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Introduction



When Getting Things Done was first published in 2001, it was a game changer. By uncovering the principles of healthy high performance at an individual level, it offered a reliable road map out of overwhelm and transformed the experience of work and leisure for millions.* The book continues to transform lives around the world and has spawned a global network of professionals who bring to life its principles for thousands of learners each month in coaching and seminars. Decades later, we know that GTD® works for individuals, but it has also become clear that the best way to build on that individual success is at the team level.


THE TEAM GAME


This book is about teams, what can go wrong with them, and our perspectives on what to do to restore effective teaming. In this book we want to do for teams what David originally did for individuals: clarify the principles of healthy high performance, then offer a road map for leveraging them in organizations seeking productive collaboration and effective leadership. We’ll share our experience of ways to enhance your awareness of the “field of play” and offer tools and interventions that will bring a new level of flow to how work gets done on teams. The goal? To free up good people to do great things with their lives (or nothing at all, if that is what feels right once they are no longer underwater in a sea of overwhelm).


Most of what we do that is productive, creative, inventive, interesting, and even fun involves some level of coordination and ideally cooperation with others. That could be as big as landing on the moon or as ordinary as a family picnic. What is ironic is that despite the organizational or personal importance we place on these projects, most of the ways we manage them are suboptimal.


We wanted to write a book about teams but not ignore anything that might be relevant in understanding, improving, highlighting, or simply enhancing the experience of working with other people to get cool things done. After our collective sixty-plus years of working with individuals on teams, we were drawn to write this book because it became clear to us that teams are the future of how work will be done well in the twenty-first century. We believe that helping teams work more effectively is the biggest opportunity to positively impact individual performance, team outcomes, and the organizations in which both operate.


We have also seen how the terrain has shifted. For decades the emphasis on human development has been very much about individual change, but in the past few years the context or system in which the individual operates has begun to receive more attention. None of us works in isolation, so no matter how good our personal practices are, we all are affected by the environment in which we work and live. Even when individuals have their own stuff in order, it doesn’t necessarily make collaboration among individuals as effective as it could be. When something has gone wrong with the system in which those individuals are operating, even offering a bulletproof solution at an individual level can only partially resolve the issue.


In our work teaching workflow management through the Getting Things Done® methods to individuals, we’ve seen the frustrations of trying to do great work inside of teams that don’t work. We’ve seen all too many people make amazing changes to their own lives, but eventually leave their organizations for greener pastures because of the lack of structure and the inefficiency in the team around them.


THE HURT


This has consequences. When Gallup finds in its 2022 State of the Global Workplace Report that only 21 percent of employees are engaged with their work, it is unlikely that the other 79 percent are the source of the problem; the sheer numbers point to their team or organization as a more likely suspect for where the real problem lies. The global average includes significant variations, but even in North America only 33 percent of people report being engaged, while in Europe the figure is just 14 percent.


Numbers like that led us to some questions we just couldn’t shake: Decades into the twenty-first century, why can’t we figure out how to organize large numbers of people in the workplace? What prevents us from working smoothly with one another? Why can’t we identify a way whereby a larger workforce equals an increased ability to fulfill organizational purpose? Adding more people doesn’t always equal more output. On the contrary.


More than 130 years after the first “scientific management” initiatives by F. W. Taylor, it seems we still can’t reliably coordinate human interactions in a way that doesn’t strain the physical, mental, and emotional health of the people working within organizations.


Not all organizations, of course. There are outliers. But the rare successes serve only to highlight the random and ephemeral nature of their results. Surveys consistently show that most people are disengaged and demotivated by their work, even when it pays them extremely well. In the worst cases the experience of working in some organizations is so bad that it has earned its own descriptor: toxic.


THE FIX


We believe there is a better way. It’s not complicated, but it isn’t always obvious or necessarily easy, either.


We suggest getting back to first principles and steering away from complicated software-heavy solutions to what are mostly human challenges. We believe it is possible for teams to take simple steps that lead to a culture of work that supports both individual and team performance.


A culture of healthy high performance is rare, but that doesn’t mean it’s impossible. This book is an exploration of what it takes to build on the proven principles of GTD to create and nourish such a culture as a team. By respecting those principles, it is possible to develop and maintain the space and perspective to plan quickly based on new inputs, prioritize in a dynamic environment, and execute in a way that keeps you ahead of your competition and in control of your life and work. By identifying some simple standards, structures, and processes at a team level, the individuals on the team have less team noise to contend with, and can get on with doing the work of collaborating efficiently to achieve team aims.


In our now infamously volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world, organizational success comes down to the ability to plan quickly, prioritize on the fly, and then execute on those priorities. Without planning we are directionless. Without prioritization we are lost in a sea of possibilities. Without execution we can’t move forward.


