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Introduction


The Rise and Fall — and Rise — of Remote Teams


WHEN HAYDEN BROWN assumed the role of CEO of Upwork on January 1, 2020, she probably never imagined her first year would go quite like it did.


Upwork, a billion-dollar company, was created when Elance and oDesk merged to become the world’s largest platform for finding and working with freelance talent. Prior to 2020, most of the company’s employees already worked remotely from eight hundred cities around the world. The company had several traditional office locations for employees who weren’t ready for remote, but even the office receptionist was a virtual employee who managed multiple front desks from her home office. Under the leadership of Brown’s predecessor, Stephane Kasriel, the company that managed the world’s largest pool for remote talent had operated as remotely as it could.


Or so they thought.


When a novel coronavirus started spreading rapidly across the globe, Brown and her leadership team found themselves in the same position as many other senior leaders. They had to decide how to respond. They had to figure out how to keep the business operating while also ensuring the safety of all of their stakeholders. But unlike a lot of companies, they didn’t decide to send everybody home for a short-term, work-from-home experiment. Instead of a short-term pivot, they saw it as time to commit.


They had done the research. They had been a supporting pillar in the remote-work movement for long enough, but just kept hanging on to their office space. It was time to finalize the inevitable transition to becoming fully remote.


“Building on our 20 years of experience as a remote-work company, we are now permanently embracing a ‘remote-first’ model. Going forward, working remotely will be the default for everyone,” Brown posted on Twitter, ending her post with “The #futureofwork is here.”


This is a book about that future. Or, perhaps better stated, this is a book about the past, present, and future of remote teams — and how you can thrive in your role as a leader in that future.


It’s difficult to trace the origins of remote teams. On some level, they’ve always been a reality. The Roman Empire stretched across three continents, but Caesar had to settle for roads and messengers. At the height of its colonialism, it was said the sun never set on the British Empire, but Queen Victoria had to keep it all together using ships and trade routes. Even in the relatively short history of the United States, circuit riders coordinated to preach across the growing country and traveling salesmen went door-to-door even before the automobile to maximize revenue for their companies and themselves.


But when we talk about remote work and remote teams today, most of us are discussing the movement away from the traditional office. And if that’s our frame of reference, then we should probably use 1973 as our official start date. That was the year Jack Nilles published The Telecommunications-Transportation Tradeoff. Nilles and his coauthors were convinced that the rising problem of traffic congestion wouldn’t be solved by widening highways. Instead, they saw it as a communication problem that technology was rapidly solving. They argued that companies could help ease the traffic problem by shrinking the size of their headquarters and building an array of satellite offices scattered at the edges of their home city — which isn’t all that different from remote workers scattered around an array of local coffee shops today. There weren’t any personal computers at the time, and the coffee wasn’t as good, but Nilles and company believed that mainframe computer technology and existing telephone lines were sufficient to coordinate work remotely. Nilles even coined a term for this: telework.


The advocates for telework only grew stronger as technology advanced and computers shrank in size. In 1989, Charles Handy argued that personal telephones signaled the beginning of the end for large offices, writing, “Link it to a laptop computer and a portable fax, and a car or a train seat becomes an office.” In 1993, fellow management thinker Peter Drucker declared, “Commuting to the office is obsolete.” But corporate leaders must not have gotten the fax. And if they did, giving up their corner office wasn’t something they wanted to rush into. Instead of an office-less revolution, the percentage of remote workers increased slowly. It grew most quickly among tech firms, perhaps because of their familiarity with the very tools needed to more effectively collaborate from afar.


In the past decade, two big events shaped the debate about remote teams and whether “working from home” was actually just a form of barely working. The first occurred in February 2013, when newly appointed Yahoo! CEO Marissa Mayer sent a companywide memo declaring the end of remote work for the company. “We need to be one Yahoo!” the memo read. “And that starts with physically being together.” Many companies followed suit. Hewlett Packard, IBM, and even Best Buy (previously known for its “Results-Only Work Environment”) all called their remote teams back from home to the home office. In lieu of working remotely, many of these same tech companies increased their lavish spending on workplace “perks” designed to not so subtly encourage employees to focus more on their work and less on worrying about the outside world.


And so the remote-work revolution’s pace slowed to a crawl. By 2018, only around 3 percent of American employees reported that they worked more than half of their hours remotely. The march toward remote work was still growing, but much more slowly than before.


