the Harry Potter saga, and almost everyone will answer Lord Voldemort. But as a social scientist who studies group dynamics, I see a far more pernicious villain: the Sorting Hat.

When placed upon the heads of aspiring eleven-year-old magic-users, the Sorting Hat assigns each student to one of four “houses”. Each house has strong distinguishing traits – the brave are separated from the brainy, the loyal from the devious. Uniforms mark students’ house memberships wherever they go. The houses compete against one another in almost every aspect of school life. Students root against, and often vilify, those from other houses while supporting their own. Over the course of seven thick books, no one ever leaves the house to which the Sorting Hat assigned them. Nor does anyone seek to dispose of the hat and its sinister grouping, despite the clear role it plays in drawing the dividing lines for the wars that bookend the story.

The Sorting Hat can remain a hidden villain because it seems so familiar in our world. We don’t need magical headwear to sort people. Our brains do it for us. You carry an inner sorting hat with you wherever you go. Human society is built on sorting ourselves and others into groups. We sort people based on broad characteristics like nationality, politics and gender. We also sort people into smaller, tight-knit groups, such as family, friends, a work team, a sports team or a band.

We are collective creatures. Our memberships in ever-shifting, overlapping groups govern our experience of the world. Many of us wake up among family or roommates but then go to work and behave quite differently among our coworkers. After work, we may meet up with friends and think and act differently again. We may spontaneously stumble into a group for a few minutes, like a street performer’s audience or a disgruntled group of stranded commuters waiting on a delayed train. In each situation, we think and behave differently because of how we believe we fit within that group.

Understanding human behaviour means understanding group dynamics – the obvious and hidden ways in which our thoughts, feelings and behaviours are shaped by groups. In nearly every moment of our lives, we feel the pull of groups whispering to us to conform to the unspoken rules of being among other humans. In the street performer’s audience, we clap when others clap and feel the swell of others’ enjoyment. Without even realizing it, we conform to avoid standing out, applauding along even when we’re privately unimpressed. We compete for acclaim from our fellow group members at work and at home, and when outsiders threaten them, we defend our collectives as if they were part of ourselves. Taken to extremes, our inner sorting hats have guided humanity’s greatest accomplishments… and our greatest evils.



The Emergency Rescue Committee

In 1940, American journalist Varian Fry went to Marseille, France, “with $3,000 taped to his leg, a list of 200 endangered artists and intellectuals, and instructions to help them evacuate.” Fry didn’t show up and rescue 200 people on his own – he built a group. And that group, known as the Emergency Rescue Committee (ERC), helped more than 2,000 refugees escape the Nazis in a little over a year.

When he went to France, Fry was equipped with a clear, important goal, but he had little guidance on how to accomplish it. He was no diplomat, no secret agent. “I had never done underground work before,” Fry wrote. “And I did not know a single person on the list… I was at a complete loss about how to begin, and where.”

Fry started with writing letters to the two hundred refugees on his list. Some, like philosopher Walter Benjamin, had already died by suicide to avoid capture. But most still needed Fry’s help. Soon after he arrived, word of Fry’s mission spread. The hotel where he was staying was quickly overrun with requests from thousands looking for passage out of France.

Fry couldn’t do it alone. He needed a team.

He soon found one. Labour activist Frank Bohn was working to get his fellow union members out of the country and shared what he had learned with Fry. Heiress Mary Jayne Gold funded much of the ERC’s work, used her social skills and connections, and later, worked with British intelligence to oppose the Nazis. Albert Hirschman, a young political activist, aspiring economist, and refugee, worked tirelessly to help other refugees find unmarked trails over the towering Pyrenees mountains while evading French and German authorities. Former police officer Daniel Bénédite helped manage operations and evade law enforcement when needed. Cartoonist Willi Spira falsified immigration documents. Administrator Lena Fishman, who was fluent in Russian, Polish and Spanish, wrote letters and interviewed refugees. Even when their freedom and lives were threatened, each member played their part because the bonds that held them together were stronger than self-interest.

A purely self centred, individualistic view of humanity can’t explain the ERC’s existence. When you ruminate on overwhelming problems, like the rise of the Nazis, it’s natural to feel helpless. And when confronted with real threats, it’s easy to look out for yourself – breaking bonds, rather than forming them.