If you get planning, prioritization, and execution flowing, then your team can move up the food chain in terms of the quality of problems it can deal with—away from reactivity into consistently moving forward on things the team cares about. As recent events have repeatedly demonstrated, one of the critical survival skills for organizations is how quickly they respond in moments of radical change.


Those last sentences were written with a global pandemic and an unexpected war in Europe in mind, but the speed of change in our world means that by the time this book is in your hands, your mind may have gone on to focus on more recent crises—our world is not shy about offering us events that demand quick and creative responses to survive and thrive.


WHY THIS BOOK? WHY NOW?


The idea for this book first came about when we were working with a division of a national carrier in Europe. After a few years of our running Getting Things Done seminars in the organization, our client was interested in seeing whether their investment in training was having any impact. We were asked to survey the hundreds of participants we’d worked with up until that time, and to find out what they felt they’d gained from participating in the seminars. The results were impressive: productivity was up, stress levels down, and people felt they were getting more quality time with their families.


Those were impacts we expected at an individual level, but we were surprised to see positive systemic impacts we hadn’t anticipated. For example, in our seminars we set aside several hours for the participants to work through their backlog of “stuff” and take their email inboxes to zero. When we started our work in the organization, most participants were turning up with thousands—sometimes tens of thousands—of unprocessed emails in their inboxes. They needed all the time we gave them to clear their backlog. After we had been working for a few years in the organization, many of the participants started turning up with only hundreds—and sometimes only dozens—of emails. That was a bit of a problem for us—we needed to find them something else to do during the time we’d allocated for clearing up thousands of mails—but it was a pleasant surprise in terms of what was happening in the organizational culture. The people who’d already been trained by us were “infecting” their colleagues—who hadn’t yet been trained—with the benefits of remaining on top of their inboxes. The standard for what was “normal” for inbox management had shifted in the organization. That realization provoked a question: What if rather than have those impacts occur “accidentally,” we could amplify them at the team level with slightly different interventions?


Another reason for this book is that, while sending smart, motivated people back into the trenches with better tools is rewarding, at a certain point we began to feel we were not speaking to a big part of the problem they faced. It became painful to watch them return to teams where the structures and processes were so poorly thought through that the individuals—even those who’d acquired world-class skills in what we teach—could only ever protect themselves against the encroaching chaos. It started to feel as if we were doling out bandages in a situation where a machine gun nest was causing all the carnage. Bandages can be welcome in such a situation, but they are nowhere near as helpful as preventing the carnage in the first place.




There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they’re falling in.


—DESMOND TUTU





It’s not that our work had no impact—our clients were grateful for any support we could offer—but we could see that to help them get the full benefits, we needed to address what was happening at the team level. 


Too often, the structures and processes on a team can make it more difficult to work and collaborate, not easier. Once individual effectiveness has been addressed, the solution to what ails most teams is obvious if not easy: designing and maintaining a team environment that minimizes the noise and friction of collaboration. If we get both of those things right, the efforts of the whole can equal much more than the sum of the parts. In designing teams we need to remove the things that get in the way of their members doing their real work and to create environments that allow them to perform at their best. The genesis of this book was in the realization that there are simple—almost mechanical—steps that teams can take that will both ease collaboration and support individuals in doing their own work.


Finally, the market has repeatedly asked us for a book with this perspective. As soon as our clients have understood the power of GTD to help individuals to work more effectively, one of the most frequent questions we hear is, “How do I get the rest of my team to do this?”


That question points to a pressing need: to connect and align individual excellence and wider team performance. By building on what optimal productivity principles do for individuals, this book will offer a better way of working with others, while simultaneously nourishing an environment that fosters creativity and the flourishing of skills.


Many of the principles of team productivity are based on ideas explicit or implicit in the earlier GTD books, but others are entirely new. This book builds on those earlier ideas, or at least on some presumption of individual skill in handling the volume and complexity of modern work, but we don’t think it’s necessary that you be currently using GTD. We’ve tried to write this book so that anyone can pick it up and benefit from it without having read the other books and still be able to do useful things with their team.


We both have made a substantial investment of our life energies in GTD, of course: David as creator of the methodology and author of previous books, and Ed as the founder of two of the largest GTD franchises globally. We do care that members of your team have some systematic approach to handling their workflow, as we believe that the foundation of team productivity and coordination lies in individual prioritization and reliability. The effectiveness of the suggestions that we make in this book about teams will be completely undermined if you have individual team members who are unable to find their bottoms with both hands. But if you are aware of some other approach that enables people to make, track, and deliver on their commitments in a way that makes them dramatically more productive but significantly less stressed, then feel free to use that approach. Apart from a condensed refresher of the original material (see appendix 1), we won’t go deeply into the specific principles and skills covered in Getting Things Done, Ready for Anything, and Making It All Work. If you are looking to improve your own game, or the game of a particular member of your team, then we strongly suggest having a look at those books as well.


