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Issue – August 2021 

Creating an Optimal Teamwork Environment 

In their book “The Wisdom of Teams” Jon Katzenbach and Douglas Smith, both partners at consulting giant McKinsey at 
the time, redefined what being a team is. They studied 50 different teams in more than 30 companies, from Motorola 
and Hewlett-Packard to Operation Desert Storm and the Girl Scouts. 
 
From observing the successes and, just as importantly, the failures of these teams they built a model and a series of 
principles on how to run a high-performance team, what they deemed a ‘real team’, rather than a poorly performing 
‘pseudo team’. 
 
According to Katzenbach and Smith a real team has to have three team basics, which are driven by elements and 
behaviours: 
 

Accountability – for a small number of people where there is accountability on a mutual team 
basis and for each individual. 
 
Commitment – this is driven by a meaningful and agreed purpose for the team, a common 
approach with specific goals to achieve the purpose. 
 
Skills – the team needs members to cover all the technical and functional skills for the task in 
hand and develop problem-solving abilities alongside effective interpersonal communication. 
 

These basics and their behaviours will help a team achieve its performance results as well as gain personal growth. They 
will also create what Katzenbach and Smith term ‘collective work products’. These are where two or more members 
work on a task together, such as a specific work assignment or task, survey or experiment. 
 
Katzenbach and Smith also identified six key factors to help teams performing optimally: 
 
1. Small enough in number – keep numbers down as teams need to meet frequently and be open and interactive. If 

more people are needed make sub-teams. 
 

2. Complimentary skills – the team should contain problem-solvers, technical skills and interpersonal abilities or 
learn them. 
 

3. Truly meaningful purpose – high performing teams spend a lot of time working out a common purpose and it 
should be written down in a ‘vision’ or ‘business case’ and referred to frequently. 
 

4. Specific goals – teams should develop SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-constrained) goals 
aligned to the purpose. 
 

5. Clear working approach – the work to achieve the goals must be understood easily by all and adaptable for 
improvements. 
 

6. Sense of mutual accountability – as well as people being clear on their roles, there should be a clear sense of team 
goals and that only the team succeeds or fails, not individuals. 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s?k=the+wisdom+of+teams&adgrpid=53924893195&gclid=Cj0KCQjw24qHBhCnARIsAPbdtlJDBHSkoI4g5cDnn-CXcXNP0FB4ZvG8ZM7g3Hz2rpD9_onGmwxtaOwaAs7WEALw_wcB&hvadid=259067744767&hvdev=c&hvlocphy=1006656&hvnetw=g&hvqmt=e&hvrand=14714968473452056841&hvtargid=kwd-298811886427&hydadcr=18465_1772314&tag=googhydr-21&ref=pd_sl_5rnei60tia_e


Business Plus+  Page 2 of 3 

 
 
Wisdom: Katzenbach and Smith's Model of Team Basics 
 

In a later published the book “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team” - written by Patrick Lencioni, who observed that 
striving to create a functional, cohesive team is one of the few remaining competitive advantages available to any 
organisation looking for a powerful point of differentiation. 
 
Functional teams avoid wasting time talking about the wrong issues and revisiting the same topics over and over again 
because of lack of buy-in. Functional teams also make higher quality decisions and accomplish more in less time and 
with less distraction and frustration. 
 

 
 

A concise summary of the book “The Five Dysfunctions of a Team” can be sourced from the link HERE and a summary 
diagram of Lencioni’s “The Advantage: Teamwork Model” can be obtained HERE.  
 
Ultimately the idea to become a highly agile business focused around the core purpose and values of the company. This 
can be achieved by having effective and appropriate behaviours and performance in the whole work team in the 
organisation – by moving towards the business optimisation quadrant, as shown in the diagram below. 

https://cbswtax.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Five-Dysfunctions-of-a-Team-Patrick-Lencioni.pdf
https://cbswtax.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/The-Advantage-Teamwork-Model.pdf
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Disclaimer: 
 
Business Plus is distributed monthly by CBSW Tax & 
Business Advisors to provide information of general interest 
to our clients. The content of this newsletter does not 
constitute specific advice. Readers are encouraged to 
consult their CBSW advisor for advice on any specific 
business matters. 

 

 
 

Our liability may be limited by a scheme approved under Professional Standards Legislation.  
 


