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More Praise for Extraordinary Groups

“Extraordinary Groups is an extraordinary book. Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan have rigorously examined the compelling cases of sixty high-performing groups and revealed the elements of their success. This book is rich with uplifting stories that will inspire you, practical advice that will guide you, and applied exercises that will develop you and your team. If you want to know what is required of you to do truly amazing work in groups, then this is the place to start. Buy it now. Use it often.”

—Jim Kouzes, award-winning coauthor of the bestselling book,  The Leadership Challenge, and Dean’s Executive Professor of Leadership, Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University

 

“This book offers a useful model for being a great group leader or member—no small undertaking. Groups are the essential structure for making a difference in the world and this book adds to our capacity to create something important together. An easy read with a clear structure; I happily recommend it.”

—Peter Block, partner, Designed Learning, and author of  Community: The Structure of Belonging

 

“This is a must-read for leaders looking to achieve transformational results in their organizations. The authors not only make a compelling case about the power of engaging small groups, they give us a pragmatic blueprint to move groups to ever higher levels of performance.”

—Phyllis Campbell, chairman, JPMorgan Chase, Pacific NW, and former CEO, The Seattle Foundation

 

“Organizational leaders will appreciate Bellman and Ryan’s approach for igniting energy in group process, adding value to the business, effectively and quickly.”

—Barbara Magusin, senior vice president, Human Resources, Premera Blue Cross

 

“In fifty years of consulting and facilitating, never has a book about groups so completely captured my interest or provoked such deep reflection and insight as  Extraordinary Groups. Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan not only capture the magic each of us feels in the presence of a deeply fulfilling group experience, but they also provide a map of the territory that can be followed by anyone seeking to create such experiences. Their work is firmly grounded in the observations and reflections of sixty members of extraordinary groups, from which they have  distilled guidelines for success that are clear and doable without being overly simplistic. Their accompanying exercises can be used by anyone, whether group leader, facilitator, or member, to enhance their own experience of group life, and to help their group be all it can be—both in its impact on events in the world and in providing satisfaction for the needs we all bring to group life.”

—Roger Harrison, consultant, author, and adjunct professor, California Institute of Integral Studies

 

“‘I am me not only because of who I am but also because I am in relationship. ’ In Archbishop Tutu’s philosophy, this view of us in relationship is a fundamental life force—especially relevant in these times of ‘six degrees of separation.’ Extraordinary Groups provides a blueprint for building the relationships that must occur as we find the synergies needed for problem solving and breakthrough.”

—Patricia McLagan, chair, Desmond Tutu Peace Foundation

 

“At a time when every organization is looking for ways to inspire people, achieve more results, and build loyalty, Extraordinary Groups provides the way. The authors’ ability to capture practical techniques coupled with ideas on how to tap into people’s real desire to contribute is astonishing. A must-read for anyone interested in change and contribution.”

—Carol Vipperman, president and founder, Foundation for Russian American Economic Cooperation

 

“At last the book that answers how to get that ‘special sauce’ that makes some groups exceed our expectations while others fall so short. It provides new insights through powerful stories, practical guidance, and an essential reminder of the ingredients that differentiate the ordinary from the extraordinary!”

—Ann A. Herrmann-Nehdi, CEO, Herrmann International

 

“Anyone charged with leadership for a project, team, or entire enterprise will be energized by this clear guide to providing outstanding outcomes through proven team tools. Amidst many works on teams, this book emerges filled with clear and try-it-today methods to produce great outcomes through super teams.”

 

—M. Jane Dailey, vice president and chief clinical officer, Kindred Healthcare, East Region

 

“Lively stories, generative questions, and practical insights support tools that cut beneath the surface of groups. Bellman and Ryan invite us to mine our own experience, to learn from what we already know, and recognize it for the first time. Coaches, managers, and leaders who want to make a difference will find Extraordinary Groups invaluable for staff meetings, leadership workshops, and consultations.”

—Laurent A. Parks Daloz, senior fellow, The Whidbey Institute

 

“Extraordinary Groups is an original meditation and celebration of the importance of groups and teams not only in business but in our lives overall. It not only synthesizes years of research and experience with why groups succeed or fail but offers page after page of practical ideas and exercises for how to use these insights with any organized group. It is useful to both the beginner group facilitator and organizer as well as the experienced practitioners.”

—David Giber, senior vice president, Linkage, Inc.

 

“Change gets its legs when kindred spirits bond in a common purpose. In  Extraordinary Groups Bellman and Ryan shed light on this essential, nonlinear, relationship-based process. If you seek change, this book lends insight into an important aspect—creating teams that work.”

—Peggy Holman, coauthor, The Change Handbook

 

“This book is about more than groups—it’s about understanding how humans interact and make decisions. In our interconnected and increasingly collaborative world, this is essential learning for individuals and organizations that expect to deliver outcomes that exceed expectations.”

—Colin Moseley, chairman, Simpson Investment Company

 

“Carl Rogers once said that the predictable response of individuals who feel fully and deeply heard is that ‘the spine will tingle and the eyes will water!’  Extraordinary Groups is for those of us who want to have that kind of experience on a regular basis through membership in passionate and powerfully productive groups. It is about understanding and appreciating what goes on at the intersection of transformative learning, peak experiences, high-performing teams, and the sustainable pursuit of meaningful work. The book offers an elegantly simple mosaic for perceiving and intervening in the ongoing life of groups that matter the most.”

—Edie Seashore, MA, organization consultant, and Charlie Seashore, professor, Fielding Graduate University

 

“Over the years we’ve wondered why it is that some groups are dynamic and life-giving while others are so-so, missing some kind of essential spark and failing to meet our hopes and expectations. When the latter happens, we sometimes blame ourselves, the group, or throw up our hands and blame the misaligned planets! Enter this book, combining inspiring examples, thoughtful analysis, and clear guidance about conditions that contribute to transformational work in small groups for the individuals involved as well as for the task at hand. What a timely, hopeful, and helpful resource!”