LESSONS FROM FOOTBALL


To understand the focus of Team, it might be helpful to think of the different ways you could improve a sports team. Any team sport will do, but let’s use football—or soccer—as our example. The football metaphor is apt: as we write, there is no sport played in more countries and cultures than football. Over the past thirty years the GTD model has proven its ability to impact effectiveness in any country or culture where it has been tried. Better still, on multicultural, geographically dispersed teams, it has provided a common understanding and a common language for getting things done together.


There are several levels at which you could start to improve a team: you could work on raising individual skills, training each individual to play better; or you could go to work on how those individuals play with one another as a team, on passing and trapping the ball and how individuals collaborate to score or defend; or you could focus on the identity, or culture, of the team.


Individual skills development is an obvious place to start, as it is relatively easy. Everyone wants better players, and time and consistent deliberate practice will enhance individual performance. No one can do the practicing for players; it is the responsibility of each individual to put in the time to raise his or her own game.


But a group of individuals—even technically excellent ones—with no training on how to play with one another will not perform to their potential as a team. Think here of a group of eight-year-olds, all chasing the ball in a clump, everyone wanting to do everything and mostly just getting in one another’s way.


Give those same players some relatively simple guidance about how to play together, and team performance will improve. Self-created chaos is reduced, wires remain uncrossed, and the team has more space to expend its efforts strategically. Not only will each individual play better, but the team will move around the pitch more effectively as a group. The skilled individuals who can dribble, kick, and pass the ball masterfully are given specific roles on the team. Some are good at scoring and are developed as strikers. Others are better at undoing attacks and are trained as defenders. Strikers may defend, and defenders may score, but they know that is not their primary responsibility. By using players with different strengths and skills in different positions, the team becomes more efficient at undoing their opponents’ defenses and shutting down their attacks. The players are not only given a team structure in which to direct their efforts but also the freedom to improvise within that structure, and within the framework of the team’s playbook.


Well-deployed individual skills begin to enhance performance and reduce the effort necessary to play well as a team. For example, accurate passes mean less effort for the person receiving the pass. Passing precisely to where a teammate is sprinting means there is no need for them to break stride to pick up the ball, which enhances the likelihood of taking the opposition by surprise. Set pieces—corner kicks, free kicks, and goal kicks—are all designed and rehearsed so that the team doesn’t have to invent them from scratch each time, with all the costs in creative energy and attendant errors that constant improvisation would bring.


These are advantages that will not be improved by simply increasing individual skills. They can only be achieved by coordinating individuals on the team level. Smart teams don’t just play the same game harder. They are already playing as hard as they can. What they do, rather, is to step away for long enough to change the nature of their game. They don’t just play the same game better; they play a better game.


This sort of work on the tactical organization of the team is clearly important to raising performance, but improvement at this level is more challenging than simply training individuals. Factors like ego needs, team mood, and personality conflicts make advancements much more difficult to control and direct than just attending to the skill development of an individual.


If you improve both individual skills and team tactics, you begin to change the team in another way, too: its identity and culture. This particular aspect is difficult to describe, but everyone knows when it is in place. It is present on all teams that put their stamp on their era: the Montreal Canadiens ice hockey team of the late 1970s; the Chicago Bulls basketball team of the early 1990s; or, in football, the Manchester United team of the late 1990s. All these teams had great players. They also had impeccable teamwork. But beyond that they also had an identity that lifted performance well beyond what either of those elements would have predicted. A collective self-belief made them so unbeatable that as Ken Dryden, the Canadiens’ goalie during their unparalleled winning streak, recalls in his book The Game, “Sometimes we’d lose just to remind ourselves how bad it felt.”


A prime example of the impact of this aspect of a team was when Manchester United beat Bayern Munich in the Champions League in 1999, despite trailing 1–0 at the end of regular time. With only a few minutes of injury time left to play, many teams would have given up. The game was technically over. But that Man United team was used to winning. They expected to win. They’d already won the Premier League and the FA Cup in the UK that year, and they were not going to accept a loss in the European competition. In the three minutes of added time, they scored twice and took home European glory.


Was it their culture and identity that led them to triumph? Hundreds of other teams with a strong identity lose in similar circumstances. Maybe they just got lucky. Maybe. But it was certainly their identity as winners that had them persist, even when the cause seemed clearly to be a lost one. That was the lottery ticket that had them claim the jackpot.


You could think of it this way: each player gets better, then the team learns to play better together, and that starts to shape the culture and identity of the team. Then—once it is strong enough—the identity of the team begins to impact both individual and team performance. Any of those three interventions will lift performance on the team, but it will attain its best performance if it can find ways to hack them all. When it can put individual technical skill alongside collective strategic effort in a culture of high performance, incredible things can be unlocked. With clear goals and standards in place for how they play together, they will start to play to their real potential.