Then, suddenly, it got an unexpected push. The response to the threat of the COVID-19 pandemic practically brought the world to its knees, but it brought movement toward remote work to an all-out sprint. At the time, moving everyone rapidly to remote teams was reactionary and likely seen as temporary. But having sampled the benefits of remote work, most people don’t want to go back to the office any time soon.


A survey conducted by IBM during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic found that more than half of employees want remote work to be their primary method of working, and 75 percent said they’d like the option to continue working remotely at least some of the time. And many companies have responded in kind. Partly out of safety concerns and partly in response to what they discovered during their forced trial of remote work, many companies announced that they would give employees the ability to continue working remotely long after efforts to “flatten the curve” of COVID-19 cases was over. Citigroup, one of the world’s largest banks, told its people that most of them would be staying out of the office for nearly a year. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg went even further, announcing that likely half of their 48,000 employees would shift to remote work permanently. (The Facebook announcement is particularly ironic, because during the height of the “office perks” trend, the company spent more than $1 billion and hired renowned architect Frank Gehry to create the largest open office floor plan in the world.) Like Hayden Brown, Shopify CEO Tobi Lütke announced that Canada’s most valuable company would become a “digital-by-default” company. They’d keep some of their office space for some operations, but the move to remote was permanent. “Office centricity is over.”


The COVID-19 pandemic and response will be remembered for a lot of things, almost all of them tragedies. But it will also be seen as the push needed to get the remote-work movement to critical mass. Now that most managers have seen firsthand the benefits and challenges of remote work, most have recognized that the rewards significantly outweigh the risks — and will only continue to do so as developments in technology decrease those risks.


When you look at the research, remote workers and teams are more productive than office-bound employees and, properly managed, more engaged as well. In 2014, one year after Marissa Mayer’s infamous memo, Stanford economist Nicholas Bloom was presented with an intriguing research opportunity that would change a lot of our thinking about remote work. He was approached by graduate student James Liang, who was also a cofounder of the Chinese travel website Ctrip, at the time a sixteen-thousand-person, NASDAQ-listed company. Liang told Bloom that Ctrip was investigating letting call center employees work from home but wanted to make sure they ran the experiment right.


Under Bloom’s guidance, Ctrip gave employees in a specific department within the call center the chance to volunteer to work from home for nine months. The company required at least six months’ tenure and a dedicated room at home with high-speed internet access: 249 expressed interest and fit the requirements. From there, the volunteers were divided into two groups. Half were asked to stay put in the office as a control group, and the other half were set up with the same technological equipment as the office workers so that they could follow the same workflow processes and be evaluated for their performance on the same metrics. Essentially, the only thing that changed was the location of the work.


So what happened at the end of the nine months? “The results we saw at Ctrip blew me away,” recalled Bloom. When they examined the data, Bloom and Liang found that people working from home had completed 13.5 percent more calls than the office staff did, while also taking fewer work breaks and sick days during the nine-month period. “Meaning that Ctrip got almost an extra workday a week out of them,” Bloom explained. In addition, employees who worked from home quit at half the rate of employees who commuted to the office each day to work the phones.


In looking for an explanation for the dramatic increase in performance, Bloom and Liang found that it wasn’t so much that working from home boosted performance as it was that working from an office decreased performance. They estimated that one-third of the productivity increase of the at-home employees was likely the result of a quieter environment having made it easier to process the calls, and the other two-thirds was purely based on putting in more time. Without a commute into an office full of distractions, employees started earlier, took shorter breaks, didn’t leave the office to run errands during lunch, and worked until the end of each day. “At home, people don’t experience what we call the ‘cake in the break room’ effect,” Bloom said. At least for Ctrip, the office turned out to be a terrible place to get work done.


Research like this proves what you likely suspected already. Ask anyone who works in a company office where they go when they “really” need to get work done and they rarely mention their office — especially if it’s one of those open offices where their desk is really just a seat at a long table or a low-walled cubicle and their office door is actually a pair of noise-canceling headphones. Odd, isn’t it? We built large and elaborate spaces so that everyone could work together, only to find that, much of the time, everyone being together is just a distraction when trying to get work done.


Besides the freedom to focus and reduced (or nonexistent) commute time, much of that productivity and retention is driven by increases in employee engagement when people shift to remote work. The Gallup organization, one of the global leaders in employee engagement surveys, has been studying engagement in the context of remote work since 2008. In its 2020 State of the American Workplace study, released just before the reality of the COVID-19 pandemic hit American shores, Gallup found that having the option to work remotely significantly increased employees’ likelihood of reporting that they were engaged in their work — but only to a point. The optimal engagement boost from working remotely happened when employees spent between 60 and 80 percent of their time off-site — that is, three or four days out of the week.


