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What people are saying about


Lessons from Mars


There are over 14 million results on Google when you search ‘high PERFORMANCE TEAMS BOOKS’—so what’s great about this one? Carlos has accumulated a wealth of ‘inside knowledge’ on what makes the enigmatic Mars business tick. He’s extracted the DNA of high performance and its impact, which we at Leading Edge have used as a guiding compass when developing collaboration with global Mars teams over the last 3 years. Ultimately, he’s created a compelling story for modern business leaders and anyone interested in decoding high performance.


Patrick Marr, Managing Director, Leading Edge Consulting


The Mars Framework for High Performance Collaboration is a 21st-century model for work-teams to deliver greater value for their organizations. Throughout his long career in organizational development, Mr Carlos Valdes-Dapena has become well versed in the existing team-building models and their relative limitations. His inquisitive nature of research, patience and discovery, along with practical and proven applications at Mars, led him to find the ‘missing link’; the three imperatives necessary for a proactive and sustained collaboration: Clarity, Intentionality and Discipline. Workers, managers and leaders in any organization can enhance their teams’ effectiveness by understanding and applying these essentials, encapsulated in this easy-to-understand unique model—detailed in his book.


Artie Mahal, author of Facilitator’s and Trainer’s Toolkit and How Work Gets Done: Business Process Management, Basics and Beyond


Carlos tells a great story of discovery and innovation. You feel like you’re right there with him experiencing the starts and stops and moments of frustration as he searches for a better way of improving team performance. Carlos has every reason to expound upon his successes, yet he demonstrates great humility. As a fellow practitioner, I found his way of integrating the ideas of thought leaders that came before him with his practical experience very compelling, giving real credibility to his model. The way Carlos tells us about Mars, a company most people know little about, is intriguing. All in all, the content and his style of writing makes for a very readable book.


Wendy Helmkamp, Partner, The Clarion Group


Carlos’s conversational style, his humor and pragmatism keep you reading; he combines theory and practice with elegance and thoughtfulness. His work drives home the point that the key to effective teams at any level is a clarity of purpose, role and expectations which support greater intentionality, clarity and discipline leading to effective outcomes.


Harris Ginsburg, former VP, Executive Leadership and Talent Development, Pfizer, Inc.


Carlos is an iconoclast—in the best sense, highly credible but responsible too. Challenging the conventional wisdom of corporate team building, he offers a sound, research-based alternative that organizations and teams can put to work with immediate positive impact. His tried and tested approach delivers concrete results while minimizing the need for external support. He conveys his experience and wisdom in a style that is informal and accessible, presenting his robust evidence and no nonsense advice with humor and humility.


Arvi Dhesi, Sr, Client Partner, Korn Ferry


Are you about to drop six figures on an offsite team-bonding experience? Don’t! With insight born of years of experience and the warmth of a natural storyteller, Valdes-Dapena lets the air out of “teaminess” and gets to the roots of what motivates productive collaboration. I was surprised, heartened and inspired…and got change back from two twenties!


Jane Grenier, Executive Director, Client Services, Quartz Daily Brief


There may be no “I” in team, but there is in “informative,” “interesting,” “innovative,” and “insightful”—all apt descriptions of Lessons from Mars. Building on his nearly 30 years in the field, Carlos Valdes-Dapena takes a hard look at what passes for team building in the corporate world and finds it wanting. But this is more than a critique of conventional wisdom by a consultant peddling his own approach. After thoroughly dissecting the ineffective way most companies spend their money on team effectiveness, this book offers a cogent, research-based alternative that can be used by anyone managing groups of people. It turns out that while women are from Venus, valuable lessons in corporate management are from Mars, Inc.


Roy Sekoff, Founding Editor, The Huffington Post


I have been a participant in the High Performance Collaboration approach multiple times throughout my time at Mars and it is not only a fabulous approach, it is essential if you really want to focus teams. The approach creates truly proactive and collaborative teams, with a purpose and crystallized intent at the heart of everything they do, which in turn accelerates performance.


Ulf Hahnemann, CHRO, SVP Human Resources, Maersk Transport & Logistics


I thoroughly enjoyed your book. A good read written in a very conversational style, I can almost hear your voice as you lay out the premise and fresh insights. Aptly named, the Collaboration Paradox powerfully fills a void for anyone leading cross-functional teams. Teams of cross-functional leaders know they need to collaborate but on what precisely? Who should and when should they collaborate? And when don’t we need to collaborate? I especially liked the linkage to the 4 Stages of Team Development; it always struck me as odd that teams are perpetually caught in the early Stages with no hope of ever achieving Stage 4. This is a great new addition to team development literature and is instantly in my rotation of “go to” sources for management development materials.


Quincy Troupe, Sr, VP, Supply Chain, Boston Beer Company
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This book is entirely the independent work of the author.


Although it outlines the incredible team-effectiveness methods developed by the innovators at Mars Inc. it is in no way a Mars product and should not be seen as such.




 


 


This book is, could only be, dedicated to Janet Aldrich, aka Janet Valdes-Dapena, my wife of almost 30 years. Janet, an accomplished professional in her own right, has been my relentless champion. At the height of her success—she has appeared in five Broadway shows, in regional and international theatrical productions, as well as in soap operas and film—Janet saw something in me. She believed in me more than I believed in myself. She encouraged me, even pushed me, to do and be more than I thought I could. My life unfolded into something I never imagined, thanks to her. This work is the product of her belief, her faith in me, and her blessed impatience with my short-sighted notions of myself.
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Introduction


This is a book about collaboration and teams. It’s not about chocolate, cat treats or rice, even though Mars makes all these things and more. Mars, Incorporated, is nonetheless an ingredient essential to this account. Our Framework for High Performance Collaboration, the subject of this book, grew directly out of work I did at Mars over 16 years. It’s where the ideas that I share in these pages were developed and nurtured. So it’s fitting that I set the stage with a story about Mars, its culture, and how that culture led to this book.


