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“Management is  
about human beings.  
Its task is to make  
people capable of  
joint performance.”
Peter Drucker, Management Thinker
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ix

If you are leading a team – or plan to any-
time soon – you’ll want to keep this book 
close at hand. Most leaders today recognize 
that their organizations are deeply depen-
dent on teams to accelerate innovation and 
digitalization, address changing customer 
demands, and cope with sudden disruptive 
events such as the global pandemic, social 
unrest, and recession. 

 But just putting a team together does not 
ensure its success. Teams fail on a regular 
basis. Launched with a meaningful goal, 
the right people to accomplish it, and even 
sufficient resources, time and time again, 
teams nevertheless struggle to deliver on 
their undeniable potential. They get bogged 
down by coordination lapses, ineffective 
meetings, unproductive conflicts, and 
dysfunctional group dynamics – leading to 
frustration, delays, and flawed decisions. 
Researchers call these factors “process 
losses” – in an effort to explain the gap 
between inputs (skills, goals, and resources) 
and outcomes (team performance or mem-
ber satisfaction). Even when teams seem 
to get work done, their performance may 
be suboptimal – conventional rather than 

innovative, or come at a cost of high levels 
of overwork, stress, and disengagement. 

It doesn’t have to be this way.  
Stefano Mastrogiacomo and Alex 

Osterwalder show us how teams can thrive 
by using simple practices that work. They 
offer a playbook any team can use to 
immediately put itself on a path to full par-
ticipation, productive conflict, and steady 
progress. With its engaging illustrations, 
accessible tools, and thoughtful sequences 
of activities that teams can use to avoid 
(and recover from) predictable team prob-
lems of all sorts, this book is an invaluable 
resource. I have long believed that simple 
tools can bring synergy within reach by 
nudging team behavior in the right direction. 
And this book is full of such tools – activities 
and guidelines that will serve any team well.       

Yet, what is particularly powerful about 
High Impact Tools for Teams is its empha-
sis on team process and the psychological 
climate. Most authors address one or the 
other – offering a step-by-step guide to man-
age a team project or else explaining the 
benefits of a psychologically safe climate 
that allows teams to learn and innovate.  

This book offers simple tools to do both. 
When speaking up in a team is thwarted by 
a poor climate, innovation suffers, prob-
lems fester and sometimes turn into major 
failures. But creating psychological safety 
can sound like an elusive goal, especially 
for team leaders under pressure to deliver 
results. Drawing from my research, and that 
of so many others whose work underpins this 
terrific resource, Stefano and Alex demystify 
the quest for a healthy team culture – and 
walk us through how to create it.  For this 
reason alone, I’m excited about this book. It 
injects new energy – and new tools – into the 
quest to build teams that can thrive in the 
21st century by fully engaging the energy 
and expertise of all who work in them. 

 	Even if teamwork will always be  
challenging, leaders now have access to 
practical, easy-to-use tools to help teams 
work well. Leaders who adopt them with 
passionate intent will be poised to build the 
kind of teams that companies need and 
employees want. 

– Amy C. Edmondson 
	 Harvard Business School, Cambridge, MA
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Seven Great Thinkers  
Who Inspired This Book

Herbert Clark
Herbert H. Clark is a psy-
cholinguist and professor 
of psychology at Stanford 
University. The very foun-
dations of this book lie in 
his works on language use 
in human coordination. 
The design of the Team 
Alignment Map is inspired 
by his research on mutual 
understanding and the coor-
dination of joint activities.

Amy Edmondson
Amy Edmondson is pro-
fessor of leadership and 
management at the Harvard 
Business School. The inte-
gration of the four add-ons 
has been influenced by 
her work on trust in teams, 
in particular the notion 
of psychological safety 
among team members. Her 
research provided us with 
great insight in understand-
ing the impact of trust in 
cross-functional teamwork 
and on innovation. 

Alan Fiske
Alan Page Fiske is professor 
of psychological anthro-
pology at the University 
of California, Los Angeles. 
His works on the nature of 
human relationships and 
cross-cultural variations  
have disrupted our under-
standing of what “social” 
means and resulted in  
the actual design of the 
Team Contract.

Yves Pigneur
Yves Pigneur is profes-
sor of management and 
information systems at the 
University of Lausanne, 
Switzerland. His work in 
design thinking and tool 
design helped us bridge 
the difficult gap between 
theory and practice. Without 
his conceptual support and 
guidance, this book and all 
the tools it contains would 
simply not exist. 
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Françoise Kourilsky
Françoise Kourilsky is a 
psychologist and coach 
specializing in change 
management. She pio-
neered the introduction of 
systemics and brief ther-
apy techniques to manage 
change in organization, 
working directly with Paul 
Watzlawick of the Mental 
Research Institute, Palo Alto, 
California. We owe her the 
Fact Finder, which is a  
new interpretation of her 
“language compass.”

Steven Pinker
Steven Pinker is professor 
of psychology at Harvard. 
His works on psycholinguis-
tics and social relations, in 
particular the use of indi-
rect language and polite 
requests in cooperative 
games, inspired the design 
of the Respect Card. His 
recent works on common 
knowledge shape our future 
developments.

Marshall Rosenberg
Marshall Rosenberg was 
a psychologist, mediator, 
and author. He founded 
the Center for Nonviolent 
Communication and worked 
worldwide as a peacemaker. 
His work on the language 
of conflict resolution and 
empathetic communication 
inspired the design of the 
Nonviolent Requests Guide.
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Meet the 
Strategyzer  
Series
We believe that simple, visual,  
practical tools can transform the 
effectiveness of a person, a team, 
and their organization. While new 
business ideas fail, existing busi-
nesses are under constant threat 
of disruption and obsolescence. 
Unacceptable amounts of time and 
money are lost each year due to  
lack of clarity and alignment on fun-
damental business issues. Each  
of our books has a set of purpose- 
built tools and processes to tackle 
specific challenges. These challenges 
are interconnected, so we’ve metic-
ulously designed the tools to stand 
on their own and integrate with each 
other to create the world’s most 
integrated strategy and innovation 
toolkit. Get one or get them all,  
either way — you’ll get results. 
 
strategyzer.com/books

Business Model 
Generation
A handbook for visionaries, 
game changers, and chal-
lengers striving to defy out-
moded business models and 
design tomorrow’s enter-
prises. Adapt to harsh new 
realities and get out in front 
of your competitors with 
Business Model Generation.

Value Proposition 
Design
Tackle the core challenge of 
every business — creating 
compelling products and 
services customers want to 
buy. Discover a repeatable 
process and the right tools 
to create products that sell.
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xiii

Testing Business Ideas
Discover a library of 44 
experiments to systemat-
ically test your business 
ideas. Combine the Business 
Model Canvas and Value 
Proposition Canvas with 
Assumptions Mapping  
and other powerful lean 
startup tools.

The Invincible Company
Become unstoppable by 
simultaneously managing  
a portfolio of existing busi-
nesses and exploring a pipe-
line of potential new growth 
engines. Discover practical  
and essential tools includ-
ing the Business Portfolio 
Map, Innovation Metrics, the 
Culture Map, and a library of 
Business Model Patterns.

High-Impact Tools  
for Teams
Five powerful teamwork and 
change management tools to 
successfully implement new 
business models. Make every 
innovation project a success 
with the Team Alignment 
Map, the Team Contract, 
the Fact Finder, the Respect 
Card, and the Nonviolent 
Requests Guide.
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Essentials

What makes teams 
underperform  
and how to get  
better results
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“Talk is the technology 
of leadership.”
Jeanne Liedtka, Strategist
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Our people are top-notch. 
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So, how come we have all these problems?
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50%
 
of meetings are  
considered  
unproductive and  
a waste of time.

Atlassian *

75%
 
of cross-functional  
teams are 
dysfunctional. 

Behnam Tabrizi, “75% of Cross-

Functional Teams Are Dysfunctional,”

 
Harvard Business Review, 2015

$37B
 
is the salary cost in 
USD of unnecessary 
meetings for U.S. 
businesses.

Atlassian *

29%
of projects are 
successful.

Chaos Report,  

The Standish Group, 2019

When was the last time 
you enjoyed contributing  
to a team?
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10%
of team members 
agree about who is on 
their team (120 teams). 

Diane Coutu, “Why Teams Don’t Work,” 

Harvard Business Review, 2009

95%
of a company’s 
employees are 
unaware of, or  
do not understand,  
its strategy.

Robert Kaplan and David Norton, 

“The Office of Strategy Management,” 

Harvard Business Review, 2005

66%
of U.S. workers are not 
engaged or are actively 
disengaged at work.

Jim Harter, Gallup, 2018 **

1/3
 
of value-added  
collaborations come 
from only 3% to 5%  
of employees.

Rob Cross, Reb Rebele, and 

Adam Grant, “Collaborative 

Overload,” Harvard Business Review, 

2016

* “You Waste a Lot of Time at Work,” Atlassian, www.atlassian.com/time-wasting-at-work-infographic

** “Employee Engagement on the Rise in the U.S.,” Gallup, news.gallup.com/poll/241649/employee-engagement-rise.aspx
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10

What Makes Teams Underperform

Working around each other is an exhausting 
journey. Endless meetings and skyrocketing 
budgets for poor results usually occur in a 
poor team climate where most members 
work under high pressure and feel isolated 
and unhappy. This is the daily life of many 
team members, without caricaturing things 
as surveys illustrate.
 
We are capable of doing more than merely 
work around each other. We can work with 
each other, for real. When this happens we 
can accomplish the nearly impossible with 
passion. We may not necessarily realize it 
but in that moment, we are experiencing a 
“high-performing team.” Something people 
coin in retrospect because good results 
gradually add up.

We have experienced both types of teams, 
and this book contains what we have 
learned over the past 20 years. Our key 
learning is that joint success and failure 
largely depend on how well we manage our 
day-to-day interactions, at two levels: 

•	 The team activities: having an obsession 
for mutual clarity — what’s the mission, 
who is doing what, is it clear for everyone? 

•	 The team climate: carefully nurturing 
strong, trust-based relationships.

We believe in teams and we believe in tools. 
This is why we spent the past five years 
designing and revamping tools that do 
just that. Tools that help team members 
improve:

1.		the team activities through better team 
alignment, and 

2.		the team climate by building psychologi-
cally safer work environments.

Only teams can tackle the complexity of the 
challenges brought by an interconnected 
world. We’re going through a period of spec-
tacular changes: game-changing technol-
ogies and unprecedented lockdowns are 
disrupting entire industries. Organizations 
are forced to innovate and deliver at an 
unprecedented pace, and teams are, for 
us, the building block. The need to revisit 
the way we work together has never been 
greater.

As the visionary Peter Drucker announced 
long ago: The critical question is not “How 
can I achieve?” but “What can I contribute?” 
We couldn’t agree more. We hope the Team 
Alignment Map and the other tools pre-
sented in this book help you as much as they 
help us become better team contributors, 
every day.

Teams underperform when members work around each other and not with 
each other, something that happens when the team climate is unsafe and  
the team activities are poorly aligned.

+ Essentials
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Unsafe Team Climate
Signs of a poor team climate

•	 Lack of trust between colleagues  
and teams

•	 Internal competition
•	 Disengagement 
•	 Lack of recognition
•	 Fear: it’s difficult to speak up
•	 Over-collaboration
•	 Lost joy of working together

Misaligned Team Activities
Signs of poor alignment of team activities 

•	 It’s unclear who does what
•	 Invaluable time is lost in endless meetings
•	 Work is delivered too slowly
•	 Priorities keep changing and no one can figure out why
•	 Duplicate projects and projects overlap
•	 Team members work in silos
•	 A lot of work is done with poor results and little impact
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Activities Get Stuck  
in Misaligned Teams

Successful alignment 
Anything teams achieve, from having a party 
to building an airplane, is a by-product  
of team alignment. Alignment is the process 
of making individual contributions converge 
to achieve a shared goal for mutual benefit. 
It transforms individuals going about their 
business into successful team contributors. 
Working in a team requires more effort 
than working alone; team members must 
constantly synchronize with each other in 
addition to doing their own part of the work. 
The payoff is achieving (greater) goals that 
can’t be accomplished alone. 

In concrete terms, alignment is communicating 
to create common ground, common knowledge, 
shared or mutual understanding (all used as syn-
onyms in this book — Dive Deeper, p. 252). Common 
ground enables team members to anticipate the 
actions of others and act accordingly through 
aligned predictions. The richer a team’s common 
ground, the better the mutual predictions between 
team members and the overall execution, thanks 
to a seamless division of labor and a consistent 
integration of the individual parts. Interestingly, 
conversation — face-to-face dialogue — is still the 
most effective technology on Earth to build rele-
vant common ground.

Unsuccessful alignment
Expect only poor results from a misaligned 
team. Unsuccessful communication prevents 
the creation of relevant common ground; 
participants do not understand each other 
and mispredict each other’s actions. This 
causes team members to carry out tasks 
with important perception gaps. The division 
of work and the integration of the individual 
parts goes off track and the lack of collabo-
ration is inefficient and costly. The intended 
results are not achieved as expected.Adapted from: Herbert H. Clark, Using Language (Cambridge University Press, 

1996). Simon Garrod and Martin J. Pickering, “Joint Action, Interactive Alignment, 

and Dialogue,” Topics in Cognitive Science 1, no. 2 (2009): 292 – 304.

Cooperation  
for Mutual Outcome

How Team Alignment Works 

+ Essentials
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Successful communication
Team members openly exchange 
relevant information.

Unsuccessful communication
Team members do not 
exchange relevant information.

Relevant common ground
Mutual understanding is estab-
lished among team members; 
they are aligned on what needs to 
be achieved and how. 

Low or irrelevant common ground
Perception gaps build up while 
team members execute their 
individual parts.

Effective coordination
Team members make successful 
predictions about each other; 
coordination is harmonious and 
individual contributions integrate 
successfully.

Coordination surprises
Individual contributions are not 
integrated with one another. Bad 
surprises accumulate due to inef-
ficient coordination.

Outcome

Communication
Information team members 
share verbally and non- 
verbally, synchronously and 
asynchronously.

Common Ground
Knowledge team members 
know they have in common,  
also known as common 
knowledge or mutual 
knowledge.

Coordination
Tasks team members need 
to perform to work together 
harmoniously.

Mutual benefit

Mutual loss
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+ Essentials

An Unsafe Team Climate 
Undermines Innovation

Low common ground
The team’s common ground 
(or common knowledge) is not 
updated. Perception gaps 
increase between team members 
and the team relies on outdated 
information. 
↓ 
Low team learning
Habitual or automatic behaviors 
keep being repeated, despite 
changes in context.
↓ 
Low team performance
Assumptions are not revised and 
plans are not corrected. The work 
performed is not in line with the 
actual situation and the delivered 
outcomes become inadequate.

↓ 

Status quo or worse

Psychologically unsafe environment

Team members protect themselves 
from embarrassment and other pos-
sible threats by remaining silent when 
the climate is psychologically unsafe. 
The team doesn’t engage in collective 
learning behaviors and that results in 
poor team performance.

Adapted from Amy Edmondson, 

“Psychological Safety and Learning 

Behavior in Work Teams," Administrative 

Science Quarterly 44, no. 2 (1999): 350 –383.

I feel insecure: I don’t 
want to look ignorant, 
incompetent, intrusive, 
or negative. Better to 
not take risks.

I stay silent and 
don’t share crucial 
information

+
No learning behaviors
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Psychologically safe environment

Team members are not afraid to 
speak up when the climate is psy-
chologically safe. Team members 
engage in a productive dialogue 
that fosters the proactive learning 
behaviors required to understand the 
environment and the clients and solve 
problems together efficiently.

High common ground
The team’s common ground (or 
common knowledge) is regularly 
updated with new and fresh 
information. 
↓
High team learning
New information helps the team 
learn and adapt. Learning behav-
iors help the team make changes 
in assumptions and plans.
↓
High team performance
Open communications help the 
team coordinate effectively. 
Constant integration of learnings 
and adaptation to changes in the 
context result in relevant work.

↓

Complex 
problem-solving

+
Learning behaviors

Seeking feedback

Sharing info

Asking for help

Talking about errors

Experimenting

I am confident that 
errors won’t be held 
against me. I respect 
and I feel respected by 
my team.

I speak up and share 
crucial information
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The new hire will solve all our problems.
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Today’s challenges are too daunting for isolated 
talents working in pseudo teams. Complex problem 
solving requires real teamwork and that starts by 
building solid team alignment and a safe climate.

× Misaligned Activities 
× Unsafe Climate

× Misaligned Activities 
√ Safe Climate

How Alignment and Safety 
Affect Team Impact

High Ability to Achieve

Low Effort Toward Mission

Low Ability to Achieve

Low Effort Toward Mission
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√ Aligned Activities 
√ Safe Climate

√ Aligned Activities 
× Unsafe Climate Im

pa
ct

High Effort Toward Mission

Best Effort Toward Mission

Some Ability to Achieve

Best Ability to Achieve
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The Team Alignment 
Map Solution
Increase alignment and trust in your teams with the 
Team Alignment Map (TAM) and its four add-ons. 
They’re simple, practical, and easy to implement.

Clarify and align every team member’s contribution 
to the TAM in planning mode. A simple two-step 
process (named the forward pass and backward 
pass) facilitates planning and helps reduce risks.

Also use the TAM in assessment mode, for rapidly 
assessing teams and projects. Assessments are 
performed on the same canvas by adding four 
scales on which the team can vote, think, and act. 

Improve team activitiesImproves Activities      
Improves Climate    
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Use the Team Alignment Map to align the team activities

TAM – Planning Mode
Align together on the team mission and  
the objectives to be achieved by whom and 
how with the Team Alignment Map. Visually 
reduce fears and risks for higher chances of 
success. Use the TAM as a co-planning tool 
to engage people from the start and to build 
higher levels of buy-in and commitment  
(p. 72).

TAM – Assessment Mode
Don’t let collaboration blind spots compro-
mise your projects. TAM assessments are 
fast and reveal the unseen in a visual and 
neutral manner. Create genuine opportuni-
ties for productive dialogue, collective “aha” 
moments that do not stigmatize those who 
wish to speak up, and reinforce team learn-
ing behaviors (p. 90).
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The Four Trust and 
Psychological Safety 
Add-Ons

Improve team climate

Use the four add-ons to:

•	 Clarify the rules of the game with the  
Team Contract

•	 Ask good questions with the Fact Finder

•	 Demonstrate consideration for others  
with the Respect Card

•	 Manage conflict constructively with the 
Nonviolent Requests Guide

The Team Alignment Map and the Team Contract 
are co-creation tools. The Fact Finder, the 
Nonviolent Requests Guide, and the Respect Card 
are behavioral tools. They’re used individually to 
improve everyday interactions.

Improves Activities      
Improves Climate       
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Use the four trust add-ons to build a safer team climate

The Team Contract
Define team rules with the Team 
Contract. Address behaviors, 
values, decision-making, and 
communication, and frame 
expectations in terms of failure 
as a team. Create a transparent 
and fair environment that fosters 
team learning behaviors and 
harmony (see p. 184).

The Fact Finder
The Fact Finder proposes pow-
erful questions that transform 
unproductive assumptions, 
judgments, limitations, and gen-
eralizations into observable facts 
and experiences. Inquire like a 
pro — restore clarity in discussions 
when you feel puzzled. Build more 
trust by demonstrating a genuine 
interest in what others are saying 
(see p. 204).

The Respect Card
The Respect Card suggests tips 
for being tactful and demonstrat-
ing consideration by (1) valuing 
others (2) demonstrating respect. 
This makes conversations less 
efficient from a task perspective 
but adds greatly to a safer team 
climate (see p. 220).

The Nonviolent Requests Guide
Don’t make things worse by 
exploding emotionally; manage 
conflict constructively with the 
Nonviolent Requests Guide.  
Express legitimate negative feel-
ings by using proper wording.  
Help others understand what’s 
wrong and what should change in 
a nonaggressive manner and keep 
the team climate safe (see p. 236).
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Common Challenges: 
The Team Alignment 
Map in Action

In Projects

• Get projects off to a good start, p. 138
• Maintain alignment over time, p. 140
• Monitor tasks’ progress, p. 144
• Reduce risks (while having fun) p. 148
• Align distributed teams, p. 150

In Meetings

• Focus the team, p. 120
• Boost team members’ engagement, p. 122
• Increase meeting impact, p. 124
• Make informed decisions, p. 126
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In Organizations

• Empower teams, p. 160
• Engage large groups, p. 162
• Facilitate collaboration across departments 

and functions, p. 164
• Negotiate and allocate resources, p. 166 
• Integrate the TAM with strategy processes 

and tools, p. 168
• Assess the readiness of strategic initiatives, p. 170
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What to Read First

Leaders of Organizations 
 
You will benefit from reading the 
Essentials (p. 1), learning to De-silo 
organizations (p. 154). You can lead  
better conversations in your teams 
by getting a firm understanding of 
the Fact Finder (p. 204).

Entrepreneurs  
 
You can start with the Essentials  
(p. 1) and learn how to use the TAM 
for Keeping projects on track (p. 132), 
and bring rules to a team by signing 
the Team Contract (p. 184).

Team Coaches  
 
You should ensure that you know all 
about Aligning for successful team-
work (p. 10–71) and understanding  
Are we still on track? (p. 90). 
Additionally, all of the add-on tools in 
Section 3 (p. 190) will be useful.

Yasmine (Leader) Teresa (cool girl)Françoise (nerd) Bob (normal guy)Mara (charismatic girl)Ann (shy girl) Matteo (the connected guy) Luca (cool dude) Jeremy (nerd)

Thinking

Talking

pointing

Celebrationg

aHa!

Talking

Confused

Angry

Defeated

Olivier (Leader)

Yasmine (Leader)Teresa (cool girl) Françoise (nerd)Bob (normal guy) Mara (charismatic girl) Ann (shy girl)Matteo (the connected guy)Luca (cool dude)Jeremy (nerd)

Thinking

Talking

pointing

Celebrationg

aHa!