Yet we can see both the good and the evil of group dynamics in the ERC’s story. To the good, the ERC leveraged the social glue that group membership provides, which allows us to cooperate even in the direst of circumstances. At the extreme, some of those in the ERC suffered and died to help fellow group members.

But the ERC was necessary because the Nazis had weaponised the dark sides of our group-based thinking. They fed our inner sorting hat’s ugly hungers, praising “us” and blaming “them”. So many people perpetrated or tolerated unspeakable cruelty during the murder of millions of innocent people. Although Nazi Germany is one of the most potent examples of weaponising group thinking, it isn’t hard to see people still exploiting our tendencies to favour some groups and vilify others today. It happens in the schoolyard, the workplace and at the heights of political power.

Our loyalty to our own groups and our villainy toward others permeate the stories that epitomise humanity. The wonderful and terrible aspects of human behaviour can be explained, understood and even tamed by the overlooked science of group dynamics. The research I’ll share with you in this book holds the keys to understanding why humans cooperate, conform and compete. That science also holds the secrets to what you can do about it.



Why Should I Read a Book about Group Dynamics?

Because collective living is inescapable, humans navigate its peculiarities, promises and perils every day. From the macro to micro level – the nation-state to the work meeting, the religion we follow to the family barbecue – group dynamics are shaping our lives. Our ability to cooperate is the foundation of human accomplishment. Nearly every scientific discovery, world-changing business, desert island musical album, and legendary sports team has a great group at its core. But we spend surprisingly little time thinking about what groups really are, how they work and how to get the best out of them.

What most people do know about group dynamics isn’t good. Groups pique our interest for all the wrong reasons: conformity, polarisation, prejudice, conflict and general mass stupidity. Politicians prey on the dark side of our inner sorting hat, prompting us to blame, dehumanise and mistreat anyone who isn’t part of our group. Social media isolates us from the communities we live in while strengthening intergroup hate and intolerance. Our tendency to sort ourselves and others into groups underlies political conflict, war and atrocity.

We need better groups – groups that are solutions, not problems. It’s time to break out of individualistic mindsets that see groups as necessary evils. It’s time to tell a different story about the amazing, but overlooked, power of groups to achieve great things – under the right conditions. Whether you want to change yourself, your work group or the world, you need to work with the invisible forces of group dynamics instead of being mindlessly pushed around by them.

In this book, you’ll discover how to use the science of group dynamics to live and work together better. The secrets to getting the best from our groups – and from ourselves – are embedded within six conditions you can use to promote effective cooperation: composition, goals, tasks, norms, psychological safety and coaching. Shaping these conditions allows you to unlock the power hidden in the overlooked science of group dynamics. Understanding them is the key to building effective, deeply rewarding groups.

This book isn’t just for traditional team leaders; it’s for everyone who wants to understand human behaviour and the world around them. Good group thinking can improve your relationships at home, at work or at school. It can help you make better decisions, be more creative and feel like you truly belong.

Pieces of the group dynamics puzzle are scattered across social sciences, including social psychology, sociology, economics, anthropology, political science, neuroscience and management. Bringing together the latest research that helps explain everything from billionaire yacht-collecting habits to the discovery of DNA’s secrets to Star Trek villains, my goal in this book is to provide you with a deep yet accessible overview of what science has taught us (and what it hasn’t) about groups and explore how we can use scientific research on group dynamics to change and better understand ourselves.

I was a part of dozens – maybe hundreds – of groups in my first career as a professional jazz trumpet player. I played with groups that lasted for decades (like the Either/Orchestra) and with others for minutes (like in jam sessions). I’ve always been fascinated by how strangers can spontaneously become more than the sum of their parts. Somehow, I managed to convince Harvard University to give me a PhD as I searched for the answers. Today, as an organisational scientist and professor at University College London, I teach students, executives and government leaders how to lead, help and coach teams and organisations to live up to their potential.