It’s difficult to predict, at the time of this writing, what the post-pandemic future of work looks like in its entirety. But it’s not difficult to see that the prevalence of remote work isn’t going back to Yahoo!-memo levels any time soon. Instead, most employees whose jobs can allow it will likely become remote employees to some degree — splitting their time between the office, the home, the coffee shop, and wherever else they want. Others may find themselves working for a distributed company — one so remote that there isn’t even an office to go to. Taking all of the research on productivity and engagement together, all leaders should be developing a plan to make their work arrangements permanently flexible. Many employees will be permanently working from anywhere; which means you need a plan to lead from anywhere.


This book is that plan. It offers you specific insights, ideas, tools, tactics, and techniques for leading remote teams. In the pages that follow (or the pixels or sound waves — let’s be fair to all book formats), we’ll cover the full range of what leaders need to know about teamwork in the remote-work era. And we’ll do so by examining the complete life cycle of a remote team.


We’ll start in chapter 1 with what to do when your team is going remote, whether your team is transitioning to remote work or whether you’ve newly been appointed the leader of a remote team. And we’ll cover how to establish shared expectations about working together as well as build a shared identity around the team.


Chapter 2 challenges a lazy assumption about team culture: that it’s largely in-office perks and benefits. Instead, many companies that have been remote from their beginnings have become renowned for their strong and positive company cultures — and we’ll explore what they did and how you can do it, too.


Chapter 3 reveals how to properly add new members to your remote team, making sure you hire the right people and that they feel included, even if they haven’t met their colleagues on the other end of all those pixels in a video call.


Chapter 4 focuses on making sure your remote teammates, newly hired or not, feel connected to one another and aligned with the team. Remote work can get lonely, but the best remote teams build bonds that are often even stronger than in-person teams.


Chapter 5 is a deep dive into how to communicate with those teammates. We’ll review the different types of communication and examine best practices for each medium — and always with a focus on getting work done, not just talking about it.


Chapter 6 goes even deeper into one of the most commonly used methods of team communication: team meetings. We’ll cover the opportunities and challenges presented by remote-team meetings and offer a method to ensure that your virtual meetings run better than “real” ones.


Chapter 7 covers problem-solving and creative thinking in remote teams. While we tend to assume that generating ideas is the job of lone, creative individuals, in reality creativity is a team sport. And it’s no different for remote teams.


Chapter 8 rethinks performance management — or really just rethinks our lazier management habits. Management in a remote era means abandoning the idea that presence equals productivity. Instead, smart team leaders know how to help their people establish measurements that matter, and that matters even more in remote work.


Chapter 9 examines the other side of staying productive: silencing distractions. The best remote-team leaders help their people establish boundaries between remote work and the rest of their life even when things get blurry. That not only limits distractions but helps prevent burnout as well.


And in chapter 10 we’ll consider the most difficult challenge any team (remote or otherwise) faces: saying goodbye. No team lasts forever, and the best team leaders help their people stay connected to their colleagues while also helping them get ready to thrive on their next team.


In case we don’t answer all your questions in these ten chapters, we’ve also included two sections at the end of the book. The first offers a brief rundown of the various technologies you may need to lead your team, and the second serves as a catch-all for any questions you might have that were too big to be ignored but didn’t fit into an existing chapter. You’re welcome to read this book from chapter 1 to chapter 10 or jump around to different chapters to find the right ideas for the situation you are currently facing.


It all adds up to what you’ll need to survive and thrive as the leader of a remote team — which is something all leaders will need to consider themselves from now on.







   

1


GOING REMOTE




Whether you’re leading a new team in a remote company or you’re charged with taking your in-person team remote, your team’s success or failure depends on a few key elements. Even before you’ve settled on what software to use, get your team to a place of shared understanding, shared identity, and shared purpose.





THE MINUTE WE shut our door, we stopped producing any revenue.”


Curtis Christopherson never planned to lead remote teams or work with clients remotely. But all that changed when the COVID-19 crisis forced his business to shutter. Suddenly Christopherson, the founder and CEO of Innovative Fitness, was watching his in-person training model get thrown out the window. Innovative Fitness was celebrating its twenty-fifth anniversary just as it was making plans to close the doors to every one of its twelve locations. At the start of 2020, the company employed more than 250 personal trainers and support personnel. Each of those trainers worked out of a physical location that had a reputation for drawing in clients. “If you’re staying at the Ritz-Carlton in Toronto and want a personal training session, the concierge sends you to us. That’s how similar the quality of our customer experience is.”