Talking

Confused

Angry

Defeated

Olivier (Leader)
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Project Leaders 
 
You should thoroughly understand 
the Essentials (p. 1), and learn how  
to use the TAM for Keeping projects 
on track (p. 132). You can get rules  
in place on your team with the  
the Team Contract (p. 184).

Team Members  
 
You can get a quick overview with 
Essentials (p. 1). You can then learn  
to Run move-to-action meetings (p. 
118), and have better conversations 
with the Fact Finder (p. 204).

Educators  
 
You must understand the Essentials  
(p. 1) first. You will find Aligning  
for successful team work (planning 
mode) (p. 72), and helping teams 
check: Are we still on track? (p. 90).
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Discover the  
Team Alignment Map

What it is and  
how it works 
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“Working together itself 
takes work.”
Herbert Clark, Psycholinguist
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Overview

 
Understand the layout and content  
of each column, plan and reduce risks, 
and assess projects and teams.
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1.1
Getting Started: The Four Pillars  
of the Team Alignment Map

How to describe joint objectives, team member  
commitments, required resources, and risks.

 
1.2
Planning Who Does What  
with the Team Alignment Map  
(Planning Mode) 

Start with a forward pass (the plan), then  
make a backward pass (to lower any risks). 

 
1.3 
Keeping Team Members on Track 
(Assessment Mode) 

Use the Team Alignment Map to assess  
team readiness or address ongoing problems.
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1.1
Getting Started:  
The Four Pillars of the 
Team Alignment Map
How to describe joint objectives, team member  
commitments, required resources, and risks.
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1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map

The Workspace
 
The workspace is divided into two parts: the 
header area to frame the collaboration and the 
content area to guide meetings with regard to  
the four pillars. Each pillar covers a crucial aspect 
for any successful collaboration. 

Joint Objectives  
p. 40
What do we intend to achieve 
together, concretely?

Joint Commitments  
p. 48
Who will do what?

Joint Resources  
p. 56
What resources do we need?

Joint Risks  
p. 64
What can prevent us from 
succeeding?

 
→
Dive Deeper
To discover the academic back-
stage of the Team Alignment 
Map, please read p. 258:
Mutual Understanding 
and Common Ground (in 
Psycholinguistics).
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Mission
Give meaning and con-
text by explaining the 
purpose of the meeting 
or the project (p. 38–39).

Period
Set a timeframe in 
days, months, or a 
deadline to start get-
ting real (p. 38–39).

Header Area
Give context and focus.

Content  
Area
Space to work.

Backward pass indicators
Visual reminders that risks must be 
addressed as a team (backward pass, 
p. 78–79).
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Mission and Period

A mission is the starting point of any collaboration, 
the glue that brings everyone together. It helps 
everyone understand what’s at stake and provides 
a rationale for personal engagement because: 

•	 It is appealing, or
•	 Everyone feels concerned, or
•	 It is a necessary part of everyone’s duties.

Participants constantly ask themselves “Why am 
I here?” when missions are unclear. Attention and 
participation drop, the conversation jumps from 
subject to subject, and dialogue becomes incon-
sistent, making participants feeling confused and 
often bored.

Periods set a time horizon for the team. Time limits 
are essential: they help remove exotic consider-
ations in terms of goals and immerse everyone in 
the realm of concrete actions.

The header area helps participants simply under-
stand why they are there and creates interest in 
listening and participating.

+
Describing Meaningful Missions

To benefit from higher levels of 
team buy-in and motivation, 
describe missions positively and 
from a participant’s perspective. 
Respect these criteria as much 
as possible when writing down a 
mission: challenging, audacious, 
unique, unusual, or fun.

Example
•	 	DO: Strengthen our profitability 

and secure our salaries for the 
next three years.  
[goal + benefit]

•	 	DON’T: Reduce costs by 30%.

As described by Amy Edmondson, 
people must agree on and feel 
proud of their team’s mission to 
motivate their personal efforts 
and overcome the relational and 
technical hurdles to succeed 
(Edmondson and Harvey 2017; 
Deci and Ryan 1985; Locke and 
Latham 1990). 

Search keywords: mission state-
ments; naming projects.

+
“Buy-In Check” 

It’s ideal for a mission to be 
validated using the following 
statement:

For the entire duration of the 
mission (M), every participant is 
able to give meaning to his or 
her personal contribution (X) by 
thinking: 

“I am doing X because my group 
is doing M and requires my X, and 
that is meaningful for me.”

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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Mission 
What’s the challenge?  
What do we want to create  
or improve?

Period 
For how long?  
Until when?

A mission can be described in var-
ious formats such as a purpose, 
challenge, problem, project name, 
and so on.

Any of these formats will work as 
long as the mission:
•	 Is crystal clear for all 

participants,

•	 Helps people project them-
selves in a positive outcome, 
and

•	 Generates a personal desire to 
contribute 

Mission examples:

A period can be defined as:
•	 A duration: number of hours, 

days, weeks, or months.

•	 	A deadline: a precise date or a 
range between two dates. 

Period examples:

Accelerate the 
onboarding of 
new colleagues

Annual Off-Site Project XReduce time 
to market by 
20% for all new 
products

Implement 
corporate social 
responsibility 
actions 

More 
Abstraction

More 
Clarity

2 weeks

End of year

Q3

6 months
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Joint Objectives

What do we intend to achieve 
together, concretely?
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Does anyone understand what we’re supposed to do?
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What Are Joint Objectives?

Clear joint objectives align participants’ intentions 
on what needs to get done, expressed in terms of: 

•	 Goals (intention to be achieved)
•	 Objectives (measurable goals)
•	 Activities (something to be done)
•	 Actions (pieces of activities)
•	 Tasks (pieces of actions)
•	 Work packages (work given to a person)
•	 Results (consequences of activities)
•	 Deliverables (synonym for results)
•	 Outcomes (synonym for results)
•	 Products, services (synonyms for results)

The TAM is a semi-structured tool. The key here  
is to agree on actionable work; however, it may  
be shaped. A typical TAM contains 3 –10 joint 
objectives. If you have more than 10 objectives,  
ask the team if the mission is not too broad or 
ambiguous. You may be describing several projects 
at once. Consider splitting it into several TAMs if 
this is the case.

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map

c01.indd   44c01.indd   44 1/28/2021   1:53:33 PM1/28/2021   1:53:33 PM



45

Ask
• What do we intend to achieve 

together, concretely?
• What do we have to do? 
• What do we need to deliver? 
• What work must be done?

Setting joint objectives as a team 
helps break down the mission 
into actionable pieces of work.

Deliver
app 
prototype

Create a plan Hire a 
consultant

Amend 
contracts

Negotiate 
leasing

Update 
product 
backlog

Paint the 
interior 

Grant access 
rights

Install 
electrical 
wires

Standardize 
onboarding 
process

Examples
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Examples of  
Joint Objectives
 
Joint objectives can be described in more or less detail. 
The tradeoff is between clarity and speed.

End Results

An action verb 
+ a description

Results are outcomes, delivera-
bles, products, or services that 
happen or materialize in the case 
of success. 

Goals

An adjective 
+ a noun

Goals are intermediary achieve-
ments to get to the end results. 

Objectives

An action verb 
+ a description
+ something measurable

Adding a measure to a goal  
creates an objective.

Low Granularity or Details
More Speed, Less Clarity

Minimal

Recommended

Recommended Advertise our  
entire product line  
in China airports  
by September 15.Higher 

revenues.

Increase our 
sales in China 
airports.

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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+
Always start your TAM by  
clarifying the joint objectives

Work can’t be directed and orga-
nized as a team if the joint objec-
tives are unclear. It was Thomas 
Shelling’s (game theory pioneer 
and Nobel Prize winner) insight 
that “joint actions are created 
from the goal backward. Two 
people realize they have common 
goals, realize their actions are 
interdependent, and work back-
ward to find a way of coordinat-
ing their actions in a joint action 
that will reach those goals.” In 
other words, regardless of its 
duration (for example, 3 weeks, 
3 months, or 3 years), a plan has 
no value in terms of work if the 
objectives are unclear.

+ 
Objectives decomposition  
and granularity

The Team Alignment Map has not 
been designed for detailed task 
decomposition and tracking. The 
tool helps members align rapidly 
on key topics to collaborate more 
effectively. If higher levels of 
granularity are required, report 
and decompose the joint objec-
tives in a project management 
tool after the team alignment 
session. Validate the decomposed 
list with the team afterwards.

Search keywords: work break-
down structure; backlog

User Stories

As a < role >, 
I want < objectives >,
so that < reason >.

User stories are a technique to 
describe user requirements in 
agile software development. 
This approach is increasingly 
adopted by other industries to 
describe objectives from a user 
perspective. 

Search: user story

OKR  
(Objectives  
and Key Results)

Goal + key results

OKR is a system to describe joint 
objectives, initially developed by 
Andy Grove while he was CEO of 
Intel. The method became famous 
after being adopted by Google. To 
write an OKR you have to specify 
measurable key results for each 
goal.

Search: OKR

SMART Objectives 

SMART stands for specific,  
measurable, achievable, realistic,  
and time-bound. This way of 
describing objectives is usually 
associated with the popular  
concept of “management by 
objectives” presented by Peter 
Drucker in the 1950s.
 
It’s of great use in situations 
where objectives do not change 
on a regular basis.

Search: SMART Objectives

More Technical

High Granularity or Details 

Less Speed, More Clarity

As a market developer, 
I need an advertising 
budget, so that I can 
promote our product line 
in China airports.

Grow market share by 
20%, in China airports, 
for the entire product 
line, by the end of this 
fiscal year.

Grow market 
share in 
China.
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Joint Commitments

Who will do what?
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Sure, I’ll get right back to you!
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By establishing joint commitments, team members  
commit to take over and carry out one or more 
joint objectives. There is not much to write on the 
notes; names and high-level roles are usually 
enough. However, the ritual of each member  
committing in front of others plays an important 
role. This can be done in two ways: 

•	 The team member writes his or her name next to 
the objectives he or she will be responsible for, 
or,

•	 The team member agrees by saying “okay,”  
“I agree,” “fine for me,” or “I’ll do it” if someone 
has placed their name on the TAM.

Ambiguous commitments result in a lack of 
accountability and occur mostly in teams where 
commitments are implicit, i.e. unspoken. Unspoken 
commitments create a gray zone in which partic-
ipants can presuppose what the others will do at 
their convenience, which increases the likelihood of 
confusion and conflict. This can be reduced just by 
speaking clearly.

→
The Joint Commitment Ritual: 
Discover the Work  
of Margaret Gilbert

Margaret Gilbert is a British 
philosopher who investigated the 
notion of joint commitment for 
decades. She observed that
to create pertinent joint commit-
ments it is necessary and suffi-
cient that team members express
their readiness to be committed
in front of others (Gilbert 2014).
This makes commitments enter
the team’s common ground or 
common knowledge (see Dive 
Deeper, p. 252). Agreeing openly 
on joint commitments creates 
moral obligations and rights. Each 
team member who makes a com-
mitment has the moral obligation 
to do his or her part, and in return 
the right to expect others to do 
their part. These rights and obli-
gations bind team members and 
act as a powerful driving force.

Search: Margaret Gilbert 
philosophy

What Are Joint 
Commitments?

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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Ask
• Who will do what?
• Who commits to what?
• How will we work together? 
• What’s everyone’s role?

Joint commitments move participants 
from the status of individual to the 
status of active team member. 

Joint commitments are 
usually placed to the right of 
the related joint objective. 

Deliver
app 
prototype

Matteo 
(design)

Lea 
(development)
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Examples of  
Joint Commitments
 
Joint commitments can vary from a name to a name 
with a list of high-level tasks. What matters is that 
everyone understands who will do what and agrees. 

[Team] or 
[Department]

A team’s name is useful when not 
all commitments can be clarified 
right away. This is the quickest 
method, but commitments will 
need to be clarified rapidly to 
avoid misunderstandings.

[Initials] or  
[Names]

Initials and first names are fast 
and useful for team members who 
are used to working together.

Low Granularity or Details
More Speed, Less Clarity

Temporary

Minimal

SJ

Lea

Yann + Nigel + 
EveIT

Finance

All

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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[Name] + 
[Role]

In addition to the name, describ-
ing each person’s role or task 
concisely increases mutual clar-
ity, while not slowing down the 
alignment session.

[Name] +  
[Main Tasks/Responsibilities]

Recommended

High-level tasks

High Granularity or Details 

Less Speed, More Clarity

Lea
(development)

Matteo
(design)
Lea
(development)

Matteo:
- Create paper version
- Design digital assets 

Lea:
- Technical architecture 
- Code and test

High-level tasks can also be 
added. This longer approach is 
sometimes used by newly created 
teams. Beware of assigning 
subtasks that meet an objective 
in the Joint Objectives column to 
avoid confusing the team about 
what goes in each column.
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Joint Resources

What resources 
do we need?
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I lack resources!

I lack resources!
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I lack resources!

I lack resources!
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All human activities require resources such as 
time, capital, or equipment. Describing the joint 
resources consists of estimating these require-
ments so that every team member can contribute 
successfully. This anchors the team in the real 
world by increasing the joint awareness of what  
is eventually needed to achieve the mission. 

When resources are lacking, teams lose the ability 
to deliver because individuals get stuck. Workflows 
are interrupted and the proper achievement of the 
mission is compromised. Estimating and negoti-
ating resources is key but insufficient. Resources 
must then be allocated, i.e. be made available for 
team members to perform. Do not hesitate to insist 
on this point in case of doubt.

What Are  
Joint Resources?

+
Resource status

The status of a resource can  
be indicated as follows:

Available

Not available

Don’t know

Matteo  
10 days

Sam  
12 days

Lea  
12 days

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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Updated 
processes

Ask
• What resources do we need?
•  What should be made available or acquired?
•  What is missing for everyone to contribute successfully?
•  What are the necessary means to achieve our work?

Joint resources help the team evaluate 
what is needed by each team member 
to do his or her part.

Deliver
app 
prototype

Matteo (design) 10 days

Lea 
(development)

12 days

100 
envelopes

3 
cauliflowers

Testing time Validated 
requirements

Facilitation 
training

Budget: 
32K

One 
dedicated 
room

Hire 
marketing 
manager

Examples

c01.indd   61c01.indd   61 1/28/2021   1:53:38 PM1/28/2021   1:53:38 PM



62

Examples of 
Joint Resources
 
If a team member needs something to do his or her 
work, then it’s a resource! Resource needs can be 
described with more or less accuracy; the tradeoff 
is always between speed and clarity.

[Resource]

Designating the resources can 
be a first step. That keeps the 
conversation moving in the right 
direction, i.e. identifying what is 
needed to get the job done.

Low Granularity or Details
More Speed, Less Clarity

Minimal

Accurate 
data

Office in 
China

Pablo

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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+
Resources checklist

□□ People: such as staffing, 
working hours, skills (technical, 
social), training, motivation

□□ Equipment and tools: such as 
office desks, meeting rooms, 
furniture, vehicles, machines

□□ Financial: such as budgets, 
cash, credit

□□ Materials: such as raw materi-
als, supplies

□□ Technology: such as appli-
cations, computers, online 
services, network infrastructure 
needs

□□ Information: such as docu-
ments, data, access rights

□□ Legal: such as copyrights, pat-
ents, permits, contracts

□□ Organizational: such as 
processes, internal support, 
decisions

[Resource] + 
[Estimated Quantity]

Naming and quantifying the 
resources creates a superior  
level of alignment and realism 
among team members.  
Suggest an interval or amount 
(1–10; $20–80K) when it’s difficult  
to provide a single estimate.

[Verb] +  
[Estimated Quantity] + 
[Resource] + [Constraint]

This longer template can help align  
the team when high levels of  
accuracy are needed for critical 
resources. Used only in specific cases.

High Granularity or Details 

Less Speed, More Clarity

Recommended With constraints

Pablo – 10 days

Flyers – 100

Travel budget 
$20K

Need Pablo for 10 days at 
a max. cost of $1.5K/day

Print 100 flyers  
(needed before June 3rd)

Validate $20K travel 
budget before the end  
of the week.
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Joint Risks

What can prevent us 
from succeeding?
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I told you we were going too fast.

c01.indd   67c01.indd   67 1/28/2021   1:53:40 PM1/28/2021   1:53:40 PM



68

Risk-free projects deliver… nothing. All projects 
carry risks related to their inherent degree of 
uncertainty. Risks are events that, if they occur, 
create unwanted obstacles. These obstacles make 
it more difficult for the team to achieve the mis-
sion. They can negatively impact the costs, the 
deadlines or quality of the deliverables, and even 
damage personal relationships. In the worst-case 
scenario, a risk that occurs can cause the entire 
project and team to fail. 

The Team Alignment Map helps reduce project risk 
in three main steps:

1.	 Risk identification 
By filling in the joint risks column

2.	 Risk analysis 
By discussing the risk exposure of each entry

3.	 Risk mitigation 
By performing a backward pass  
(please read p. 74–75)

Risk management discussions matter: they 
increase the team’s resilience — hence the likeli-
hood of achieving the mission successfully.

What Are Joint Risks?

+ 
Risk exposure

An easy technique is to mark risk 
exposure with a score or letter 
somewhere in the note.

For example: H = High,  
M = Medium, L = Low

(risk exposure = 
risk likelihood x risk impact)

+ 
Professional risk management

The TAM is designed for on-the-
fly rapid risk management; it is 
not a substitute for in-depth risk 
analysis and management tools. 
Please refer to professional tech-
niques in that case.

Search keywords: risk manage-
ment, risk management process, 
risk management tools.

H	 Risk 1

M	 Risk 1

L	 Risk 1

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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Ask
• What can prevent us from succeeding?
•  What might go wrong?
• What’s our worst-case scenario? 
• What are problems/threats/dangers/

side effects in achieving our objectives? 
• Are there any particular fears/objections?
• What would make us consider a plan B?

Joint risks help the team 
anticipate and fix potential 
problems proactively.

Deliver
app 
prototype

Matteo (design) 10 days

Lea 
(development)

12 days

Change in 
priorities

Examples

Client keeps 
adding or changing 
requirements

Quality of 
data is low

Insufficient 
staffing

Integration 
problems across 
platforms

Current 
systems are 
not reliable

Lack of 
experience

Client rejects 
prototype

Email 
overload

Lack of 
executive 
support
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Examples of 
Joint Risks
When describing risks, pragmatism should prevail. 

At one extreme, so many things can possibly go 
wrong that a team can spend more time describing 
risks accurately than working to achieve the mission. 
At the other extreme, overoptimism, doing nothing in 
terms of risk identification, may cause the project to 
fail for easily avoidable reasons. A compromise is to 
describe risks succinctly, and detail only those  
with the highest risk exposure.

Short Statements

A short statement is better than 
no risk identification at all. This is 
the spirit of assessing risks with 
the Team Alignment Map.

Low Granularity or Details
More Speed, Less Clarity

Recommended

Poor 
requirements

Client is 
unavailable.

1.1 Getting Started: The Four Pillars of the Team Alignment Map
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+
Risks checklist

□□ Internal: such as risks caused 
by the team itself, mistakes, 
defects, lack of preparation, 
lack of skills, quality of deliv-
erables, miscommunication, 
staffing, roles, conflict, etc.

□□ Equipment: such as risks 
caused by technical problems, 
products and services used by 
the team, insufficient quality of 
tools, building, etc.

□□ Organizational: such as risks 
caused by management and 
other teams in the same organi-
zation, lack of support, politics, 
logistics, funding, etc.

□□ External: such as risks caused 
by clients, end users, suppliers, 
regulatory problems, financial 
markets, weather conditions, 
etc.

[Risk] may 
[Consequence]

[Event] caused  
by [Cause/s] 
may result in 
[Quantifiable  
consequence/s on  
joint objectives]

There is risk that  
[Event] because  
[Cause/s], which could 
result in [Quantifiable 
consequence/s on  
joint objectives]

High Granularity or Details 

Less Speed, More Clarity

With consequence

Client  
unavailability 
may cause  
severe delays.

Poor initial 
requirements 
may result 
in servers’ 
downtime.

Detailed

Client unavailability 
caused by the time 
difference may result in a 
6 –12-month delay and a 
40% increase in costs.

Poor initial requirements 
caused by systems 
engineers being 
overloaded may result in 
misconfigured servers 
and 30 – 60% downtime.

There is a risk that the 
client is not available 
because she lives in a 
different time zone, which 
could result in a 6 –12-
month delay and a 40% 
increase in costs.

There is a risk that we get 
poor initial requirements 
because systems 
engineers are overloaded, 
which could result in 
misconfigured servers 
and 30 – 60% downtime.

+
The templates on the right are 
more formal and describe risks  
in much more detail. They do,  
however, significantly increase the 
effort of alignment. To avoid dis-
couraging the team, favor short 
statements such as presented on 
the left and use these detailed 
templates as additional guides 
for the discussion. If necessary, 
switch to professional risk man-
agement tools.
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1.2
Planning Who Does 
What with the Team 
Alignment Map 
(Planning Mode)
Start with a forward pass to create the plan,  
then make a backward pass to lower any risks.
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1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)

Forward and Backward Pass
 
Planning with the Team Alignment Map is a two-step process.

1,2,3,4,5 
The Forward Pass

The first part of the process, called the 
forward pass, consists of planning together. 
Participants describe what is needed to col-
laborate effectively by filling in each column 
in a logical order from left to right. This sets 
a big picture, both in terms of expectations 
and problems, on which participants can 
reflect to increase their chances of success.

The forward pass starts bringing everyone 
together as a real team. Team members 
jointly consider each other’s contributions 
and needs, and common understanding 
develops.

6,7 
The Backward Pass

The second part is called the backward 
pass and is aimed at reducing the level of 
execution risk. Practically speaking, this 
part consists of removing as much content 
as possible from the last two columns. 
This happens by creating, adapting, and 
removing content from the rest of the 
map. In other words, latent problems, such 
as missing resources and open risks, are 
transformed into new objectives and new 
commitments.