—Marcy Jackson and Rick Jackson, co-directors, Center for Courage & Renewal

 

“Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan have put together an engaging treatise on what makes for extraordinary teams. They eloquently take a very complex subject and boil it down to its most meaningful parts, all supported by stimulating real-world stories. I found the book to be pragmatic and backed by field research. In a nutshell, this extraordinary book should achieve amazing results.”

 

—Stephen L. Cohen, Ph.D., senior vice president, Global Solutions Management, Right Management

 

“Extraordinary Groups is the 21st century knowledge worker’s survival guide. It reminds us that we are better together and explains how we can make ecstatic work experiences a best practice rather than a once-in-a-lifetime, bitter-sweet memory.”

—Bill Koenig, administrative director, Organization Systems Renewal Graduate Program, Seattle University

 

“ ‘Life is too short to spend time in groups that do not fulfill their promise. ’ So say Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan, who have studied sixty extraordinary groups in variety of settings. In doing so they have identified six human needs that when met increase the likelihood of extraordinary things happing. Written with sensitivity and deep understanding of the human condition, Extraordinary Groups is for people who are weary but not defeated by groups where both individuals and groups fall short of their true potential. Extraordinary Groups is destined to become a trusty guide for people who want to make a difference in their community, at work, or at home.”

 

—Richard Axelrod, author, Terms of Engagement: Changing the Way We Change Organizations

 

“We’re all part of so many groups—at work, home, and play. But when was the last time you shouted out, ‘Wow, we’re amazing!’ about a group you were in? If it’s been a while (or even never happened at all), it’s high time to raise the bar. Read on and learn how to create extraordinary once-in-a-lifetime group experiences every day. Go ahead. You deserve it!”

—Robert “Jake” Jacobs, author of Real Time Strategic Change  and You Don’t Have to Do It Alone

 

“For years, we’ve talked about the potential power of groups and teams and their ability to transform our organizations, our communities, and our world. In Extraordinary Groups, Bellman and Ryan show leaders what’s behind this power and offer practical advice and methods for fostering a team’s abilities to achieve amazing results.”

—Kim Wells, organization development advisor, Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center

 

“As a manager of small groups for over twenty-five years, the results of
Bellman and Ryan’s interviews gave me new ideas, practical actions, and a
profound model. I found their exercises new, unique, and transformational.
Do this work with your group and it will become more effective, rewarding,
and fun!”


—Kevin Coray, managing partner, Coray Gurnitz Consulting

 

“Given the time we spend in groups you’d think we’d all be experts. Yet most groups are pretty ordinary or less. Extraordinary Groups provides a picture of what greatness can be, a road map to take you there, and a toolbox to make adjustments along the route. I think it is terrific!”

—Chip R. Bell, coauthor, Take Their Breath Away

 

“Successful coaches, CEOs, and business owners know that they win when they engage not only the heads but also the hearts of their teams. Bellman and Ryan show us how. Read this book if you want extraordinary results.”

—Jeff Blancett, principal, the Galena Group

 

“Based on past experiences, most of us assume that our participation in groups will be painful, boring, and disappointing. If we ever have a positive group experience, we are amazed and grateful but assume it was a lucky happenstance. Bellman and Ryan have discovered otherwise. Based on extensive interviews about unusually successful and satisfying group experiences, they  have identified and distilled the key factors that consistently lead to outstanding groups. They provide numerous examples and practical, actionable guidelines for creating group experiences that achieve high goals, and engage participants in productive—even transformative—ways. I enthusiastically recommend this book to anyone who has the ambition to make any group situation an outstanding experience for all participants. Yes, you can!”

—Saul Eisen, Ph.D., consultant, Developing Human Systems

 

“In Extraordinary Groups, Bellman and Ryan offer excellent perspectives based on solid research. Their findings support the work we have been doing internally at Microsoft around leadership teams and their effectiveness.”

—Kathy Falzetta, organization development director, Microsoft
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Part One

OVERVIEW




1

WHY SMALL GROUPS ARE IMPORTANT NOW

Do you spend lots of time working in groups?

Are you frequently frustrated that groups are not more alive, more fulfilling, more productive?

Have you found yourself thinking, What a waste of time! Or, nobody listens! We never talk about what’s important! I had really hoped to learn something here! We are so out of touch with each other! It takes us forever to do anything!

Affirmative answers to these questions suggest this book is for you.

Most of us find ourselves in groups in all aspects of our lives: teams, committees, task forces, clusters, pods, clubs, networks, boards, or councils. Regardless of what they are called, many fall short of their full potential. Plans are implemented half-way, if at all. Group members’ talents and knowledge are only partially tapped. The work of the group does little to expand members’ learning or sense of possibility. Interaction among members shows only periodic flashes of energy, creativity, or authentic connection.

Occasionally, we are involved in a group that transforms us, is “inspiring,” “exciting,” “life-changing,” or “amazing.” When our next group experience falls short of fantastic, we ask ourselves: What was different about that amazing group? What allowed us to work together so beautifully, so productively? How could I replicate that experience?”

The two of us have been living, watching, advising, facilitating, and leading groups for a combined total of ninety years. Each of us has written and taught others about groups and how to work with them. And we share the experience of one extraordinary group: The Community Consulting Partnership (CCP)—the group to which we have dedicated this book. Fourteen years ago, a handful of us founded CCP, and it has turned out to be extraordinary. Nine volunteers run this little organization. CCP helps create more successful not-for-profit organizations in our community while building consulting skills in citizens. We have learned much watching CCP evolve in purpose and structure, relationship and performance. Because of our participation in this group, each of us has been changed for the better.

Like so many people, we have been both excited and mystified by a handful of our own group experiences—those that transcend the normal and stand out as amazing. Three years ago, our curiosity pushed us into conversations about three questions: Why do some groups describe themselves in such exceptional terms, while most do not? What do these great groups have in common that sorts them from the rest? What might be done to create their extraordinary results more often? That’s when we decided to write this book.




