
Teams and Innovation 1. Creating teams

Working in teams:

Creates e�cient sharing of
skills and knowledge that can

be leveraged for improved
performance

Provides psychological
support and enhances

participation, engagement
and motivation

Accelerates and improves
learning and knowledge

accumulation

Improves creativity and
innovation potential

Team membership

In selecting team members,
it’s important to focus on the

technical capability
requirements that a

particular task demands of
the team members, as well

as the personal
characteristics needed for

teamwork

Technical requirements
needed to deliver

Desireability

Feasability

Viability

Personal characteristics

Honesty and directness

A good work ethic

A positive attitude

Good communication skills

A willingness to spread their
ideas, borrow ideas from

others

Team size and stability

Size

The optimum team size for
project-based work such as
innovation is generally four

or �ve people

This is not an absolute, but
rather a guide

Greater project complexity
and interdependence among
its subcomponents is likely to
require larger teams and/or

dedicated (fulltime) team
members

If there are too many on a
team, cohesion and

productivity can be lost and
groupthink introduced

Stability

Team stability in�uences
team performance and

creativity

Stable teams exhibit greater
performance levels than

teams where membership is
constantly changing and

individuals are continually
going through the process of
getting to know one another

and building trust

However, adding or changing
team membership can be a
great means of improving

creativity

Team Diversity

Diversity is a key driver of
innovation and is particularly

important when you are
pursuing radical innovation

Diversity includes factors
such as:

Technical and industry
diversity

Experience diversity

Cultural diversity

Age diversity

Gender diversity

Personality traits

While diversity increases
creativity, you need to get
team members to open up

and share their perspectives.
You need to create an

environment that:

Is prepared for and
anticipates alternative views

Promotes feelings of safety
and being valued

Has a predisposition to
learning

Provides adequate time to
process new information and

perspectives

Once you have encouraged
the sharing of perspectives,
the challenge is to integrate
them into useful outcomes

This can be a challenge as
problems are seen and

interpreted by any given
individual based on their
background, training and

experience

Overcoming representational
gaps involves understanding

the perspectives of others
through e�ective

communication, where
others’ perspectives are

accepted as legitimate and
the value of their

contributions are understood

Individual context can create
representational gaps that
need to be overcome when

seeking to integrate a variety
of perspectives

Integrating the additional
information and knowledge

that comes from diverse
teams involves:

Understanding the relevance
of each perspective and
�nding common ground

Overcoming di�erences in
how problems are

represented because of the
di�erences in background,

training, expertise, etc

Committing time to
integration – building

understanding and working
through di�erences

Con�ict management

The role of con�ict

While diversity is a key
ingredient to innovation, the

greater the diversity, the
greater the di�erences in
opinion and potential for

con�ict

This raises the question; is
con�ict good or bad?

The answer is that a �nite
level of certain types of

con�ict actually enhance
creativity, whereas other

forms of con�ict inhibit it and
destroy team performance

Types of con�ict

A�ective con�ict
Personal con�ict, emotional
disagreement characterised

by anger or hostility

To secure the bene�ts of
diversity, you must seek to
avoid all forms of a�ective

con�ict

Task con�ict

Content-focused
disagreement over what is to
be accomplished and how it’s

to be achieved – goals,
methodologies, solutions, etc

A moderate level of task
con�ict is bene�cial to

creativity but must not be
allowed to escalate into

active disagreement

Con�ict management

It’s also important to
appreciate that task con�ict
can easily lead to a�ective

con�ict and vice versa;
therefore, con�ict must be

actively managed

Con�ict management styles
include managing comptetive

interest through:

Avoidance

Accomodation

Compteting

Compromising

Collaborating

Team collaboration

Creating a climate where
people will share and

collaborate e�ectively has its
challenges, in particular

ensuring that

An ‘us versus them’ culture
does not develop, promoting
fear and preventing people

from sharing their
perspectives, knowledge,

information and ideas

The reality is that in the
absence of all the facts,

people attribute feelings,
beliefs and intentions to
others in an attempt to
explain their behaviour,

sometimes consciously but
often unconsciously

The problem with this, of
course, is that it can easily

lead to misguided and harsh
conclusions

Avoiding the development of
an ‘us versus them’ culture,
promoting a team spirit and

maximising collaboration
involves:

Creating a shared identity

Building trust

Providing psychological
safety

Incentives and rewards aren’t
misaligned, thereby

inhibiting sharing and
collaboration

2. Running the team

Optimism and Pessimism

Innovation requires extreme
optimism, punctuated by
input from realists and

pessimists

Creating optimism and
balancing pessimism is a

management and leadership
challenge

It requires a few grumpy and
pessimistic people who can
�nd the �aws and pull the
plug when the business is

about to throw good money
after bad

Nevertheless, it’s important
to ensure that optimism

outweighs pessimism – and
that the pessimists

understand that you are
seeking constructive

feedback

Constructive feedbackTo foster constructive
feedback you want people to:

Not �ght when generating
ideas, for example, when

brainstorming

Fight over ideas, for example,
when evaluating ideas, but

not to make personal attacks

Stop �ghting once the
decision has been made, as

this undermines
implementation – disagree,

then unite and commit

Argue, but decide

Managing failure

There will always be failure
along the journey of

innovation

These ‘losses’ are the cost of
innovation

However, losses must be
actively mitigated in terms of
their probability and impact

Your reaction (or your team’s
reaction) to failure will play a
pivotal role in your business’

success in developing
innovation as a core

competency

If you risk your entire future
on one idea, or respond to

failure as though it does, you
will destroy psychological

safety – and innovation will
never see the light of day

If you create an environment
of fear, nobody will take the
risks required for innovation
work. Instead, you need to:

Forgive, not blame, humiliate,
stigmatise, etc

Remember the insights and
lessons learned

Implementation
Implementation is essential
and team leaders need to

ensure:

The team understands what
it’s charged to achieve

All the ‘smart talk’ during a
meeting does not just walk

out of the meeting and
evaporate

Team leaders understand the
nature of the work the team

is working on

The team stops any whining
or complaining and ensures

the focus is on �xing the
underlying problem(s)
causing the whining or

complaining

The strategies for
accomplishing the task are

kept as simple as possible, so
they are easier to implement

Dealing with bad apples

Bad experiences impact on
us more than good

experiences – it typically
takes �ve positive

experiences to counter one
bad experience

Therefore, one bad apple in a
team can bring down an

entire team’s performance by
30% to 40% compared to

teams that don’t have a bad
apple

By bad apple we are
referring to people who are

negative, lazy and avoid
responsibility or those who
are simply rude and sel�sh

People such as these are
detrimental to cohesive
teamwork due to their

tendency to create
distraction and contagion.

There are two basic
strategies for dealing with

bad apples

Fix them

Get ride of them

Why do teams fail?

Not recruiting the right team
members

Failing to spend the time for
team members to get to

know each other

Not listening to each other

Failing too make
expectations explicit

Not having team ambitions

Failing to manage time
e�ectively

Not asking for help