Fixing and removing problems visually, 
together, gives a sense of progression. 
Motivation and engagement increase 
as participants see that the risks they 
described disappear because they are 
properly addressed. This also allows confir-
mation of the mission and the period, at the 
very end of the backward pass.
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Announce the Mission 
and the Period

Set the
Joint Objectives

Establish the
Joint Commitments

Evaluate the 
Joint Resources

Identify the 
Joint Risks

Transform the
Joint Risks

Transform the
Joint Resources

1

2 3 4 5

6 7
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Honora, Pablo, Matteo, Tess, and Lou work 
for a communications agency. Their mission 
is to develop a social media strategy for an 
important client in record time. They decide 
to align with the Team Alignment Map and 
here is the result of the forward and the 
backward pass.

1
Announce the Mission 
and the Period

2
Set the
Joint Objectives

Example 
at Work
The Forward Pass
Develop a Social Media Strategy

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Client 
interviews

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)
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3
Establish the 
Joint Commitments

4
Evaluate the 
Joint Resources

5
Identify the 
Joint Risks

Client is not 
available

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Analytics 
software

Overreliance 
on data

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Missing 
database 
access

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Analytics 
software

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Missing 
database 
access

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Client 
interviews

All

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks
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• Analytics software: The analytics soft-
ware is available, the note is checked, 
and there’s nothing special to do.

• Missing database access: Honora knows 
how to grant database access to the 
team, so she creates a new objective and 
a new commitment. The missing resource 
is removed from the column.

• Tess lacks time: A solution must still 
be found, so the element remains in 
this column.

Example 
at Work
The Backward Pass
Develop a Social Media Strategy

6
Transform the 
Joint Resources

Client is not 
available

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Analytics 
software

Overreliance 
on data

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Grant 
database 
access

Honora

Missing 
database 
access

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)
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• Client is not available: There is a risk that 
the client is not available for the inter-
views, so Matteo commits to scheduling 
all meetings ahead of time. The risk is 
removed from the column.

• Overreliance on data: Nothing really can 
be done here except to keep that risk in 
mind. The team agrees to leave that risk 
as a reminder.

• The team agrees that work can start.
• A solution still needs to be found to free 

up time for Tess. 
• Everyone knows it, which makes a big 

difference for her. 

7
Transform the 
Joint Risks

Team Validation

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Analytics 
software
— okay

Overreliance 
on data
— reminder

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Grant 
database 
access

Honora

Schedule 
meetings 
ahead

Matteo

Keywords 
analysis 
report

Honora: 
analyze
Matteo: 
write

Analytics 
software
— okay

Overreliance 
on data

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Grant 
database 
access

Honora

Schedule 
meetings 
ahead

Matteo

Client is not 
available

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

Develop Social 
Media Strategy

4 Weeks 4 Weeks
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2
Set the
Joint Objectives

Angela works for an international organi-
zation and she has just been relocated to 
its headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland. 
Together with her husband, Giuseppe, and 
their children, Renato, Manu, and Lydia, they 
decide to align to ensure a successful move. 
Here is what they discuss during the forward 
and the backward passes.

Example 
at Home
The Forward Pass
Successful Move to Geneva

1
Announce the Mission 
and the Period

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

Find a new 
doctor

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

3 monthsSuccessful 
move to 
Geneva

3 months

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)
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4
Evaluate the 
Joint Resources

5
Identify the 
Joint Risks

3
Establish the 
Joint Commitments

Need 
50 packing 
boxes

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

$10K 
budget for 
the moving 
company

Furniture 
might be 
damaged 
during the 
move

Might need 
temporary 
storage 
space in 
Geneva

$5K budget 
for real 
estate 
agent

Angela

3 months

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Need 
50 packing 
boxes

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

$10K 
budget for 
the moving 
company

$5K budget 
for real 
estate 
agent

Angela

3 months

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Angela

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

3 months

Angela

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

3 months

$30K 
budget 
new car

$30K 
budget 
new car
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Example 
at Home
The Backward Pass
Successful Move to Geneva

• Need 50 packing boxes: Angela will order 
the boxes today.

• $45K total budget (for the moving 
company, new car, real estate agent): 
Giuseppe will ensure that the money is 
available in the current bank account.

Need 
50 packing 
boxes

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

$10K 
budget for 
the moving 
company

Furniture 
might be 
damaged 
during the 
move

Might need 
temporary 
storage 
space in 
Geneva

$5K budget 
for real 
estate 
agent

Angela

3 months

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

6
Transform the 
Joint Resources

Angela

Giuseppe

Order the 
boxes

Transfer all 
the money 
to current 
account

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)

$30K 
budget 
new car
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• Furniture might be damaged during transportation: 
Angela will take out transport insurance with their usual 
insurance company.

• Might need temporary storage space in Geneva: Giuseppe 
will contact the HR department for a recommendation 
and ensure that sufficient storage space is available.

• Everyone agrees and gets to 
work to make a successful move.

Team Validation
7
Transform the 
Joint Risks Successful 

move to 
Geneva

Furniture 
might be 
damaged 
during the 
move

Might need 
temporary 
storage 
space in 
Geneva

Angela

3 months

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Angela

Giuseppe

Order the 
boxes

Transfer all 
the money 
to current 
account

Angela

Giuseppe

Transport 
insurance

Storage 
space

Successful 
move to 
Geneva

Angela

3 months

Giuseppe

Renato, 
Manu, Lydia

Giuseppe

Find a new 
house in 
Geneva

Find a moving 
company

Pack the 
boxes

Buy a new 
car in Geneva

AngelaFind a new 
doctor

Angela

Giuseppe

Order the 
boxes

Transfer all 
the money 
to current 
account

Giuseppe

Angela

Transport 
insurance

Storage 
space
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2
Set the
Joint Objectives

1
Announce the Mission 
and the Period

Louise’s birthday is approaching, and 
her parents, Mathilde and Bernard, want 
to organize a beautiful party. Her best 
friend, Thomas, also wants to help. Here 
is how they teamed up to do a forward 
and a backward pass.

Example 
with Friends
The Forward Pass
A Great Birthday Party

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

Create 
guestlist

Send the 
invitations

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

Decorate 
the house

Prepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)
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4
Evaluate the 
Joint Resources

5
Identify the 
Joint Risks

3
Establish the 
Joint Commitments

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

BernardDecorate 
the house

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Children might 
be afraid 
of the dog

Noise complaint 
from Ms. Picky 
(our neighbor) 

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde 20 

envelopes

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

BernardDecorate 
the house

100 
balloons

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Sugar, 
chocolate, 
and butter

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde 20 

envelopes

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

BernardDecorate 
the house

100 
balloons

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Sugar, 
chocolate, 
and butter
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Example 
with Friends
The Backward Pass
A Great Birthday Party

Children might 
be afraid 
of the dog

Noise complaint 
from Ms. Picky 
(our neighbor) 

6
Transform the 
Joint Resources

• 20 envelopes and 100 balloons: 
Bernard will take care of this.

• Sugar, chocolate, and butter: 
Mathilde must go to the pharmacy 
and she will stop on the way back to buy 
the ingredients.

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde

Mathilde

20 
envelopes

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

Bernard

Bernard

Decorate 
the house

100 
balloons

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Buy balloons 
and envelopes

Do errands 
to prepare 
cakes

Sugar, 
chocolate, 
and butter

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)
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Children might 
be afraid 
of the dog

Noise complaint 
from Ms. Picky 
(our neighbor) 

Team Validation
7
Transform the 
Joint Risks

• Children might be afraid of the dog and 
Ms. Picky might complain about the noise: 
Bernard will inform Mrs. Picky immedi-
ately and ask her to keep the dog the 
afternoon of the party.

• Everyone agrees and they start preparing 
a great birthday party.

Create 
guests list

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks

BernardDecorate 
the house

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde

Mathilde

Bernard

Bernard

Decorate 
the house

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Buy balloons 
and envelopes

Do errands 
to prepare 
cakes

Inform 
Ms. Picky 
and ask her 
to look after 
the dog

Bernard

Create 
guestlist

Louise

Send the 
invitations Mathilde

Mathilde

Bernard

Bernard

Decorate 
the house

ThomasPrepare the 
cakes and 
buy drinks

Buy balloons 
and envelopes

Do errands 
to prepare 
cakes

Inform 
Ms. Picky 
and ask her 
to look after 
the dog

Bernard

Great 
Birthday 
Party

2 weeks
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Pro Tips

Visualizing Relationships 
Simply draw lines to visualize relationships. 

1.2 Planning Who Does What with the Team Alignment Map (Planning Mode)

88
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Removed Items 
What to do with the joint risks and 
joint resources removed during the 
backward pass?

Option 1 
On the left: in front of the new objectives

Option 3
Trash

Option 2
On the right on the wall

89
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x.x  Dus magnatia doluptas et iducil eatenditem quodi

1.3
Keeping Team  
Members on Track  
(Assessment Mode)
Use the Team Alignment Map to assess team readiness  
or address ongoing problems.
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1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)

How to Use the  
Team Alignment Map to 
Assess Projects and Teams
The Team Alignment Map can easily turn into an alert system that 
reveals blind spots and prevents the accumulation of small perception 
gaps from becoming big problems.

Rapid visual assessments with the TAM can 
help the team ensure that minimal success 
requirements are met:
•	 Initially, to have a good project start. 
•	 	Later on, to remain on the right track.
 
Too often we embark on projects where 
these minimal requirements are not met and 
collaborating turns into permanent crisis 
management. This happens when the team 
lacks preparation or when there are collab-
oration blind spots, i.e. when someone thinks 
he or she knows what others are thinking 
but is off base. Ensuring enough alignment 
from start to finish is essential to success, 
and with a rapid assessment the team can 
visualize the level of alignment and act early 
enough to avoid preventable problems.

Assessing consists of asking every team 
member if they think they can do their part 
successfully. This is done with a vote that 
can be anonymous if necessary. The image 
resulting from a vote is neutral, and is then 
interpreted as a team; repair actions are 
undertaken if the alignment is insufficient.

To start assessing, draw four horizontal 
sliders in each column and add the following 
values to each slider (starting from the bot-
tom of the map) as illustrated in the figure 
on the next page:
1.		Joint objectives: unclear, neutral, clear
2.		Joint commitments: implicit, neutral, 

explicit
3.		Joint resources: missing, neutral, 

available
4.		Joint risks: underestimated, neutral, under 

control

Then follow by applying this 
basic three-step process:

2
Reflect
Problem areas are identified 
and analyzed as a team.

3
Repair
Decisions are made to fix 
the problems and are vali-
dated together.

1
Reveal
Participants vote individu-
ally and acknowledge the 
result collectively.
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Neutral 

Unclear

Clear

Neutral 

Implicit

Explicit

Neutral 

Missing

Available

Neutral 

Underestimated

Under Control
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Step 1: Reveal
Team members vote to reveal whether  
they believe they can contribute successfully.

1
Announce the topic	
What’s the challenge?

2
Vote individually
Do you think you can do your part?

Teresa Luca Jeremy Mara

Teresa thinks: 

•	 Joint objectives: what we intend 
to achieve together is clear.

•	 Joint commitments: we have 
explicitly discussed each one of 
our role and commitments.

•	 Joint resources: we have the 
resources we need to do our 
jobs.

•	 Joint risks: the risks we face are 
under control.

Luca thinks: 

•	 Joint objectives: what we intend 
to achieve together is clear.

•	 Joint commitments: our roles 
are implicit; mutual commit-
ments have not been discussed.

•	 Joint resources: we miss critical 
resources to do our jobs.

•	 Joint risks: some risks are 
under control and some are 
underestimated.

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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3
Acknowledge the result
What’s the collective result?

Mara thinks:

•	 Joint objectives: some objectives 
are clear and some are not.

•	 Joint commitments: some com-
mitments have been discussed 
and some are implicit.

•	 Joint resources: some resources 
are available but are not suffi-
cient to do our jobs.

•	 Joint risks: some risks are 
under control and some are 
underestimated.

Jeremy thinks:

•	 Joint objectives: what we intend 
to achieve together is unclear; 
I’m confused.

•	 Joint commitments: our roles 
are implicit; mutual commit-
ments have not been discussed.

•	 Joint resources: we miss critical 
resources to do our jobs.

•	 Joint risks: the risks we face are 
underestimated.

The “aha” moment. The display  
of the vote triggers group aware-
ness and problem recognition.

Project X
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Step 2: Reflect
Identify perception gaps and discuss 
to understand the causes.

The vertical distribution of votes helps the 
team understand whether each member 
is in a position to contribute successfully 
and the level of alignment in the team, i.e. if 
team members share the same perception. 

 The ideal vote occurs when all votes are 
in the green zone. When a participant enters 
his or her entire vote into the green zone, he 
or she reports that:

1. Objectives are clear
2. Commitments have been explicitly agreed
3. Resources are available to do his or her 

work
4. Risks are under control

In other words, a vote in the green zone indi-
cates that the minimum requirements are 
met for a successful personal contribution. 
When the whole team votes in the same 
way, team members are positively aligned 
and the team is likely on the path to success 
because everyone thinks they can success-
fully contribute. 

The team can also be negatively aligned, 
when the majority of votes are concentrated 
at the bottom of the red zone. This means 
that all team members express that they 

cannot contribute at all. Any other voting 
pattern in the red zone signals a problem 
for one or more members, that something 
is unclear or missing and that should be 
addressed rapidly.

To summarize, the vertical position of 
votes shows whether a requirement is met 
or not; the higher the position the better. A 
concentration of votes illustrates alignment 

in the team, whereas dispersion indicates 
misalignment. The more votes are concen-
trated at the top, in the green zone, the 
higher the chances of success. The more 
votes are dispersed or concentrated at the 
bottom, in the red zone, the more problems 
are likely to appear while working together. 
In this case, better stop, talk, and take 
repair actions before it’s too late.

4
Interpret the vote 
Surprised or not surprised?
Is it more positive or negative for us? 
Where are the problems?

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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Green zone 
Higher likelihood of success
(all votes in the top third of the map)
It’s okay when the majority of votes is in the 
green zone. The team is aligned and every-
one is ready to perform. No need to discuss 
further; it’s time to get back to work.

Red zone
Lower likelihood of success
(one or more votes in the bottom two-thirds 
of the sliders)
Problems are imminent when one or more 
votes are in the red zone. The requirements 
for a successful collaboration are not met 
for one or more team members. Better dis-
cuss to understand where the problems are 
and how to fix them before it’s too late.

Example 1: Go ahead
This is the ideal vote. The team is 
positively aligned and confident 
that everyone can contribute 
successfully. 

Example 2: Stop and talk
The four variables must be 
discussed and clarified. Some 
team members think that some 
requirements are okay (votes at 
the top), others that nothing is 
okay (votes at the bottom). This 
dispersion illustrates the highest 
level of misalignment. 

Example 3: Stop and talk
The four variables must be dis-
cussed. The team is negatively 
aligned: all members believe that 
nothing is okay. 

Example 4: Stop and talk
The team needs to discuss why 
commitments and risks are so 
low. For all team members, the 
joint commitments are unclear 
and joint risks are underesti-
mated. Joint objectives appear 
clear and resources are available 
for the whole team. 

Example 5: Stop and talk 
The four variables must be 
urgently discussed. All team 
members vote neutral. This is 
a typical vote for nonpriority 
projects or when participants 
are disengaged or prefer not to 
speak up. 

Example 6: Stop and talk
The last two variables must be 
discussed. Joint objectives and 
joint commitments are clear, but 
there is a critical lack of resources 
and risks are somehow underes-
timated. This is a typical vote for 
teams in startups. The last two 
variables must be discussed.
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The objective of this step is to discuss the 
votes in the red zone and what causes  
the perception gaps —  the trigger questions 
on the next page might help.

Discussion time may vary depending  
on the situation. For example, a problem 
with a missing resource, such as a soft-
ware developer claiming three additional 
days of work, is quite simple to understand. 
Problems regarding unclear objectives, 
implicit commitments, or risks will need 
more time to be understood. 

5
Analyze the problems	
What’s causing the problems? 
What causes the perception gaps?
What prevents that requirement from being 
in the green zone?

????

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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Trigger questions to analyze problems

These questions help spark collective thinking and 
dive deeper into possible issues. The following rule 
of thumb helps facilitate the analysis: 

1. Ask a question 
2. Listen to the answers 
3. Summarize and share to validate understanding
 

Inquire deeper

Joint Objectives
•	 	What are we supposed 

to achieve together, 
concretely?

•	 	What will make our proj-
ect a success?

•	 What are we supposed to 
deliver?

•	 What will the end result 
look like?

•	 What challenges do we 
have to address?	

•	 What’s the plan?

Joint Commitments
•	 Who will do what? With 

whom? For whom?
•	 What’s everyone’s role 

and responsibilities?
•	 What do we expect from 

each other, precisely?

Joint Resources
•	 What resources do we 

need?
•	 What is missing for every-

one to do his or her part?

Joint Risks
•	 What can prevent us from 

succeeding?
•	 What’s our worst-case 

scenario? 
•	 What’s our plan B?

 
High-level questions

What’s your feeling about this vote? 
What do you think is the problem?
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Step 3: Repair
Repairing means taking concrete actions to ensure 
that the votes in the red zone are moved to the 
green zone in the next vote.

What causes problems is understood and 
it’s time to redress the situation. Further 
explanations must be provided or decisions 
must be made. The resulting repair actions 
can vary considerably:

•  Clarify or adapt something (mission, 
period, and the content of the four 
columns).

• Remove or add new content on the map.
•  Make decisions outside the TAM, 

shift priorities, split the project into two 
or three projects, and so on.

As shown in 7, a final vote is conducted to 
validate the impact of the repair actions and 
to see if any problems remain. The assess-
ment has been successful if the majority of 
votes is now in the green zone.

6
Decide and announce the repair actions
What concrete actions/measures should we 
take to redress the situation? 
What can be done to get most of the votes 
in the green zone next time?

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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More questions for making  
decisions and acting

•	 So now what? What should we do, 
concretely? 

•	 	What actions must we take now?  
What’s the priority?

•	 	Where do we go from here?  
What do we decide?

•	 	What are the immediate next steps? 

+
Fixing the mission and period

•	 Clarify the mission 

•	 Reframe the mission

•	 Review the scope

•	 Extend the period

+
Fixing the four variables

•	 Clarify

•	 Add

•	 	Remove 

•	 	Adapt

+
Fixing outside the TAM

•	 	Change priorities

•	 	Split the project into 
sub-projects

•	 Assign to a different team, etc.

The new votes are in the green 
zone: great job! The situation is 
corrected, and everyone can get 
back to work.

7
Team Validation
Do you think you can do your part now? 

Should some votes remain in the 
red zone: unfortunately, some 
problems still remain. In this case 
pragmatism prevails: the team 
and/or the team lead decide 
whether to resume an analysis 
cycle or move forward.
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When to Assess

There are two types of assessments: when the 
project is kicked off (more frequent) and after  
(less frequent). The need for alignment is great-
est at the beginning of projects and decreases 
over time as team members accumulate common 
ground (see Dive Deeper, p. 252). But changes in  
context and information can create dangerous 
blind spots that can be addressed by making  
rapid ad hoc validations.

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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•	 Are we ready to perform? 
•	 Will every member deliver optimally? 
•	 Shall we go or do we need to prepare more? 
•	 What are our chances of success? 

What?

When?

How 
many?

•	 Weekly coordination meetings  
(10 minutes before the end of the meeting)

•	 Project initiation meetings (at the  
beginning or the middle of the meeting)

More frequent 
(until the actual kickoff)
•	 Daily
•	 Weekly
•	 On-demand

Less frequent 
(after the actual kickoff)
•	 Monthly
•	 Quarterly
•	 Every semester
•	 On-demand

•	 Can every member still deliver optimally? 
•	 Have any changes created harmful blind 

spots? 
•	 Are we still on the path to success?

•	 Project execution meetings  
(10 minutes before the end of the meeting)

•	 On-demand meetings (at the beginning  
of the meeting)

Readiness assessments
“Are we having a good start?”

Troubleshooting assessments
“Are we still on track?”
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Will We  
Deliver  
on Time?
Simone is the regional boss of a mid-sized health-
care company. Her project managers manage 
five projects on average and complain about their 
work overload. Rumors are flying around that the 
customer relationship management (CRM) project, 
which ranks high in terms of business priorities, will 
not be delivering on time. Is there anything Simone 
should worry about? 

1
Reveal

Simone organizes an on-demand trouble-
shooting assessment to understand whether 
the project will be delivered on time or not. 
The team of four is invited and they vote. 
Results illustrate that there is a problem 
with joint resources. All team members 
agree that there are not enough resources 
to complete the work as expected. 

Case study
Healthcare company 
500 employees

Adapted from S. Mastrogiacomo, S. Missonier, and R. Bonazzi, 

“Talk Before It’s Too Late: Reconsidering the Role of Conversation 

in Information Systems Project Management.” Journal of 

Management Information Systems 31, no. 1 (2014): 47–78.

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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2
Reflect

The team reflects: members report high 
work overloads, which results in a persistent 
lack of time to complete all their tasks and 
their inability to maintain the deadline. 
Further investigation leads Simone to realize 
that some members are working on nonpri-
ority tasks, out of the scope of this project, 
and beyond their responsibility. 

There have been recent changes in the 
organization and somehow, this information 
didn’t make it to this team. This is the turning 
point of the meeting: team members realize 
that they were unaware of these changes. 

3
Repair

Simone explains that some activities are no 
longer to be performed by the team, since 
they will be externalized soon. She clarifies 
the new priorities and the objectives of the 
CRM project to the team. Team members are 
relieved and confirm with a new vote that 
under these new conditions everyone will be 
able to perform their parts on time. 

The CRM project is eventually delivered 
on time.

105
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1
Reveal

2
Reflect

Announce 
the mission, 
project, or subject
• What’s the challenge?

Vote individually
• Do you think you can do 

your part?

Acknowledge 
the result
• What’s the collective 

result?

Interpret the vote
• Surprised or not sur-

prised? Is it more positive 
or negative for us?

• Where are the problems?

Run Your First 
Assessment

1.3 Keeping Team Members on Track (Assessment Mode)
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3 
Repair

Analyze the problems
•	 What’s causing the 

problems? 
•	 What causes the percep-

tion gaps?
•	 What prevents that 

requirement from being in 
the green zone?