The original Getting Things Done book was primarily directed at the first of these three aspects—helping people to deal with the chaos around them and perform at a much higher level as individuals. It was a much-needed response to the astonishing increase in volume and complexity that individual knowledge workers faced in the early years of the twenty-first century. It was also, in organizational-change terms, the place with the most obviously low-hanging fruit. It was clear that while ambitious people were all working very hard, there were wide disparities in their productivity. As David did his research for that book, he came to recognize that a significant chunk of the gap between high and low productivity was traceable to the understanding—or ignorance—of a few fundamental principles. When Getting Things Done was first published, its ideas spread like wildfire via word of mouth. A whole generation of smart, hardworking people had finally been given the code on how to best position themselves in productivity terms. Like the individual players on a team, these people saw it as their responsibility to put in personal practice time, to improve their own personal systems and workflow.


In this book we are moving away from the individual level to cover ideas that will, in the end, benefit the individual as well as the team by helping teams do a better job of minimizing friction, enhancing collaboration, and reducing the organizational equivalent of bad passes: messages answered late, or not at all; delayed starts on meetings; undocumented processes; and inaccessible information.


A PERSON IS NOT A TEAM


Many books have been written on the individual aspect of workflow, and we won’t seek to cover that ground again here.


Teams that have gotten things right have been doing elements of what we propose for years. When individual leaders have put two and two together for themselves and have seen the possibilities of a critical mass of their people improving together, pockets of team sanity have sprung up. But like high-performing individuals with no training, they usually stumble over some pieces of a larger system, without being aware of how that system fits together. We want to pull together all the elements of the model and clarify the best practices in each of them.


FROM “MIND LIKE WATER” TO “HEALTHY HIGH PERFORMANCE”


One of the concepts from the first GTD book that caught the attention of millions of readers was the idea of working and living with a “mind like water”: that your mind—like a pond of water—can react appropriately to what is in front of it, then return to calm, rather than constantly rehashing what has been done or fretting about the future.


Enabling that way of working is still central to this book, but we are tackling it from a different perspective. At a team level, we see the equivalent of “mind like water” to be something we’ve come to describe as “healthy high performance.” This is a way of working together that is not just able to keep pace with, or outrun, the competition, but to do it in a way that is sustainable—fun, even—over the longer term. Many think a “mind like water” is something you achieve accidentally, but the first GTD books showed that it is something you can create for yourself by doing some simple things consistently. Similarly, we believe that developing healthy high performance on a team is not a crapshoot. There are easy steps that can be taken to dramatically enhance the probability that the team will spend much more time working that way.


Some talk a good game on health, but when push comes to shove, health takes a back seat to hitting a team target. That’s fine for the first effort, and maybe even for a few years after that, but eventually there are consequences for the team. The first case of burnout shows up. And then another. Hmm, that’s odd. But we can replace them. Of course you can, but at what cost? A better question is, “How do we perform with excellence in a way that is more human than what we’ve been doing until now?”


Just as the original five steps of GTD produce both more productivity and less stress at an individual level using the same set of behaviors, there is no need for a team to do one set of things for health and a different set for performance. We believe that the practices, standards, and processes described in this book will produce health and high performance on a team.


In principle the concept is easy to understand. And there is nothing not to like about it—in principle. Everyone wants high performance, and everyone wants sustainable good health. The challenge comes from the tension that exists between the two. For many they are effectively opposite goals. I can have high performance, or I can have health. So pervasive is this belief that many exchange health for wealth by working in a way that gives them financial high performance in lives that are seriously out of balance. And when we speak of health we are not just speaking of physical health. There is a mental and emotional aspect to it, of course, but also the health of our primary work and personal relationships.


On the one hand, there is plenty of unhealthy high performance. People perform incredibly well but remain dimly aware that it is costing them more than they like: “I’d love to spend more time with my kids, but I’ll get to that once I’ve hit this year’s sales target.” Much of our work has been done with teams that are already high performers. We often get a call when they have been performing at a high level for far too long, and the wheels are beginning to come off.


Some teams are just too busy to be truly successful. So much so that no matter what amount of success they have achieved, they are too busy to enjoy it. And they are so busy that they don’t have the time to look up and scan the horizon for the next big thing in their industry.


We have worked with clients on Wall Street who expect their high performers to retire by their late forties, so they can finally “have a life.” Often they get a lot right. Take, for example, a purpose-driven team, with a leader who has high expectations. They are successful, but success requires twelve-hour days. So be it. That’s what it takes to hit challenging targets. Twelve-hour days become normal. The following year’s targets are set even higher. To meet the increasing expectations created by their own overdelivery, it feels as if more time is required, so gradually people start putting in thirteen hours a day. Within months there is a new normal for the team. There are obvious limits to that model, and we get a call when someone clocks the unsustainable nature of it.