For several years global consumption of chocolate has been on the rise. That’s good news for a company like Mars. While chocolate isn’t our only business, it represents a significant percentage of our revenues. Regrettably, the growing global appetite for chocolate created a years-long chocolate shortage. It’s not that the factories couldn’t produce enough product. There’s simply wasn’t enough cacao, the raw material that ends up as chocolate, to go around. This dearth of chocolate began to reverse in 2016 as production picked up. Cacao, though, is a vulnerable tropical crop and future shortages remain a risk. This might seem like the quintessential first-world problem: “What do you mean, I can’t have my white chocolate mocha latte supreme?” It’s more than that. The crops of around six million small chocolate growers in Africa, South America and Asia remain under threat from climate change, plant disease and comparatively low crop yields. Their livelihoods, the health of their communities, and local economies are all at stake. Companies like Nestlé and Hershey, our competitors, have a lot at stake, too. With so much riding on the health of the ancient but fragile cacao plant, it made sense to act. Fortunately, genetic science provided a way forward. If we could understand more of what goes on inside the cacao plant and the valuable pods it produces, we could act to strengthen the plant, naturally. So we embarked on a project to gain that understanding.


In 2008, leading a consortium that included IBM, the USDA and others, Mars finished sequencing the genome of the cacao plant, yielding what we call the “cocoa genome.” Then we did something surprising. As you might know, it’s common practice for companies to legally protect the genetic discoveries they make. Drug and medical research companies do this, for better or for worse, regularly. It’s a profitable practice. Mars chose to do just the opposite. Along with our consortium partners we published the entire cocoa genome on the internet, making it available to any and all who might be interested. By doing so we massively multiplied the range of research that could be conceived of and conducted, leading to an equivalent increase in the benefits that could be realized. What sort of benefits might, and in fact did, result?


There are three categories of impact that we’ve seen from the discovery of the cocoa genome: environmental, economic, and social. Knowing the cocoa genome allows for more selective and rapid breeding of the most productive and heartiest cocoa varieties (without relying on GMO technologies, by the way). It’s predicted that this capability has the potential to increase cocoa yields by as much as 500% over the long term. Think of what that means for the environment. Cocoa farmers no longer need to raze rainforest lands to increase their output. They can get up to five times the yield from their current holdings. Higher yields have a direct economic impact. They mean more income for the farmers, who then spend that money in their local economies. Some of those expenditures could and do include hiring and paying local employees to work their farms. This leads to the next benefit. No longer do the children of farmers need to stay home to work the land. These children can now attend school and get an education that 10 or 20 years ago would have been unimaginable. Understanding the cocoa genome is a boon for the plant itself, for the farmers, their families and communities, and for every other person, company and country involved in the chocolate supply chain.


Clearly, the deciphering of the cocoa genome is tremendously important to a wide range of stakeholders. It was generous of Mars to share it. This valuable information could have conferred a distinct competitive advantage to our company, at least until someone caught up to us. Why didn’t Mars choose this route? And what does it have to do with this book? Both are examples of the Mars Five Principles at work.


The Five Principles are an essential part of what makes Mars Mars, so it’s worth taking a moment to summarize them. The Five Principles have been around in one form or another for most of Mars, Incorporated’s history. They are the bedrock of the Mars business philosophy. Like a lot of companies’ values, the Five Principles are aspirations for how all Mars associates and businesses will conduct themselves. They’re more, though, than just nice words on posters in hallways and meeting rooms. The Five Principles are enacted every day throughout the company, guiding near- and long-term decisions and actions. Here they are, in summary:




Quality: The consumer is our boss, quality is our work, and value for money is our goal.


Responsibility: As individuals, we demand total responsibility from ourselves; as Associates, we support the responsibilities of others.


Mutuality: A mutual benefit is a shared benefit; a shared benefit will endure.


Efficiency: We use resources to the full, waste nothing, and do only what we can do best.


Freedom: We need freedom to shape our future; we need profit to remain free.





I won’t try to fully educate you about the Five Principles here. For that, I encourage you to visit Mars.com where you will find a thorough explanation of the Five Principles. What’s important to understand here is that the Five Principles are an integral part of how Mars operates. In particular, the Mutuality Principle led us to the conclusion that what we’d learned from the cocoa genome research was best shared. The Mutuality Principle states that:




A mutual benefit is a shared benefit; a shared benefit will endure.


We believe the standard by which our business relationships should be measured is the degree to which mutual benefits are created.


These benefits can take many different forms, and need not be strictly financial in nature. Likewise, while we must try to achieve the most competitive terms, the actions of Mars should never be at the expense, economic or otherwise, of others with whom we work.





Every stakeholder in the global cocoa supply chain, Mars included, stood to gain from our publishing the cocoa genome. This is the essence of the Mutuality Principle. So, what does all this have to do with this book? The same spirit of mutuality is behind our decision to publish a book about the Mars Framework for High Performance Collaboration which was developed entirely within Mars.


Effective collaboration and teamwork have always been central to how Mars Associates work. Our Framework for High Performance Collaboration (HPC) is in many ways an expression of who we are as a company. It’s also been used successfully outside Mars, though; that’s why I’ve written this book. I’m convinced it can work for you as well as it has for us. The insights from our research are applicable to groups and teams in almost any kind of organization. Our approach will, however, ask that you reconsider some cherished ideas you may have about teams and teamwork. I’ve structured the book, therefore, to account for both the Mars cultural influences on our Framework and the sometimes contrarian approach we’ve taken.


In Part I (the first 5 chapters), I present the case for why a new approach to teamwork and collaboration is needed. I’ll discuss my background and share information about the Mars culture and the ways our culture shaped our collaborative behaviors. Then, I’ll offer an account of the research I conducted. I’ll explain what it taught us, not only about what was going on with teams at Mars, but about why traditional approaches to teamwork were falling short. I end Part I by linking the research we did on teams to research done elsewhere on individual motivation. I’ll show how group dynamics and individual motivation theories come together for the benefit of collaboration and how this connection between individual and group theories led directly to our Framework.


Part II presents the Framework itself. The Framework has two major components: the Three Imperatives and the Six Practices. The Three Imperatives—Clarity, Intentionality and Discipline—describe three conditions that must be present to consistently unlock collaboration. They are the foundational element of the Framework and are especially useful for diagnosing teams. The Six Practices describe what teams can do to meet the demands of the Imperatives. The Practices are:




• Inspire Purpose


• Crystallize Intent


• Cultivate Collaboration


• Activate Ways-of-working


• Sustain & Renew


• Clarify Context





I provide details about each of the Practices: what they are, what they aren’t, plus examples of how they’ve been applied and lessons we learned doing so.