Learning from the Experiences of Others 

We began by going to the field and learning from others. From the beginning, people readily shared their remarkable group experiences with us. We discovered that extraordinary group experiences are widely known, seldom studied, and people want more of them! We sought out people from sixty different groups, people of ages from seventeen to seventy who declared they had been a part of amazing groups. They  told of groups in major corporations or institutions where people came together to streamline processes, better serve customers, save money or increase profitability. Other stories came from community or volunteer efforts, involving projects such as helping high school students improve their job interviewing skills, cleaning up neighborhoods, or building a new library. Quite another set of groups were more personal in nature, such as a group of family and friends that supported a dying woman and her children, or a women’s book club, or a couple who recommitted to their marriage. And several of these groups—in all categories—relied heavily on technology to communicate or accomplish their goals.

Throughout this field study, we focused on stories in which groups of two to twenty came together and fulfilled the following conditions:• The experience and the results achieved or surpassed expectations
• Those involved described what happened with words such as “wow,” “a big win,” “huge,” “surprising,” “meaningful,” or “amazing”
• The setting was within the workplace, volunteer activities, family, or spiritual or personal growth communities
• The circumstances were face-to-face or virtual; if virtual, at least 75% of the group connection and interaction was accomplished through technology



In each conversation, we searched for what sits below the amazing experiences people talked with us about. As our ideas and model developed, we shared them in conferences and workshops. The perspectives of over 600 executives, managers, and consultants helped shape our point of view. Our conclusion: exceptional experiences can be thoughtfully  nurtured and intentionally encouraged. We came to understand the dynamics of these groups, their impact, and what to do to increase the likelihood that they will occur. We share all of this in the pages ahead.




What Is an Extraordinary Group Experience? 

When it comes to recognizing an extraordinary group, the old adage of “you’ll know it when you see it” comes to mind—except that in this situation, it may be more of a case of “you’ll know it when you feel it!” People instinctively sense when a group experience is something special, something different from the ordinary, something that surpasses their expectations in a positive, remarkable, and hard-to-describe way. Here are two examples of such groups. On the surface, they are quite different, yet they share critical elements of an extraordinary group experience. As each story unfolds, put yourself in the place of those we interviewed and imagine your way into an intuitive sense of each of these exceptional groups.


Micro-Credit for Millions 
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In 1996 when she was newly graduated from college, Barb was one of twelve staff members hired to organize a global summit that engaged 3,000 participants from 137 countries. The purpose of this global conference in Washington, D.C. was to launch a coordinated campaign to reach 100 million of the world’s poorest families with access to credit for self-employment—and all this by the year 2005. Unlike other summits of the 1990s, this one was convened by civil society—not by governments or the United Nations. Two years prior to Barb’s involvement, this effort was brought to life by  grassroots citizen activists committed to ending poverty. We interviewed Barb, her co-worker Jacki, and Sam, their visionary executive director.

Starting in June, 1996, the goal for the conference staff was to organize and then orchestrate this complex, politically sensitive, international multiday event that would take place eight months later. As a small example of the challenge they took on together, Barb remembers “trying not to panic when I had the White House on one line, the First Lady of Angola on another, and the president of Peru trying to call in all at the same time. Where was Emily Post’s book of protocol and etiquette on pecking order when I needed it?!” Operating out of a very tight office space—actually an old converted apartment building—“people came from all over the country to be involved. We were very eclectic.” They brought different ethnic backgrounds, personalities, cultural perspectives, education, professional identities, language skills, and reasons for being involved.

At minimum pay, they often worked eighteen-hour days managing the details of everything: coordinating security for visiting heads of state, lining up conference speakers, and making sure that there were enough copies of the program when, three days before the conference, registrations jumped from 1,600 to 3,000. At all hours, staff members worked the phones in multiple languages to secure the participation of key leaders from around the globe and their personal commitments to take action once the conference was over. With solid funding, Jacki remembers that “our biggest problem was that no one had heard of micro-credit.” Once people understood what it was, “everyone thought what we were doing was terrific and pitched in to help.”

Conflicts occurred “when we were tired and hungry and had not gotten enough sleep.” With only two private offices,  staff members gathered in one to sort things out. As an organization, “it was not hugely hierarchical—people were expected to come forward. Everything seemed to get an airing.” With a just-do-it attitude and respect for one another, “we’d work really hard, vent when we needed to, and then go out for a dinner or a drink together.” Jacki told us that “it was war. Us against poverty—and we had each others’ backs.” When the conference closed as a huge success, many of the staff ended up at one person’s apartment. “We couldn’t leave each other for a couple of days. How could we possibly disband? We had bonded for life.”

The team that put on the Micro-Credit Summit produced results that are amazing and transforming on multiple levels. When they began, they had hoped for 600 participants and 3,000 came! And more important, all delegates had agreed to the conference’s goals and made commitments about micro-credit loans prior to arriving for the meeting. Careful tracking of the commitments to extending the micro-credit revealed that it took two years longer than originally targeted to achieve the conference’s goals. But when reached, what an achievement! “This is a tremendous achievement that many people thought was far too difficult to reach. What makes it even more remarkable is that loans to more than 100 million very poor families now touch the lives of more than half a billion family members around the world. That is half of the world’s poorest people.” 1

In addition to this astonishing global accomplishment, Jacki and Barb were deeply affected personally as members of this group. For Jacki, this was “one of the most important moments of my life . . . I’m now fearless when it comes to asking anyone for anything.” Barb speaks poignantly of a transformational moment that took place at the very end of the conference. Back stage, looking out at the 3,000 people  in the auditorium, she saw that “In the front row with queens and first ladies and heads of state, one person stood, then two others stood, arm in arm, singing our closing song. Then I saw an ocean of people standing up, arm in arm, and singing. I realized that in this room alone, we had the resources that could make our vision happen. My heart was blown open with deep appreciation and hope and a sense that I could make a difference. We were a squad of twelve people! In a disheveled office. Our small voice engaged the world. I could never be the same again.” Hold this in mind as you read about Laura.