Decide and announce 
the repair actions
•	 What concrete actions/

measures should we take 
to redress the situation? 

•	 What can be done to get 
most of the votes in the 
green zone next time?

Team validation
•	 Do you think you can  

do your part now?

????
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Put the Map  
into Action

How to use the  
Team Alignment Map 
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“Information is a  
difference that makes  
a difference.”
Gregory Bateson, Anthropologist
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Overview

 
Starting with successful meetings 
as building blocks, learn techniques 
to apply the Team Alignment Map in 
meetings, in projects (add time), and  
in organizations (add time and teams).
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2.1
The Team Alignment Map  
for Meetings

Run more productive, move-to-action meetings.

 
2.2
The Team Alignment Map 
for Projects

Lower project risk and reduce execution problems. 

 
2.3 
The Team Alignment Map  
for Organizational Alignment

Get alignment between leaders, teams, and  
departments to break down internal silos.

c02.indd   113c02.indd   113 1/28/2021   1:58:19 PM1/28/2021   1:58:19 PM



2.1
The Team Alignment Map  
for Meetings
Run more productive, move-to-action meetings.
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Does anyone understand what we’re supposed to do?
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Shall we have another meeting?
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√
Recommended for 
taking action

Use the TAM to help the partici-
pants move to action, coordinate, 
and deliver as a team. 

×
Not recommended 
for exploring

Do not use the TAM to brainstorm 
or debate. The tool has not been 
designed to support exploratory 
discussions.

Escape from conversations going around in 
endless loops. Use the TAM in your meetings to 
propel people from conversation to action, focus 
the team, and help everyone take action. 

Techniques to Run 
More Productive, 
Move-to-Action Meetings
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Focus the team
p. 120
Structure the conversation and spend less 
time in confusing and boring meetings.

Boost team members’ engagement
p. 122
Let every member be a driving force.

Increase meeting impact
p. 124
Less blah blah, more action.

Make informed decisions
p. 126
Reveal collaboration blind spots and issues 
with a neutral voice.
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2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings

Focus the Team
Structure the conversation and spend less time 
in confusing and boring meetings.

The TAM can be used to close meetings and focus 
the team on concrete next steps. This encour-
ages the organization of more effective meetings. 
Meetings have become unpopular and are con-
sidered a waste of time. But meetings are not the 
problem: face-to-face interaction is the best col-
laboration technology in the world (Dive Deeper, 
Impact of Communication Channels on Common 
Ground Creation, p. 264). The problem is what is 
discussed during meetings. The TAM can help by 
structuring the conversation in a logical order, 
making it easier for everyone to understand, par-
ticipate, and agree on what’s next.

Timebox meetings with the TAM

1.	Timebox your meeting (30, 60, 90 minutes)
2.	Share the agenda
3.	Discuss the topics
4.	Conclude the meeting by performing a 

forward and a backward pass with the 
TAM to clarify who will do what

5.	Share a photo of the TAM

The TAM can also be filled in progressively 
from the very beginning of the meeting. 
Topics are discussed and whenever a 
concrete action needs to be taken, a joint 
objective is created and a rapid forward and 
backward pass are performed.

→
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Speed up interactions and  
save time

•	 Focus the discussion, reduce 
confusion
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AGENDA 
 
 
1 INTRO - 10 min. 
 
2 TAM	 - 30 min.

3 Q&A	 - 25 min.
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2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings

Boost Team Members’ 
Engagement
Tired of being the team’s driving force?

Frame the mission as a compelling challenge for 
the whole team. Lack of engagement and own-
ership start with a lack of participation. Frame 
the mission as a challenging question and let 
every team member respond directly on the TAM. 
Responding together creates a higher level of par-
ticipant engagement and energy. Allowing every 
participant to prepare and respond in 2, 3, or 5 
minutes gives everyone (in particular, introverts) a 
voice and fosters creativity and the perception of 
fairness within the team. 

Frame the mission as  
a challenging question

1.	Frame the mission as a question,  
a challenge, or a problem everyone  
understands. Start by “How will we…,?” 
“How can we…?,” “How to…?”

2.	Ensure that everyone understands the 
question.

3.	Allow 5 minutes for individual preparation 
(forward pass).

4.	Allocate 2 minutes per participant to 
present his or her forward pass.

5.	Consolidate and perform the backward 
pass together.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Engage team members  
emotionally, create a we’re-all-
in-this-together mindset

•	 Bring the team together as a 
real team, align personal and 
collective goals
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How to improve the 
onboarding process  
for new employees? How can we improve 

capacity planning 
in our projects?

How to improve 

collaboration between  

our two departments?
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2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings

Increase Meeting Impact 
Less blah blah, more action.

No one is in charge? The objective becomes a risk. 
Stop blah-blah and gossip by urging the team to 
agree on what needs to be done and by whom. 
Ensure that everyone’s contribution is visible on 
the TAM and understood and agreed on by the 
other team members for maximum impact. Make 
everyone aware of the risk that the joint objectives 
nobody takes care of will result in ... nothing.

Switch from talk to action  
with clear commitments

1.	Perform a forward and backward pass.
2.	Ensure that every joint objective has 

a joint commitment; add a deadline if 
necessary.

3.	Move all the floating objectives (with no 
joint commitment) into joint risks (fourth 
column).

4.	Share a photo of the TAM.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Switch from talk to action, know 
who does what

•	 Stay grounded; objectives with 
no commitment are considered 
to be risks
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?
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2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings

Make Informed 
Decisions 

Reveal collaboration blind spots and issues  
and make better go/no go decisions.

A vote with the TAM in assessment mode can help 
team members to literally see their probability of 
success. Assessments reveal perception gaps and 
an aligned team will always be more likely to suc-
ceed than a misaligned team. Save your budget: 
assessments are fast, so don’t miss an inexpen-
sive opportunity to visualize alignment and decide 
whether to engage resources or if more prepara-
tion is required.

Assess team readiness and  
troubleshoot with the TAM

1.	Run a TAM assessment (p. 90).
2.	Use the vote to make a decision.

+
Tips

•	 Schedule another meeting 
quickly if time is short and 
problems can be solved reason-
ably fast. At the end of the sec-
ond meeting, perform another 
assessment to confirm that 
issues have been addressed 
properly.→ 

Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Proactively detect issues  
and reveal blind spots

•	 Make informed go/no go  
decisions, save budget
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Okay

Problems

Neutral Neutral Neutral 

UnclearUnclearUnclear

ClearClearClear

Neutral Neutral Neutral 

ImplicitImplicitImplicit

ExplicitExplicitExplicit

Neutral Neutral Neutral 

MissingMissingMissing

AvailableAvailableAvailable

Neutral Neutral Neutral 

UnderestimatedUnderestimatedUnderestimated

Under ControlUnder ControlUnder Control
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Do We  
Really Agree?

Yasmine works in a humanitarian organization headquar-
tered in Europe. She’s in charge of standardizing the HR pro-
cesses worldwide with a new HR Information System (HRIS). 
The mission has been assigned directly by the CEO and the 
project involves 13 participants from five different countries. 
Everyone seems to agree with the CEO, but Yasmine has 
doubts. She decides to assess the project team with a Team 
Alignment Map. Was her intuition right?

1
Reveal

The vote reveals that the participants seem 
positively aligned on joint objectives, joint 
resources, and joint risks, but joint commit-
ments seem to be problematic. 

Case study
Humanitarian organization 
36,000 employees

S. Mastrogiacomo, Missonier, and R. Bonazzi, “Talk Before  

It’s Too Late: Reconsidering the Role of Conversation  

in Information Systems Project Management.” Journal of 

Management Information Systems 31, no. 1 (2014): 47–78.

Standardize salary, 
vacation, and contracts 
management in HRIS

Mission imposed  
by the CEO
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2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings
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2
Reflect

Perception gaps are discussed for the joint 
commitments column. The team rapidly 
notices that commitments are not the issue. 
The mission is ambiguous and everyone 
understands it differently, so the joint 
objectives are too high-level. Everyone had 
been committing to a different interpreta-
tion of the mission, which made the problem 
become visible. 

3
Repair

The team decides to split the current mis-
sion into three submissions and projects by 
creating three new Team Alignment Maps. 
They perform a forward and a backward 
pass for each and organize three validation 
votes after that. The votes confirm that 
the team is aligned and confident about 
what will happen next. Françoise is clearly 
relieved.

Standardize salary, vacation, and contracts management in HRIS
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Pro Tips

Dealing with disagreement  
and lack of clarity
Move unclear items to the joint risks column. 
The purpose of an alignment session is to 
create mutual clarity and agreement before 
people leave the meeting. When content 
on the TAM is perceived as ambiguous or 
there is disagreement in the meeting, place 
the item in the joint risks column for further 
discussion. Move it to the right column only 
when the content is perceived as clear and 
agreed on by the team.

Our TAM becomes  
too big
Simply continue on the wall. 
This happens mostly during 
the backward pass, as more 
content is added in the joint 
objectives and joint commit-
ments columns. 

130

2.1 The Team Alignment Map for Meetings
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How to manage missing 
stakeholders and latecomers
Take a few minutes to update briefly all 
latecomers so they can jump into the 
discussion and contribute. Team success 
springs from the team’s common ground. 
Organize one-on-one update meetings when 
key stakeholders are missing meetings; 
keeping them in the loop is crucial for the 
team’s success.

Risk identification: 
consider emotions as KPIs
Use fears, objections, and any emotional 
reactions as triggers to identify problems. 
We’re biologically programmed to anticipate 
problems: fear, anger, sadness, and disgust 
can signal possible hidden risks. The Fact 
Finder (see p. 204) can help ask good ques-
tions and reveal the problems hidden behind 
negative emotions.
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2.2
The Team Alignment Map 
for Projects
Lower project risk and reduce execution problems.
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Do you think we can still make it?
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Techniques to Lower 
Project Risk and Reduce 
Execution Problems

√ 
Recommended for 
projects

For any project team, new or 
experienced. These techniques 
can be used independently or 
to complement your preferred 
project management tools 
whether you’re following waterfall 
or agile project management 
principles.

×
Not recommended 
for operations

Not of real use for operational 
teams, i.e. for teams running 
stable, high-volume, recurring 
activities, unless a project is 
in sight.

Significant energy and resources are lost in 
projects when key stakeholders are insufficiently 
aligned. Information flows poorly and execution 
problems spiral into cost and time overruns, poor 
quality, or lack of client satisfaction. Creating a 
shared initial view of what needs to be done and 
maintaining a high level of alignment over time 
should be a priority for any project leader or 
manager, just as it is the duty of any stakeholder 
to stay informed and share new information.
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Get Projects Off to a Good Start
p. 138 
Structure the conversation and spend less time in 
confusing and boring meetings.

Maintain Alignment over Time
p. 140
Staying in sync throughout the project lifecycle.

Monitor Tasks’ Progress
p. 144
Align and track progress on a single poster with 
the Team Alignment Kanban.

Reduce Risks (While Having Fun)
p. 148
Mitigate risks visually as a team.

Align Distributed Teams
p. 150
Overcome the distance barrier using online boards.
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Get Projects Off  
to a Good Start 

It costs less than having a bad start.

The TAM can help create an initial big picture 
rapidly where each participant must find his or her 
place, whether your team is engaging in a project 
plan (waterfall) or a release plan (agile).

Building strong initial alignment requires additional 
effort, but the benefits will be tangible throughout 
the entire project.

Neglecting initial alignment is never a good idea. 
The need for coordination and crisis committees 
rapidly explodes in those teams that jump immedi-
ately into work with misaligned members. Nothing 
beats a good start when engaging in a project.

Start projects with a TAM session

1.	Create or validate alignment on who’s 
doing what with the TAM before moving to 
action.

2.	When initiating projects, run a TAM ses-
sion. Experience tells us that it’s wiser to 
postpone the kickoff until enough align-
ment is reached. 

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Give alignment an initial boost 
and increase the chances of 
success 

•	 Gain more peace and control 
over the execution phases
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Waterfall

TAM Session

Initiate Design Build Delivery

Agile

TAM Session
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Maintain Alignment  
over Time
Staying in sync throughout the project lifecycle

Are alignment efforts similar throughout the 
entire project? No: in teams that have good initial 
alignment, the alignment efforts decrease over 
time — unlike teams that start projects with mis-
aligned members and experience growing prob-
lems due to perception gaps.

Start projects with a TAM session

1.		Waterfall projects: use the TAM weekly 
or monthly during the initiation and plan-
ning phase, and then only if required in 
the execution and delivery phases.

2.	Agile projects: use a rapid TAM session at 
the beginning of each sprint. Sessions will 
become shorter over time.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Invest the right alignment effort 
at the right moment

•	 Avoid overcollaboration
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Needs for alignment in Waterfall projects

Needs for alignment in Agile projects

Initiation Planning Execution Delivery

Sprint 1 Sprint 2 Sprint 3 Sprint 4
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Plan Assess (Check) Assess (Check) Plan Plan Plan

Four Easy Ways to 
Maintain Alignment 
with the TAM 

Weekly
Create an initial TAM and share a picture 
with all the team members. At the next  
session, create a new TAM for the next 
period by referring to the picture of the 
previous TAM. 

Initially and with checks
Hold just one TAM session at the beginning 
and share a picture with the team.  
Perform only rapid assessments to confirm 
that things are on track at the end of  
subsequent meetings. Update the initial  
TAM if necessary.

Meeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting NMeeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting N
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Plan  
(Entire Project)

Plan  
(What’s next)

Plan  
(What’s next)

Plan  
(What’s next) Assess Assess Assess

Entire project and weekly
A TAM is created that covers the entire  
project. New TAMs are created every week 
that cover only one week of work. 

Rapid checks
For teams working with other project  
management tools and methods, rapid 
checks can be performed with the TAM  
at the end of key meetings. 

Meeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting N
Meeting 1 Meeting 2 Meeting N
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Monitor Tasks’ 
Progress 
How to use the TAM Kanban-style to align  
and track work on a single wall.

Team alignment and task tracking are two differ-
ent activities, and tasks are usually tracked using 
project management platforms. There is a low-cost 
solution that works for small and medium-sized 
projects: put a TAM on the wall and add three sim-
ple columns to simulate a Kanban board.

A Kanban Board offers a simple 
and powerful structure to monitor 
progress. Tasks (the colored 
notes) are moved between three 
columns: To Do contains the work 
agreed on and pending, Doing the 
tasks team members are working 
on, and Done the work that has 
been completed.

The Backlog column 
is an “inbox” to store 
ideas and objectives 
not yet discussed and 
validated as a team.

When combined, the joint 
objectives and joint com-
mitments columns contain 
the To Do of a traditional 
Kanban Board.

Rest of the Kanban Board.

BACKLOG DOING DONE

DOINGTO DO DONE

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Align and monitor progress on  
a single wall

•	 Benefit from an easy and  
low-cost solution
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BACKLOG DOING DONE

Monitor progress with a Team 
Alignment Map Kanban-style

1.	Set the mission.
2.	Enter new ideas and objectives in the 

Backlog column.
3.	Perform a forward and backward pass  

for priority items.
4.	Start moving the joint objectives com-

bined with joint commitments (to do’s) 
into the Doing and Done columns as team 
members start doing and completing their 
work. 

1

43
2
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

The TAM Kanban-style  
in Practice

Organize the wall in three main areas: Buffer, Clarify, and Track.

Swim Lanes 
Draw horizontal lines 
to separate projects 
or themes (also called 
swim lanes in agile 
methods).

BACKLOG DOING DONE

Buffer
A backlog (or 
inbox) to contain 
unaddressed 
ideas, objectives, 
or features.

Track
To monitor work progress.

Clarify
A TAM to align before doing.
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Example

1.	 The team’s mission is to grow 
online market share. One of the 
pending ideas is to redesign the 
online store.

2.	 Pedro commits to improving the 
online store if a budget of $30K 
is allocated to buy the neces-
sary licenses (forward pass).

3.	 Carmen, the Head of Marketing, 
commits to finding the budget 
rapidly (backward pass).

4.	 Carmen announces that the 
budget is okay and Pedro starts 
working on the redesign. They 
move their joint commitments 
(to do’s) into the Doing and 
Done columns.

5.	 The Doing and Done columns 
show at any moment who’s 
working on what and what has 
been completed.

BACKLOG DOING DONE

BACKLOG DOING DONE

Grow online 
market share

Redesign 
online 
shop

Redesign 
online 
shop

Redesign 
online 
shop

Pedro

Pedro

$30K

Find 
$30K 

Find 
$30K 

Find 
$30K 
– Carmen

Redesign 
online shop 
– Pedro

Carmen

Carmen

5

4

3

2

1
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Reduce Risks  
(While Having Fun)
Mitigate risks visually as a team.

Project teams can neglect risk management. It’s 
true that spending long hours filling in a projected 
spreadsheet line by line can be perceived as an 
unpleasant activity. 

That exercise can become more enjoyable if done 
together visually during an alignment session; it’s 
the raison d’être of the backward pass. Removing 
Post-it notes is removing problems — it demon-
strates a tangible progression and motivates the 
team.

Perform and emphasize the  
backward pass

1.	Perform a forward and a backward pass 
for the project.

2.	Insist on the backward pass: ensure that 
the last two columns are properly emp-
tied and do not contain critical elements.

3.	Schedule an additional meeting if you run 
out of time.

4.	Validate as a team with a vote; share a 
photo of the TAM and the vote.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Mitigate project risks 
seamlessly

•	 Increase the team’s account-
ability for risk management
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Challenge the team to 
empty these two columns 
completely.

Conclude with a validation vote 
(the best possible validation 
vote is shown here).
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects

Align Distributed Teams

Overcome the distance barrier using online boards.

Distributed teams can align remotely using online 
boards like Miro or Mural and benefit from great 
features such as:

•	 An infinite canvas, removing all physical 
constraints

•	 Synchronous and asynchronous collaboration

•	 Chat and video conferencing

•	 The ability to append videos and documents, 
add comments

On-site teams can also benefit from these fea-
tures in addition to summaries of updates, version 
history, archiving, and integration with powerful 
project management tools.

Use an image of the TAM  
as background

1.	Create a template of a TAM in your 
preferred online board.

2.	Create and maintain alignment remotely.

+
Tips

•	 Use video conferencing in the 
first alignment session; it con-
veys nonverbal information 

•	 Create a Team Alignment Map 
Kanban-style to align and  
monitor progress on a single 
board (p. 144).

•	 Online surveys, rather than 
online boards, are preferable 
for running TAM assessments.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Create a template in your pre-
ferred online board

•	 Create and maintain alignment 
remotely
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Pro Tips

Tracking tasks with online tools
Translate objective-commitment pairs into 
tasks and assignments. Joint resources 
and joint risks can also be transferred and 
assigned using the same approach.

Adding delivery dates and milestones
Dates and durations can be added directly 
on the joint objectives or joint commitments 
notes. Add any milestones as joint objec-
tives, in the first column. 

Complete 
training for 
all users

Complete 
training for 
all users

End training 
for all users 
on FEB. 12

Carole, Bob

Carole, Bob 
 
FEB. 12

Carole, Bob 
 

TASK

Complete training 
for all users

Carole, Bob FEB. 12

ASSIGNED TO DUE
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2.2 The Team Alignment Map for Projects
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Adding success criteria
Use the Team Contract to discuss and 
hold success criteria (see p. 184). The TAM 
focuses on aligning on joint activities, while 
the Team Contract is dedicated to the rules 
of the game.

What if some objectives are not  
on the Team Alignment Map?
They are simply out of scope for that mission.

End user 
satisfaction 
>80%

Project Scope

153
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2.3
The Team Alignment Map 
for Organizational 
Alignment
Get alignment between leaders, teams, and departments 
to break down internal silos.
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What do you mean  
by “cross-functional” 
and “agile”? 
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High-caliber individuals and teams isolated in 
functional towers can’t implement new business 
models, new client experiences, new products, and 
new services based on new processes. Complex 
challenges can only be addressed through effec-
tive cross-functional collaboration and participants 
who understand how the strategy translates into 
concrete, daily actions at the personal level.

Use these techniques to complement your strat-
egy process or when launching new strategic 
initiatives to infuse organic alignment, facilitate 
cross-functional work, and engage at scale. 

√ 
Recommended for 
organic change 
management

Create organic change by estab-
lishing a shared process and lan-
guage, by empowering teams and 
by improving dialogue between 
teams and with leadership.

×
Not recommended 
without executive 
sponsorship

Make sure you are within your 
perimeter of legitimacy before 
gathering teams. The more 
cross-functional the initiative, 
the higher the level of sponsor-
ship must be to avoid political 
backfires.

Techniques to Get 
Alignment Across Teams
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Empower Teams
p. 160 
Escape from the role of the exhausted superhero. 

Engage Large Groups
p. 162
Engaging dozens and hundreds of people.

Facilitate Collaboration Across  
Departments and Functions
p. 164 
Help cross-functional teams be more successful.

Negotiate and Allocate Resources
p. 166
Negotiate resources, peer-to-peer and with 
leadership. 

Integrate the TAM with Strategy Processes  
and Tools
p. 168
Integrate the TAM with the  
Business Model Canvas.

Assess the Readiness of Strategic Initiatives
p. 170
Assess readiness with hundreds of stakeholders.
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2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment

Empower Teams
Escape from the role of the exhausted superhero. 

Teams can seriously underperform when (1) the 
team members can’t make informed decisions 
because they don’t understand the strategic direc-
tion and (2) the conditions/resources required for 
each to do their work are missing. 

As a team leader, a TAM empowerment session 
can help you act on these two problems. You set 
and explain the direction (mission), the team works 
independently on the how (forward pass), risks are 
mitigated, and resources are negotiated together 
(backward pass).

This approach is comparable to what is coined 
“aligned autonomy” at Spotify, the music stream-
ing company. Teams are empowered using this 
basic formula: autonomy = authority x alignment 
(Henrik Kniberg 2014). The mission is set by lead-
ership (authority), the team is accountable for the 
how (forward and backward pass), and all this 
happens in a constant dialogue (alignment).

Empower teams with the TAM

Roles and Responsibilities
Leaders — the what and why
•	 Communicate the mission: what challenge 

must be addressed or what problem must 
be solved and for what reason.