Part III is dedicated to how others outside Mars can use the Framework. I offer ideas on how to apply and/or adapt the thinking underpinning the Framework to teams and collaboration in other organizations with different cultures.


In the appendices, I share a variety of tools and techniques, organized according to the Six Practices, that you can use as-is or modify for use in your organization to help you deliver better results through collaboration.


No matter where you work or how you use the Three Imperatives and Six Practices, collaboration is more than just a way to get work done and deliver results. It’s a way that people in the workplace connect, develop relationships and find meaning in their work. The more productive and positive those relationships are, the better for the individuals, for their relationships, for the work they do and for the enterprise. More effective collaboration makes work better in almost every sense. Since most of us spend a considerable percentage of our lives at work, the better work is, the better off we are.


Our Framework for High Performance Collaboration is one of those things that enriches the experience of working for a living, whether you work for Mars or for one of our suppliers or customers. What’s more, our products and brands touch hundreds of millions of consumers every day. Whether it’s M&Ms® from the candy aisle, Pedigree® dog food from the pet food section, or Uncle Ben’s® rice, what we make puts us into an ongoing relationship with consumers. As the Quality Principle states, “The consumer is our boss.” If we can share something that will make life even a little better for the average person, it’s good for them and good for us. Sharing the cocoa genome has already touched millions of lives, even if those affected may not be fully aware. While more modest in its impact, the Framework at the heart of this book can do the same. Read this book in that spirit. Take what it offers. Apply it, experiment with it, and share what you learn. Together we’ll continue to expand the possibilities of what great collaboration can do.


Direct requests for information to:


collaborationparadox@gmail.com





Part I





Chapter 1



The “I” in Team, Part 1


The Return-on-Investment (ROI) on team building is lousy. I’ve seen figures that suggest a positive return on investments in things like corporate training programs and employee engagement. I’ve read about improved business performance based on increases in employee satisfaction. However, I have yet to come across any convincing work linking typical team-building programs to sustained improvement in team performance and outcomes. I feel certain that when, or if, those calculations are ever done, it will suggest a lot of money is being wasted, because the vast majority of the work done in the name of team building isn’t creating any value.


I’ve been either managing teams or working with those who manage teams for almost 30 years. I’ve experienced or been part of leading hundreds of team-development or team-building exercises. I’ve taken part in paintball shoot-outs in the woods; I’ve led others in forming make-believe aircraft companies that designed and then mass-produced paper airplanes which then competed for greatest distance flown; I’ve sat in circles, and led those sitting in circles, passing a “talking stick” and telling deep, or at least less shallow truths. Some of this work was hugely enjoyable; some was really touching, some embarrassing and some, like my experience with paintball, surprisingly painful. Some of it left me feeling stoked or moved or just plain smiling. Some of it got me down or left me angry. None of these events, however, had a lasting impact on the performance of the group or groups involved.


But why?


Large organizations, run by very smart people, spend significant amounts of money trying to get good at something that you’d think is natural. I mean, humans evolved to collaborate, didn’t we? Cave paintings in Europe show bands of early humans working together to bring down prehistoric creatures.
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Observations of modern animal behavior suggest that the critters who evolved along with us also work together at things like hunting and child rearing. Birds do it, bees do it, even chimpanzees in the jungle do it. Apparently.


What’s more, not only do we appear evolutionarily predisposed to collaborate, we think and act like it’s a really good idea. Teamwork is something we hear about endlessly, starting on the playground, in school sports, and then at work. When we aren’t hearing about teamwork, we’re reading about teamwork in the latest company newsletter, or on motivational posters in the conference room:




Together Everyone Achieves More





When we’re told that we’re not team players, it’s a severe criticism. Experts and students in the area of group dynamics devote days and months, even years, to reading about, writing about, and studying groups and teamwork. There are countless books and articles on the subject and who knows how many specific team interventions intended to enhance collaboration in the workplace. Yet, based on my 25 years of professional experience, all this inclination, effort and interest have yielded little in the way of sustained improvements in team effectiveness.


Again, why?


Part of the answer to the “Why?” is that teamwork is almost too sacred to question. Teams and teamwork, like organization charts and bitching around the coffee machine, are an essential part of corporate life for most of us. We may sense that the high we get from those team exercises, along with the bruises, wears off eventually and that things go back to the status quo, but no one is willing to look at that as failure. However, it’s in my nature to challenge the status quo and I’ve become intensely interested in answering this particular “Why” question. I’d like to find some answers so that I, and those I work with, can then develop more effective approaches to enhancing collaboration in the workplace. That’s what this book is all about.


The Framework I described in the Introduction arose out of my quest to understand why typical team building is so often a waste of time and what might work better. While this Framework is new, my fascination with groups and how they function is deeply ingrained. I’m the sixth of 11 children: five girls, six boys; five older than me and five younger. I grew up smack dab in the middle of a family whose particular dysfunctions (the subject of another book, perhaps) were magnified by our sheer numbers. Learning how to navigate that sometimes perilous environment instilled in me an intuitive sense of what it takes to survive in a group, and a natural interest in finding new and more effective strategies to do so. In 1994 I was fortunate enough to be hired by Development Dimensions International (DDI), based near Pittsburgh but with offices in New York City, near my home in New Jersey. I spent three years with DDI as an external trainer and consultant. It was during this time that I first encountered many of the concepts that I address in this book. For example, the idea of team dynamics, the stages of team development, and the use of personality types with teams were all part of my DDI experience. After three grueling years on the road for DDI, I was hired by IBM as an internal leadership coach and consultant to senior management at corporate headquarters in Armonk, New York. It was during my tenure in Armonk that I learned about David McClelland’s work on motives, a framework that features prominently in the team effectiveness approach I developed. It was also during this period that I decided to go back to school for a second Master’s degree, this one in Organizational Development. I attended the American University/NTL program, where our class cohort was also our laboratory for studying and working on group dynamics. I stayed at IBM for three years, leaving in 2000 for Mars, Incorporated, where I remain to this day.


