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Editorial  
Teams are incredible. Teamwork has raised humanity’s achievements to greatness. Not only have 
most of humanity’s greatest achievement resulted from teamwork but those teams were empowered 
by systems of work, systems of scientific discovery, systems of construction and systems of control, 
and more. Thus, systems for team empowerment have always been key to our success.  

In 2018, when the first volume of cases was compiled, we identified VUCA (Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity and Ambiguity), Digital Transformation, Diversity, Dispersed Location and Dynamic 
Capability as concerns in the team empowerment landscape. Over the subsequent two years, those 
concerns remained, with a somewhat normal intensification until March 2020 when, due to the Covid-
19 pandemic, VUCA went from a concern to a full-on mode of being. Work-From-Home (WFH) was 
suddenly propelled onto every management agenda. In Ireland, and elsewhere, as the country went 
into lockdown, teams across every industry suddenly found themselves having to figure out how to 
make WFH a success.  

Three simple truths became obvious immediately; 1) the 
workplace was no longer a communal single location. The new 
reality was dispersed. 2) the process of work became 
dependent on digital enablement and 3) teams would have to 
respond to this VUCA environment in new and dynamic ways. 
Overnight, Dispersed, Digital and Dynamic became a triple 
alliance of necessity.  

VUCA, in reality and as an acronym, is both scary and 
intimidating. However, working individually and more often as 
teams, we have a rich history of incredible resilience in dealing 
with VUCA environments. The elements, characteristics and interactions are different but humanity 
has faced VUCA many times in the past and emerged triumphant. The cases which follow were all 
written at peak VUCA 2020. Our timing, unfortunately, a little too early to study the emergent realities. 
However, all the cases provide value insights into systematic team empowerment which, is a critical 
leadership skill of our times.  

In Chapter 1, Cardy, Corcoran, Leen and Thinnes present and analyse four diverse cases where the 
failures of the first three are compared with the success of the fourth. The first treats us to a story in 
succession planning that falls rather short of best practice. The second, examines one team’s response 
to the peak of the Covid-19 crisis as it struggles to cope with the sudden lockdown. The third tells of a 
culture clash in a service transformation initiative. The final case tells the story of the successful Thai 
Cave rescue and the phenomenal complexity and systemic team empowerment therein. Following a 
comprehensive analysis, the authors conclude with a set of interesting observations on the role of 
shared vision, the relationship between dysfunction and leadership, the phenomenon of performing 
teams falling apart and finally, on organisational structure not being a reliable predictor of systematic 
team empowerment.   

In Chapter 2, Hosty, O’Hara, Ryan and Short present and analyse a set of four cases that span from 
interpersonal issues in a family enterprise to an acquisition disaster costing billions. The first case, is a 
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Dynamic

Dispersed
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story of creeping ineffectiveness and dysfunction caused by an inappropriate appointment to the 
management team. The second case, tells the tale of embracing opportunity in a large MNC where 
challenges include dealing with significant resistance from within the team itself. The third case, takes 
us to the world of sporting teams and is an interesting tale of the impact of silent non-compliance. 
Finally, case four is a fascinating case of personal bias leading to ineffective analytical capability in an 
executive team. Following a comprehensive analysis, the authors conclude with a set of interesting 
findings on the applicability of the antecedents for system thinking framework, the complexity of the 
human element, the value of systems tools in achieving objectivity and eliminating bias and the value 
of shared vision. 

In Chapter 3, Molumphy, O’Shea, Quaid and Tobin present and analyse four cases that blend military 
operations, pharmaceutical manufacturing and digital innovation. Case one, follows a military 
operation in Syria, where a systems-thinking approach was utilised to ensure the success of a difficult 
mission objective in a VUCA and dispersed location environment which, lead to a transformative 
outcome. Case two, takes us into the world of pharmaceutical manufacturing where the reputation of 
a site is suffering and the team is charged with remediating performance of quality system metrics 
supporting the core operational activities. Case three, returns us to peak VUCA as one of the world 
leaders in digital innovation struggles to find the right solution to an emergent problem. Finally, case 
four highlights the impact of culture on team empowerment in a rapidly expanding privately owned 
start-up in the pharmaceutical sector. 