Throughout the book, I’ll share stories from both my own and others’ experiences so you can picture what the insights gained from rigorous social science research really feel like – and hopefully apply them in your own life. These stories are like handles that allow you to grasp the scientific research that brings together hundreds of thousands of people’s experiences. That should be more reliable than the anecdotal lessons from any single person – me, you, a famous athlete, a celebrity or a business executive – which are too often how people learn about group dynamics and leadership.

This book is divided into four main sections, each composed of three or four chapters. Section I: Cooperation will explain what groups are and how we derive the major benefit of collective living – striving toward common goals to achieve more than we could alone. Next, we focus on two other important consequences of our collective tendencies: conformity in Section II and competition in Section III, both of which have well-documented dangers – and surprising benefits. I’ll explain how science teaches us to manage these paradoxes of group life so you can have a truly effective collective. Finally, in Section IV: Leading Groups, we’ll reimagine leadership not as the province of individual heroes and villains, but as a team sport in which we all do our part to improve and maintain our group’s fundamental structure. Along the way, I’ll offer “Group Thoughts” – practical applications of the principles covered in that section, which I hope will allow you to use the insights more easily.

This book has a lot of terrain to explore, bringing together hundreds of studies conducted over several decades. As such, we’ll take a high-level view of group dynamics that provides a new perspective on our social world. I think of such perspectives as lenses, like infrared goggles that reveal patterns we normally can’t see.

Seeing the world from a collective perspective is transformative. Adopting a group lens for understanding human behaviour illuminates new facets of common and extraordinary moments, allowing us to see the invisible forces at play in shaping our day-to-day lives. At work and in life, you’ll rethink everything when you observe the social world at the group level, rather than in terms of individuals. It will give you a collective edge.

Let’s find out how.
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SECTION I Cooperation [image: ]

Although we live and work in groups, our minds have a bias toward individualistic explanations for both our own and others’ behaviour. This leads us to overlook the role of groups and group dynamics in shaping the world (Chapter 1). But group dynamics are the key to cooperation – the superpower that has enabled us to take over the planet. The apex of cooperation is group synergy – when collections of individuals are literally more than the sum of their parts (Chapter 2). Alas, synergy is rare, and groups are usually less than the sum of their parts because of predictable (and often avoidable) process losses in effort and coordination. To maximise our chances of synergy, we have three main tools that provide structure for groups: task design, group composition and goals (Chapter 3). Whether you are a group leader or the newest member of a team, you should use these tools at a crucial time in group development: launch (Chapter 4).






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] The Myth of the Lone Genius The Allure of Individualism in a Group-Based World

Geneticist James Watson received perhaps the highest honour a scientist can get in today’s society: in the BBC biopic about his life, Life Story, he was portrayed by Jeff Goldblum (you know, the actor who played the scientist in Jurassic Park and The Fly). Oh, and Watson also won the Nobel Prize.

Life Story (known as The Race for the Double Helix in the USA dramatises the duel between two teams to discover the structure of DNA. On one side was the dynamic duo of Watson, the brash American Batman, and his reserved British Robin, biophysicist Francis Crick. On the other side were boring, methodical, British stick-in-the-mud scientists Maurice Wilkins and Rosalind Franklin.

According to Watson’s memoir, The Double Helix, on which the film is based, Wilkins and Franklin were sitting on the data needed to crack the case. But they lacked the imagination to see it. The critical data were contained in Franklin’s new X-ray image of DNA, known as “Photograph 51”. Watson tells us that he secretly gained access to Photograph 51 and the accompanying data files over the objections of Franklin, Wilkins’s surly subordinate. “Clearly Rosy had to go or be put in her place,” Watson wrote, disregarding that no one called her “Rosy”, and she wasn’t Wilkins’s subordinate. “There was no denying she had a good brain. If only she could keep her emotions under control.” Watson told the world he had his eureka moment after one look at the ill-gotten image, seeing what Franklin and Wilkins could not – the “secret to life”.