My almost-sole focus on team effectiveness, though, only emerged eight years into my tenure with Mars. The part of the company I was working in at the time was reorganizing and my Organization Development (OD) role was made redundant. Unknown to me, a couple of senior managers who felt I had a talent for working with groups had a plan to keep me around. They proposed to our corporate learning and development organization, Mars University, that they create a role dedicated to supporting high performance teamwork. There was no budget for the role so it would have to self-fund. That is, I would have to charge my internal clients for my work and earn back the cost of my salary, wages and benefits. It was an unusual arrangement but Mars and I agreed to give it a go. I couldn’t be more grateful. I was worried at first that I wouldn’t find enough interested internal clients to support myself, but within six months it was clear that a role dedicated to team effectiveness could support itself and then some.


I soon realized that I had found my life’s work. Ironically, not long after, I began to sense that as rewarding as the work was, and as much demand as there was for it, there was a problem. The role was functioning as designed; I was exceeding the expectations of my Mars University colleagues and my clients. I was earning my keep as clients rushed to fill my calendar, but the results I had expected weren’t materializing. Teams were working with me—lots of them—but, more often than not, within a few weeks after my sessions with them, team members weren’t working with each other any differently. Something was off. It would be a few years before I would conduct the inquiry that led to this book. As passionate as I was about my work at Mars, and as good as my clients told me I was, cracks in the traditional approaches to team effectiveness that I relied upon were showing years before this. I had always just assumed it was me.


Although I didn’t know it then, my first clue to the troubled state of team building came in January of 1994, almost 15 years earlier. I was on my very first assignment as a consultant/trainer working for DDI. I found myself at a small factory in North Carolina, the sole output of which was the fabric, sometimes called cambric, that covers the bottoms of mattress box springs and the outsides of disposable diapers. It was a relatively new plant: clean and airy, sterile feeling, but pleasant for a factory. Just the week before, I had been certified to deliver DDI’s team-building programs. The curriculum was solid and well-designed with excellent workbooks and videos, all based on Bruce Tuckman’s 1965 “Forming-Storming-Norming-Performing” team development model. I was leading a workshop for about 18 employees in a bright classroom full of those one-piece chair-and-desk units that you see in middle and high schools. The seats were arranged, as you would expect, in neat columns facing the front of the room. Welcome back to eighth grade.


I don’t recall precisely how long it took, but an hour or two into the half-day-long training program, things went south. This was an angry group of employees whose chief gripes were:




• Their managers treated them unfairly


• Management didn’t listen to their concerns.





What’s more, they deeply resented their bosses for bringing in this consultant guy from New York with his fancy training program to “fix” them, when the problem as they saw it was the bosses. It was a classic situation. Not knowing what else to do, I chose to depart from the neatly designed leader’s guide. I was going to give them what they were asking for—a fair hearing. I worked with them to move beyond complaining to organizing their thoughts into a coherent list of topics they could discuss with management. The employees were grateful, if skeptical. Their managers were just plain pissed. They had paid for a “damned team-training program” and that was what they expected, not some outside agitator whose listening and list making only encouraged the sort of moaning they were trying to extinguish. As I look back on it, my actions were a quaint combination of rookie mistake and wisdom. Back then, it only felt horrible. I was fairly certain that my inexperience and lack of smarts, combined with astoundingly poor management at the plant, were to blame. I never suspected that part of the problems was that the approach was flawed.


Over 20 years have passed since my misadventure in North Carolina. In the intervening years, after working with close to a thousand teams using tools and approaches similar to those I had with me in the cambric factory, I have arrived at this conclusion. Whatever model you’re working with – Four Stages, Five Dysfunctions, or 16 personality types – team building isn’t as straightforward as it seems. Nor does it do what it promises.


Six years ago, I dedicated myself to working with teams at Mars, Incorporated in ways that would make a difference, long term. During that time, there have been two questions rattling around in the back of my mind that were the impetus for this book:




• Why do we spend so much time, money and effort trying to learn how to work in teams, or get better at it, when you’d think it would be second nature to us as social creatures?


• Why does all this effort have little lasting effect?





After all, we’re hardwired to eat, to find mates, to play, all of which we humans do with considerable success. So why is collaboration so hard to get right?


It turns out I had been operating from a false assumption; we aren’t coded to collaborate. For reasons I’ll explain shortly, we’re coded to do something else that sometimes, if properly directed, ends up as collaboration. The assumption that collaboration is innate leads us to do the wrong things to try to get folks to work together effectively. This in turn leads to processes and programs that end up like my visit to the fabric factory, misguided and not nearly as useful as leaders would like to think.


So what is the problem, exactly?


I think Maslow’s Needs Hierarchy gets at the problem nicely.
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If you’re reading this book, I’d guess you’re already familiar with this elegant model. If so, bear with me. Our most fundamental needs, those towards the bottom of the hierarchy, deal with physiology and safety and are self-oriented: things like breathing, eating, mating and staying alive. Even though food and sex are usually better when someone else is with us, it’s generally true that when things get tough or scary the first thing I’m going to think is, “How am I going to deal with this problem and save my butt and the butts of my progeny?”, not “How am I going to work with you to deal with this?”


Which isn’t to suggest that we’re never there for each other. What about altruism? There’s a lot to be said for altruism and the potentially powerful drive to sacrifice oneself for the benefit of others. We hear with regularity about people putting themselves at risk to save others, in war in particular. From my interviews with veterans and members of the military about their combat training, being there for your comrades, having one another’s backs, is literally drilled into recruits for months. This kind of intensive conditioning, though, isn’t seen in large, non-military institutions like for-profit corporations.


Then, there is this question: Are altruism and collaboration the same? Is helping others coming from the same mental/emotional place as working with others? I don’t think so. Altruism by definition expects no tangible reward or quid pro quo. Collaboration, on the other hand, is all about shared outcomes and mutual expectations. What is more, in studies of charitable giving, altruism has been shown to be driven in large part by what it provides to the giver, the self. “Warm-glow giving,” as it has been called, describes that feeling that the giver gets from his or her act of generosity. Other self-oriented feelings like guilt, social pressure and even social status have also been found to drive altruistic behavior. In other words, it’s not about us, not about collaboration. It’s about me. I write this not to demean altruism. I only want to make the point that our desire to support others, which is a wonderful and sometimes life-saving human trait, isn’t necessarily purely other-focused and isn’t sufficient to support—or even the same as—collaboration. If we go back to those prehistoric hunters depicted on cave walls, I feel pretty sure that they collaborated on taking down ancient ungulates not from the goodness of their Paleolithic hearts, but so that they could feed themselves and their families, so that they could survive and propagate their genetic code.