Innovative Fitness’s entire revenue depended on in-person interactions in a world where in-person interactions were suddenly scarce. As the novel coronavirus pandemic grew uncontainable, Christopherson knew his company would need to change fast.


When he was informed that a few people and a couple of clients had come back from a trip to Europe and tested positive for the coronavirus, Christopherson didn’t hesitate. That very night, Sunday, March 15, he scheduled an all-hands videoconference and told everyone they wouldn’t be opening the next day. He didn’t know what they would do, but he did know they weren’t going to unknowingly contribute to the virus’s spread. Christopherson told his employees that they would be paid in full through the end of that week and that the company would have a full plan ready to go by then as well. “We told them, ‘We’ll figure it out and we’ll get back to you by Friday.’ And then we put our heads together and tried to find that plan.” They looked at best-case scenarios of being closed for a few weeks and worst-case scenarios of being closed for six months. And they looked at pivoting the entire business.


They chose to pivot.


They chose to go remote.


The company was already working with a software provider to develop a proprietary system for appointment scheduling and billing. They reached out and asked a wild question: “Can you add video calling to the platform?” When their provider said yes, they had their plan. They would create — in two weeks — an entire system for their personal trainers to meet virtually with their existing clients and keep the relationships (and revenue) going. They also created a curriculum not only to teach their trainers how to use the software but also to effectively train remote clients — software they were still in the process of building. And they created template workout plans that could be used with no equipment in a variety of home environments.


On that Friday, one week into their two-week transformation, Christopherson again met online with his entire staff. He told them, “We’re going to offer the same quality of service and the same training schedule to all of our clients. Nothing is going to change except how we meet to train them.” Christopherson also leaned heavily on the company’s existing mission and vision and stressed how understanding they were of each employee’s situation because of the crisis. But at the end of the meeting he asked a simple question: “Are you in?”


“Out of approximately 225 trainers, 205 said yes right away,” Christopherson recalled.


On March 30, Innovative Fitness launched its virtual personal training service with a team of fully trained virtual fitness instructors.


While a majority of their in-person clients have now returned to the studio, the virtual offering is still Innovative Fitness’s fastest-growing revenue source — and it’s not going away.


Christopherson reflected on how large — and overdue — this shift felt. “What’s craziest to me is that we had totally ignored basically all technology. We had a website, but it was barely optimized,” he explained. “In the twenty-five years we’d been in existence, we’d never converted a single website visitor to a client without them coming into a location and talking to one of us.” Once they launched their virtual offering, they started seeing customers all over the world sign up, with very little interaction needed. Having a remote division of the company has allowed Innovative Fitness to find clients anywhere at any time, but it’s also allowed them to hire and retain talent from all over the world. In the past, if a trainer moved outside of their geographic footprint, that was the end of the relationship. Now Innovative Fitness can keep them on as part of the team.


Instead of a brick-and-mortar company with a virtual training offering, Christopherson now considers Innovative Fitness a remote company that happens to own a few gyms. “We’re striving to become the Uber of personal training. Anywhere you are in the world, we can connect you with a fitness instructor to guide you through a custom-tailored workout based on your goals, needs, abilities, and equipment.”


Christopherson may not have planned on one day leading a remote company. But now he’s got no plans to go back.


Many of the challenges Christopherson and Innovative Fitness faced are shared by every leader tasked with managing a remote team. They had to figure out how to train clients in a virtual environment, but, more important, they had to figure out how to train more than two hundred employees to work together and with their clients entirely remotely. That’s your primary challenge as a remote leader as well, and one that’s critical to the success of a remote business: helping the team learn to work together without face-to-face interaction.


Whether a new crisis has mandated that your team go remote, or you’ve just become the leader on an already remote team, “going remote” creates a lot of obstacles beyond simple logistics.


How do you make people feel like a team when they’re not physically together?


How do you help them collaborate when they can’t just walk to each other’s cubicles?


How do you keep them aligned and motivated to the task at hand, even when they’re working in different time zones or juggling responsibilities at home?