There’s only one problem with all this: it isn’t true. (Okay, there are other problems, like the toxic sexism.) There was no race between the two teams – Franklin shared the data willingly, viewing it as a collaboration between her team and Watson and Crick’s. Watson and Crick biographers Matthew Cobb and Nathaniel Comfort recently found new evidence clarifying Franklin’s role in the Nobel-winning discovery. As they told Science News:


We found a program of a Royal Society exhibition… [that includes] a brief summary of the structure of DNA signed by everybody, presented by Franklin. It was like a school science fair. She’s standing there in front of a model explaining it to everybody, and all their names are on it [Franklin, Wilkins, Watson and Crick]. So this isn’t a race that’s been won by Watson and Crick. I mean, they did get there first, don’t get us wrong. But it wasn’t seen that way at the time. They could not have done it without the data from Franklin and Wilkins. And everybody—at least at this stage in 1953—is accepting that and seems okay with it… We’re moving away from the Hollywood thriller that Watson wrote, where [Watson’s] sneaked some data. That version is really exciting. It’s just not true. [We’re moving] to something that’s much more collaborative.



That’s right, the discovery of the secret to life wasn’t Watson’s heroic genius, as implied in the book. Nor was it the duo of Watson and Crick from the movie. This discovery required a collective.

Why did we need a group to crack the structure of DNA? Like a lot of science, you need deep expertise to even understand what questions to ask and how to answer them. Neither Watson nor Crick could have produced Photograph 51 or collected the data about what it depicted. Franklin and Wilkins, however, were world leaders in X-ray crystallography and its application to DNA.

But Franklin and Wilkins were missing two things Watson and Crick brought – Crick’s expertise in wet, living structures and Watson’s talent for creating theoretical models without data. DNA looks quite different when wet, which is when it is in its active, double-helix form. Wilkins, who had the idea to use X-ray crystallography on DNA and hired Franklin, knew that Franklin’s expertise was in interpreting the dry form. And Franklin herself didn’t think much of theoretical modelling, preferring to wait for data. The DNA structure problem was too complicated for any one person to deal with. You couldn’t just add up their expertise; you needed to multiply contributions from all four people.

Why, then, don’t quizmasters credit the whole super-team of Franklin, Wilkins, Watson and Crick? Partially because Watson was a bit of an attention-hogging asshole. Even Crick and Wilkins (who shared the 1962 Nobel with Watson) protested Watson’s based-on-a-true-story book, leading Harvard University Press to cut ties with him. In his later life, Watson made a hobby of advancing racist, sexist and anti-Semitic theories. As late as 2018, he continued to insist on genetic race- and sex-based differences in intelligence with no evidence. The scientific community ostracised him; biologist Edward O. Wilson called him “the most unpleasant human being I had ever met”. Even the lab he directed stripped him of his titles because he wouldn’t stop spewing hatred.

Of course, it wasn’t just Watson’s fault that Franklin didn’t get the credit she deserved. Because they shared Watson’s sexism, many people were unwilling to recognise her contribution to the discovery. Rosalind Franklin died of ovarian cancer in 1958, before Watson’s book and the Nobel Prize committee overlooked her; she didn’t get a chance to tell her own version of the story. It has long been public knowledge that Watson’s account glorified himself and demeaned Franklin’s contribution in overtly sexist ways. Yet in 2012, the US Library of Congress named The Double Helix one of eighty-eight “Books That Shaped America”. Among science enthusiasts, Watson and Crick are household names; Wilkins, Franklin and others involved in the discovery still don’t get their due.



We’re suckers for stories of individual greatness – “Great Man” theories of genius and innovation. History books attribute almost every human accomplishment to an individual (usually a man) like Watson. But like The Double Helix, these stories only scratch the surface. If we dig, we usually find a group doing the actual work. The lone genius is more myth than reality. Groups make the world go round.

In one of my favourite studies, titled “The Increasing Dominance of Teams in Production of Knowledge”, Northwestern University researchers Stefan Wuchty, Benjamin F. Jones and Brian Uzzi investigated whether groups produce more knowledge than individuals. They looked at all the discoveries from 1955 to 2000 that they could get their hands on – 19.8 million research articles and 2.1 million patents. The share of team (relative to individual) discoveries grew in every STEM (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) field. And the teams themselves also grew. “In the sciences,” the authors wrote, “team size has grown steadily each year and nearly doubled from 1.9 to 3.5 authors per paper over 45 years.” Team discoveries were far more likely to be influential breakthroughs that future scientists, inventors and entrepreneurs built upon. “For example, a team-authored paper in science and engineering is currently 6.3 times more likely than a solo-authored paper to receive at least 1,000 citations,” they added. That’s the academic equivalent of a blockbuster; most papers receive fewer than ten.