We need to distinguish between collaboration and two other human tendencies: helpfulness and cooperation. I see helpfulness as a sort of lower-order altruism. It may involve dropping a buck in the cup of a homeless woman on the street or helping the guy next door to pull out a tree stump or helping a colleague to figure out how to create a pivot table in her spreadsheet. Helpfulness involves acts of kindness that, at their best, like altruism, seek no reward. When helpfulness does start to involve quid pro quo exchanges, it moves into the space of cooperation. I’ll help you so long as helping you helps me. We go along to get along, more or less. Some think of this as collaboration. I don’t; at least I don’t think of it as effective collaboration. As you will read later in this book, the kind of collaboration I’m interested in involves more commitment and intentionality than either helpfulness or cooperation. Helpful and cooperative people are good to have. For business teams and businesses to succeed, however, genuine, intentional collaboration is what is required. But you wouldn’t know that, based on how our businesses are set up.


In the modern, Western world, most of our enterprises are designed to take advantage of our more common, or at least more easily accessed, self-first orientation. For example, the most common organizational structures, hierarchies themselves, play strongly to the bottom of Maslow’s pyramid, to our instincts to take care of and work for ourselves first. In a traditional large organization, you will find hundreds, thousands, or hundreds of thousands of generally decent, me-centered people laboring away in an environment optimized to take advantage of this perfectly natural human tendency. Things like performance management, pay, recognition and rewards are all typically geared to individuals and they play on this individual survival mechanism. And therein lies the biggest problem with teams and collaboration at work. We preach collaboration, talk and train teamwork, but all the while most organizations are optimized to manage, foster and reward individual effort.


It’s not news, right? This glaring contradiction in organizations is another part of what frustrates our efforts to get teamwork and collaboration to stick, and has led to the proliferation of articles, books and consultants focused on these subjects. I owe my career to the many brilliant people who have pioneered the field of group and team dynamics. What they offer can indeed help groups to operate more effectively for a time. Most of what I have tried and used, though, hasn’t made the lasting changes for the teams that I or they hoped for. That brings me back to the gap in ROI with which we started this discussion. We do it, and it costs a lot of money, time and effort. We may even enjoy it, but we don’t hold on to what we learn after the program is over. It was only a few years back that I began to pay attention to this feeling that something was off, that something was missing from the terrific body of work that I had been schooled in and benefited from. Because even though all those brilliant people studied it, and great minds worked towards it, we seem to keep having to re-learn and re-teach teamwork. Over and over and over.


Since my first feelings of uncertainty about team development, I have come to understand that most approaches to teamwork or team effectiveness aren’t designed to directly confront this organizational paradox: Collaboration is second- or third-nature for a large majority of us and this predisposes us to consistently revert to our more selfish ways, especially where we’re rewarded and recognized to do so. Those who created the most commonly used team effectiveness approaches may have thought that they were accounting for this reality, but I now believe that most miss the heart of the matter. The preponderance of team effectiveness efforts and tools focus on trying to move groups, en masse, up Maslow’s hierarchy, away from protection and survival towards companionship and camaraderie, without effectively addressing the powerful pull of those lower-order drives that are completely aligned to traditional organizational structures and systems. It’s an expensive misperception that the Framework I’ll offer tackles head on.


Just think about all the work done on trust building—often a core element of team building. Trust-building exercises attempt to elevate us to the third tier of Maslow’s hierarchy where we deal with matters of friendship and intimacy. One very common approach to building trust, one that I have used myself, involves personal self-disclosure and the Johari window.
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Like a lot of you, I’m a big fan of the Johari window and how it elegantly illustrates the ways that our knowledge of ourselves and of others can play out in relationships as well as in individual development. Consider box #3 in the window, “Hidden,” which is often a focus in trust-building work. The Hidden box describes those things about myself that I have so far kept to myself. My sharing information with you from this private zone is intended by team builders to bring us closer, to build trust based on my willingness to be vulnerable and your opportunity to experience me more fully. The resulting trust enhancement is expected to improve our collaboration. It seems to make sense. In those moments of self-disclosure, when we open our hearts to our colleagues, there can be strong emotional reactions of warmth and empathy that can bond us. I have rarely, however, seen interactions involving box #3, as wonderful as these self-disclosures can end up feeling, make anything more than a transitory difference in work-focused collaboration. Don’t get me wrong—trust matters. Later in the book, I’ll come back to the role I’ve found that trust plays in collaboration. For now, I can say that the relationship between trust and collaboration is generally misunderstood. Therefore attempts to address collaboration via trust are misguided. Sure, sometimes, when our disclosure resonates deeply with others there can be a lasting shift in personal relationships. But Maslow’s pyramid is a slippery bugger, and when business gets bumpy, as soon as the fecal matter starts to fly, average Joes and Janes toiling in for-profit companies, making genuine efforts to collaborate, will come whooshing back down to the bottom of Maslow’s pyramid like Neanderthals caught on a glacier during a thaw.


What’s needed is to more fully acknowledge the power of the pull at the bottom of the hierarchy, to provide tools and techniques that account for and can build on this foundation of individualism in ways that eventually lead to cohesiveness. Instead of constantly fighting our nature and our nurture, we can start to work with it. How to do that requires more explanation, and it’s the point of this book.


I’ll share my research and more of my experiences in order to help you understand what shaped my perspective. All of what follows grew out of my years with Mars, Incorporated, my place of employment, a place for which I have a deep respect and affection. You may find some of it unusual—Mars has a reputation for being different. But if your work has involved leading or developing teams at any large organization, I think that you will find much of it familiar.


Mars Beginnings


I remember standing there facing the small machine on the wall, wondering, “Am I going to hate this—or love it?” That machine was a time clock. It was November 2000. I was beginning my second day at Mars, Incorporated, my first day with an ID badge and an Associate number that would allow me to punch the time clock just like every other Mars Associate all over the world. I was genuinely ambivalent. By punching in on time, I would qualify for the 10% daily punctuality bonus—or as it was known in the USA, “punc.” If you’ve heard anything about Mars and its quirky culture, you have probably heard about this now-defunct practice. Did you also know that when I say “every Associate,” I do mean every? From the president of Mars, Incorporated to first line managers to administrators to hourly Associates in our factories, every one of us was required to punch the clock. Unusual, right? I worried that I might find this time clock ritual distasteful. The thought that some functionary in payroll would track the time of someone like me, an experienced, mid-career professional with a Master’s degree—no, two Master’s degrees—as if I were some run-of-the-mill wage-slave! It felt like a ding to my accomplishments and self-esteem.