A Moving Experience 
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Twenty years ago Laura worked in information technology at a large advertising agency in New York City. She recalls the< moment she was told she would be working eight weekends in a row, “I was less than excited. I thought that this was going to be a miserable two months. I couldn’t have been more wrong . . . It was a very powerful experience. At the time, I didn’t see it as transformative, but now I do. I try to emulate what we did then. I use it as my model for beautiful planning and collaboration.”

Unlike the enormous scope of Barb’s group, Laura and her nine colleagues were tasked with a very immediate mission: disconnect then reinstall the electronic equipment of employees on sixteen floors, moving from an old building to a new one across town. Transfer two floors a week, beginning each Friday morning, completing by Sunday night. Do so with a level of accuracy that would allow employees to be at their work stations on Monday morning with all phones, computers, printers, copiers, and fax machines working. Without a hitch. And, in fact, that’s what happened.

Proudly, Laura recalls that “we had a 99+ percent success rate—fewer than 1 percent voiced complaints on Monday mornings.” Careful planning and organization, clear goals and roles allowed the moving team to excel both individually and collectively. “We each knew what we were supposed to do so we could go ahead and make our own decisions about how to get our work accomplished.” People would do their own jobs, then move on to help others in “true collaboration.” One night, the printers wouldn’t work consistently. The whole team pitched in and finally got them working perfectly. “We had this unspoken rule that if one of our subgroups was having a problem we all stayed to help. No one went home earlier than the others saying ‘my part is done.’ ”

Picture this high-performing group. Already putting in a full week’s work, they’d start on Friday mornings, work til 2 A.M. Saturday, then come back around 10 A.M. and work til after midnight. “We worked til 2 A.M. in order to have the rest of Sunday off,” Laura explained. For eight weeks. Imagine the office floors in the new building, filled with only empty work stations. Then the high-energy team arrives, focused individuals moving from task to task, helping others wherever needed. Learning each other’s favorite foods to order in. Playing baseball with broom sticks and paper wads in the middle of the night to let off steam. Then, in the early morning hours, waiting to make sure everyone was safely on their way home.

With each floor, there were different technical challenges. “For the first few weeks it was exciting. At weeks five and six, we still had the same level of commitment—and we were better at it!” A competent and caring leader helped make the project fun and gave people confidence. “We never had to deal with negative attitude—even though there were plenty of frustrations that people faced individually.” Looking back on  the repetitive installations, the long and late hours, and the spurts of intensely focused problem solving, Laura sees that “there was pure joy in doing something hard—together. The magic was in the group. This was a happy surprise—that it went so smoothly and was really fun!”


Defining Extraordinary Groups 

Barb’s and Laura’s experiences are quite different in terms of the scope of their groups’ goals and achievements. Yet they have several elements in common that mark them as members of two extraordinary groups. Consider their experiences as you read these definitions:• A group is a collection of individuals, typically of two to about twenty, who come together around a common purpose.
• Extraordinary groups achieve outstanding results, and members—individually or collectively—experience a profound shift in how they see their world; they are transformed.
• Transformation is a fundamental shift in individual perceptions that accelerate behavior change and personal vitality.



When there is a shift in perception, things are never quite the same again. Barb and Laura each worked with about a dozen people in a very concentrated, intense, and time-driven way. For Barb, the transformative shift had to do with seeing herself as capable of making a difference in the world. Laura gained a model for joy-filled planning and collaboration.

However large or small, visible or intangible, such transformative shifts happen because the group experience satisfies core needs that members intuitively bring to any group they join. Each of us brings these same needs to every  group situation; we seek opportunities to meet those needs. Our work and our field study suggest there are six needs, forming three pairs related to one’s self, the group, and the world in which the group exists. These six elements combine in a model we call the Group Needs model:

Acceptance of self while moving toward one’s Potential

A Bond with others that grows while pursuing a common  Purpose

Understanding the Reality of the world while collectively making an Impact


Whether at work, at home, or in the community, when your group experience meets two or more of these needs, it will stand out for you. You are more likely to exclaim about it, to see it as memorable, and you will also find it hard to describe. You will probably be uncertain about how it came about, perhaps see it as “chance,” and assume that this unusual occurrence cannot be intentionally created. Our experience suggests otherwise.




What to Expect from Extraordinary Groups 

In the following chapters, we explain our Group Needs model in detail, share stories of extraordinary groups in action, and offer guidance to help you encourage extraordinary experiences in your groups. This book comes in three parts.

Part One: We present an overview of the key elements of our model, including the defining indicators of an extraordinary group and the connection between the Group Needs model and transformation.

Part Two: Each pair of the Group Needs model is described in its own chapter along with reflective exercises and suggestions  for actions you can take in your groups to increase the chances of the six Group Needs being met. Chapter Seven illustrates transformative shifts that occur when multiple needs are met at once.

Part Three: In this section, we offer specific content on how to embrace differences within a group so that they become an asset rather than a barrier to success. We provide special guidance to group leaders, then bring the book to a close with a final chapter.

Appendices: Here you will find content that will help you apply all that we propose in the main part of the book: exercises to practice what you learn in Chapters Four, Five, and Six; a summary of the key content points; a list that describes how we intentionally behaved toward one another during our collaboration to ensure an extraordinary experience; and intriguing references about related topics.
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We have written Extraordinary Groups to help you see your groups differently. So that you can consciously behave in ways that will encourage your groups to be extraordinary. This is possible regardless of your role: member, designated leader, or facilitator of a group. From our interviews, we’ll provide twenty inspiring examples from amazing groups, groups that have much in common. Some of the stories will reflect the experiences of ongoing groups; others describe one-time events or projects. You’ll find a small version of our Group Needs model in the margin next to each story we share. We also talk to you directly, asking you to do your own thinking about what we present. Please engage with us by practicing what you read. Keep track of your learning in a journal or notebook. If you do, reading Extraordinary Groups  could become a powerful—even transformative—experience for you.