It’s time to accept that we no longer live in a time when it is acceptable to make fast growth the be-all and end-all of our activities. As a look at any newspaper will show, even our planet is offering daily feedback that infinite growth exists nowhere in nature without cost. Why would that be any different for a team, a company, or an economy? We must adopt a more sane and human approach to how we work if we are to survive and thrive. The question we should be asking is this: What level of performance can we sustain over time without damaging the people on the team, their relationships, or the environment?


On the other hand, there are those who are using “self-care” as an excuse to not go after things they want for themselves, their families, and their communities. There are plenty of teams that are working sustainably from a health perspective but not performing anywhere near to their potential. A desire for harmony puts paid to performance, and they can work for years—decades—with an acceptable level of mediocrity that betrays both their potential and the impact they could be having for their clients.


Both of those outcomes are suboptimal and missing a trick. We believe it is possible to have both sustainable team culture that nourishes the health of its members and the kind of performance that most teams only dream of. Is that a high standard? Absolutely. But why would you want any other when the stakes are the health of the team members and the sustainability of our planet?


We acknowledge the tension between performance and sustainable good health but believe that the tension can be a creative one—a bit like the tension between being focused on appreciating the present moment, and still being willing to plan and create an attractive vision of the future. Accepting current reality as it is, and still choosing to work on improving it for tomorrow.


We see both health and high performance as partners. The trick is to notice when one or the other has come to dominate in unhealthy ways. It is not that we can achieve some balance that then remains unchanged. Everyone and everything gets knocked off balance at some point. The key is to notice the lack of balance more quickly, and to take steps to get back on.


We think the only sustainable way forward is to embrace the tension and to know that striving for both health and performance will produce better results over time. In any given team both goals will have their advocates. The conflict between them will be creative as long as it is understood and tolerated as the path of growth.




Power is so characteristically calm, that calmness itself has the aspect of strength.


—EDWARD GEORGE BULWER-LYTTON





In this book we assume that the team wants both: high performance, because that is what it takes to be competitive in most industries these days; and health, because that is what it takes to stay that way over the long haul.


A note about the text from us as coauthors. There will be a few instances where the stories or examples we tell are unique to one of us. If so, we’ll flag it using the [David] and [Ed] designations. For instance:




[DAVID] Most of the heavy lifting for the text within the book was done by my longtime friend, Getting Things Done colleague-in-arms, and coauthor, Ed Lamont. I had many years of experience with teams in my early years as consultant, coach, and trainer, but he’s put more miles on his tires in the last two decades working in this arena than I have. He has an awareness, a style, and a demeanor that has made him a very trusted resource in global companies for some of the most senior and sophisticated teams around. Plus, he’s a brilliant writer. And though he “hates thinking” because he thinks it’s so hard, he has done it better than me in many respects on this topic. I can attest, however, that we are in total agreement and alignment with everything in this book.


[ED] Working with David to create this text has been a useful exploration of many of the ideas described here. As we mention further on in the text, the book has been written using the ideas contained in it, and it has been a pleasure to work with David on the evolution of his original thinking. Discussing, debating, and agreeing how principles that were life-changing for me as an individual expressed themselves in teams with a friend who originally pulled them together has been a worthy challenge. For those of you who’ve ever wondered if David eats his own dog food, I’m here to tell you that he’s been a joy to collaborate with: quick with feedback, full of ideas and inspiration, and great fun over lunch as we discussed the ideas in the pages that follow.


Many of you reading this will already be familiar with David’s story from his other books, interviews, and podcasts, but you may not have any idea who I am. For context, let me give you a bit of background on myself.


Growing up, I would never have been accused of being organized. When a classmate in junior high school described his process of laying out his books and clothes for the following day on the night before, I thought he was Einstein. Mostly, I just did things as they showed up on my radar. For much of my life, that was fine. School wasn’t all that challenging, and I chose occupations that didn’t require too much skill with organizing myself. I learned to juggle on a trip around Europe, discovered the art of street performing, and turned that into my first career. It’s not one that is known for its rigorous scheduling. An injury led to working in commodities and eventually to working as a trainer and coach. It was only then, when my world encountered some of the world’s largest and most successful organizations, that problems began to show up.


Viewed from the outside, I was a success, professionally speaking. The problem was that I couldn’t feel the success I was having. I had great clients, was being asked to serve them in cool and exotic locations, and was earning good money . . . but the stress was killing me. A very short list of negative impacts would include the following:


• I was running on three to five hours of sleep per night during the week, and trying to convince myself that a solid meditation practice and extra shut-eye on the weekend was going to keep me healthy.


• Although I was a fit guy in my twenties, by my early forties I was weighing in at 249 pounds, or about 66 pounds heavier than my fighting weight.


• To manage my stress I was smoking five good-sized cigars a day, which is a serious commitment when also spending up to twelve hours a day in seminars and coaching sessions.