•	 Set short-term objectives.
•	 Allocate the resources required by  

the team.

Team(s) — the how
•	 Find the best solution to the problem.	

Optimize resource utilization.
•	 	Collaborate with other teams  

if necessary.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Delegate work efficiently

•	 Help teams self-organize, 
increase autonomy
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Fast empowerment meetings  
with the TAM (60 minutes)
	
1.	Mission (5 minutes): the leader assigns 

a clear mission to the team (what and 
why) and sets short-term objectives (joint 
objectives). The leader leaves the room 
and comes back for step 3.

2.	Forward pass (30 minutes): the team 
performs a forward pass independently; 
accountability increases when teams 
self-define the “how.”

3.		Presentation (5 minutes): the leader is 
back and the team presents the forward 
pass.

4.	Backward pass (20 minutes): performed 
by the team and the leader: resources 
are negotiated/allocated and risks are 
mitigated together by adding, adapting, 
and removing content for the TAM.

5.		Validation: joint validation of the TAM  
by leader and team.

Team Leader

+
Tips

•	 Frame the mission as a chal-
lenge to create even more 
engagement (Section 2, Boost 
Team Members’ Engagement, 
p. 122). 

•	 Use the Team Contract to 
define “how we will collaborate” 
in terms of rules, process, tools, 
and validation points (p. 184).

Yasmine (Leader)Teresa (cool girl) Françoise (nerd)Bob (normal guy) Mara (charismatic girl) Ann (shy girl)Matteo (the connected guy)Luca (cool dude)Jeremy (nerd)

Thinking

Talking

pointing

Celebrationg

aHa!

Talking

Confused

Angry

Defeated

Olivier (Leader)
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2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment

Engage Large Groups
How to mobilize large teams

Engagement comes from participation. Period. 
Mobilizing large teams requires significant energy 
and time, particularly if several alignment sessions 
are required. But it’s worth every penny because 
the larger the group or the initiative, the greater 
the financial risk and the likelihood of failure. Strong 
initial alignment is necessary to avoid significant 
budget overruns and other execution disasters. 

So book a large venue, divide people into sub-
groups, run parallel sessions to give each partic-
ipant a voice, consolidate and share the results 
before making decisions, and move to action.

Mobilizing large groups

1.	Split (5 minutes): split participants in 
groups of 4–8.

2.	Align in subteams (30 minutes): run paral-
lel TAM sessions by assigning groups the 
same global mission or submissions.

3.	Present (5 minutes per subteam): each 
group presents its TAM to all the other 
groups.

4.		Consolidate (after the meeting): if appli-
cable, a facilitator aggregates the results 
into a single TAM.

5.	Share (after the meeting): consolidated 
results are sent to all participants, usually 
with a list of decisions made and for what 
reason.

Additional iterations are performed until 
enough alignment is reached. Online TAM 
assessments can help confirm the level 
alignment in large groups.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 	Increase participants’ buy-in 
and engagement

•	 Reduce financial risk
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Split

Align in subteams

Present

Consolidate

Decide and Share

5 1

2

3

4
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Facilitate Collaboration Across 
Departments and Functions
Help cross-functional teams be more successful.

When missions and objectives are misaligned 
within the organization, cross-functional teams get 
easily bogged down in unmanageable dependen-
cies and political fights to grasp internal resources. 
Creating a supportive context for cross-functional 
work delivery starts by aligning the missions of 
all the impacted teams, assigning common short-
term objectives, and allowing teams to discuss and 
negotiate shared objectives. This can be done with 
the TAM during alignment workshops by focusing 
on aligning missions and objectives with leaders 
and from team to team.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Create a shared language and 
process, set common goals

•	 Evolve the culture, implement 
new collaborative practices

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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Support Cross-Functional Work  
with the TAM
3 hours, up to 6 hours

1.	Mission (10 minutes): leaders set and 
explain a clear global mission to the 
teams (what and why) and may add com-
mon joint objectives. Leaders leave the 
room and come back for step 3.

2.	Forward pass (1 hour): the teams define 
how they will contribute to the global 
mission directly or by defining a sub-
mission and perform a forward pass 
independently.

3.	Presentations (5 minutes per team): 
 leaders are back and each team pres-
ents the forward pass to all the other 
teams, which improves the awareness  
of who will do what. Leaders validate the 
submissions, if any, and the TAMs.

4.	Backward pass and negotiation (1 hour): 
resources are negotiated/allocated and 
risks are mitigated team to team by add-
ing, adapting, and removing content from 
the TAMs. Adding new objectives can trig-
ger a new forward and backward pass! 
Leaders move from group to group, clarify 
understanding, and take the requests. 

5.	Recap and next step: leaders recap and 
announce the next meeting for the feed-
back and decisions.

Aligning Missions and Goals

Strategic mission

Common strategic 
objective

Team 3

Team 3

Team 2

Team 2

Team 1

Team 1+
Tips

•	 Establish one or more Team 
Contracts to clarify or change 
the rules of the game (see 
p 184).

Team submission

Shared team-to-team 
objectives

Leaders

Teams
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Negotiate and 
Allocate Resources
How to Integrate the TAM with the Business Model Canvas.

Resource negotiation is key for all projects. 
Whether this happens between teams or with a 
leader, the basic two principles remain the same:

•	 Gain the missing resource by explaining the 
relationship between the resource, the joint 
objectives, and the mission;

•	 If unsuccessful, the linked joint objective is 
removed or adapted.

Option 1
Negotiation with leadership

•	 A forward and a backward pass are 
performed by the team. A presentation 
is scheduled with leadership to negotiate 
any missing resources.

•	 A presentation and negotiation with 
leaders: The TAM is presented in log-
ical order to provide context. Missing 
resources are discussed and negotiated, 
and when unavailable the linked objec-
tives are adapted or removed.

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Gain more resources with  
consistent storytelling

•	 Make the mission and the joint 
objectives more realistic

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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NEGOTIATION 
CRITERIA
 
1 
 
2

3

+ 
Which criteria are given  
the top priority?

Urgency, impact, client value, 
contribution to the strategy, etc. 
This helps avoid going around in 
circles and to make meaningful 
tradeoffs. 

Option 2
Negotiation Team-to-Team

•	 A forward and a backward pass are per-
formed by the teams on separate TAMs.

•	 Negotiation criteria are discussed, 
agreed, and prioritized between the 
teams before negotiating.  
Criteria can be measured qualitatively  
(H, M, L) or quantitatively (1–5) and be 
equal or weighted (50%, 30%, 20%).

•	 Presentation and negotiation: teams 
mutually present their TAMs and tradeoffs 
are made team to team according to the 
criteria.
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Integrate the TAM 
with Strategy 
Processes and Tools
Negotiate resources, peer-to-peer and with leadership. 

The Team Alignment Map beautifully integrates 
with the Business Model Canvas (BMC) — a frame-
work and tool to design business strategies. The 
strategy is operationalized by moving elements 
from one canvas to the other and by letting teams 
self-organize. This allows future contributors to 
feel part of the process and understand what’s at 
stake; it also increases teams’ buy-in. 

Search keywords: business model canvas, business model generation, Alex Osterwalder

Integrate with the Business  
Model Canvas

1.	Design the strategy with the BMC.
2.	Operationalize key strategic objectives 

with the Team Alignment Map by: 
• Assigning missions (example: team 1) 
• Assigning objectives (example: team 2) 
• Assigning cross-cut objectives  
  (example: teams 3 and 4)

3.	Let the teams self-organize by performing 
a forward and a backward pass, possibly 
during implementation workshops where 
all the impacted teams are present and 
interact.

Additional iterations are performed until 
enough alignment is reached. Online 
TAM assessments can confirm the level 
alignment.

+
Tips

•	 Discuss the Key Activities of 
your BMC first; it’s a good  
starting point

•	 Browse the rest of the canvas, 
looking for strategic goals to be 
executed

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Operationalize the strategy

•	 Easily integrate with the 
Business Model Canvas

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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Legal Team 

Marketing Team 

Sales Team 

Product Team 

Online 
Support

Partner  
Deals

UI 
Development

Strategize

Execute
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Assess the Readiness  
of Strategic Initiatives
How to assess initiatives’ chances of success with 
hundreds of stakeholders.

Is our strategic initiative well positioned to suc-
ceed? Should we better prepare? Are any immedi-
ate decisions and actions needed? 

It’s not easy to capture the heartbeat of a stra-
tegic initiative with hundreds of stakeholders 
involved. Fast online assessments with the TAM 
can be run to ask hundreds of stakeholders if they 
think they can contribute successfully. The aggre-
gated result gives an indication of the initiative’s 
chances of success. It’s not rocket science, but it 
may save your company millions. Such an assess-
ment can be performed live with a voting platform 
during large coordination events, or via email using 
a survey tool. 

→ 
Use the Team Alignment Map to

•	 Reduce execution risk

•	 Let everyone vote freely 
through anonymous votes

Assess online with the TAM

Run an online assessment implementing the 
following template in an online survey tool:

As a contributor of < Initiative Name >,
I find personally that the:
•	 Joint objectives are clear (1–5)
•	 Joint commitments have been defined; 

people and teams’ roles are clear (1–5)
•	 Joint resources are available (1–5)
•	 Joint risks are under control (1–5)
 
1 = strongly disagree
5 = strongly agree

Online tools use horizontal sliders, so the 
TAM must be rotated right by 90 degrees.

+
Tips

•	 To conduct assessments by 
theme or group: run multiple 
votes, by strategic themes, 
by “tracks,” by projects, or 
by teams, for a more refined 
assessment.

•	 Anonymous votes take courage: 
votes may reveal unexpected 
surprises.

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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Rotate assesment 

tracks by 90 degrees

Difference between paper-based and online assessments

Consolidated  
Results

Consolidated  
Results

Input

Input

Paper

Online
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Are We Ready 
to Launch Our 
Strategic Initiative?

Olivier heads an ambitious transformation program 
in an insurance group. The mission is to reduce 
costs by automating and delocalizing operational 
activities. The program is organized into four  
strategic tracks, each containing several projects. 
The budget is double-digits in millions. Olivier, the 
CEO, and the project committee fear that teams 
may not be ready to implement such drastic 
changes. Shortly before the launch of the program, 
they agree to assess the program readiness with 
300 stakeholders. 

Was the fear confirmed?

Case study
Insurance group 
71,000 employees

1
Reveal

The vote reveals a high level of misalign-
ment for each variable, which is the worst-
case scenario. The leadership team is 
surprised by the magnitude of the percep-
tion gaps.

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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2
Reflect

The analysis discussion reveals that key 
parts of the program are not ready to start 
at all and that affects the whole vote. 

3
Repair

The launch of the whole program is post-
poned to an unknown date. Parallel work-
shops are organized to work on the prob-
lematic parts. The decision is made not to 
launch the program until the key problems 
have been solved.

The good news is that the budget is still 
in their hands and that significant resources 
haven’t gone up in smoke for nothing.
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Pro Tips

The successful transformation programs 
we’ve experienced have these three criteria 
in common: 

√√ 	Good start: objectives are clear and key 
stakeholders are onboarded properly.

√√ 	Consistent momentum: dates are 
blocked in the agendas and alignment is 
actively maintained.

√√ Leadership support: there is C-level 
sponsorship and commitment.

Successful transformation initiatives

2.3 The Team Alignment Map for Organizational Alignment
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Performing assessments with  
large groups is easier and faster  
with online survey tools
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Trust Among  
Team Members

Four tools to create 
a high-trust climate 
and increased  
psychological safety
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“In human relations,  
all prediction is  
connected in one way 
or another with the 
phenomenon of trust.”
Paul Watzlawick, Psychologist
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No questions?  
Wonderful.
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Overview

 
This part introduces four add-ons to 
build more psychological safety and 
trust and create a safer team climate.
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3.1
The Team Contract

Define how we work together, the principles  
everyone needs to know, and the behaviors  
that need to be respected.

 
3.2
The Fact Finder

Ask good questions for improving team  
communications, inquire like a pro to reduce  
perception gaps. 

 
3.3 
The Respect Card

Tips to demonstrate consideration for others.

 
3.4 
The Nonviolent Requests Guide

Address latent conflicts and manage disagreement 
constructively.

Trust and Psychological Safety Among 
Team Members: The Energy That Fuels  
the Team Alignment Map

Can a team of talents who are suspicious  
of each other solve complex problems 
together and innovate? The answer, simply, 
is no. Trust is a precondition for alignment. 

The team doesn’t engage in collective 
learning behaviors when people protect 
themselves from embarrassment and other 
possible threats by remaining silent. That 
results in poor team performance and an 
inability to innovate collectively. To innovate 
together, team members need to feel that 
they can talk openly and candidly to each 
other without fear of judgment or reprisals. 
Such climates are described as psychologi-
cally safe environments.

Simply put, psychological safety is a varia-
tion of trust: "The belief that the team is safe 
for interpersonal risk taking. That one will 
not be punished or humiliated for speaking 
up with ideas, questions, concerns, or mis-
takes.” The term and definition were coined 
by Amy Edmonson, Professor of Leadership 
and Management at the Harvard Business 
School over 20 years ago in her seminal 
paper “Psychological Safety and Learning 
Behavior in Work Teams.” 

To learn more about Amy Edmondson’s 
work: Dive Deeper, Trust and Psychological 
Safety, see p. 266
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3.1
The Team Contract
Define team behaviors and how we work together.
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Shouldn’t we have some rules in place?
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Some team members 
may systematically 
arrive late…

…or criticize the work  
of others without  
suggesting alternatives.
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Unspoken resentments 
and frustrations can  
accumulate and escalate 
into unnecessary conflict.
The Team Contract helps define the 
rules of the game. 
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3.1 The Team Contract

The Team Contract is a simple poster used 
to negotiate and establish team behavior 
and rules, both in general or temporar-
ily. Psychological safety is increased and 
potential conflict reduced by:
•	 Aligning relationships on appropriate and 

inappropriate behaviors, making the team 
values explicit.

•	 Creating a cultural base to work in har-
monious conditions.

•	 Allowing legitimate measures in case of 
noncompliance.

•	 Preventing a sense of inequity and injus-
tice from developing within the team.

The poster presents two trigger questions 
to help participants position in terms of 
ins — what is accepted — and outs — what 
should not be accepted:
1.	What are the rules and behaviors we want 

to abide by in our team?
2.	As individuals, do we have preferences for 

working in a certain way?

This includes topics such as team behaviors 
and values, decision-making rules, how to 
coordinate and communicate, and framing 
expectations in case of failure. By helping 

The Team Contract
What are the rules and behaviors we want to abide by in our team?

→ 
Dive Deeper
To discover the academic back-
stage of the Team Contract, 
please read:

•	 Mutual Understanding  
and Common Ground  
(in Psycholinguistics), p. 258

•	 Relationship Types  
(in Evolutionary Anthropology), 
p. 274

•	 Trust and Psychological Safety 
(in Psychology), p. 266

clarify expected behaviors in advance, the 
Team Contract offers a big payoff for a 
small investment of time. 

The Team Contract helps: 
 
Make values explicit — share ideas, prin-
ciples, and shared beliefs as tangible 
behaviors.
Set the rules of the game — set clear 
expectations by applying a fair process.
Minimize conflict — prevent unnecessary 
conflict and a reference point in case of 
noncompliance.
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Out
The behaviors 
the team wants 
to avoid.

In
The rules and 
behaviors the team 
wants to abide by.
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3.1 The Team Contract

The Team Contract 
What’s (Typically)  
In and Out? 

Team Contracts are unique for each team. Expect 
a variety of answers as the trigger questions invite 
team members to position on topics covering: 

•	 attitudes and behaviors,
•	 decision-making (priorities management,  

governance, responsibilities), 
•	 communication (in particular, meeting 

management),
•	 the use of common tools and methods,
•	 disagreement and conflict management,
•	 relationships with other teams and depart-

ments, and so forth.

The team may also include the rewards in case of 
success, or the sanctions in case of noncompliance.
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Being  
on time

A one-size-
fits-all 
solution

Not informing 
of problems

Mistrusting 
each other

Not 
respecting 
consensus

Applying  
procedures 
blindly

Being  
late

Making 
last-minute 
changes

Playing 
politics

Holding 
meetings 
in the open 
space

Not apologizing  
if not attending

Being 
disengaged

Doing it right 
the first 
time

Always 
seeking to 
understand 
first

No meetings 
on Fridays

Making 
mistakes

Coming to  
meetings 
prepared

Being open  
to ideas

Headphones 
on meaning no 
interruption

Informing of 
progress

Listening  
to each other

Completing 
the agreed-on 
work

Respecting 
confidentiality 
levels

Sharing early 
and often
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3.1 The Team Contract

Light versus Heavy 
Conventions
The Team Contract is a light tool to set team  
conventions; it binds the team morally and not 
legally. It can evolve later into more substantial  
formal and legally binding documents.

Light 
Morally binding
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All the above documents formalize conventions 
between stakeholders in different contexts. 
Conventions are recurring behaviors expected  
in recurring situations. 

Heavy 
Legally binding

RULES OF 
ENGAGEMENT 
 
1 
 
 
2

TEAM 
CONSTITUTION 
 

A

LEGAL 
CONTRACTS 

CODES OF 
CONDUCT
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3.1 The Team Contract

How to Apply

Steps

Gather all the team members involved or  
all the key stakeholders in the case of a  
project. Place a Team Contract poster on  
the wall and:

1.	Frame: announce the project and the 
period.

2.	Prepare: ask every team member to 
respond individually to the two trigger 
questions in terms of possible ins and 
outs (5 minutes).

3.	Share: allow each participant 3 minutes 
to present and share their answers on the 
poster.

4.	Consolidate: open a team discussion  
to react, adapt, and consolidate all the 
content (approximately 20 minutes).

5.	Validate: end the meeting when par-
ticipants mutually agree on the Team 
Contract.

When?

As illustrated on the right, the TAM helps 
align everyone’s contributions on a regular 
basis and usually requires frequent updates 
to reflect changes as the work is progres-
sively delivered. The Team Contract helps 
establish agreements that span the entire 
period of the collaboration. Team Contracts 
are generally established at the beginning 
of projects, when new teams are formed, 
when new talents join an existing team, or 
when radical changes require the team to 
reboot its operating mode.

c03.indd   196c03.indd   196 1/28/2021   1:57:35 PM1/28/2021   1:57:35 PM



197

Short-term agreements  
set regularly with the TAM

Long-term agreements
formalized with the Team Contract

Initial Update Update
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3.1 The Team Contract

A Great Team 
Alignment Map (TAM) 
Companion

+

Keywords  
analysis 
report

Honora:  
analyze
Matteo:  
write

Analytics 
software 
— okay

Overreliance 
on data 
— reminder

Client 
interviews

All

Tess lacks 
time

Perform
competitor 
analysis

Pablo, Tess, 
Lou

Develop Social  
Media Strategy

4 Weeks

Not asking 
when unclear

Honora in at  
7 a.m., leaves  
at 7 p.m. at  
the latest

Calculate  
ROI end  
of project

Use Slack,  
no emails

No budget 
overruns

Matteo okay – 
absent 3 days 
for long-planned 
vacation

Tess: will design 
the report only if 
less than 10% of 
content changes 
from last week

Blah blah
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More alignment + more psychological safety in the team

=
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3.1 The Team Contract

In Case of Noncompliance

Breaches of Team Contract 
Inappropriate behaviors must be con-
fronted if a Team Contract has been vio-
lated. Avoiding confronting issues increases 
resentment among members who play by 
the rules and can affect the work and the 
relationships of the entire team. As a rule 
of thumb, this three-step approach reduces 
discomfort in these (sometimes difficult) 
conversations:

1.	Explain the problem factually and refer to 
the Team Contract.

2.	Listen carefully to all the points of view.
3.	Find an appropriate solution with all the 

parties involved.

Resolutions are considerably facilitated 
when behaviors have been specified before-
hand on the Team Contract. It provides a 
reference point, a legitimate basis for turn-
ing the problem into a learning opportunity. 

Sanctioning major violations
There are behaviors that put the entire team 
and organization at risk, and dismissing 
the offender might be the most productive 
response. As noted by Amy Edmondson, 
“psychological safety is reinforced rather 
then harmed by fair, thoughtful responses 
to potentially dangerous, harmful, or sloppy 
behavior” (Edmondson, 2018).

Being explicit beforehand makes it 
easier to turn behavioral problems 
into learning opportunities.

When the rules are explicit and 
clear, everyone has a chance to 
play fairly. Confronting inappro-
priate behaviors is perceived as 
legitimate.

Without any explicit rules, con-
fronting cheaters’ behaviors can 
be perceived as unfair and trigger 
vengeance.
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Prevent contract breaches  
proactively 

There are pros and cons as to whether to 
display consequences in case of noncompli-
ance on the Team Contract itself. 

Pros: things are transparent; everyone is 
informed and aware of the consequences in 
case of non-compliance. 

Cons: visible sanctions can be negatively 
perceived, undermine trust, and affect 
cooperation from the start. Consider the 
Prenup Paradox in psychology (Fisk and 
Tetlock 1997; Pinker 2008): fiancé/ées don’t 
like to think about their upcoming marriage 
in terms of a possible divorce. Most couples 
resist prenups for good reason: the very act 
of discussing penalties makes it more likely 
that they will be needed, and that breaks 
the atmosphere. 

Recommended: it’s more diplomatic  
to agree on the process; for example,  
that noncompliance will be treated on  
a case-by-case basis as a team.

Search keywords: difficult conversations; conflict resolution 

techniques; HR disciplinary actions 

If late to 
meetings, do not 
enter the room

Errors will have 
an impact on 
bonuses in case 
of noncompliance

Any offensive 
behavior will be 
reported to HR

Breaches will 
 be discussed  
as a team

Touchy

Diplomatic

c03.indd   201c03.indd   201 1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM



202

3.1 The Team Contract

Failure must be approached differently for 
a team working in an innovation lab and 
for a team working at airport security. Amy 
Edmondson (2018) suggests ways to frame 
failure accurately in three different contexts: 
 
1.	high-volume repetitive work, 
2.	complex operations, and 
3.	innovation and research. 
 