Why Are Small Groups So Important Now? 

Margaret Mead’s famous exhortation speaks to us: “Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” “A small group”—say two to twenty. “Committed”—to a common purpose. To “change the world”—their world. Perhaps your group and your world. But why small groups now?

Individuals regularly feel the constraints of being in organizations; organizations are regularly frustrated in dealing with individuals. The small group is the most constructive place for individuals and an organization to achieve mutual satisfaction and accomplishment. The group is the best place to resolve issues for both. The group is the meeting ground where most work gets done—at work and in our communities.

Our attraction to groups is instinctual; two hundred thousand years of human history have formed us into the group creatures that we are. We are genetically informed to look to groups to meet many of our needs; we are not informed to look at organizations in that way. The deeper motivations for why we join with others are hardly touched upon in popular leadership and team literature. As a result, the tools and techniques they employ often miss and cannot touch these underlying drives.

Readers do not need yet another book about improving groups through team building, leadership training, or meeting management. As helpful as all those books have been, they bring us tools that only scratch the surface of the world we live in. We need to dig deeper, into the wants, needs, and motives that cause people to work together. How do we capture the energy flowing from people trying to meet their needs, rather than shut it off? How might we direct all that  power? What work, paid or volunteer, lends itself to capturing that energy for the benefit of all? We think small groups are a logical place to demonstrate the answers to these questions. Currently, they are underappreciated, underutilized—and essential to work and play, family and community life.

The world currently reels with the weight of enormous challenges: wars, financial crisis, collapsing institutions, record unemployment, and climate change. All big, all global, all systemic. All requiring many perspectives, collaborative effort, and shared commitment from the global to the local level. When it comes to making progress on such issues, large organizations have regularly been found lacking; we are still learning better ways of bringing people together than by working within hierarchy and silos. In this book, we propose that human beings function better on a scale they can understand and influence—small groups that bring the right people together in the right ways can meet the challenges before us.

For organizations and individuals, we see many benefits to paying attention to creating exceptional group experiences—and then taking action to make more groups come alive like Laura’s and Barb’s. Organizations benefit from intentional development of peak group experiences because• Goals set for groups are achieved and frequently surpassed
• Group performance releases talent and energy not usually available to the organization
• People develop superior skills, knowledge, and insight together, thereby increasing the capacity of the organization
• Enduring relationships and networks grow and set the stage for future collaborations
• Loyalty to the organization increases along with the sense that “this is a great place to work”



For individuals, the benefits are powerful and personal. Through extraordinary experiences with others, individuals find• Increased confidence in their abilities and performance
• Higher motivation and morale
• Restored faith in and increased appreciation for organizations
• New and deeper connections with others
• New skills and knowledge that lead to a larger sense of personal empowerment
• Individual effort that is both rewarded and multiplied by working in groups



All of this leads the two of us to a clear point of view: Life is too short to spend time in groups that do not fulfill their promise. Our own personal lives and years of consulting have shown us that everyone benefits when people experience the pride, energy, and fulfillment that come from being part of an extraordinary group. Anyone in a group, regardless of role, can help move that group toward a transformative, never-to-be-forgotten experience. Extraordinary groups may be the exception, but they are widely experienced and largely unexamined. The two of us want to change that and we invite you to join us in this effort.


Notes 

1   Mohammad Yunus. MicroCredit Summit Newsletter, January, 2009. Vol. 7, Issue 1.
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WHAT’S DIFFERENT ABOUT EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

An extraordinary group achieves outstanding results while members experience a profound shift in how they see their world. These amazing groups show up in all sectors, they pursue all manner of purposes. Our sixty stories of these extraordinary groups came from organization leaders, information technology professionals, soldiers, software developers, trainers, managers, human resource officers, small business owners, community college counselors, basketball coaches, high school teachers, doctors, nurses, event organizers, community activists, health care administrators, consultants, soccer players, parishioners insurance executives, community volunteers, moms, government contractors, philanthropists, ministers high school students, book club members, white-water rafters, motorcycle riders, barbershop quartet singers, board members . . .

We examined sixty wonderfully different groups that shared a common enthusiasm for their “extraordinariness.” We asked ourselves what extraordinary means, what indicators sort these amazing groups from the all the rest, what features differentiate these “Wow!” groups from all those that are “OK, but not great.” In this chapter, we share our findings with you, and use one such group to illustrate an extraordinary group in action. We encourage you to think about your groups in the context of what we have discovered about extraordinary groups.




What Distinguishes an Extraordinary Group? 

Our field study yielded eight indicators linked to what we are calling “extraordinary.” Watch an extraordinary group and you will see these eight indicators in action. Barb’s and Laura’s groups had most of them, and so did most of sixty groups we studied.

Extraordinary groups exhibit• A compelling purpose that inspires and stretches members to make the group and its work a top priority
• Shared leadership that encourages members to take mutual responsibility for helping the group be successful
• Just-enough-structure to create confidence to move forward, but not so much as to become bureaucratic or burdensome
• Full engagement that results in all members jumping in with enthusiasm, sometimes passionately and chaotically, regardless of role
• Embracing differences so that group members see, value, and use their diversity as a strength
• Unexpected learning that translates into personal and group growth
• Strengthened relationships among members characterized by trust, collegiality, and friendship
• Great results, tangible and intangible



Keep this list of indicators at hand. Watch an extraordinary group at work and you will be busy checking them off. You will see one indicator after another, often many at once, bouncing off and building upon one another. As we interviewed people, these eight themes surfaced again and again.  Whether the groups were for profit or not, involving volunteers or employees, face-to-face or virtual, these eight indicators emerged. Not every story illustrated every point, but every story contained several.