How did I end up there? There was no drama. I was simply a bright, committed guy who was out of his depth in the volume and complexity of twenty-first-century life. I had no system for dealing with what was coming at me. Well, that is not quite true. I did have a system; it just wasn’t very good. It was mostly comprised of the organizational equivalent of string and binder twine, things I’d learned in the 1980s at university. It certainly wasn’t systematic, so I was being sucked into the same whirlpool as many in my generation, and my only strategy for dealing with that was to try to work longer and harder to get on top of it all. It kept the show on the road, but the costs—in cigars, sleep, and energy—were way too high.


I’d already read Covey, bought the best Filofax going, and read every book I could find on time management. I bought a Psion, then a PalmPilot, then a Palm Treo, then a BlackBerry. They didn’t help. In fact, the way I was using them seemed to make the problem worse, as did the Post-its I had sticking to any open space in my workspace. I was checking my device constantly and trying to cram “catching up” into any free space that turned up in my day. I tried multitasking to see if I could fit more things into the same period of time. I’d sit in meetings and try to do emails to “save time.” I got an assistant, who did what she could, but because of my chaotic approach I couldn’t really direct her to how she could help me. And I thought all of that was normal, just what it took to be “successful.”


Then, somebody gave me a book called Getting Things Done and—after putting it off for several months—I skimmed it on a flight to New York. I didn’t understand much of it on that first pass, but I did get this: there was a systematic approach that would enable me to get more done, with less stress. It sounded too good to be true, but I was desperate enough to double down on my investment. I read the book cover to cover, twice. Then a third time. I gave it to my assistant and blocked a couple of days to put it all in place. Within a week I was a convert. Not only was I getting way more done, but I felt better about my work than I had in years. In the way of new converts, I started handing out copies of the book to friends and family. Eventually, I got myself to a seminar with David. Twice. I got myself coached, then trained as a trainer.


In my existing practice of working with teams and individuals on purpose, vision, and strategy, it became clear that I’d found a missing link for my clients, too: GTD was what would put legs under vision and move things forward for them and their teams. In 2009, I got the license to distribute GTD in Europe, and over the subsequent years with my partners built teams in two companies that became the largest international distributors of David’s work in five countries. This is the book I wish I’d had when working with teams at the beginning of my consulting career.





Any of the following chapters could hold its own as a standalone topic, if not even its own book. Many authors and consultants have articulated these topics in the thousands of business-oriented publications published in the last century. What we have attempted to do is to curate the best of the best practices and give a complete map of the topics and techniques that could be relevant in any situation—formal and informal, personal and professional—when coordination and cooperation with others is essential.


Not all of you are going to identify with all of this, but we’ve tried to cover the material in a way that includes all of you who might. We guarantee that situations will show up in which you’ll find this a useful manual, but you don’t need to use all of its practices with every team you’re on, only the bits that feel useful to you in the moment with a particular team facing a particular challenge.


Most of our examples and suggestions in the book revolve around the most typical of “team” environments—the organizational world of corporations, not-for-profits, start-ups, etc. However, “team” can mean any context in which more than one person is involved in dealing with a situation or a project. This could include marriages, family situations, local committees, sports groups, etc. All the principles and best practices we elaborate apply equally to all of them.


It’s fine for you to just “snack” on the book. From the index or a quick thumb-through you’ll probably find something of interest from your past, current, or possible future experiences. Some of it will be immediately useful to you, and some of it might come in handy later. The more of it you use, the more it will help, but don’t feel you have to do all of it at one time. Pick off the pieces that are most relevant for your team now, implement and integrate them and get the success from using them, then come back for more when your team has achieved bandwidth again.


Some topics may be tackled here more than once, but that will usually be through a different lens or viewpoint. There are many ways that any of these perspectives and suggestions can be understood and utilized.


We’ve done our best to make this an evergreen manual—something that will still resonate a hundred years from now. The nature of work, teams, and technology will undoubtedly be fluid and shifting, and with increasing speed. So we’ve done our best to be careful with buzzwords and technical detail that could get out of date with the changing times. We think what we describe here are universal and timeless principles and practices that will withstand that.


In Team we champion clear standards and processes that offer guidance on how we can work with one another in a way that minimizes organizational friction while maximizing the results of the collective efforts.


As with Getting Things Done, we are mostly steering clear of the personal and interpersonal. We know you need to have great relationships and navigate difficult conversations on a team. Those “soft skills,” like being present and really listening to what your teammates are saying rather than just reloading your own opinions, are critical but are not the subject of this book. Given the scope of what we are trying to do—taking teams from chaos and despair to hope and clarity—there isn’t space to deal with all of that here. There is enough to cover in the scope that we’ve set ourselves, and to cover all aspects of team success would make the book heavy enough to be a murder weapon. What we can do is attempt to reduce the frequency and gravity of those difficult conversations when they happen.


