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The new teamwork
Interview by Scott Briscoe
You’ll be glad to know that the “X” in X Teams: How to build teams that lead, innovate, and succeed by Deborah Ancona and Henrik Bresman is not a generational reference. The x actually stands for external. Associations Now recently caught up with Ancona, and she explained why functional teams today need to be focused on their external environments.

What’s wrong with the traditional approach to team building and team operations?

It’s not that there is anything wrong with it. When you look at every textbook that’s been written about how to work well in groups, it’s all about internal functions—how the team can operate together to solve a problem or reach a goal.

The problem with the internal perspective is [that] it’s only half the story. Good teams fail all the time, and it’s not because they are inadequate or lack the talent or knowledge to do the job. It’s because the follow the classic team approach of focusing internally.

What are the characteristics of the “classic team approach”?

I’ve done this hundreds of times. I’ve studied teams for 25 years; I’ve been creating teams for a long time. I’ll sit in front of a room of executives and leaders and ask, “What creates an effective team?” They will tell me over and over again: trust, cohesion, clear goals, clear roles, clear agenda, clear mission, motivated members, people who get along with each other, good problem solving and rational decision making, and good communication and coordination. That is what is written up in these bestselling texts. We spend billions of dollars training teams to work like this.
What is so different now that the traditional team is no longer good enough?

Increasingly, teams focused internally will find less and less success. The world is changing in a variety of ways. The problems we face are very complex, meaning the probability of having all [of] the needed expertise and knowledge within the team itself is very low. We have a lot of dispersed information and expertise in other parts of the organization—and even outside the organization.

Second, the world is changing very quickly. You can put a team together, but if they’re only looking internally and focusing on building and being the strongest team they can be, then they’re going to be out of step with what’s going on around them, with how customers think, with how technology is changing their approach to the problem, with what their competitors are doing, or with how the intended markets are shifting and acting.

So what is the approach of an “x team,” and how does it differ from traditional teams?

Again, it’s not that traditional teams are bad; it’s that they’re only half [of] the story.  Traditional teams may not completely ignore the outside world, but the focus is on building a strong, functioning team—through the things like cohesion, communication, and clarity. An x team still needs those things, but the focus of the team is external. The purpose of the team is to observe and use the resources available to them from the outside to help them take the best actions inside the team.

In the book, you mention three specific external activities that x teams must engage in. What are they?
First, an x team has to engage in a range of external activities. We call one of these activities “scouting.” This is where you put your finger on the pulse of the changing technology, customer needs, competitor initiatives, and any formerly unseen threats or opportunities. Another is ambassadorship—x teams have to manage upward. They have to know what top management thinks about their project and identify allies and opponents and begin to use this information to move the project forward. And, finally, there is task coordination. If you’re on a committee, chances are that some other committee is doing work that relates to what you are doing. Task coordination reaches out across these divides.
The second phase is execution. As you move into this phase, you are still externally focused, but the shift in the team is to one of outcomes, not information gathering. The external environment can still have a significant effect on what it is you produce.
The last phase is exportation. Although effective x terms have involved others from around the organization and its leadership in the development of the product, it is still incumbent on the team to transfer its excitement to the rest of the organization as the product is rolled out.

Is it possible for dysfunctional teams—teams with personal agendas or little cohesion—to use the x team framework to grow stronger?
Teams are inherently difficult to manage, and x teams are even more difficult, so if you don’t have some of the basic elements in place, you should be wary of trying to put any sort of framework to use without working on the underlying causes to start.
However, one way externally focused teams get past personal agendas is by focusing on the core client. The external focus should help a team reach beyond the agendas of its team members because it takes in a variety of experiences and expertise from the outside. An internally focused team is usually focused on producing a great product; an externally focused team is focused on how to make the organization successful.

In associations, many “teams” are committees or task forces comprised of volunteers. Does the x team approach require more work, and is it conducive to a volunteer environment?
An x team does take more time and effort than a traditional team. Remember, x teams build on strong team fundamentals. But one might argue that x teams are even more important for volunteer teams. First, x teams will be highly successful compared to their counterparts. It may take more time, but the time will be more productive. Second, we’ve researched how x teams work and observed their behaviors before, during, and after the team assignment. We’ve found that x team members leave the team with a network of people and a better sense of how to incorporate this network into other work that they do. That’s a characteristic I think would be very appealing to volunteers.
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