We use one story, Tom’s team of seven people, to illustrate the indicators. You will see how one person felt a need, initiated action, pressed a point, and brought a team together to get something done.




Bucking the System 

[image: 006]

Years ago, Tom, a young information technology executive, returned to a former employer to take a mid-management< position; the company was an equipment manufacturer with many divisions. At that time, IT was totally centralized at corporate headquarters. The plan would require three smaller divisions—mining equipment, rail car, and winch manufacturing—to adopt an IT system designed for the much larger manufacturing division. This made no sense to Tom, who thought each division needed a system to match its own work, not one designed for a very different part of the company and tied to the corporate mainframe. But the decision had been made and “once something like that was decided—that was it!”

Tom’s questioning of the decision was a heretical act: he challenged a decision made higher up the chain and did so outside the company’s formalized budget cycle. Nonetheless, he managed to get the go-ahead to investigate an alternative approach. Six people joined him: Fred, the manager of IT planning, whom we also interviewed, a cost accounting manager, a materials manager, an assistant comptroller, an IT data processing manager, and an assistant vice-president from the corporate office “assigned to ride herd on what we  were doing.” Nobody formally reported to Tom and everyone already had their plates full with other assignments. But, as Fred recalls, each member who chose to be involved was “top notch and well-thought of at the company level.” And each was frustrated by the company’s one-system policy and the slowness with which it was being implemented.

Spread over four different locations in the West and Midwest of the United States and Canada, the team met in person quarterly, typically around some milestone or event, such as site visits to investigate software possibilities. In between, Fred recalls weekly phone meetings, remembering that this was a time well before easy Internet connections and conference calls. Tom remembers that it was a challenge just to “get everyone on the same page and believing that we could actually pull this off.” Pressure was mounting for the smaller divisions to adopt the corporate system. The work of this group needed to move ahead quickly!

The group analyzed the systems’ needs of the three smaller divisions. They investigated hardware, software, other companies, vendors, technical challenges, costs, and the interface with the corporate mainframe. After all their research, they recommended that the smaller divisions get midrange computers with packaged software that could be quickly installed and provide maximum flexibility for the users. In less than eight months, they went from “stirring the water to getting the sign-off ” on their recommendation. Tom says, “We ended up getting corporate approval for the three divisions to each have their own system, doing the first implementation in one year. The total projected cost was $6.5 million for the four divisions, including putting IT people in the divisions. We brought our first division in on time and under budget. In one division alone, the new system was responsible for $1 million savings on a yearly basis.”




An Amazing Group at Work 

Tom and Fred’s group illustrates the unique qualities exhibited in extraordinary groups. Initially it was tempting to try to arrange these eight indicators into some kind of linear flow. We came to see that in real-life these elements flow back and forth synergistically, depending on the way in which group members interact with one another. You might think of these indicators as the right ingredients to make a fabulous soup. Separately, they are appealing but when combined and given time to simmer in the same pot, they create something extraordinary and far more memorable than what could have been produced without the time to blend their separate flavors.

As you read through these eight descriptions, think about one of your groups. How often do you see or experience these qualities? When you do, how do they influence your experience?


Compelling Purpose 

Watch an extraordinary group at work and you will see that an inspiring and shared purpose surfaces repeatedly. Motivated by their purpose, members make their group a priority even in the face of other demands on their time. Members know that agreeing on a common purpose is critical to their work together. They make purpose visible, they post it, they remind each other of it, they use it as their primary guide for decisions. They check with each other when they suspect that purpose is not commonly understood.

A clear, compelling purpose is easy to see in task-oriented groups, ones we call External Change groups. For them, doable goals that require a stretch are important and set in motion action plans, work assignments, and  deadlines. Most groups brought together in the work environment have this type of purpose. For example, Tom and Fred’s team came together to analyze the information system’s needs and to shape a recommendation. At the more compelling level, what they were really about was trying to do what was right for one portion of the business—and they took no small satisfaction in bucking the top-down system at the same time. Tom remembers that “the others were interested in getting involved. They got caught up in the possibility of doing something that made sense and going against the centralized bull. They liked the idea of breaking that mold.”

Purpose is equally important to more socially-oriented groups—which we call Individual Support groups. Friendship circles that meet on regular basis, book clubs, or professional development groups are examples. In less task-driven settings, members are strongly drawn to their shared, internal purpose, typically providing some type of support for one another. Just as with external, task-driven groups, a purpose that is clear and compelling allows the relationship-driven groups to collectively assess how they are doing at what they have come together to achieve.


Shared Leadership 

Watch an extraordinary group in action and you will notice leadership behaviors from across the group. These groups are not top-down or leader-centric. Instead leadership is expressed by many in the group; the lead role shifts with the subject at hand and the expertise required. Many groups self-organize; members know that anyone can initiate with a question, a task, an issue, or a proposal. In these groups, you will see members leading together: initiating, facilitating, structuring,  suggesting, and doing all manner of things to help the group be effective. With shared leadership, members take mutual responsibility for outcomes. This gives everyone more opportunity to assist in getting what the group wants. Each member of Fred and Tom’s group was a manager in his own right, some were higher on the corporate ladder than Tom, who had initiated the group. Depending on their areas of expertise, each led a different aspect of the work. For example, the materials manager coordinated with his counterparts in the three divisions, keeping people in the loop, gathering data, and moving the assessment process ahead. As decision points surfaced, members relied on each other’s content expertise for guiding the group through the steps required to reach their recommendations.

This is not to suggest that extraordinary groups do not have formal leaders. They often do, but those assigned that role see their jobs differently from how more directive leaders do. How so? These leaders know their role is very important and that they are one leader among many. Typically, they focus on seeing that the group is being led rather than on being the one constant leader. They turn responsibilities and questions back to the group; they ask others what they would do. They pay attention to group members and try to see that individual needs are addressed.