We are also not doing team building, conflict resolution, or any of that other extremely valuable stuff. We encourage you to find resources to do that elsewhere. We are doing team mechanics. We believe that we can make a significant contribution to how people work with one another in organizations. Our aim, finally, is to reduce burnout, to restore integrity, to decrease flare-ups caused by the stress of being overwhelmed, and to help leaders and teams to generate sustainable cultures of healthy high performance.


* For a concise overview of the GTD methodology, see appendix 1.










SECTION ONE




THE LANDSCAPE











Chapter 1



When “Teamwork” Doesn’t Work for the Team


When one of our clients joined the leadership team of an international financial institution based in Germany, there was a standing item on the executive team’s meeting agenda: burnout cases. That was costly from a time perspective, of course, but that they were spending time on it in each of their meetings was the least of the costs—human and financial—for the organization.


In Germany burnout isn’t just a watercooler complaint. It is taken very seriously by the authorities and has real consequences for organizations where affected individuals work, and for the economy. Employees who are suffering from burnout are signed off as sick but continue to be paid by their employer or an insurer for up to a year and a half. Their jobs must be held for them if they return, and when they do there is a structured process for ramping up their workload; ten hours in week one, fifteen hours in week two, and so on. From a human standpoint it is a well-designed process for reintegrating burnout cases. Often it works. And still, long after they return, there remains uncertainty: Will they be able to take the pressure again? Someone who was once a stalwart resource has become a question mark on the team.


As far back as 2015, Gallup estimated that burnout was costing the German economy roughly ‘9 billion annually. It’s not just affecting Germany. The same trends are being seen elsewhere, particularly as people came back to a new world of work after the COVID-19 pandemic.


And contrary to received wisdom, it isn’t happening only to those at the bottom of the organizational pile. A recent survey by Deloitte showed that more than two-thirds of C-suite executives were thinking of quitting because of burnout.


Even prepandemic, the trend was clear. Our client in Germany described it this way: “I found myself in conversation after conversation in which people were telling me that they were overworked, this person was overwhelmed, and that one was off sick. The conversation was always negative. It was, ‘We need this’ or ‘Why don’t we have that?’ rather than, ‘Here is what we’re going to do with the available resources.’ People were falling over from overwhelm.”


WHAT MAKES WORK UNHEALTHY?


We see numerous factors at play. One is volume. Research done by Martin Hilbert and Priscilla Lopez showed that in the mid-1980s, we were taking in about the equivalent of forty newspapers’ worth of information per day. By 2007, that number had more than quadrupled. It won’t have shrunk since. The time available to process all that additional information had, unfortunately, not kept pace.


Much of that increase is due to advertising, and some to viral cat videos, but it is no less exhausting for that. In our experience the obvious actionable inputs per se have not increased significantly. What has increased are the inputs on which we might decide we want to act—e.g., cc’d emails, group chats, FYIs, and social media rabbit holes.


Workwise, these days we are all trying to keep our feet under ourselves in the digital equivalent of a powerful current. Without a strategy for dealing with it, we get swept off our feet. No matter how smart you are, this current is—like an ocean current for a swimmer—much, much stronger than any one individual can withstand on their own. As in the ocean, without a plan you will be swept out to sea. What does “swept out to sea” in this digital riptide look like?


For individuals, it looks like checking your device first thing and last thing every day; being late and underprepared for meetings; scrolling up and down in your inbox flagging and re-flagging mails; prioritizing interactions with people who are not present over people who are; and searching terms in Google such as “anxiety,” “depression,” and—yes—“burnout.”


People are switching primary inboxes as a solution to their overwhelm, but mostly they are just accumulating inboxes, which only contributes to it. They stagger from Zoom meeting to Teams meeting and back again with overfull bladders and often little idea of why they are in the meeting in the first place.


Individuals live consistently in overwork and overwhelm for so long that it feels “normal.” Comfortable even. They go blind to what it means for their family that they are not home for significant occasions, or able to reach out to friends in need, or volunteer in their communities. With the amount of work they have on deck, how could they fit it all in?


With the increase in volume, our minds are so overwhelmed by incoming info that we can’t cope. The constant demand for reactivity has reduced our ability to discern what is truly important and what is simply new and clamoring for a quick response, leaving many worrying about immediate responses to things that have little meaning. Immediate responses are often required because of someone else’s inefficiency and lack of control. Interrupt-itis becomes the order of the day. It’s as if we’ve lost the ability to make sense of a situation for long enough to get our bearings and navigate out of the problem. Instead we are stuck scrolling, swiping, and flicking to keep up. When we’re overwhelmed by the volume, scrolling offers what feels like a bit of peace. Unfortunately it’s not peace; it’s numbness. But when we’ve not felt genuine peace for a while, most of us will readily accept even a very poor simulacrum.




Drive thy business, or it will drive thee.


—BENJAMIN FRANKLIN





For teams, too, there are plenty of signs and symptoms of burnout.