Each context has its own different require-
ments in terms of error management. The 
table on the right shows examples for each 
context.

Framing Failure  
Accurately on the 
Team Contract
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•	 Assembly plants
•	 Fast-food restaurants
•	 Logistics, etc.

•	 Creating a movie
•	 Developing new sources 

of energy
•	 New product design, etc.

•	 Hospitals
•	 Financial institutions
•	 Public services, etc. 

Constructive attitude 
toward failure

Context

Examples of 
expectations

Minimize  
preventable failures 
Caused by deviations from 
known processes due to 
deficient skills, attention, or 
behaviors.

Celebrate  
intelligent failures
Caused by uncertainty, 
experimentation, and risk 
taking.

Analyze and fix  
complex failures
Caused by unexpected 
events, complex systems 
breakdowns, etc.

High-volume  
repetitive work 

Innovation  
and research

Complex  
operations

Train all  
new hires

Max. one 
defective delivery 
accepted per day

Weekly risk 
assessment 
meeting

War room and 
task force setup 
for each system 
breakdown

Revise design 
for each failed 
experiment

Monthly failure 
party and award

Adapted from Amy Edmonson (2018).
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3.2
The Fact Finder
 
Ask good questions for improving team communications.

c03.indd   204c03.indd   204 1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM



 

c03.indd   205c03.indd   205 1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM1/28/2021   1:57:36 PM



x.x  Dus magnatia doluptas et iducil eatenditem quodi

206

c03.indd   206c03.indd   206 1/28/2021   1:57:37 PM1/28/2021   1:57:37 PM



207

Deploy global transformational strategies!  
Incubate wireless transparency and platforms!
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Sometimes, it’s difficult 
to understand other 
team members and  
follow their logic.
The Fact Finder helps bring clarity to the conversation.
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3.2 The Fact Finder

Clarify with the  
Fact Finder

The tool is built on a straightforward prin-
ciple: dialogue based on concrete facts is 
better than dialogue based on assumptions. 
Engaging in such dialogue requires training 
as we easily tend to omit or distort informa-
tion. That distortion is a direct consequence 
of our three-level sense-making process 
(Kourilsky 2014):
1.	Perception: we start by perceiving a situa-

tion or we have an experience.
2.	Interpretation: we give this situation an 

interpretation or a meaning or we form  
a hypothesis.

3.	Evaluation: finally, what we share about 
the perceived situation is an evaluation,  
a judgment, or even a rule we inferred.

 
Confusing these levels leads us directly into 
one (or several) of the five following commu-
nication traps:
1.	Unclear facts or experiences: an absence 

of key information in the description.
2.	Generalizations: when we turn a particu-

lar case into a universal law.

The Fact Finder suggests questions that bring  
clarity to the conversation. The questions give 
others a chance to reformulate their thinking more 
accurately and to be understood.

blockages, and dead ends (Kourilsky 2014) 
and is mostly visible when we start arguing 
with each other. 
 
By helping understand the facts (first-order  
reality) hidden behind ambiguous  
second-order statements (second-or-
der realities), the Fact Finder makes the 
dialogue more productive and efficient.

The Fact Finder helps:
Inquire like a pro — identify and overcome 
common language traps.
Better information and decisions — clarify 
what is said: what others are saying and 
also what you are saying.
Save efforts — engage in shorter and  
more efficient dialogue.

3.	Assumptions: creative interpretations of 
an experience or situation.

4.	Limitations: imaginary restrictions and 
obligations that narrow down options.

5.	Judgments: subjective assessments of  
a thing, a situation, or a person.

 
These traps illustrate the difference 
between what psychologists call first-order 
reality and second-order realities:
A first-order reality is made up of the physi-
cally observable qualities — through our five 
senses — of a thing or a situation.
Second-order realities are personal interpre-
tations of a first-order reality (judgments, 
hypotheses, assumptions, etc.).
 
For example, Ann can say "I’m hungry" 
(factual communication, a first-order reality) 
or loudly claim "we always eat too late,” 
which is a judgment (a second-order real-
ity) to express the fact that she’s hungry. 
The second statement causes communi-
cation problems that can lead to conflicts, 

 
→
Dive Deeper
To discover the academic back-
stage of the Fact Finder, please 
read:

•	 Mutual Understanding and 
Common Ground  
(in Psycholinguistics) p. 258

•	 Trust and Psychological Safety 
(in Psychology) p. 266
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3.2 The Fact Finder

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

The Five 
Communication  
Traps Illustrated

He can relate 
his experience 
factually.

“Yesterday I saw 
someone eating 
three burgers  
at the local fast-
food restaurant.”

1
Original Situation	
Ivan sees someone eating 
three burgers at the local 
fast-food restaurant.

3
Clarification Questions	
Clarification questions help understand  
the facts and the experiences (first-order 
reality) behind the personal interpretations 
(second-order realities). This moves the  
conversation from the ambiguity and  
fuzziness of the gray area to the clarity  
of facts, i.e. to the central white area.

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.
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Assumptions
“Yesterday I saw someone who 
had not eaten for two weeks!”

2
Communication Traps	
Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

Limitations
“Burgers must be banned.”

“People eat a lot.”

Judgments
“Eating three burgers is bad.”

Generalizations

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.

Incomplete Facts  
or Experiences

Complete 
Facts

“Yesterday I saw  
someone eating.”

Ivan sees someone eating three burgers 
at the local fast food restaurant.

He can relate his experience factually.

Ivan can also fall into one of these traps 
when relating his experience.
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3.2 The Fact Finder

In Practice

Use of the Fact Finder occurs  
in two steps:

1.	Hear: identify the trap: are you hearing an 
assumption, a limitation, a generalization, 
a judgment, or incomplete facts?

2.	Ask: use one of the suggested clarifying 
questions to bring the conversation back 
to the center, i.e. complete facts and 
experiences.

Clarifying question are neutral — they do 
not convey any form of judgment — and 
open — they don’t trigger closed binary 
responses (yes/no).

Clarify Incomplete Facts  
or Experiences

Clarify Assumptions

Questions help specify the 
facts further.

Questions help disentangle  
the causal links.

Hear
“I heard…”
“They said…”
“She saw…”
“I feel…”

Hear
“He/she thinks…”  
“He/she 
believes…”  
“He/she doesn’t/
should…”  
“He/she likes…”  
“You/they/… 
will…”  
“Business/life/
love/… will…”

Ask
What makes you recognize that…? 
How do you know…?  
What evidence shows that…?  
What makes you think so?

Ask 
Who? What?  
When? Where?  
How? How many?  
Could you be  
more precise? 
What do you  
mean by…?

The designers 
told me they 
need more 
time.

I think if we 
receive the 
materials in 
two days the 
entire project 
will be delayed 
by two months.

Could you be 
more precise?

How can two 
days cause 
a two-month 
delay?
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Clarify Limitations Clarify Generalizations Clarify Judgments

Questions help identify the 
cause or the consequences  
of the belief.

Questions help reveal  
a counterexample.

Questions help reveal the 
assessment criteria behind  
the judgment.

Hear
“I must…”
“We have to”
“I can’t…”
“I don’t…”
“We 
shouldn’t…”

Hear
“Always”
“Never”
“Nobody”
“Everyone”
“People”

Hear
“I am…”
“Life is…”
“It’s good/bad 
to…”  
“It’s important 
to…” 
“It’s easy/ 
difficult to…”

Ask
What might happen if…?
What’s preventing  
you/us from...?

Ask
Always?
Never?
Nobody?
Everyone?
People ?
Are you sure?

Ask
What tells you…?  
How is this manifested? 
In what way is this  
unacceptable? 
Something on your mind?

I can’t, we 
never worked 
like this here, 
it’s not in our 
DNA.

Risks are high, 
everyone is so 
demotivated.

It’s important 
we achieve my 
objectives first.

Sure, and if 
you did, what 
would happen?

Everyone? Well, what tells 
you that?
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In Summary

Communication traps
Clarification Questions Help…

Incomplete facts or experiences
Lack of precision in the description.
Specify the facts further.

Assumptions
Creative interpretations, hypotheses, or predictions.
Disentangle the causal links.

Generalizations
Turning a particular into a universal case.
Reveal a counterexample.

Limitations 
Imaginary restrictions and obligations that  
narrow down options. 
Identify the cause or the consequences of the belief. 

Judgments
Subjective assessment of a thing, a situation, or a person.
Reveal the assessment criteria.

+
Origins of the Fact Finder
The Fact Finder has its roots in 
neuro-linguistic programming 
(NLP), a therapeutic communica-
tion approach developed by  
John Grinder and Richard Bandler. 
They named their framework  
the "metamodel.” Implementing 
the metamodel turned out to  
be quite challenging and led 
coach Alain Cayrol to develop  
a more applicable version he 
called the Language Compass. 
The Language Compass has 
been subsequently improved and 
extended by Françoise Kourilsky,  
a French psychologist who inspired 
the design of the Fact Finder.

Search keywords: NLP, meta-
model, powerful questions, clear 
questions
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Pro Tips

Adapt the clarification questions
Adapt the wording to the context and situa-
tion to avoid being perceived as a robot. The 
Fact Finder has questions that may give the 
conversation an unnatural twist.

Stop justifying yourself and save energy
Stop justifying and ask a clarification ques-
tion. Launching into long and visibly uncon-
vincing justifications signals that it’s time to 
use the Fact Finder. It will save everyone’s 
energy and time. 

Don’t
Repeat questions as they are 

Do
Adapt to the context  
and situation

Don’t
Lose energy in justifications

Do
Ask a clarification question

218
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Avoid closed-ended questions  
when inquiring
The Fact Finder contains only open-ended 
questions. Open-ended questions don’t 
trigger a mere yes/no, which helps others 
develop their thinking. 

Limits of the Fact Finder
Overuse of the Fact Finder will be perceived 
as intrusive and irritating. Use it mainly 
when you feel lost and find it difficult to 
understand the other person’s logic.

Don’t
Closed-ended questions 
don’t help inquire

Do
Open-ended questions 
give access to the other’s 
thoughts

Don’t
Overusing the Fact Finder 
can make you look intrusive

Do
Use it primarily to  
clarify messages

219
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3.3
The Respect Card
 
Demonstrate consideration for others by practicing 
basic politeness rules.

c03.indd   220c03.indd   220 1/28/2021   1:57:40 PM1/28/2021   1:57:40 PM



 

c03.indd   221c03.indd   221 1/28/2021   1:57:40 PM1/28/2021   1:57:40 PM



c03.indd   222c03.indd   222 1/28/2021   1:57:42 PM1/28/2021   1:57:42 PM



No, no, I’m listening.
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Lack of tact in interpersonal 
relationships makes  
teamwork slower and harder.
The Respect Card suggests ways to 
express consideration for others and 
maintain a respectful climate.
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3.3 The Respect Card

The Respect Card

The Respect Card gives tips for valuing 
others and expressing respect. Use it to pre-
pare for meetings or when writing messages 
to people:
•	 You’re not familiar with, 
•	 With whom you feel less confident such  

as strangers, acquaintances, newcomers 
to the team, superiors, or 

•	 With different cultural backgrounds.

The use of these hints demonstrates our 
ability to consider the identity and feelings 
of others (Brown 2015) and contributes to 
the creation of more psychological safety 
and harmony in teams.

The tool presents two checklists:
1.	Tips for showing that you value and care 

for others (on the right)
2.	Tips for demonstrating respect by  

minimizing requests and the likelihood  
of offending others (on the left)

The Respect Card is grounded in face and 
politeness theory; all tips present tech-
niques to avoid causing others to lose face 
in public. The main focus is on language; the 
card presents only limited behaviors or good 
manners, such as not interrupting or not 
listening while someone is talking.

→ 
Dive Deeper
To discover the academic  
backstage of the Respect Card, 
please read:
•	 Face and Politeness  

(in Psycholinguistics), p. 282

•	 Trust and Psychological Safety 
(in Psychology), p. 266

The Respect Card helps:
Get messages across with respect —  
challenge the status quo with respect.
Value others — by expressing consideration 
and gratitude.
Avoid unintentional gaffes — when dealing 
with strangers or power relationships.
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Recognition
Use these “social 
accelerators” to 

value others.

Respect
Use these “social 
breaks” to avoid gaffes 
and express respect
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3.3 The Respect Card

How to Express Respect

√ 
Face is saved

The indirect request helps minimize the 
imposition to remove the objectives.

× 
Face is not saved

The direct request is perceived as an 
order; the team might feel offended. 

Forgive me…  
I don’t think we will 
be allowed to work 

on the first two 
objectives.

Remove the  
first two  

objectives.

c03.indd   229c03.indd   229 1/28/2021   1:57:44 PM1/28/2021   1:57:44 PM



230

3.3 The Respect Card

How to Value Others

√ 
Face is saved

The request is delivered by 
demonstrating appreciation.

× 
Face is not saved

The requests are presented as 
a criticism or a judgment. 

Mates, shouldn’t 
we reconsider the 
first two objectives 

because…

The first two  
objectives  

are useless.
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3.3 The Respect Card

How to
Use the Respect Card to prepare  
for an oral or written communication

1
What’s my need and the other  
person’s need?	
Think of the need of the other(s) before 
meeting in person or writing a message.
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2
Find ideas in the two checklists  
for ideas before speaking or writing	
Browse the techniques to gain ideas; 
pick and use the most appropriate.
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Pro Tips

Private
I’m surprised!

Public 
I’m surprised!

Politeness depends on the situation,  
context, and culture 
Consideration requires discernment.  
For example, a simple “thank you” can be 
perceived as either politeness or sarcasm. 

Meet privately for sensitive topics 
Private meetings are preferable when you 
or the other is in the hot seat; everyone will 
only be better off. Public embarrassment or 
humiliation push the resentment button and 
trigger revenge. 

Politeness
Thank you.

Sarcasm
Thank you.

234

3.3 The Respect Card
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The Respect Card is not for every situation
Urgent situations require direct instructions; 
polite language is ambiguous and inefficient 
for coordinating when things are urgent.

Impoliteness: extremes meet extremes
Being rude or overpolite are both perceived 
as negative and inappropriate behaviors 
(Locher and Watts 2008). 

Overly polite
Your highness, I would be  
eternally grateful if you could 
envision the possibility to  
forgive me for daring asking  
you an incredibly little favor.

Rude
That’s bad work.

Direct request
Bring the extinguisher!

Indirect request
I was wondering if you might 
possibly pass me the fire 
extinguisher?
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3.4
The Nonviolent  
Requests Guide
 
Address latent conflicts and manage  
disagreement constructively. 
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238

We’re all with you on this! Go tell him what’s wrong. 
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Poor management of  
disagreements can damage 
relationships and result  
in unrecoverable costs.
The Nonviolent Requests Guide helps 
manage conflict constructively.
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The Nonviolent 
Requests Guide

The Nonviolent Requests Guide helps pre-
pare and express discontent constructively. 
The guide presents a simplified version of 
the nonviolent communication (NVC) prin-
ciples developed by psychologist Marshall 
Rosenberg. As he writes: “When we express 
our needs indirectly through the use of eval-
uations, interpretations, and images, others 
are likely to hear criticism. And when people 
hear anything that sounds like criticism, 
they tend to invest their energy in self- 
defense or counterattack” (Rosenberg 2003). 
 
By suggesting a structure for making non-
judgmental requests, disagreement can 
be expressed without making others feel 
personally attacked; this creates an oppor-
tunity for empathic dialogue and conflict 
resolution.
 
Nonviolent communication (NVC) is a 
powerful framework and one of the key 
tools behind Microsoft’s cultural transfor-
mation and product renewal. When Satya 
Nadella became the company CEO, one of 
his first acts was to ask top executives to 
read Rosenberg’s book (McCracken 2017).

The Nonviolent Requests Guide helps:
Express disagreement constructively 
— share your view without blaming or 
criticizing.
Resolve conflicts — create a win-win 
context.
Strengthen relationships — contribute  
to a safer team climate.

→
To discover the academic  
backstage of the Nonviolent 
Requests Guide, please read:

•	 Nonviolent Communication  
(in Psychology), p. 250

•	 Trust and Psychological Safety 
(in Psychology), p. 266

3.4 The Nonviolent Requests Guide
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The Request
A template to  
prepare the  
nonviolent request.

Formulation 
Aids
A list of unsatisfied 
feelings and needs 
for a more accurate 
description.
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In Practice

A nonviolent statement is composed of four 
consecutive parts (Rosenberg 2003):

 
The guide proposes a template to formu-
late the request and a list designed by the 
Center for Nonviolent Communication to 
convey feelings and needs more accurately.

Adapted from Rosenberg (2003).

How to formulate a nonviolent request?
1.	 When you do [ observation ],
2.	 I feel [ feeling ].
3.	 My need is [ need ],
4.	 Would you please [ request ]?

Example
“Do you ever say thank you?”

Nonviolent statement:
1.	When you do [ compliment everyone in 

the team but me ],
2.	I feel [ disappointed ].
3.	My need is [ that my work is appreciated ],
4.	Would you please [ help me understand if 

something is wrong with me ]?

3.4 The Nonviolent Requests Guide
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Attacks versus  
Nonviolent Requests

Situation Work Overload Meeting Attendance

You’re always late!  
I can’t count on you!

Attacks

 

Am I the only person  
working here?

Are we done?  
I have work to do. 

•	 When you do [ tell me at the 
last minute that your work is 
not ready ],

•	 I feel [ furious ].

•	 My need is [ to respect the 
deadlines we’ve committed to ],

•	 Would you please [ inform me in 
advance in case of a problem ]?

•	 When you do [ hold me account-
able for all these objectives ],

•	 I feel [ overwhelmed because 
good design takes time ].

•	 My need is [ to ensure quality 
work ],

•	 Would you please [ help me 
understand what the priorities 
are ]?

•	 When you do [ ask me to attend 
all your team meetings ],

•	 I feel [ tired ].

•	 My need is [ efficiency because 
I also supervise five other 
teams ],

•	 Would you please [  invite me 
only if there are significant 
changes ]?

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload
Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload
Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Overdue work

3.4 The Nonviolent Requests Guide
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Lack of context Motivation Rules and procedures

Do it yourself! Nobody cares here! You’re a bureaucrat…

•	 When you do [ ask me to save 
their project ],

•	 I feel [ panicked because I 
already have a lot on my plate ]. 

•	 My need is [ clarity ],

•	 Would you please [ help me 
understand the big picture ]?

•	 When you do [ tell me that my 
project is abruptly abandoned ],

•	 I feel [ sad ].

•	 My need is [ to do meaningful 
work ],

•	 Would you please [ help me 
understand what motivates 
your decision ]?

•	 When you do [ ask me to 
respect time-consuming 
procedures ],

•	 I feel [ exhausted because I 
seriously lack time ].

•	 My need is [ efficacy ],

•	 Would you please [ help me 
understand why this is so 
important ]?

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload
Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload
Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload

Rules and proceduresLack of contextOverdue work Meeting attendance Motivation Work overload
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Pro Tips

Adapted from Kahane (2017).

When to involve third parties?

If conflict gets worse, involving a 
third party might be the best option  
to move forward. Third parties can  
act as mediators; their neutral and  
external position might help identify  
better steps to resolve the conflict.

Can I change  
the situation?

Adapt Seek  
third-party aid

NoYes

NoYes

Can I bear the 
situation?Collaborate

248
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NVC to help improve our  
inner dialogue

The use of NVC can help improve the quality 
of our internal dialogue by softening our 
self-judgments, finding a better narrative, 
and moving forward.

For example:
“I did such a bad job negotiating my salary 
when I came in.”

Nonviolent statement:
1.	When I [ find out that I have the lowest 

salary of the team ],
2.	I feel [ frustrated ].
3.	My need is [ that my skills are recognized 

and equally rewarded ],
4.	I will [ allow myself enough time to pre-

pare and negotiate a salary increase with 
solid arguments ].

Nonviolent communication to deal 
with unwanted relationships

Undesired relationships are relationships we 
maintain out of need more than desire. From 
goal interference to incompatible personali-
ties, we would terminate those relationships 
rapidly if given a choice. Use nonviolent 
communication as a first step to release 
pressure and preserve your mental health.

249

c03.indd   249c03.indd   249 1/28/2021   1:57:49 PM1/28/2021   1:57:49 PM



Origins of the Nonviolent 
Requests Guide

A Revolutionary Approach  
to Nonviolent Interactions

Marshall Rosenberg (1934–2015) was an 
American psychologist who explored the 
causes of and what could be done to reduce 
violence. He observed that when we lack the 
emotional skills to describe our discontent, 
we tend to issue unproductive judgments 
and criticisms (called “evaluations” in NVC) 
perceived as an attack by the other. We 
might say, for example: “You lied to me” or 
“You’re not accountable,” both perceived 
as an attack, when what we really want to 
express is: “I am disappointed because you 
promised you would deliver this work today.”