At the same time, the whole “punc” thing appealed to my sense of egalitarianism, my rebellious, “punk” side. There was, and still is, a part of me that resists corporate norms, especially the privileges of senior leaders. I have an inner rebel who wants to rally the workers to barricades to stand up for themselves. When I worked at IBM my anti-privilege urges were piqued daily. The executive parking spots and dining rooms, the cushy corner offices and the host of other perks that served to signal who was on top, and who was not, had me feeling ready to lead an insurgency on many mornings. This is the part of me that cheered for the Mars time clock that every single one of us punched. I also welcomed the undifferentiated parking lot, the Mars open office (which Mars had employed for five decades by the time I joined) and all the ways that Mars visibly embraced a “one for all, all for one” culture. This philosophy is best expressed in the Mars Associate Concept:




We believe in a relationship between our company and our Associates that is more meaningful and powerful than what usually exists between employer and employee. Each of us is a stakeholder in our business, and we have a responsibility to uphold our principles and deliver great results. In return, each associate can expect to be respected, supported and valued as an individual, to be treated fairly and equitably, to be rewarded for their performance, and to have opportunities to grow and develop. This is a relationship of mutual trust, dignity and respect, based on the Five Principles, which values people as individuals and allows their great talents to be released.





“This is a place,” I thought, “where collaboration—the way I prefer to work—might actually flourish.”


The “we’re-all-in-this-together” spirit touched and inspired me in my early days at Mars; even as the punc bonus is being phased out, it still does. But I’ve learned a lot since then, my ambivalence has been validated. Even in an open office, in a company where the Mars family still champions the voice of the lowest-paid Associates, and where the term “Associate” really does mean something different from “employee,” there are still barriers to collaboration. The time clock, it turns out, was every bit as paradoxical a symbol as I had experienced it to be. Clock punching (by the time I got there, we pressed keys—punch cards were long gone) is a strictly individual endeavor. This icon of Associate equality was also a reminder that it was individuals who were hired, tracked, measured and rewarded. I punched in to get my 10%, I did my job, I got paid and maybe eventually, I would get promoted. We at Mars were individuals, albeit equal ones, laboring in an environment of goodwill that, just like in most other companies, was designed to make the most out of our individual-ness. Whether it’s in a Mars office or an IBM factory or anywhere else, the time clock is just one artifact of many that speaks to the ways in which organizations are ideal places for individual effort to thrive, despite all the good intentions and talk of teamwork.


Mars, though, had more than just good intentions. As I was doing the research that led to the development of the Mars Framework for High Performance Collaboration and to this book, I learned just how unique the Mars commitment to getting teamwork right was and still is. I regularly spoke with academics and consultants, describing the task I had been given: developing a team effectiveness approach specifically based on Mars teams. Time and time again what I got back was a question: “Why would you do that? With all the good work that’s been done on teams and group effectiveness, can you honestly expect to learn anything new?” I have to admit that at first, I felt the same way. As my inquiry progressed, and ideas and concepts began to resolve into genuine insights, my view shifted. The central idea emerged: Collaboration in teams was failing to thrive because individual team members neither understood, nor felt compelling, “this-puts-bread-on-the-table” reasons to collaborate. We, and I felt sure others, weren’t providing gut-level clarity about why collaboration was vital and indeed a matter of individual survival. What was more, this idea wasn’t much discussed, studied or written about by professionals in the field of team effectiveness. It might not be new news, but it became clear to me that it was essential.


Relatively late in the process of developing our team Framework, while attending a conference on high performance teamwork, I shared my methodology and early findings with one well-respected business school professor and author. He asked me, challenged me, saying, “You didn’t find anything consistent in all this team data, did you?” In fact, I told him, I had. I described to him the consistent finding that, regardless of level in the organization, irrespective of function or geography, team members admitted to not collaborating because they lacked sufficient understanding about:




• What specifically required collaboration


• Why collaboration mattered—especially to them as individuals.





So team members defaulted to getting things done the best way they knew how—by working harder and longer by themselves. With this explanation, the business school professor warmed to me and my project, and we ended up spending a few hours discussing the findings. He probably doesn’t remember me, or our conversations. I, however, will never forget his comment: “Big companies just don’t do this sort of thing.” Maybe others didn’t, but Mars did. I believe we did so based in large part on our willingness, ironically, to stand alone and to be different when it makes business sense to do so. Mars, Incorporated, a 100-year-old family-owned company which had been following its own path through four-plus generations, where the open office was a thing way before it was a thing and where egalitarianism found expression in a time clock, saw that getting real about collaboration required new thinking and real investment.


While Mars may be unique, we aren’t alone. Other companies with global footprints, operating in fiercely competitive environments, are confronting issues of sustainability and human rights even as we all strive to remain profitable and grow. Effective collaboration could make an important difference for all of us. For Mars, the decision to invest in building true collaborative capability would have important results that have proven to be useful beyond what any of us expected. In the next chapter I’ll talk about the team effectiveness journey that Mars has been on and what it led to.


Summary




• The ROI on team building isn’t favorable. While team-building activities have been shown to improve employee engagement and satisfaction, little evidence can be found connecting traditional team building to improvements in how teams collaborate to create greater value.


• Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps explain why we aren’t natural collaborators. We aren’t naturally inclined to collaborate unless it’s directly connected to basic human needs.


• Organizations, despite their interest and investments in teams and teamwork, typically incentivize individual effort through pay and bonus structures which ensure that individuals are drawn down towards the bottom of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.


• Team-building practices meant to counter this effect don’t have lasting effect because they fail to adequately account for our innate individualistic nature or to use it to the team’s advantage.








Chapter 2



Mars and High Performance Teamwork


Mars, like a lot of other companies, has a history of investing in team effectiveness workshops and training. We have always believed that a collaborative work environment is a key part of our heritage and essential to our future success. Sure, there were the barriers I talked about in Chapter 1. But we had a few advantages. The Mars Associate Concept and our long-standing use of an open office gave us a leg up on other companies where folks could sequester themselves in offices all day and only engage with others when they felt a need.