It wasn’t always like this. In the 1950s, solo scientists and inventors were more likely to fail but also more likely to make breakthrough discoveries. But the odds that working alone is a winning strategy have got worse as the years have passed.

We can only speculate why teams appear to have got better – or individuals have got worse – at discovery and invention. Many scientists believe that the world is simply more complicated than it used to be. The discoveries you can make alone by getting into the bathtub or sitting under an apple tree are long since made. It takes a lifetime just to master one tiny, specialised slice of the universe. There’s also evidence that this is right – science, education and work are all getting more specialised. You can be an expert in mitochondrial phylogenetics, but not all of biology. And the problems that need solving demand expertise from multiple domains, which now means you have to work with a team. The days of Renaissance polymaths like Leonardo da Vinci and Maria Sibylla Merian, a German illustrator and entomologist who taught the world about metamorphosis, might be over.

But to explain the increasing advantage of teams in producing knowledge, I think two other factors are more important than a specialised, complex world. First, humans have simply got better at collaboration – we are constantly improving our ability to communicate and collaborate across time and space. (Although it may not seem like it if you are stuck in a pointless work meeting.) Second, individuals may not have been doing much of the science and inventing in the first place. Like Watson, some individuals were just better at taking the credit for themselves. For instance, who invented the light bulb? If you said Thomas Edison, you’d be wrong. Incandescent light bulbs were invented before Edison was born. Edison was building on the work of many others when he filed his patent for a commercially viable, mass-market light bulb. But even that version of the light bulb was a group effort: he worked with his group of “Muckers”, whose names are mostly forgotten, to create it. But Edison put his name on the patent and took the credit, and the rest is history.

We are accustomed to heroic stories from the history of human accomplishment – some brilliant, underappreciated genius toiling alone, overcoming rejection and failure. A general with a clever plan, leading the troops to an unlikely victory. We remember the individual but forget the group.

Our struggle to discern the role of groups in our lives is part of one of the most important discoveries of social psychology: the “fundamental attribution error”. Attribution refers to explaining why a person has behaved as they have. Why was Mike late for that meeting? And the error is too much individualism – we default to personality as our core explanation. In our heads, we think Mike was late because he’s flaky. We don’t consider that, as he was about to leave for the meeting, his ailing mother might have called him for help.

The same is true on the positive side of the coin. When someone founds a billion pound business, it’s because they’re a genius. We don’t consider the advantages they may have had in their lives. When trying to understand others’ behaviour, we don’t give enough credence to the groups and situations that helped or hurt them along the way.

We have similar problems when thinking about how we contribute to groups. You (yes, you, too) are prone to “egocentric biases” – our brain’s tendency to artificially inflate our own importance and contributions. A famous example is the Lake Wobegon Effect, named for the fictional town in A Prairie Home Companion where “all the children are above average”. A 2018 study, for instance, found that 65 per cent of Americans believe they have above-average intelligence. Average should be exactly 50 per cent, so at least 15 per cent of us are overestimating ourselves.

These individualistic fallacies get concentrated in groups, such that everyone becomes a bit James Watson-y and overclaims credit for the group’s accomplishments. One representative study asked members to estimate their percentage contribution to their group’s performance. If everyone was perfectly accurate, the sum would be 100 per cent. But because most people overestimated their value to the group, the total was much, much more than that. In one experiment, members’ estimates added up to 235 per cent!

Together, egocentrism and individualism lead us to misunderstand both success and failure – we overestimate our own role in success, overlooking the groups that helped us get there. And whether a group succeeds or fails, we look for the one person who should get all the praise or blame.

In other words, taking a collective perspective is hard. Our brains struggle to “see” the influence of groups that are all around us. We prefer individualistic explanations to collective ones, especially when things go wrong.

Even understanding what a group is can be tricky. After all, we can’t credit or blame groups appropriately if we don’t understand what they are. So to get it right, we first need to understand: what is a group anyway?