Rosenberg developed and used NVC to 
improve mediation and communication 
skills in public schools during the 1960s. 
He later founded the Center for Nonviolent 
Communication in 1984, an international 
peacemaking organization providing NVC 
training and support in over 60 countries 
across the world. To learn more about this 
powerful framework, go to the website for 
the Center for Nonviolent Communication, 
www.cnvc.org

Feelings When Your Needs Are Not Satisfied

Afraid
apprehensive
dread
foreboding
frightened
mistrustful
panicked
petrified
scared
suspicious
terrified
wary
worried

Angry
enraged
furious
incensed
indignant
irate
livid
outraged
resentful

Annoyed
aggravated
dismayed
disgruntled
displeased
exasperated
frustrated
impatient
irritated
irked

Aversion
animosity
appalled
contempt
disgusted
dislike
hate
horrified
hostile
repulsed

Confused
ambivalent
baffled
bewildered
dazed
hesitant
lost
mystified
perplexed
puzzled
torn

Disconnected
alienated
aloof
apathetic
bored
cold
detached
distant
distracted
indifferent
numb
removed
uninterested
withdrawn

Disquiet
agitated
alarmed
discombobu-
lated
disconcerted
disturbed
perturbed
rattled
restless
shocked
startled
surprised
troubled
turbulent
turmoil
uncomfortable
uneasy
unnerved
unsettled
upset

Embarrassed
ashamed
chagrined
flustered
guilty
mortified
self-conscious

Fatigue
beat
burned out
depleted
exhausted
lethargic
listless

sleepy
tired
weary
worn out

Pain
agony
anguished
bereaved
devastated
grief
heartbroken
hurt
lonely
miserable
regretful
remorseful

Sad
depressed
dejected
despair
despondent
disappointed
discouraged
disheartened
forlorn
gloomy
heavy-hearted
hopeless
melancholy
unhappy
wretched

Tense
anxious
cranky
distressed
distraught
edgy
fidgety
frazzled
irritable
jittery
nervous
overwhelmed
restless
stressed out

Vulnerable
fragile
guarded
helpless
insecure
leery
reserved
sensitive
shaky

Yearning
envious
jealous
longing
nostalgic
pining
wistful

List of feelings and needs © 2005 by Center for Nonviolent Communication
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Inventory of NeedsFeelings When Your Needs Are Satisfied

Connection
acceptance
affection
appreciation
belonging
cooperation
communication
closeness
community
companionship
compassion
consideration
consistency
empathy
inclusion
intimacy
love
mutuality
nurturing
respect/
self-respect
safety
security
stability
support
to know and be 
known
to see and be 
seen
to understand  
and be 
understood
trust
warmth

Physical 
Well-Being
air
food
movement/ 
exercise
rest/sleep
safety
shelter
touch
water

Honesty
authenticity
integrity
presence

Play
joy
humor

Peace
beauty
communion
ease
equality
harmony
inspiration
order

Autonomy
choice
freedom
independence
space
spontaneity

Meaning
awareness
celebration 
of life
challenge
clarity
competence
consciousness
contribution
creativity
discovery
efficacy
effectiveness
growth
hope
learning
mourning
participation
purpose
self-expression
stimulation
to matter
understanding

Affectionate
compassionate
friendly
loving
open-hearted
sympathetic
tender
warm

Engaged
absorbed
alert
curious
engrossed
enchanted
entranced
fascinated
interested
intrigued
involved
spellbound
stimulated

Hopeful
expectant
encouraged
optimistic

Confident
empowered
open
proud
safe
secure

Excited
amazed
animated
ardent
aroused
astonished
dazzled
eager
energetic
enthusiastic
giddy
invigorated
lively
passionate
surprised
vibrant

Grateful
appreciative
moved
thankful
touched

Inspired
amazed
awed
wonder

Joyful
amused
delighted
glad
happy
jubilant
pleased
tickled

Exhilarated
blissful
ecstatic
elated
enthralled
exuberant
radiant
rapturous
thrilled

Peaceful
calm
clear-headed
comfortable
centered
content
equanimous
fulfilled
mellow
quiet
relaxed
relieved
satisfied
serene
still
tranquil
trusting

Refreshed
enlivened
rejuvenated
renewed
rested
restored
revived
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Dive Deeper

Discover the science 
behind the tools and 
the book
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Overview

 
The tools presented in this book are 
the result of an interdisciplinary work. 
Find out what body of academic 
research lies behind each tool.
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4.1
Mutual Understanding  
and Common Ground

What psycholinguistics reveals about  
how we understand each other.

4.2
Trust and Psychological Safety

Dive deeper into Amy Edmondson’s work. 

 
4.3 
Relationship Types

The evolutionary anthropology perspective. 

4.4 
Face and Politeness

Face theory and the two key needs  
of mutual consideration.
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Frontstage Tools
The Team Alignment Map The Team Contract

Backstage Academic Principles

The Science 
Behind  
the Tools

Lean UX Cycle

Mutual Understanding and Common Ground  
(in Psycholinguistics), p. 258

Relationship Types  
(in Evolutionary Anthropology), p. 274

Trust and Psychological Safety  
(in Psychology), p. 266

All the tools have been designed using a 
Lean UX cycle at the intersection of cur-
rent management problems and possible 
conceptual solutions from social sciences, 
including psycholinguistics, evolutionary 
anthropology, and psychology. Translating 
theoretical concepts into actionable tools 
has required dozens of iterations and 
prototypes and chances are the tools will 
evolve further in the future.

Think

Make

Check
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The Fact Finder The Respect Card The Nonviolent Requests Guide

Face and Politeness  
(in Psycholinguistics), p. 282

Nonviolent Communication 
(in Psychology), p. 250
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4.1
Mutual Understanding 
and Common Ground
What psycholinguistics reveals about how we understand each other.
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4.1 Mutual Understanding and Common Ground

and help us coordinate with one another.
When there is enough common ground, 
team members can predict one anoth-
er’s actions successfully and run into less 
coordination surprises. In other words, 
they experience less execution problems 
because their individual contributions are 
aligned. Coordination surprises occur each 
time team members see others do things 
that don’t make sense in terms of their own 
beliefs. As noted by Klein (2005), these orig-
inate in common ground breakdowns, i.e. 
when there is confusion about what’s going 
on and who does what — in other words, who 
knows what. Project failure factors such 
as incomplete requirements, lack of user 
involvement, unrealistic expectations, lack 
of support, or changing requirements can 
be interpreted as symptoms of common 
ground breakdowns, highlighting the impor-
tance of creating and maintaining enough 
common ground, common knowledge, or 
mutual understanding to ensure successful 
teamwork.

Successful Teamwork

Effective Coordination

Relevant Common Ground 

Successful Conversations

Simply put, common ground is what every 
team member knows that the other team 
members know. The mechanics of common 
ground, common knowledge, shared or 
mutual understanding and so on, have been 
described by psycholinguist Herbert Clark 
and further developed psychologist Steven 
Pinker. People use language to coordinate 
joint activities. Team members are mutu-
ally dependent, as they need each other to 
be successful when working together. This 
interdependence forces everyone to solve 
coordination problems as everyone needs to 
constantly align his or her contribution with 
the contributions of others. As described 
by Clark, team members need to establish 
and maintain a sufficient level of common 
ground to carry out joint activities: a set of 
knowledge, beliefs, and suppositions shared 
by all. This matters for interpredictability 
reasons: team members must be able to 
successfully predict each others’ actions 
and behaviors to coordinate and achieve 
what they intend to achieve as a team.  
How is a team’s common ground created and 
maintained? Through language use and com-
munication. From a Clarkian perspective, this 
is the raison d’être of communication — to put 
in place a device to create common ground 

What Is a Team’s  
Common Ground?
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Private Knowledge
 
All know something, but 
don’t know that the others 
know too. 
•	 A knows X
•	 B knows X
 

Example

•	 Ann knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Bob knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Ann doesn’t know that Bob 
knows it

•	 Bob doesn’t know that Ann 
knows it

Shared Knowledge
 
All know something, but  
only some know that the 
others know. 
•	 A knows X
•	 B knows X
•	 A knows that B knows X
•	 B doesn’t know that A 

knows X
 

Example

•	 Ann knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Bob knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Ann knows that Bob knows it

•	 Bob doesn’t know that Ann 
knows it

Common Ground,
Common Knowledge,  
or Mutual Understanding
 
All know something, and 
also know that all the others 
know.
•	 A knows X
•	 B knows X
•	 A and B know that they 

both know X
 

Example

•	 Ann knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Bob knows that there is a man 
walking in the street

•	 Ann and Bob both know that 
they both know it

J. De Freitas, K. Thomas, P. DeScioli, and S. Pinker, “Common Knowledge, Coordination, and Strategic Mentalizing in Human 

Social Life,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 116, no. 28 (2019): 13751–13758.
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Common ground accumulates as the result 
of a social and cognitive process described 
as the “grounding process” by Herb Clark. 
This process allows two or more people to 
create and validate mutual understanding 
by signaling each other (1) that evidence of 
understanding is reached or (2) that mis-
understanding is in the air and that further 
iterations are needed to be successful. 

1
Signaling Understanding

Mutual understanding is achieved when 
people signal, verbally or nonverbally, signs 
of positive evidence of understanding.  
In a conversation, positive signals include:
•	 Nodding: “uh-huh,” “I see,” “Mmm”
•	 Continuing: continuing the sentence of  

the other
•	 Answering: answering a question
•	 Examplifying: giving an example of what 

has just been said

This process of grounding unfolds in three 
co-occurring activities or levels that happen 
at the same time. Speakers and listeners 
must climb together a virtual ladder in this 
sequence:
1.	Attending: speakers make sounds and 

gestures and listeners must attend to 
these sounds and gestures.

2.	Perceiving: speakers must formulate 
messages with these sounds and ges-
tures and listeners must identify those 
messages.

3.	Understanding: speakers must mean 
something with these messages and  
listeners must make the right inferences 
to understand their meaning.

+ 
Ask. Listen. Repeat. 
A simple method to boost mutual 
understanding is to validate our 
own understanding by repeating 
what the other person just told us.

Building Up 
Common Ground

2
Signaling Misunderstanding

When things are unclear, the following  
signals illustrate misunderstanding, or  
negative evidence of understanding:
•	 Hesitating: “uh”
•	 Reformulating: “If I understand …,”  

“You mean…,” etc.
•	 Clarifying: ask good clarification  

questions, using the Fact Finder for 
example.

These repair mechanisms create new oppor-
tunities to build mutual understanding.

4.1 Mutual Understanding and Common Ground
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The Grounding Process
Speaking and listening are 
themselves a joint activity, 
like dancing a waltz or playing 
a piano duet. The active partici-
pation of both parties is needed 
at each step to create common 
ground successfully.

Listening Speaking

Understand 
meaning

Mean 
something

Identify 
messages

Formulate 
messages

Attend to sounds 
and gestures

Make sounds 
and gestures

Common Ground

3. Understanding

2. Perceiving

1. Attending

c04.indd   263c04.indd   263 1/28/2021   1:57:00 PM1/28/2021   1:57:00 PM



264

Impact of Communication 
Channels on Common 
Ground Creation

Not all communication channels have the 
same impact on common ground creation 
(Clark and Brennan, 1991). Face-to-face 
conversation remains the most effective 
technology followed by videoconferencing, 
which makes great progress in lowering the 
distance barrier and developing immersive 
experiences. Co-located task forces, war 
rooms, and crisis units still illustrate the 
importance of in-person meetings to create 
common knowledge rapidly when people 
need to be extremely effective.

All the other communication channels  
present communication obstacles compared 
to face-to-face interaction — for example, 
the lack of nonverbal and contextual infor-
mation, bad signal, delays, or the inability  
to get an immediate explanation when 
receiving an ambiguous email. These obsta-
cles can considerably reduce our ability to 
build common ground and coordinate  
as a team.

Synchronous 
Communication 
Prefer face-to-face, video- 
conference, and conference  
calls when the team’s common 
ground needs a strong boost,  
for example when:

•	 Initiating new activities and 
projects

•	 Solving problems 

•	 Performing creative tasks

Asynchronous 
Communication 
Use email, chat rooms, and  
other asynchronous media for 
incremental updates such as:

•	 Notifying of changes

•	 Co-editing documents

•	 Sharing updates

•	 Status reports

@

@

4.1 Mutual Understanding and Common Ground
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Communication Effectiveness  
of Various Media Types

@

@

@

@

@

@

Face-to-face 
conversation

Video 
conversation

Telephone 
conversation

Addressed 
letters, emails, 
reports

Unaddressed 
spam, posters

Short 
messages

+
A face-to-face 
request is 34 
times more 
successful than 
an email.

Vanessa K. Bohns, 

Harvard Business 

Review, April 2017

Adapted from Media Richness Theory, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Media_

richness_theory
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4.2
Trust and Psychological 
Safety
Dive deeper into Amy Edmondson’s work.
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4.2 Trust and Psychological Safety

A. C. Edmondson,The Fearless Organization: Creating Psycho-

logical Safety in the Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and 

Growth (John Wiley & Sons, 2018).

What Is Psychological 
Safety and How 
Does It Help Teams 
Perform Better?

According to Amy Edmondson, psychologi-
cal safety is “the belief that the team is safe 
for interpersonal risk taking. That one will 
not be punished or humiliated for speaking 
up with ideas, questions, concerns, or mis-
takes.” When the climate is psychologically 
safe, team members are not afraid to speak 
up; they engage in a productive dialogue 
that fosters the proactive learning behaviors 
required to understand the environment,  
the clients, and solve problems together 
effectively. 

Solving complex problems is the bread 
and butter of any cutting-edge business, 
where constant experimentation is required: 
intense phases of trial and error until teams 
get things right, which by definition is the 
very basis of business innovation.
Faced with uncertainty, psychologically 
safe teams are propelled into a perfor-
mance spiral, where making mistakes is not 

considered a failure, but rather as experi-
mentation and a learning opportunity.
Creating safety is not about being nice to 
each other or reducing performance stan-
dards, but rather about creating a culture 
of openness where teammates can share 
learnings, be direct, take risks, admit they 
“screwed up,” and are willing to ask for help 
when they’re in over their head.

In Google’s top-performing teams, people 
feel safe to speak up, collaborate, and 
experiment together. A large internal study 
conducted by their HR teams highlighted 
psychological safety as the key enabler of 
high-performance teamwork.
 
In a world characterized by Volatility, 
Uncertainty, Complexity, and Ambiguity 
(VUCA), creating and maintaining a psycho-
logically safe climate must become a mana-
gerial priority for those who want to keep up 
in the global competitive race.

As noted by Edmondson, psychological 
safety is not about being nice or compromis-
ing performance standards. Conflict arises 
in every team, but psychological safety 
makes it possible to channel that energy 
into productive interactions, that is, con-
structive disagreement, an open exchange 
of ideas, and learning from different points 
of view. Similarly, psychological safety is 
not about creating a comfortable climate 
by relaxing performance standards and 
making people feel unaccountable at the 
individual level. Psychological safety and 
performance standards are two separate, 
equally important dimensions, and both are 
needed to achieve superior team perfor-
mance (Edmondson 2018).
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Psychological 
Safety and Business 
Performance 
Both high psychological 
safety and high perfor-
mance standards are 
needed to enter the learning 
zone and achieve superior 
team performance. 

Comfort Zone
Team members enjoy working 
together but are not challenged 
by work and don’t see compelling 
reasons to engage in additional 
challenges.

Anxiety Zone
Maybe the worst area to work in, 
people must meet high standards 
and expectations mostly on their 
own, because they are suspicious 
and experience anxiety toward 
their colleagues.

Performance Standards

P
sy

ch
o

lo
g

ic
a

l S
a

fe
ty

Learning Zone
Everyone can collaborate, learn 
from each other, and get complex, 
innovative work done.

Apathy Zone
People are physically present 
but their mind is elsewhere. 
Significant energy is poured 
into making each other’s life 
miserable.

Adapted from Amy Edmondson.
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How to Rapidly Assess 
Psychological Safety

1 Respond individually
Take two minutes individually to answer  
the seven questions and calculate your personal score.

2 Share the personal scores
Share the personal scores with your colleagues. 

3 Discuss and investigate the gaps
Enter an open discussion to understand the different 
perceptions, question by question.

4 Agree on possible actions
If areas for improvement are identified, agree on appro-
priate solutions. The four add-ons presented on the 
next page can help.

These seven questions help identify what works 
well and areas needing improvement. We rec-
ommend that this assessment be done between 
colleagues of the same hierarchical level to avoid 
biased responses.

4.2 Trust and Psychological Safety
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If you make a mistake on 
this team, it is often held 
against you.

Members of this team are 
able to bring up problems 
and tough issues.

People on this team  
sometimes reject others  
for being different.

It is safe to take a risk  
on this team.

It is difficult to ask other 
members of this team  
for help.

No one on this team would 
deliberately act in a way 
that undermines my efforts.

Working with members  
of this team, my unique 
skills and talents are valued 
and utilized.

1 Learn from mistakes

2 Productive conflict

3 Gain from diversity

4 Foster exploration

5 Mutual assistance

6 Strong partnership

7 Optimal contributions

Adapted from Amy Edmondson, 1999.
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Your 
Scores

Total

+
As a rule of thumb, 
40 and above can 
be considered a 
good total score. 

1         2         3        4        5        6         7

7         6         5         4        3        2         1

7         6         5         4        3        2         1

1         2         3        4        5        6         7

1         2         3        4        5        6         7

1         2         3        4        5        6         7

7         6         5         4        3        2         1
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Differences Between Trust, 
Psychological Safety,  
and Similar Concepts 

+ 
Psychological safety describes a team climate 
and is experienced at the group level (Edmondson 
2018); it captures the extent to which one believes 
that others will give them the benefit of the doubt 
when taking risks (Edmondson 2004). It involves 
but goes beyond trust.

Psychological Safety

The belief held by members of a team that 
the team is safe for interpersonal risk tak-
ing, that one will not be punished or humili-
ated for speaking up with ideas, questions, 
concerns, or mistakes (Edmondson 1999).

Empowerment

The motivational state employees feel when 
they have a sense of control over their work 
(Spreitzer 1995).

Adapted from Frazier et al. (2017).

4.2 Trust and Psychological Safety
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+
Trust is experienced at the 
interaction level, between two 
individuals. One might trust one 
colleague and not the other 
(Edmondson 2019).

Trust

The willingness to be vulnerable  
to the actions of others (Mayer, Davis,  
and Schoorman 1995). 

Engagement

The cognitive state describing individuals 
who invest their personal resources  
and energies into their work roles and  
tasks (Christian, Garza, and Slaughter 2011; 
Kahn 1990).
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4.3
Relationship Types
The evolutionary anthropology perspective.
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4.3 Relationship Types

Relationships:  
The Four Playing Modes

When we work as a team we don’t just work; 
we also manage our relationships with our 
colleagues. We constantly seek, make, 
sustain, repair, adjust, judge, construe, and 
sanction relationships. The anthropologist 
Alan Fiske brilliantly identified the “gram-
mar” of human relationships in the form
of four elementary types of bonds called 
relationship types. These four playing 
modes each organize a way of distributing 
resources between participants (adapted 
from Fiske 1992 and Pinker 2008).  

The four modes are:
1.	Share: ’’What’s mine is yours, and vice 

versa.’’ People are driven by a sense of 
belonging and decisions are made by 
consensus. Typical of communities such 
as couples, close friends, or allies.

2.	Authority: ’’Who’s in charge?” People are 
driven by power, rules and decisions are 
authoritative; one person is positioned 
above (gaining prestige) and the other 
is positioned below (gaining protection). 
Typical in hierarchical structures such as 
bosses and subordinates, soldiers and 
commanders, or professors and students.

3.	Reciprocate: ’’To each the same.” People 
are driven by equality, giving and taking 
in the same quantity, and decisions are 
made by voting (one person, one vote). 
Typical in peer groups such as clubs, 
carpools, and acquaintances: getting and 
giving presents, being invited and inviting 
in return, and so on.

4.	Bargain: “To each in due proportion.” 
People are driven by achievements; trans-
actions are based on elements such as 
perceived utility, individual performance, 
and market price. Typical in for-profit 
businesses, stock markets, buyer and 
seller relationships. 

A. P. Fiske, “The Four Elementary Forms of Sociality: 

Framework for a Unified Theory of Social Relations,” 

Psychological Review 99, no. 4 (1992): 689.

S. Pinker, M. A. Nowak,and J. J. Lee, “The Logic of Indirect 

Speech,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 

105, no. 3 (2008): 833–838.

What Fiske reveals is that when the two 
parties play in the same mode, things go 
pretty well. But if one plays in one mode and 
one in another — when there is a mode mis-
match — things go wrong. To add more com-
plexity, we never interact with one another 
using just one playing mode. We constantly 
switch modes depending on the context 
and the task at hand. The challenge is to 
navigate together successfully through the 
playing mode changes because the rules of 
the game change in each mode.
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+
What is your team’s main play-
ing mode, in what situation? 
Understanding and aligning 
playing modes helps minimize 
unintentional gaffes; in each  
playing mode the rules of the 
game change and so do the 
expected behaviors.

Playing Mode Share
What’s mine  
is yours

Authority
Who’s in  
charge?

Reciprocate
Give  
and take

Bargain
Pay in due 
proportion

Appears in children by Infancy Age of 3 Age of 4 Age of 9

Primary motivation Belonging 

•	 intimacy

•	 altruism

•	 generosity

•	 kindness

•	 caring

Belonging 

•	 power vs. 
protection

•	 status,  
recognition 
vs. obedience, 
loyalty

Equality

•	 equal 
treatment

•	 strict fairness

Achievement

•	 utility

•	 benefits

•	 profits

Examples Families, 
close friends, 
clubs, ethnic 
groups, social 
movements, 
open-source 
communities

Subordinates 
and their 
bosses, soldiers 
and command-
ers, professors 
and students

Roommates 
(errands, rounds 
of beers), 
carpools, 
acquaintances 
(getting and 
giving presents, 
dinner parties, 
birthdays)

The business 
world: buyer 
and seller, get 
the best deal, 
make a profit, 
negotiate a 
contract, receive 
dividends

Organization Community Hierarchical Peer group Rationally 
structured

Contribution from members Everyone 
contributes 
according to 
their personal 
abilities

Supervisors 
direct and  
control the work

Everyone does 
the same or 
equivalent work

Work is divided 
based on  
performance 
and productivity

Decision-making process Consensus Chain of 
authority

Voting,  
drawing lots

Arguments

Resource ownership Owned by all, no 
bookkeeping

Increases with 
the hierarchical 
level

Divided in equal 
parts

In proportion to 
the contribution 
or the invested 
capital

Rewards Common pool 
for rewards, 
no individual 
compensation

By rank and 
seniority

Same reward  
of same amount 
for everyone

By market value 
and individual 
performance

Teamwork 
Expectations
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Crossing Playing Modes:  
Not a Good Idea

Emotions can run high when we assume that oth-
ers are playing in the same mode we are, when in 
fact they aren’t. The behaviors perceived as appro-
priate in one mode can be perceived as completely 
inappropriate in another one. Everyone is doing 
their best, but people offend each other involun-
tarily simply because they are operating  
in a different mode. That creates situations where 
the parties feel embarrassment, taboo, or even  
feel immoral (Pinker 2007).