The HPC Framework wasn’t developed until 2012. Before its creation, the Mars team effectiveness work I was closest to was focused on senior teams in North America. Our president, who would later go on to become the global president of Mars, Inc. and lead the company to unprecedented growth, had become frustrated with the overly polite, often conflict-avoidant way that his leadership team was operating. He believed the key to unlocking high performance teamwork (HPT as we came to call it), and reviving our then stagnating business, lay in creating more candor among leaders. We would address conflict avoidance head on with more open, honest, two-way communication and debate. This would lead to greater speed and innovation, less wasted time and resource, and a greater ability to compete and succeed. Working with consultants we would start at the top and cascade the work with teams to successively lower levels in the organization. Since teams all over Mars and at all levels functioned in this same “faux-friendly,” inefficient and ultimately unsustainable way, the cascading approach made sense, at least in theory. We would encounter its limitations as the program expanded.


Conflict aversion is one of those bottom-of-Maslow’s-hierarchy, survival-instinct kinds of things. A fear-based behavior that has everything to do with survival, conflict aversion is a pre-emptory triggering of the “flight” part of our “fight, flight or freeze” response. Almost none of the workplace conflict we see is truly life threatening. Despite this, the amygdala, our primitive lizard-brain, may perceive even fairly benign threats as if they were sabre-tooth tigers. The amygdala is non-rational, and yet via the executive centers of our brain we’re able to rationalize our responses to fear. For instance, we avoid conflict in the interest of preserving relationships or out of concern that we won’t be seen as “team players.” As often, we dodge our differences with others so we won’t have to deal with the stress of the emotions and the unknown outcomes that may result from conflict-laden encounters. That is, we even fear our own responses to fear. This isn’t neurosis—this is fairly typical brain function. Some of us experience it more often and more deeply and others less so. It’s all about doing what we perceive will keep us safe and secure. Later in the book I’ll tackle this subject again when I delve into my views on trust in teams, trust being the functional opposite of fear. Trust-building exercises, like those I discussed in Chapter 1, may create a small movement where conflict has become fixed. In my experience, though, most such exercises don’t get at what underlies most deep-seated conflict avoidance—unacknowledged fear, both of the other and of our own inability to deal with what fear brings up in ourselves. For all these reasons, working with groups in an atmosphere of low trust and fear requires specialized skill. Recognizing this, our president selected a small consultancy of group dynamics experts who skillfully, often forcefully, guided leadership team members to have the uncomfortable conversations that they’d been dodging for years. It was a lot like pulling the bandage off a wound, and sometimes a seriously infected wound, at that. A few leaders loved it, even thrived on it. Other leaders resented it; some even left the company. But it worked—for the most part. An emotional logjam of old resentments and simmering feuds began to be addressed, as honest, direct communications within senior teams became more and more the norm.


At the heart of the approach was Bruce Tuckman’s original Four Stages of Team Development model, which had played a role in my first work with teams. Tuckman’s model, as you probably recall, predicts that teams move through four nicely rhymed stages—Forming, Storming, Norming, and Performing—by learning either intentionally or simply through trial and error to confront underlying tensions and questions of power and authority within the team. Our consultants facilitated, even provoked, honest, direct conversations about topics that teams and their leaders had been avoiding or unable to resolve. To support these conversations, consultants taught assertion skills and active listening, intervening as necessary to keep things productive and safe. All of this was intended to accelerate senior teams through the Four Stages towards higher performance.


When our president was promoted into the global Office of the President, this approach to high performing teamwork traveled with him. Along with other changes to our business, the enforced candor and the high-quality listening that went along with this approach began to shift our culture, globally, in positive ways, among top teams, at least. Top teams would do their high performing team sessions, then, in line with our cascading approach, they would engage the teams below them in similar work and so the goodness would spread. Scale would become the important limiting factor in taking our approach to team development work more broadly across our business. As I said, we were working with a small firm with a limited number of consultants. What’s more, their background and experience was mostly with senior-level teams, and less with frontline managers and those in factories who made up the bulk of our population. When Mars acquired Wrigley in 2008 and we went from 45,000 Associates to over 70,000, our size became the limiting issue. It was at about this time that I got directly involved. My involvement wasn’t about scale, though. I was just one guy. My role was more about Mars wanting to build internal capability in team development while at the same time saving money on consulting fees. The business had a need and I had the skills and interest to meet that need, at least in part.


By the time I arrived at Mars in 2000, eight years earlier, I already had over 15 years of experience in working with teams at all levels of organizations, so my interest and aptitude were honestly come by. When they asked me in 2008 to become that less expensive, internal alternative to our external partners, I jumped at the chance. I was immediately captivated and energized by the work. My family-of-origin experience may have predisposed me to an interest in group dynamics and spawned my passion for the healing power of truth telling. Or maybe it was my Master’s degree program at American University where for two years, we, the 20 or so students of my cohort, were the subjects of our study of group dynamics. Whatever the inciting factors and aspects of my experience and background, it all fired my passion and became part of my practice working with Mars teams.


You start with what you know. I began by using the team development process our external partners were using. It was pretty straightforward, rooted in the basics of good consulting and time-tested group dynamics theory. The process had as its centerpiece a team feedback hot-seat exercise, usually three to four hours long that was embedded in a longer two-day “team alignment” workshop. The workshop always began with team members introducing themselves to the consultant and sharing their feelings about the process that was about to take place. Next, data from pre-workshop team member interviews would be shared with the team, and findings from that data were discussed and validated in small groups. The open feedback process would usually follow this data-processing exercise. Team feedback was this consultancy’s version of opening the Johari window with individuals sharing previously unknown or hidden information about themselves—box #3—and getting blind-spot information from their colleagues—box #2. It was the place in the workshop where truth telling held center stage. I experienced a few variations of this exercise. In one, a team member, the one in the hot seat, would self-disclose to their teammates who were sitting in a circle around them. The “hot-seater” followed a simple protocol that typically included self-disclosure on some version of these two points:




• Things I do that get in the way of our team being high performing


• Things I could do differently to accelerate our team towards higher performance





Following the self-disclosure, the rest of the team would then provide feedback, one by one, to the person in the hot seat about how they saw their teammate either supporting or inhibiting team performance.