Scenes from a Jam Session

On Thursday evenings, I sling my trumpet case over my shoulder and head out to a club in East London called Grow. When I arrive, the house band, Stratos, is already going strong. The band is playing a kind of modern jazz that evokes the 1960s music of saxophonists Wayne Shorter and Joe Henderson. Stratos is a quartet, led by bassist Rio and tenor saxophonist Dom, and flanked by a drummer and guitarist. Standing in a pack of around forty twenty- and thirtysomethings, with a drink in hand, I take in the music. The musicians are rising stars of the London scene; playing at Grow is an opportunity for them to stretch themselves without the constraints of a “function gig” like a wedding reception, fancy office party, or jazz brunch.

In the second song of the second set, Rio calls me to the stage and asks what I want to play. The first song was up-tempo, so I call for the more spacey and relaxed “Beatrice” by Sam Rivers. Jam sessions like this one allow attending musicians to jump in and out of performing on stage. After that song, other musicians come up and join us. Dom goes to have a drink, leaving me as the only horn player on stage, so I front the band for the rest of the evening (although he returns for the last song of the night).

After the set, a few people crowd around the stage, asking questions. “How did you become part of the band?” “Where are you all playing next?” “How did you all meet?”

I’m not a member of the group, I explain.

The question is: why am I not part of the group? Outside observers clearly perceived me to be. Objectively, I played just as much, or perhaps more, of the second set than some of the musicians who were paid to be there. Yet neither I nor the other musicians believe I’m part of Stratos. In fact, we know I’m not part of the group – I’m just sitting in.

So how do we know who is part of a group, if not by their objective behaviour or others’ perceptions? Well, it comes down to the fact that Stratos and I all agree that I’m not in the group – that the group has clear boundaries.

The dividing lines between groups aren’t always so clear-cut, however. Group can refer to a spectrum of collections of individuals, from broad social categories to small teams. What Liverpudlians, spelunkers and the cast of Friends have in common is (a) they are composed of multiple individuals (most studies suggest you need at least three people to be considered a group) and (b) it’s possible to distinguish who’s included from who isn’t. But groups vary widely in size, function and how long they stay together – as well as how clear it is who is a member and who is not. Can we really think of a group like The Beatles in the same way we think of a broad social category like Americans? Well, sort of…

Our inner sorting hats are laser-focused on finding potential patterns in collections of people. Unfortunately, this phenomenon of group perception has perhaps the worst name in all social science: “group entitativity”. (Try saying it out loud…) Although unpleasant to write, read and say, group entitativity has a potentially transformational idea within it: no collection of humans can be perceived without our inner sorting hat inferring their group memberships, especially their relationships to one another. In other words, for any collection of people, there’s always a bit of what we’ll call “groupiness”.

I understand why people watching the Grow jam session thought I was part of the band, because the main four signs of groupiness were all present. We were standing on stage together (proximity). We are all jazz musicians who clearly know some of the same music (similarity). And there’s a clear pattern to our interaction – we play a melody, then take turns improvising solos, then return to the melody (recognisable interaction patterns). And if things go well, we’re all up there on stage to receive the applause or, if they don’t go so well, dodge the overripe produce (members share a common fate).

It’s pretty logical that these four clues – proximity, similarity, recognisable interaction patterns, and common fate – signal groupiness. If people are in the same place at the same time, they probably have some similarity. And further signals of similarity – like uniforms, a family resemblance, or showing common interests like jazz, juggling or jousting – make a collection of individuals seem even groupier. If there’s a recognisable pattern to individuals’ interactions, it signals familiarity. And when people share a common fate in addition to these other cues, that’s the groupiest!

Because talking about high and low levels of groupiness is inconvenient, many people find it helpful to label different kinds of groups. At the lowest levels of groupiness are social categories: labels for shared attributes like introverts, foodies or spelunkers. Or more commonly, race, gender and age group (e.g., babies, teens, millennials, Gen X, etc.). Although social categories denote similarity, members of a social category often lack proximity, interaction patterns and a common fate. They aren’t very groupy.

Crowds like the audience at Grow are groupier than social categories. The proximity of crowds can imply similarity (what kind of person comes to Grow late on a Thursday night?) and shared purpose (hanging out, listening to music, drinking) and raises the potential for a common fate (the audience listens to the same music; if the roof caves in, they experience it together). There might even be patterns of interaction, like clapping, getting quiet or waiting in the queue at the bar.