Tom is such a leader. Even after twenty years, he can recount what each member in his group did to advance the work and how their competence and enthusiasm came together to make a great team. Aside from being the point person to buck the system, he “carried the water for the troops. You’ve got to organize around people’s excitement and their desires and abilities to get things done. It’s important to keep it light and to care about people, especially when they are overcommitted.”


Just-Enough Structure 

Give extraordinary groups a clear purpose and they will come up with ways of working that are governed more by outcome than structure. They will establish and honor systems, plans, roles, tasks, and working agreements—if those structures fit the challenges ahead of them. But they never forget that the main reason they are together is about fulfilling their purpose. The structure is a means to that end. In Tom and Fred’s group, the “secret was to keep it human. We used some rudimentary project management tools—like a task list. We reviewed this in our weekly meeting and updated it together. That’s the only way this sort of thing gets done. Keep it simple but make sure that everyone is informed and included.”

More organic than mechanical, members work together in ways that are collaborative, flexible, creative, and adaptive. They create just-enough-structure—at the time that it is needed—to support purpose and outcomes. They guard against overstructuring or structuring too soon, both of which can impose boundaries on people’s thinking and limit the time available for substantive conversations. Agendas are never more important than the outcomes they are designed to meet; roles and plans shift as circumstances call for reaching toward purpose in a new way.


Full Engagement 

The space created by compelling purpose, just-enough structure, and shared leadership pulls members toward full engagement. When fully engaged, members readily contribute their knowledge, skills, and talents; they do not wait to be asked. In a group like this, rather than holding back, members may have trouble getting airtime—waiting for others to breathe so they can dive in. Depending on what’s  being discussed, the intensity and excitement of engagement can be more apparent than order. Ideas flow, tumbling one over another like a river just forming and seeking its course. People pitch in, adapt, inform, exclaim, and resolve issues together. And engagement doesn’t end when a meeting is over; people do what they say they will do. When a member commits to taking action, others can count on that person to follow through. People work hard and intensely, often for hours, days at a time; they do so because they are committed to their unifying purpose and don’t want to let each other down.

Tom and Fred’s group had one of these intensely focused times. As they were conducting their due diligence on issues and finances, they knew that they were off-cycle for the company’s budget process. They got the word from headquarters that the CEO of the company had finally agreed to consider the group’s proposal. With this, the group had hopes they could bypass some of the normal rules and procedures. Tom remembers that “then my boss called and said ‘show up tomorrow morning.’ The team was completely together on this. We stayed up until 2 A.M. to get ready for the presentation the next day.” When the next day came, “we were ready and we nailed it!”

Extraordinary groups thrive because members are enthusiastic and are willing to speak passionately about things that are important. Sometimes group dynamics get complicated and messy—but that’s OK. Conflict and disagreement are not uncommon and are not avoided. Members give each other the benefit of the doubt and do not expect each other to be perfect communicators. Laughing, good humor, playful energy, and a joyful spirit show up—and can be present even in the face of very serious circumstances or tense moments. People take pleasure in being together with others who care  about the same thing. Irreverence or spontaneous play often erupt, producing side-splitting laughter. This breaks the tension of work and gives the group a larger perspective that helps members understand that all is not seriousness and struggle. Joking and kidding are rooted in positive intent and appreciation of one another, rather than in power or competition. Fred remembers that the group members really had fun together. Tom recalls that “We frequently went down the street after work and shared a pitcher of beer. We laughed a lot and hammered out what we needed to do next. We had a good time together—and we all gained a great deal of respect for each other throughout this time.”


Embracing Differences 

In extraordinary groups, people are intrigued by the diversity of information, perspectives, backgrounds, and cultures within the group. They respect each other for who they are as human beings as well as for the skills, knowledge, and talent they apply to the group’s purpose. Members know that creative solutions require a broad range of viewpoints and the ability to blend positions—even contradictory ones. With this frame, they experience their unique ideas being respected, listened to, and talked about in service to group purpose. Fred remembers that his group “was a true team, where everyone had input and egos didn’t get in the way. There was no ‘I’m doing this my way.’ ” A culture of deferring to the subject matter experts quickly developed. “Beyond deferring details to them, we developed a consensus approach for the bigger issues. We wanted to go forward with a plan that had everyone fully committed. We couldn’t afford to have members of the team questioning our decisions or our decision-making process after the fact.”

Respect for differences makes it easier for members to bring their true selves to the group. People feel appreciated for who they are; they know that acceptance in the group does not require them to pretend to be someone else. As a result, people are more spontaneous, more likely to take risks, and generally give expression to sides of themselves often not shown in ordinary groups. Members readily acknowledge what they don’t know without apology, and what they do know without bragging.

These dynamics promote a sense of safety and trust. In safe environments, members take risks because they trust each other; they do not worry about their intentions being misinterpreted or suffering a reprisal for something they say. They challenge each other, push boundaries, work through differences, share personal stories and experiences—including ones that are painful. They discuss undiscussable1 issues to get to the bottom of misunderstandings or hurt feelings. They give each other feedback and ask for it in return. They strive for sensitivity but not perfection in their communications because they know others will accept them for who they are. And they collaborate—willingly and openly sharing ideas, building off each others’ perspectives and information, stretching toward breakthrough thinking and reaching powerful decisions together. In this way, respect, safety—and the trust that follows—allow for full engagement.

Tom remembers that “there was a high degree of mutual respect. Some of our best work came out of arguments. People felt safe defending a position and safe compromising when needed. The willingness to compromise was helped by that mutual respect. For my part, I reminded everyone that we were not trying to solve world hunger; we were simply trying to convince a conservative corporation to start doing business in a new way.”