Fortunately, while remote work might be new for a lot of organizations, remote teams have existed in some form for long enough that we can learn an incredible amount from their successes and setbacks. Martine Haas and Mark Mortensen have been studying remote teams for years — including global ones made up of members from a cross section of an organization (a truly “boundaryless” type of team if ever there was one). They have seen how going remote can create a host of challenges and opportunities for teams and their leaders. But two elements in particular stood out as unique challenges that leaders need to address whether their existing team is going remote or they’re just forming a new team in a remote environment: shared understanding of one another’s work habits and environment and shared identity among the team.


In this chapter we’ll look at how to accomplish each in turn and offer a third element that’s important and urgent for managers of all types of teams: uniting your team around a shared purpose.


Shared Understanding


In the traditional models of how teams develop, there’s a controlled chaos in the early moments of the team’s life. One prominent model even calls the first stage after a team forms “storming,” because team members are voicing their opinions and feeling one another out, so conflict is a given until the team gradually settles into norms of behavior and everyone learns about the others’ working habits. Most of these models were developed for in-person teams, where teams can move through this stage rapidly. In a remote team, it falls to the leader to bring about these norms while minimizing the conflict. That’s where shared understanding comes in.


Shared understanding refers to the extent to which members of the team have a commonly held perspective on the team’s expertise, assigned tasks, context, and preferences. Different members of the team have different skills, abilities, and knowledge. On a remote team, it’s likely that they’ll also come from different cultural contexts and different contextual constraints. While this may also be true of in-person teams, the chances of being misunderstood or misinterpreted are higher in a remote team, which lacks the influence of a shared environment. Team members need to know who knows what, who’s taking on what responsibility, and also how to approach each person with requests for help — or offers of help, for that matter. Providing team members with space to develop this shared understanding is crucial.


One simple way to get started is to build in purposefully unstructured time during team meetings or elsewhere in the week to discuss a wide range of topics. Giving the team space to talk about daily life events, family moments, or even industry news unrelated to the task at hand provides each team member with an opportunity to learn more about the others. Haas and Mortensen even recommend letting team members give “virtual tours” of their workspaces by panning the camera around the room during a video call and showing their remote-team members the environment they work in (including what distractions they are dealing with and how they stay productive).


Another simple approach to shared understanding is coordinating calendars. The location-free nature of teams gives everyone freedom to design a calendar that works for them. But it’s best if those calendars have a little bit of overlap in them. Having to work together on projects with a full day’s delay can get tiresome. And unless you’re a truly global team, it’s a burden you don’t have to bear. So, while you’re setting shared expectations with the team, guide them to a place where everyone’s calendar has at least a few hours of overlap to make it possible to jump on a quick call or exchange a few notes throughout the day.


Along with shared understanding comes equal access to infrastructure and developing an understanding of each other’s technological capabilities. Remote teams rely on technology, and it’s the team leader’s role to make sure that team members have equal access to the technologies they’ll need to collaborate. Consider how much Innovative Fitness needed to consider on behalf of its employees (and clients) before it could launch its virtual offering and know it would succeed. Likewise, you need to figure out who needs what, and also who needs the training to use those tools. And don’t neglect yourself when it comes to that training — it’s hard to run an effective virtual meeting when you keep forgetting how to unmute yourself.


This includes not just the technology, but access to information. Make sure your people have access to everything they need. Many companies adopt a “need to know” policy toward information and access to software. With the exception of human resources information, most companies have much less truly sensitive information than they might think. But in an effort to lock down the little bit that is sensitive, companies often unknowingly lock employees out of the information needed to do their job well. In an office environment, this is a mere inconvenience — employees have to track down the person responsible for granting access and wait while they enable it. In a remote environment, it can be downright production-blocking — finding the right person might be easy, but waiting on them to grant access can take days (or longer), because everyone is working asynchronously.


And if you can’t default to trusting your employees, then you’ve got bigger problems to solve than whether or not to give them a username and password.


Developing shared understanding makes coordinating roles easier and collaboration faster. It’s a crucial first step in bringing a remote team together or taking an existing team remote. But it’s not the only step.


Shared Identity


Developing shared identity is important for any team — but especially for remote ones. Shared identity refers to the extent to which team members feel the same sense of who they are as a designated group. It indicates whether or not individual members truly feel like this is the team they’re a part of and most loyal to. Decades of social science research have shown that individuals make sense of their world by applying categories and labels to their environment — including themselves and the people around them. “Team” is one such label, and it carries great importance, because when we identify with a particular group, that group shapes our own identity and behavior.