Other times, the consultant would have each team member post a piece of paper on the wall with their name at the top and two “1–10” scales on it, one for each of the “cornerstone behaviors” of high performance: candor and receptivity (openness to feedback). Every team member would rate every other team member by placing their initials along the two 1–10 scales based on the level at which they perceived their colleague was demonstrating the behaviors. Each team member would then stand by their chart with the rest of the team gathered around them. They would debrief with the team, noting where they were pleased, surprised, confused or disappointed, and asking for more detail and information where they felt they needed it.


No anonymity was provided in either feedback process. Sometimes different statements were used in the hot-seat exercise, or other behaviors listed on the flip charts, but the process was always conducted in this open and direct fashion. In a company where even one-to-one, behind-closed-doors performance feedback was typically softened and watered down, and performance ratings were skewed upwards, this kind of public feedback was stunning, unsettling, fear-producing.


I soon began to experiment within the approaches that I’ve just described. For instance, I continued to conduct data-gathering team interviews, but I also developed a questionnaire for team members to complete that added to the data they would consider during the workshop. Also, our approach used eight characteristics to describe a team at Stage Four of the Tuckman model, and we used these attributes as the working definition of high performance. These attributes talked about, among other things, having a clear strategy, shared goals, clear roles, and so on. It was and is a pretty strong list. It said nothing, though, about a team knowing why they were operating as a team, understanding what the purpose of the team being together was. Nor was there any mention of trust in this list of attributes. I was just beginning to become curious about these two areas in particular and how they played into team effectiveness (both will be discussed at greater length later in this book). So I created a simple in-room survey that I used with teams that included the previously mentioned eight characteristics and added team purpose and trust. Otherwise, I continued to follow the broad outlines of the team alignment process. I conducted feedback sessions using the methodologies I described. As our consultants did, I worked with teams to develop team processes or protocols that their data suggested were absent. Over time, using this hybrid approach, I developed a reputation for my knowledge and skills in team development and for my relatively minor innovations. As I continued to experiment with new techniques and tools, my sense that our team-consulting approach was missing something, potentially something essential, grew. Or, perhaps, it was our assumptions about what was required for high performance that were off the mark. In either case, it was a series of fairly typical team effectiveness interactions with one of our business teams that shed light on the causes of my doubts and that led eventually to the ideas and concepts that form the heart of the Framework I developed.


Before I tell you about the work that led to my “ah-ha” moment, let’s revisit the Mars Five Principles that I talked about in the Introduction to the book. People outside of Mars might think of them as just another set of corporate values. They’re that and more. The Five Principles are the foundation for how we get our work done. I’ll summarize them again here:




Quality: The consumer is our boss, quality is our work, and value for money is our goal.


Responsibility: As individuals, we demand total responsibility from ourselves; as Associates, we support the responsibilities of others.


Mutuality: A mutual benefit is a shared benefit; a shared benefit will endure.


Efficiency: We use resources to the full, waste nothing and do only what we can do best.


Freedom: We need freedom to shape our future; we need profit to remain free.





The Five Principles have been and still are a key to our success. They’re even embedded in the thinking that went into our team Framework. The team that was the source of some of my earliest insights, despite its difficulties, had the Five Principles to ground them in what was important. Like all the teams I’ll talk about in these pages, they were good people doing a lot of good work. But they needed help. Without knowing it, they would be helping me. What happened as a result of my work with this team triggered my transformation from a knowledgeable, capable traditionalist to a committed collaboration contrarian.


One Room, One Team, Different Purposes


It was early days in my time as an internal team effectiveness consultant at Mars. We were in one of the more peculiar hotel conference rooms I had ever worked in: long and narrow with a low drop-panel ceiling and smoked-glass mirrors along its two long walls. On the floor was a threadbare, reddish carpet, with a royal crest sort of pattern, that smelled of cleaning chemicals and stale cigarette smoke. It looked and felt for all the world like a cheap, cramped New Jersey interpretation of the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles. I was there working with a cross-functional brand team on their team effectiveness and we had reached an impasse. Things had gone uncomfortably quiet in our mirrored cave. Finally, I broke the silence with a flurry of questions that arose out of my frustration, my sense of impending failure, but also from a genuine need to know: “What is it exactly that you’re supposed to be doing as a team? I mean, why do you come together? For what purpose?” I wondered how they were supposed to achieve any kind of high performance when they didn’t even know why they existed as a collaborative unit, as a team. The silence that followed my questions was telling. It spoke volumes about their confusion, their lack of clarity and lack of a sense of purpose. In fact, my questions had begun to form just a few weeks earlier when my work with the team began.


I had been asked by the team leader to sit in on a few of his regular team meetings so that I could observe their team dynamic as part of preparing for the off-site workshop at the Hall of Smoke-and-Mirrors just described. I attended two or three of their regular meetings, each on a different topic. What I saw in just one of those meetings was consistent with the others I attended and will sound familiar to many of you.


There were 12 or 13 Associates, men and women, seated around an oblong conference table in a small meeting room at one end of the Hackettstown, New Jersey offices. One wall of the room had tall south-facing windows. The overhead lights were switched off; the horizontal blinds were lowered and closed, shutting out all but slivers of the low wintertime sun. The brightest sources of light in the room were the spreadsheet projected onto a large screen at one end of the room and the blue glow from five or six laptop computers that team members were working on at their seats around the table. As well, a few Associates were working their Blackberries, which they held just below the level of the tabletop in an attempt to conceal their efforts, like secretive virtuosos of the digital thumb piano. The steady arrhythmic “tap-taptaptap-tap” of fingers on keyboards large and small filled the room as emails were composed and proposals were tightened up, none of which, it appeared, had anything to do with the topic of this particular meeting. In the midst of this dim cacophony, three of the team members were in a heated argument about the rows and columns of tiny, barely visible numbers that were part of the spreadsheet glowing on the screen at one end of the room. Every so often, a head would pop up from one of the computer screens or Blackberries and this person would jump into the spreadsheet debate. Then just as quickly, once her point was made, she would return to the email or PowerPoint® that was otherwise consuming her attention. It was impressive in a way, that ability to jump in and out of the conversation. But it was clear that none of them could be giving their full attention and therefore the full value of their presence to any of what they were doing.
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