Unexpected Learning 

Of course people in groups expect to learn, but our extraordinary groups were characterized by learning that went beyond their expectations. You can almost hear learning taking place in an extraordinary group. Learning is central to these groups being transformed. A phrase that captures the energy of this learning is “Ready . . . Set . . . Stretch!” The stretch extends beyond incremental growth; it is an intentional reach to become more together. It’s one thing for a member to be uniquely challenged by the task; it’s quite another when the entire group takes up the challenge together. Excited by the work before them, members are united in learning together and supporting one another. Often what they learn together has wider application than this project with this team; it applies in their careers and lives.

As a pattern, members of extraordinary groups give more than they originally signed up for: more hours, more energy, more expertise, more patience, more sweat, more empathy, more study, and more risk. In their stretch, members grow in real skills, knowledge, mental frameworks, awareness of self, and sense of potential. Members expand their beliefs of what a group can accomplish together—with profound implications for future groups they will join.

Time and time again, people we interviewed reported being changed, increasing personal confidence, and learning so much! Fred was one of them: “I learned lessons that I didn’t know before. About how to get the right people on the team, how to work together so that egos don’t get in the way, how to do a process from end-to-end.” Fred left the company soon after the installation of the systems his group recommended. As his career unfolded, he told us that “I was a project leader for my whole career.” The lessons gained through this team served him well for years.


Strengthened Relationships 

Relationships between members of extraordinary groups take shape in two primary ways. Some groups form around established relationships; members so enjoy being together that they search for shared purpose and activity that allow them to go on spending time together. Continuing, deepening, and strengthening what they already have in their relationship is a high priority. Other groups draw together first around group purpose. As members join they meet new people, but they are initially attracted more to purpose than to each other. New relationships grow from the work together and sometimes result in lasting friendships. This is not surprising, given the quality and energy of the interactions that characterize such groups.

When group behavior causes individuals to feel respected, enhanced relationships are a natural result. Groups that help members discover common values or interests feed friendship. When the norm is to rely on one another, to commit, and to follow-through, what else would we expect? Add to this the bonds formed through facing challenges together and the fun of daily work and celebrating accomplishment. Tom says, “When we got the whole team in one place, we were together for all of our waking hours for two to three days in a row.” The friendships that evolved out of such intensely focused work lasted years beyond people’s tenure at the company. Even twenty plus years later, Tom knew how to reach two other members of the team so we could interview them.


Great Results 

Results that surpass members’ expectations regularly happen in extraordinary groups. Over two-thirds of those we interviewed identified impressive tangible results. With Tom’s  team, the operating costs for the one division alone were reduced by $1 million per year. The company’s later sale of the division was possible because its information system was not tied to the corporate mainframe. Among our other groups we heard many stories of remarkable accomplishments—a library built, software developed, research completed, conferences held, strategies planned, a beach cleaned, a neighborhood beautified, candidates screened, championships won, markets gained, military missions accomplished, students sent abroad, cargo transported, and lives saved.

Even informed by results such as these, we wish we could guarantee that all the changes groups want to make in the world will be wildly successful. We can’t. Why? There are simply too many intervening variables that depend on factors outside any group’s span of control. For example, what if the corporate executives had said “No”—for whatever reason—to Tom and Fred’s team? We are convinced, however, that by paying attention to the indicators highlighted here, members and leaders will dramatically increase the likelihood that they will achieve or exceed the tangible outcomes they seek. Looking back to our field study, four out of forty-six External Change groups were not successful at achieving their ultimate goals. In spite of this, those we interviewed still described their group experience as amazing. This judgment comes directly from valued intangible results of the group experience.

Results that are not readily measured in numbers, dollars, percentages, or units turn out to be tremendously important to extraordinary groups. When members speak of the amazing aspects of what they did together, with a few exceptions, the tangible results seldom make the top of their list. Why might this be? Tangible results are usually seen as an indicator of the success of what they did, not the success itself. The success itself is usually associated with the more intangible ways  people worked together. Learning, increased confidence, and enhanced relationships are the most significant outcomes of these extraordinary groups. Members also glow in their pride of accomplishment or their sense of community. Dramatic testimony to the importance of the intangible came from people who had life-changing experiences. For example: altering a career path, redefining the meaning of family, experiencing a shift in self-esteem, or becoming a part of a community that helped one person stay centered and positive as she faced chronic health challenges in her family.

These intangible results transformed the lives of individual group members. After this, a person’s internal experience and external view of her world are never quite the same again. After three years of studying and thinking about extraordinary groups, we know that when someone says “That was an amazing experience!” a powerful intangible shift has most likely taken place. As you will see from the stories we share in the chapters ahead, impressive tangible results usually accompany the intangible transformative shifts. But they seem to take second place to the changes in people’s internal experience. A notable exception was one executive who became tangibly rich beyond his dreams. The money was very compelling and changed his life; but although his story provoked a little envy, it stood out as being one of the few in which the tangible made the most important difference.

Looking back on his experience, Tom knows that his team enabled him to make a powerful shift in how he saw himself in the world. “It gave me legitimacy. I already knew what it meant to do this kind of technological change, but this experience showed me I could rise above personal fears and redefine my success. I didn’t have a history of bucking the system and I’ve never really liked confrontation.” More than once Tom was told by his superiors to “back off.” During the  presentation to the CEO, the company’s comptroller asked, “How confident are you that this is a good idea?” Tom replied,

“I’ll bet my job on it.” Like Fred, Tom also left the company not long after the IT systems were installed in the three divisions. What he learned propelled him to seek leadership roles with increasing scope and responsibility; the transformative shift he described to us stayed with him and shaped his leadership throughout the years. When we spoke with him, he was president of a company.

Next we provide an overview of the elements that come together to shape an experience such as Tom’s.


Notes 

1   Ryan, K., and Oestreich, D. Driving Fear Out of the Workplace: Creating the High-Trust, High-Performance Organization (pp. 77-90). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.
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