A little groupier are coacting groups, like people who work in a customer-service call centre. You all work in the same place for the same organisation and are doing the same basic work. But for coacting groups, most of the work is independent, and common fate is weaker than the groupiest of groups: teams.

The classic definition of team was coined by my mentor and collaborator, the late J. Richard Hackman, whose research inspired much of what you’ll read here. Richard was a literal and figurative giant in group dynamics: a burly six feet, six inches tall, with a tremendous basso profundo voice. He loved junk food – so much so that, when I was in grad school, I kept popcorn and sweets near my desk to lure him there. And he defined what it means to be a real team: a bounded collection of individuals that works interdependently toward a common purpose. Real teams are the easiest groups to identify – sports teams, jazz combos or work teams – because they have all four groupiness triggers: proximity, similarity, recognisable interaction patterns and a common fate.

[image: A ladder diagram showing group cohesion from low to high, with categories: social categories, crowds, co-acting groups, and real teams.]
Description 1

Real teams are humanity’s best tool for solving problems. Collaboration works when we know who we’re working with and learn each other’s strengths and idiosyncrasies, like who needs a text reminder for the meeting or a Diet Coke to really think clearly. The new businesses, bands, sports dynasties and political activists who change the world for the better have historically been real teams, like the ERC.

But real teams are becoming an endangered species. The COVID pandemic and remote work accelerated an un-teaming trend that was already occurring. Old conceptions of teams are weakening at work. Flexible work arrangements like working from home are flummoxing managers who used to relying on proximity to determine patterns of interaction. In many of the organisations I work with, teams last a few weeks at most; they work together on a single project and then move on. And many never meet face-to-face. Groupiness at work is weaker than ever.

Our collective tendencies aren’t just weaker in our work lives; we’re living in an age of unprecedented individualism. The decline of collectivism – the belief that we are all part of a larger whole – has rendered the world nearly unrecognisable to our ancestors from a century ago. From 1900 to 2000, individualistic values have increased and collectivist values have declined all over the world. More people live alone than ever before. Families are smaller. We spend less time hanging out with our friends and neighbours. We even speak with more individualistic language, using words like unique, personal and independent at higher than ever rates. More than ever before, we are taught to think of ourselves as islands isolated from the many collectives of which we are a part.

It’s no wonder that we look to individuals as the cause of good and ill: stars and bad apples, celebrities and outcasts, heroes and villains. We glorify the individual, attributing people’s accomplishments to their individual traits. Their moxie, talent and humility explain their success. Their indolence, softness and entitlement explain their failures.

If you picked up this book in a bookshop, you may have seen it beside biographies of celebrities or books full of tips and tricks to keep the island of “you” healthy and happy in a turbulent world. For too many people, the individual is the most interesting and important topic – and the locus of change in the world. Solutions are tailored to our individualistic mindsets, where improvements start and end between our ears, not among each other.

But this focus on the individual doesn’t seem to be improving the world. People feel lonelier and more isolated than ever before. Our mental health has been declining and we have become a society teeming with stress, anxiety, and depression. As sociologist Robert Putnam observed decades ago, the threads that connect our communities – our neighbourhoods, schools and families – have frayed. It’s harder than ever to get us to make common cause with one another.

If you learn to live and work collectively and effectively, you can help reverse these trends. You can strike a balance that honours each individual in a way that strengthens the collective, rather than weakening it. You can find your equivalent of jam sessions, where you connect with others. You can bring together your family, friends, neighbours and coworkers to cooperate. Groups offer a vehicle to accomplish what you can’t do alone and provide a sense of belonging. The antidote to many ills is embedded within group dynamics. Good group thinking can strengthen relationships, helping us stick together and, like the ERC, make “we” more important than “me”.

The takeaway is to put on your group glasses when you want to understand or change the world. To go beyond the individualistic explanations for your own behaviour and for that of others. A collective perspective offers new avenues to improve your life and the lives of others. And if you play your cards right, your group can become more than the sum of its parts and find a near-mythical collective state: synergy.
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