Aligned Modes

Misaligned Modes

S. Pinker, The Stuff of Thought: Language as a Window 

into Human Nature (Penguin, 2007).

A close friend
(Share = Share)

A superior
(Share ≠ Authority)

Take food from the plate of…

4.3 Relationship Types
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In teams, misaligned 
playing modes create 
awkward situations, can 
damage relationships,  
and can turn into conflict.

As an experienced professional, 
Tati tries to direct others, while 
they assume everyone should 
have an equal say.  
(Authority ≠ Reciprocate)

The team is waiting for Antonio’s 
directions, while he assumes  
he doesn’t have to take responsi-
bility because he’s not being  
paid for that.
(Authority ≠ Bargain)

Susan thinks Ann is the most  
competent person to meet a  
client with her. Others think it’s  
a matter of taking turns. 
(Bargain ≠ Reciprocate)

Pay for your dinner…

At a restaurant
(Bargain = Bargain)

Make a profit from a sale to…

At your parents’ house
(Bargain ≠ Share)

A client
(Bargain = Bargain)

A parent
(Bargain ≠ Share)
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The risk of conflict is high in family busi-
nesses. Collaborating with family members 
in a business context creates a highly com-
plex relational setting. 

In a family business system, members often 
cumulate several roles (family member, 
owner, manager), which imply different 
value systems and interests. The more roles 
family members accumulate, the greater 
the likelihood of crossing the boundaries of 
each role and experience a playing mode 
mismatch with the other family members.
Large family businesses address this chal-
lenge by designing their own family gov-
ernance model to clarify the expectations 
and structure the responsibilities of each 
role. These are often compiled in a so-called 
family constitution, a document that for-
malizes the relationships in the family, thus 
minimizing unnecessary conflict due to the 
crossing of types. 

Drafting a family constitution can require 
substantial effort, skills, and external 
resources. To preserve harmony, smaller 
family-owned businesses like shops,  
restaurants, and craft businesses can  
as a first step establish a Team Contract  
to define some basic rules of the game in 
the different roles. 

Aligned Playing 
Modes: Crucial for 
Family Businesses

4.3 Relationship Types

Keywords: family business, family governance, 

family constitution

Samantha
Nina and Kevin’s 
mom, CEO and owner

Nina
Samantha’s daughter,  
sister, manager in the  
family business

Kevin
Samantha’s son,
brother, student

Bob
Samantha’s dad, the 
grandfather, founder, 
retired, owner
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Bob (Share) — Samantha (Authority)
Despite a year of exceptional results,  
Bob keeps giving lengthy advice to 
Samantha on what he would have done  
in her place. 

Kevin (Share) — Samantha (Bargain)
Kevin’s upset because his sister Nina  
won’t let him use her company car to  
go to a party.

Kevin (Reciprocate) — Samantha (Bargain)
Kevin is even angrier when he finds out that 
his sister got a financial bonus at work while 
he doesn’t have enough pocket money. 

Nina (Bargain) — Samantha (Authority) 
Nina is angry at her mother because  
she promoted another person to a position 
she wanted.

Source of the Three-Circle Model: R. Tagiuri and J. Davis, “Bivalent Attributes of the Family Firm,” 

Family Business Review 9, no. 2 (Summer 1996), p. 200.

Samantha

Owner 

Family 
Member

Manager

Kevin

NinaBob

Family Roles Overlap  
as a Source of Conflict 
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4.4
Face and Politeness
Face theory and two key needs of mutual consideration.
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4.4 Face and Politeness

Politeness:  
Our Two Key Social Needs

The anthropologists Penelope Brown and 
Stephen Levinson provided a unique descrip-
tion of mutual consideration in their book 
Politeness: Some Universals in Language 
Usage. They have developed a ground-
breaking theory of politeness based on the 
concept of “face”, from the expression “los-
ing face” described by the sociologist Erving 
Goffmann as the positive social value that a 
person claims for him- or herself. 

For Brown and Levinson, demonstrating 
consideration and being polite means doing 
“facework” by actively taking care of the 
face of each other. That is achieved by 
addressing two universally shared “social 
needs” (Brown and Levinson 1987):

•	 The need to be approved, or valued: 
when the actions and behaviors of others 
reflect a positive image of ourselves. That 
happens when we are thanked, expressed 
sympathy toward, recognized, and so 
forth, and it doesn’t happen when we are 
ignored, disapproved of, or embarrassed 
in public.

•	 The need to be autonomous, or respected: 
the need to protect our freedom of action, 
not being impeded or trapped by others, 
that our private territory is not invaded. 
That happens when we are asked for 
permission to be interrupted, when we 
receive apologies in advance for an incon-
venience, or when honorific titles such as 
Mrs., Mr., Dr., Prof., and so on are used to 
showcase our social status. That doesn’t 
happen when we are prevented from hav-
ing our morning coffee to hear complaints, 
when things are imposed on us, or when 
we receive warnings and summonses.

Search keywords: politeness theory, Brown and Levinson, 

theory of the strategic speaker, Steven Pinker, politeness

These (almost) antagonistic needs illustrate, 
according to psychologist Steven Pinker, the 
duality of social life: connection and auton-
omy, intimacy and power, solidarity and 
status. If I do whatever I want, my need to 
be respected is satisfied but I might not be 
valued by others. Wanting to be valued and 
respected constitutes our social DNA (Fiske, 
1992) and we become very picky when these 
are threatened. Demonstrating mutual 
consideration, in Brown and Levinson’s view, 
consists of doing what’s right: choosing the 
right words and expressions to minimize the 
risk of making each other lose face. In other 
words, to be polite.
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Social need to be respected Social need to be valued 
Congratulations! May I ask you to follow me?

We value people who show us consideration by 
respecting our two social needs. We are less 
appreciative of those who don’t. The same is true 
for the others.
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What Is a Fair Process?
Valuing and respecting each other are the two key 
pillars of fairness. Fairness is a crucial foundation 
on which to grow teams and implement any diver-
sity, equity, and inclusion initiative.

Implementing a fair process in a team or in 
an organization consists of making decisions 
so that everyone’s needs to be valued and 
respected are equitably addressed. As illus-
trated by INSEAD’s Cham Kim and Renée 
Mauborgne, this is achieved by adopting the 
three high-level principles of:

1.	Engagement
2.	Explanation
3.	Expectation clarity

Research shows that people accept com-
promise and even sacrifice their personal 
interests when they believe that the process 
leading to important decisions and results is 
fair. Despite the evidence, some managers 
struggle to adopt a fair process approach 
because they fear their authority will be 
questioned and their power will decrease, 
which reveals a misunderstanding of the 
process: a fair process is not decision by 
consensus, or democracy in the workplace. 
Its goal is to nurture and pursue the best 
ideas.

4.4 Face and Politeness
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The Three Principles of a Fair (Decision) Process 

1
Engagement
Involving individuals in 
decisions by inviting their 
input and encouraging them 
to challenge one another’s 
ideas.

Supported by: 
•	 The Team Alignment Map
•	 The Team Contract

2
Explanation
Clarifying the thinking 
behind a final decision.

Supported by: 
•	 The Team Alignment Map
•	 The Team Contract

3
Expectation Clarity
Stating the new rules of 
the game, including perfor-
mance standards, penal-
ties for failure, and new 
responsibilities.

Supported by: 
•	 The Team Contract

Source: W. Kim and R. Mauborgne, “Fair Process,” Harvard Business Review 75 (1997): 65 –75.
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Templates
Download the templates on teamalignment.co/downloads
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Neutral 

Unclear

Clear

Neutral 

Implicit

Explicit

Neutral 

Missing

Available

Neutral 

Underestimated

Under Control
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Afterword
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A  
Addressed letters, 265
Agile projects:

about, 136, 138
alignment in, 141
in TAM sessions, 140

Aligned autonomy, 160
Aligned playing modes, 280–281
Alignment:

in cross-functional teams, 164–165
defining, 12
initial, in projects, 138–141
maintaining, with the TAM, 140, 142
organizational (see Organizational 

alignment)
successful, factors of, 12–13
successful vs. unsuccessful, 12–13
team impact affected by, 18–19
throughout projects, 140–141
unsuccessful, factors of, 12–13

Allocating resources, 166–167
Ambiguous commitments, 52
Anxiety zone, 269
Apathy zone, 269
Approval, need for, 284
Assessments:

online, 170–171
paper-based, 171

project, using TAM for, 92–93
readiness, 103
troubleshooting, 103

Assessment Mode (of TAM), 21, 90–107
example, 103
readiness vs. troubleshooting 

assessments in, 103
Reflect (step 2), 96–99
Repair (step 3), 100–101
Reveal (step 1), 94–95

Assumptions, 210, 213, 214
Asynchronous communication, 264
Attacks, 246–247
Authority mode, of relationships, 276–277
Autonomy:

aligned, 160
need for, 251, 284

B
Backward pass:

about, 74–75
for cross-functional work, 165
in empowerment meetings, 161
example, 78–79, 82–83, 86–87
negotiating resources with, 166–167
for risk management in projects, 148–149

Bargain mode, of relationships, 276–277

BMC (Business Model Canvas), 166, 168–169
Breaches of Team Contract, 200–201
Brown, Penelope, 284
Budget, 126
Buffer (on Kanban board), 146
Business Model Canvas (BMC), 166, 168–169
Buy-in, team, 38, 162, 168

C
Center for Nonviolent Communication, xi, 

244, 250
Clarify (on Kanban board), 146
Clark, Herbert, x, 260, 262
Collaboration across departments and 

functions, 164–165
Comfort zone, 269
Commitments:

ambiguous, 52
joint (see Joint commitments)

Common ground:
building up, 262–263
communication channels impacting, 

264–265
defining, 260–261
high, 15
importance of, in teams, 12
irrelevant, 13
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low, 13–14
in psychologically unsafe vs. safe 

environments, 14–15
relevant, 13
relevant vs. irrelevant or low, 13

Common knowledge, 260–261
Communication:

asynchronous, 264
and communication channels,  

264–265
effectiveness of media types for, 265
and face-to-face dialogue, 12, 264, 265
nonviolent, 242, 249
successful, 13
successful vs. unsuccessful, 13
synchronous, 264
traps of, 210, 212–213
unsuccessful, 13
using Respect Card for (see Respect  

Card)
Complex failures, 203
Complex operations, failure in, 202–203
Conflict, managing, 268, 280. See also  

Nonviolent Requests Guide
Coordination, effective, vs. coordination  

surprises, 13
Coordination surprises, 13, 260
Cross-functional teams, 164–165

D 
Decision making, informed, 126–127
Delivery dates, 152
Direct request, 229, 235
Disagreements, dealing with, 130
Drucker, Peter, 10, 47

E 
Edmondson, Amy, x, 38, 200, 202, 268
Effective coordination, 13
Emails, 265
Emotions:

as KPIs, 131
and relationship modes, 278–279
when needs are not satisfied, 250
when needs are satisfied, 251

Empowerment, 160–161, 272
Empowerment meetings, 160–161
End results, defined, 46
Engagement:

in fair process, 286–287
and psychological safety, 273
team, 122–123

Evaluation, in Fact Finder, 210
Expectation clarity, in fair process,  

286–287
Explanation, in fair process,  

286–287
Expressing respect, 226–229

F
Face-to-face dialogue, 12, 264, 265
Fact Finder, 208–219

about, 22–23, 210–211
and communication traps, 212–213
in practice, 214–215
pro tips for, 218–219
template, 293

Failures:
and common ground, 260
complex, 203

framing, on Team Contract,  
202–203

intelligent, 203
preventable, 203

Fair process, 286–287
Family businesses, 280–281
Family constitution, 280
Fear, as sign of unsafe team climate, 11
Fiske, Alan, x, 276
Forward pass:

about, 74–75
for cross-functional work, 165
in empowerment meetings, 161
example, 76–77, 80–81, 84–85
for resource negotiation,  

166–167

G
Generalizations, 210, 213, 215
Gilbert, Margaret, 52
Goals, defined, 46
Google, 47, 268
Grounding process, 262–263

H
Harvard Business School, x
Harvard University, xi
Header area, 36–38
High common ground, 15
High-performance teams, 268
High team learning, 15
High team performance, 15
High-volume repetitive work, 203
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I
Impoliteness, 235
Incomplete facts, 213–214
Indirect request, 229, 235
Informed decision making, 126–127
Initial alignment, in projects, 138–141
Initial TAM sessions, 142
Initiatives, transformation, 174–175
Inner dialogue, 249
Innovation:

failure in, 203
unsafe team climate undermining, 14–15

INSEAD, 286
Intelligent failures, 203
Interpretation, in Fact Finder, 210
Inventory of needs, 251
Irrelevant common ground, 13

J
Joint Commitment Ritual, 52
Joint commitments, 48–55

analyzing, in Assessment Mode, 99
defining, 52–53
defining, in workspace, 36–37
examples, 54–55
in forward pass (example), 77, 81, 85

Joint objectives, 40–47
analyzing, in Assessment Mode, 99
defining, 44–45
defining, in workspace, 36–37
examples, 46–47
in forward pass (example), 76, 80, 84
negotiating and allocating resources  

for, 166

Joint resources, 56–63
analyzing, in Assessment Mode, 99
in backward pass (example), 78, 82, 86
defining, 60–61
defining, in workspace, 36–37
examples, 62–63
in forward pass (example), 77, 81, 85

Joint risks, 64–71
analyzing, in Assessment Mode, 99
in backward pass (example), 79, 83, 87
defining, 68–69
defining, in workspace, 36–37
examples, 70–71
in forward pass (example), 77, 81, 85

Judgments, 210, 213, 215

K
Kanban-stye TAM, 144–147

about, 144–145
in practice, 146–147

Kim, Cham, 286
Klein, G., 260
Kniberg, Henrik, 160
Kourilsky, Françoise, xi
KPIs, considering emotions as, 131

L
Lack of clarity, 130
Latecomers, managing, 131
Leaders:

and cross-functional alignment, 165
negotiating resources with, 166
teams empowered by, 160

Lean UX cycle, 256

Learning, team, 14–15
Learning zone, 269
Letters, addressed, 265
Levinson, Stephen, 284
Limitations, 210, 213, 215
Low common ground, 13–14
Low team learning, 14
Low team performance, 14

M
Mauborgne, Renée, 286
Media types, for communication, 265
Meeting attendance, 246
Meetings, 118–131

Assessment Mode for, 128–129
boosting team engagement in, 122–123
focusing the team in, 120–121
increasing impact of, 124–125
making informed decisions in, 126–127
pro tips for, 130–131
timebox, 120
update, 131
weekly TAM, 142–143

Mental Research Institute, xi
Microsoft, 242
Milestones, 152
Miro, 150
Misaligned relationship modes, 278–279
Misaligned team activities, signs of, 11
Missing stakeholders, managing, 131
Mission:

describing your, 39
in forward pass (example), 76, 80, 84
importance of, 38
repairing, 101

c05.indd   304c05.indd   304 1/28/2021   1:41:31 PM1/28/2021   1:41:31 PM



305

on TAM, 37
Misunderstanding, signaling, 262
Mobilizing large groups, 162–163
Motivation, 247
Mural, 150
Mutual understanding, 260–261

N
Nadella, Satya, 242
Needs:

inventory of, 251
satisfying, 250–251
social, 284–285

Negotiation:
in cross-functional teams, 165
of resources, 166–167
team-to-team, 167

Noncompliance with Team Contract, 200–201
Nonviolent communication (NVC), 242, 249
Nonviolent requests, 246–247
Nonviolent Requests Guide, 240–251

about, 22–23, 242–243
and attacks vs. nonviolent requests, 

246–247
origins of, 250–251
in practice, 244–245
pro tips for, 248–249
template, 295

NVC (nonviolent communication), 242, 249

O
Objective, defined, 46
Objectives, joint, see Joint objectives

OKR (objectives and key results), 47
Online assessments, 170–171
Online boards, 150–151
Online surveys, 150, 170
Online tools, 152, 170
Organizational alignment, 154–175

assessing strategic initiative readiness, 
170–173

within cross-functional teams,  
164–165

empowering teams for, 160–161
engaging large groups for, 162–163
negotiating and allocating resources for, 

166–167
pro tips for, 174–175
using strategy processes and tools for, 

168–169
Overdue work, 246
Overly polite, 235

P
Paper-based assessments, 171
Perception, in Fact Finder, 210
Perception gaps, 140
Period(s):

in forward pass (example), 76, 84
repairing, 101
setting the, 38–39
on TAM, 37

Pigneur, Yves, x
Pinker, Steven, xi, 284
Planning Mode (of TAM), 21, 74–89

backward pass (example), 78–79,  
82–83, 86–87

backward pass in, 74

forward pass (example), 76–77, 80–81,  
84–85

forward pass in, 74
pro tips for, 88–89

Playing modes:
about, 276–277
aligned, for family businesses,  

280–281
crossing, 278–279

Politeness, 234, 284–285
Politeness (Brown and Levinson), 284
Posters, 265
Prenup Paradox, 201
Preventable failures, 203
Private knowledge, 261
Professional risk management, 68
Project assessments, using TAM for,  

92–93
Projects, 132–153

aligning distributed teams in,  
150–151

having a good start with, 138–139
maintaining alignment throughout,  

140–143
pro tips for, 152–153
reducing risks in, 148–149
using Kanban board to track tasks in,  

144–147
Project scope, 153
Psychological safety, 15

assessing, 270–271
and breaches of Team Contract, 200
defining, 268–269
through Team Contracts, 190
trust vs., 272–273
using Add-ons to build, 22–23

Psychologically unsafe environments, 14
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R
Rapid checks, 143
Readiness assessment, 103
Reciprocate mode, of relationships,  

276–277
Reflect (Step 2 of Assessment Mode),  

96–99
example, 105
for meetings (example), 129
with strategic initiatives, 173

Relationships, 276–281
crossing modes of, 278–279
and family businesses, 280–281
playing modes of, 276–277
unwanted, 249

Relevant common ground, 13
Repair (Step 3 of Assessment Mode),  

100–101
example, 105
for meetings (example), 129
with strategic initiatives, 173

Repetitive work, high-volume, 203
Research, failure in, 203
Resources:

allocating, 166–167
joint (see Joint resources)

Respect:
expressing, 228–229
need for, 284

Respect Card, 220–235
about, 22–23, 226–227
expressing respect on, 226–229
how to use the, 232–233
pro tips for, 234–235
template, 294
valuing others on, 230–231

Reveal (Step 1 of Assessment Mode), 94–95
example, 104
for meetings (example), 128
with strategic initiatives, 172

Risks:
exposure to, 68
identification of, in meetings, 131
joint (see Joint risks)
management of, in projects, 148–149
and professional risk management, 68

Rosenberg, Marshall, xi, 242, 250
Rudeness, 235
Rules and procedures, 247

S
Safety:

psychological (see Psychological  
safety)

team impact affected by, 18–19
Sarcasm, 234
Sensitive topics, 234
Shared knowledge, 261
Share mode, of relationships, 276–277
Shelling, Thomas, 47
Short messages, 265
SMART objectives, defined, 47
Social needs, 284–285
Spam, unaddressed, 265
Spotify, 160
Stakeholders, managing missing, 131
Stanford University, x
Strategic initiative assessment, 170–173
Subteams, 162
Success criteria, 153
Successful alignment, factors of, 12–13

Successful communication, 13
Surprises, coordination, 13
Surveys, online, 150, 170
Swim lanes, for Kanban board, 146
Synchronous communication, 264

T
TAM, see Team Alignment Map
TAM Add-Ons:

about, 22–23
Fact Finder (see Fact Finder)
Nonviolent Requests Guide (see 

Nonviolent Requests Guide)
Respect Card (see Respect Card)
Team Contract (see Team Contract)

Team(s):
alignment and safety affecting impact of, 

18–19
and cross-functional alignment, 165
empowerment through, 160
engagement in, 122–123
high-performance, 268
motivation of, importance of mission for, 38
performance of, in psychologically unsafe 

vs. safe environments, 14–15
underperforming, factors contributing to, 

10–11, 160
using TAM to assess, 92–93
validation in (see Team validation)

Team activities:
importance of, 10
signs of misaligned, 11

Team Alignment Map (TAM):
about, 20–21
Add-ons (see TAM Add-Ons)
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assessing projects and teams with,  
92–93

joint commitments, 48–55
joint objectives, 40–47
joint resources, 56–63
joint risks, 64–71
for meetings (see Meetings)
mission and period on,  

38–39
pillars of, 36–71
template, 290–291
workspace of, 38–39

Team buy-in, 38, 162, 168
Team climate:

importance of, 10
signs of poor, 11

Team Contract, 188–203
about, 22–23, 190–191
applying, 196–197
framing failure on, 202–203
Ins and Outs in, 192–193
light vs. heavy conventions in,  

194–195
noncompliance of, 200–201
as TAM companion, 198–199
template, 292

Team learning, 14–15
Team-to-team negotiation, 167

Team validation:
in backward pass (example), 79, 83, 87
in Repair step of Assessment Mode, 101

Telephone conversations, 265
Third parties, in conflict management, 248
Timebox meetings, 134
Track (on Kanban board), 146
Transformation initiatives, 174–175
Troubleshooting assessments, 103
Trust:

lack of, in teams, 11
psychological safety vs., 272–273
using Add-ons to build, 22–23

U
Unaddressed spam, 265
Unclear facts, 210
Underperforming teams, factors contributing 

to, 10–11, 160
Understanding, signaling, 262
University of California, x
University of Lausanne, x
Unsafe team climate:

innovation undermined by, 14–15
signs of, 11

Unspoken commitments, 52

Unsuccessful alignment, factors of, 12–13
Unsuccessful communication, 13
Unwanted relationships, 249
Update meetings, 131
User stories, defined, 47

V
Validation:

in teams (see Team validation)
Validation, in empowerment meetings, 161
Valuing others, 230–231
Video conversations, 150, 265
VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, Complexity, and 

Ambiguity), 268

W
Waterfall projects:

about, 139
alignment in, 141
TAM sessions in, 140

Watzlawick, Paul, xi
Weekly TAM meetings, 142–143
Work overload, 246
Workspace, 36–37
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