THE CHANGING NATURE OF TEAMS


Subject to the same always-on, digital response time pressures as every other structure in society, teams and the very idea of teams are changing. They can be powerful engines of transformation or a sort of organizational purgatory. For example, as long as teams have existed, individuals have always come and gone from them. What has changed in our world is the speed at which people are moving in and out of them and how often the team needs to reevaluate what it should be doing. Personnel switches that were once an occasional inconvenience have now become a revolving door of personalities. Team boundaries are often so ill-defined that leaders struggle to be able to say how many are “in” or “on” their team. One of the trends we’ve observed recently is that people are coming and going in and out of teams so quickly that even people on the team struggle to be able to say who is going to be at the next team off-site.


We’ve also seen situations where leaders—in a desire to get everyone on board—name a leadership team of twenty, dooming themselves and the “team” to excruciatingly long meetings with endless repetition of points as everyone makes sure they are heard, which results in sticky, tricky decision-making processes. Not only that, but many of those twenty will be working on multiple other teams as well.


The speed of change and rapidly shifting cast of characters means that the old “-ming” model for team development—forming, storming, norming, performing—is being challenged like never before. That model implies that a team remains together long enough to move through all the stages, when now the team often won’t have enough stability to move through the stages at all. In the current state of the world, teams need better guidance on how to move quickly to performing, before its members are reshuffled again or reallocated to a new business unit.


Another of the largest problems teams are facing is the amount of friction and noise in their communication and decision-making processes. Monitoring and responding in multiple channels have led many to simply throw up their hands and declare a kind of communications bankruptcy.


One of our coaching clients recently described her attempts to stay on top of her work with her team: upon arriving she consults a customer relationship management system (CRM) to look for updates on any of the shared projects she is collaborating on with others. She goes through them all, reviewing the actions others have taken and checking whether she is “it” and needs to do something in response. If so, she does it there and then, independent of its importance in her priorities. She then consults a separate series of shared spreadsheets to see what others have updated and what needs attention. That done, she goes to look at another digital collaboration tool used by teams she works with, where the title of the entries usually doesn’t represent what is in the detail and it is often unclear what are simple next actions and what are larger outcomes. Finally, she consults team calendars that have deadlines listed for cyclical work that needs doing monthly. All this is in preparation for planning out what to do with the rest of her day. She is not alone. As we listen to our clients describe their team function, we can’t help but cringe. As one of them told us, many teams are running around like headless chickens rather than holding strategic goals alongside the urgencies of each day.


Most teams remain caught in the busy trap, reacting to the world rather than acting on it. There isn’t time to plan, prioritize, and execute systematically because they are constantly so far underwater with their commitments. The leader casts the longest shadow here. If the team leader is saying yes too often because she has at best a vague idea of what the team has already taken on, then the culture of the team will reflect that. Individuals on the team will say yes too often as well, and the resulting broken promises and incompletion leaves the team subtly demoralized about its efficacy, and its stakeholders seriously unsatisfied with its performance.


It is tempting to attribute an unhealthy work environment to some nefarious driving force—someone, or some group, usually at the top—actively planning a negative experience for employees. But in our experience, it is just what happens when not enough attention is paid to the structure and culture in which individuals come to work each day. It isn’t that the people at the top are bad people, or have bad intentions. They are typically under more pressure than most, and their way of leading and managing is mostly a reaction to that pressure. So consumed are they by tactical and operational matters that they rarely find time to do the strategic work on structure and culture that would unleash the talent and motivation latent in their organization.




If you find yourself in a hole, the first thing to do is stop digging.


—WILL ROGERS





They’d do that work if they had time, but as tactical problems drift inexorably up the hierarchy of an organization, those at the top are consumed by firefighting. Despite others’ perception of their power to make things happen, they often have little sense of control over what they are doing. While on the board of a major multinational, one of our clients once found himself in earnest conversation with his peers on how “someone should do something” about what was taking place in the organization. It was as if there were still some higher authority that prevented those around the table from doing what they already had the power to do.


It is not just the boardroom. We see the same sense of lack of control at all levels in organizations. From secretaries to CEOs, in organizations as diverse as listed companies and nonprofits, everyone complains about how little control they have.


How has this come about?


For one, we are offered next to no clear guidance on how to work effectively. In schools and universities, we teach math, science, and languages, but not how to handle the flow of information and assignments that come at us when we learn those subjects. At work we are sometimes given technical training on particular aspects of our jobs, but rarely given any support for how to manage the complexity of our work. Of course, highly motivated individuals have always cobbled together systems that support them in their desire to outperform, but it is rare that teams or organizations provide that training systematically. Since it was first published, GTD has been the go-to solution for helping individuals close that gap. The improvement at the individual level has highlighted the next challenge: finding a way to reduce friction and enhance productive collaboration among individuals on a team.
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