A strong shared identity in a team reduces conflict, standardizes norms of behavior, increases cohesion and collaboration, and ultimately enhances team performance. But in a remote environment where one or two members of the team are located together and others are scattered, an individual’s sense of team can be distorted. Humans have a tendency toward “us versus them” thinking, and the “us” can easily be misinterpreted as in-person team members or even employees in a different function in the organization who happen to work in the same location.


One potent example comes to mind from early in my career, when I worked in sales on a remote “team.” The organizational chart defined my team as the nine people who all reported to the same district sales manager. However, the company had two other representatives working in the same territory as me and calling on the same customers (though, thankfully, selling different products). In that blurry context, it was impossible to distinguish which team I was really a part of. Was it the people who all shared the same boss? Or the ones I’d call for help because they lived in the same city, shared the same problem clients, and responded to requests much faster?


I still don’t know the answer to that question twenty years later, but I do know who still gets a Christmas card every year — and it’s not my old boss.


Deliberately developing shared identity eliminates that confusion. One powerful way to develop not just a team identity but a bond between team members is to point to (and continue pointing to) the team’s superordinate goal. Superordinate goals are the objectives that affect everyone in a group (or across groups) and that require participation from everyone affected in order to be achieved. They can be a goal, but they can also be a challenge — a challenge that threatens everyone in the team unless that team comes together to take it on. For Innovative Fitness, that primary goal was just ensuring that the organization would survive, but even now they lean heavily on the company’s mission and values of using personalized fitness to help people live their best lives.


Studies of superordinate goals show that when multiple groups are brought together and tasked with something that requires them to choose between collaboration and failure — they choose collaboration more often. In doing so, they choose to redefine their team not as the original group but as the newly formed team of teams. And that new identity lingers as long as the superordinate goal is out there.


Superordinate goals may be the key to smashing silos and ending turf wars throughout an organization. And for a remote team, superordinate goals are the secret to shared identity. When you’re discussing roles and responsibilities, or even just checking progress, make sure you connect individual efforts back to the superordinate goal. Whenever you’re talking about individual productivity, take the time to point back to the larger “why?” your team is working for. Remind individuals that their individual efforts are progress toward a larger mission, and be prepared to share stories of how even the smallest wins for your team were milestones toward that mission.


It’s tricky to know if your team’s performance objectives alone are large enough to become the superordinate goal that creates shared identity. That’s why in recent years I’ve taken an unorthodox approach with the companies and leaders I work with to ensure goals are seen as superordinate. It all has to do with how we talk about the larger purpose.


Shared Purpose


We know that people want a sense of purpose, and they want it for more than just their personal lives. They want it at work as well. But we also have to admit that a lot of organizations stumble in portraying that purpose in a way that helps their people feel their job is truly important.


One of the core questions at the heart of Gallup’s renowned Q12 employee engagement survey asks employees whether or not the mission or purpose of the company makes their job feel important. And in response to all that talk about mission, organizations large and small have taken the time to craft their “perfect” mission or vision statement. Or both.


And yet in the twenty years since Gallup started administering the survey, the percentage of engaged employees has hovered between the mid-twenties and the low thirties the entire time. To me this suggests that the disconnect lies between the stated mission or purpose of an organization and an individual employee’s role in the company. One reason for that disconnect could be that the mission statement sucks — who wants to hear all about “shareholder value” other than shareholders? But it could also be because leaders don’t take the time to communicate how individual roles, or even specific teams, help get the mission accomplished. In other words, the company mission doesn’t get actively translated into a team’s shared mission or shared vision.


As I’ve worked with more organizations and teams about establishing a shared purpose, I’ve developed a litmus test of sorts for whether or not the overall mission of the organization has been internalized. I look for a clear and concise answer to this question:


“What are we fighting for?”


Not “Who are we fighting?” That’s a question about competitors and sets up an us-versus-them competitive mindset that likely won’t be useful. “What are we fighting for?” might mean “What is the problem in the world we’re trying to solve?” or “What is the injustice in the world we’re working to resolve?” or even just “What are we trying to prove?”


Now, before you dismiss the idea as too violent or old-fashioned, let me just say that I get it. Corporations have used battle language for decades, in vain attempts to rally their employees, and found it wanting. But that’s largely for the reason we discussed above: they’ve focused their “fight” rhetoric on competitors, many times the very organizations employees just came from or will work for in a few years’ time. And even if not, it’s not effective because it’s a short-term mentality.
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