The twelve cases presented here are a representation of the rich tapestry of diversity in team 
empowerment. The cases represent a collection of organisations that spans from small family owned 
enterprises, through public sector institutions, and on to billion euro multinationals yet the same 
fundamental issue of successfully achieving and sustaining systematic team empowerment is common 
to all. The literature, the cases, analysis and findings presented here all offer value insights for those 
concerned with leading teams and the pursuit of systematic team empowerment.  

 

Martin Hughes 

Business Information Systems 

JE Cairnes School of Business & Economics 

NUI Galway 

July 2020 

 

 



 3 

 
Table of Contents 

Chapter 1 ........................................................................................................................... 5 

1.1 Introduction ......................................................................................................................... 5 

1.2 Theory .................................................................................................................................. 5 
1.2.1 Systems & Systems Theory ................................................................................................................... 5 
1.2.2 Systems Thinking .................................................................................................................................. 7 
1.2.3 Teams .................................................................................................................................................... 8 
1.2.4 Team Empowerment .......................................................................................................................... 11 

1.3 Contemporary Cases ............................................................................................................ 12 
1.3.1 Succession Planning ............................................................................................................................ 12 
1.3.2 COVID -19 Crisis Management ............................................................................................................ 14 
1.3.3 Service Transformation ....................................................................................................................... 16 
1.3.4 Thai Cave Rescue ................................................................................................................................ 19 

1.4 Analysis ............................................................................................................................... 24 
1.4.1 Systems Analysis: ................................................................................................................................ 24 
1.4.2 Team Capability Analysis .................................................................................................................... 30 
1.4.3 Duality of Empowerment Analysis ...................................................................................................... 38 

1.5 Findings ............................................................................................................................... 43 
1.5.1 Shared vision at all levels is a key requirement for systems thinking ................................................. 43 
1.5.2 Dysfunction within teams may be symptomatic for dysfunction at the level above .......................... 44 
1.5.3 Systems thinking is not confined to organisational teams ................................................................. 44 

1.6 Conclusion ........................................................................................................................... 45 

1.7 References .......................................................................................................................... 46 

Chapter 2 ......................................................................................................................... 47 

2.1 Theory ................................................................................................................................. 47 
2.1.1 Systems & Systems Thinking ............................................................................................................... 47 
2.1.2 Teams .................................................................................................................................................. 49 
2.1.3 Empowerment .................................................................................................................................... 51 

2.2 Stories from Practice ........................................................................................................... 53 
2.2.1 Family Business ................................................................................................................................... 53 
2.2.2 Innovative Opportunity ...................................................................................................................... 58 
2.2.3 Coaching the Game ............................................................................................................................. 62 
2.2.4 Acquisition Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 66 

2.3 Comparative Analysis .......................................................................................................... 70 
2.3.1 Systems Thinking ................................................................................................................................ 70 
2.3.2 Teams .................................................................................................................................................. 71 
2.3.3 Empowerment .................................................................................................................................... 72 

2.4 Findings ............................................................................................................................... 74 

2.5 Conclusion ........................................................................................................................... 75 

2.6 References .......................................................................................................................... 75 



 4 

Chapter 3 ......................................................................................................................... 77 

3.1 Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 77 

3.2 Theory ................................................................................................................................. 77 
3.2.1 Senge “The Fifth Discipline” ................................................................................................................ 77 
3.2.2 Beckhard’s GRPI Model ....................................................................................................................... 79 
3.2.3 The Four Places Model of Team Empowerment ................................................................................. 79 

3.3 Stories from Practice ........................................................................................................... 81 
3.3.1 Military Organisation .......................................................................................................................... 81 
3.3.2 Pharmaceutical Organisation .............................................................................................................. 84 
3.3.3 Airbnb’s Frontline Stays Project .......................................................................................................... 87 
3.3.4 Pharmaceutical & Medical Filtration Organisation ............................................................................. 90 

3.4 Analysis ............................................................................................................................... 91 
3.4.1 Military Organisation .......................................................................................................................... 91 
3.4.2 Analysis of Pharmaceutical Case ......................................................................................................... 94 
3.4.3 Analysis of Airbnb Case ....................................................................................................................... 96 

3.5 Integrated Findings .............................................................................................................. 98 

3.6 Conclusions ....................................................................................................................... 100 

3.7 References ........................................................................................................................ 101 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 5 

Chapter 1  
Rebecca Cardy, Emma Corcoran, Michael Leen and Cyrille Thinnes 

 

1.1 Introduction 

This study focuses on systematic team empowerment by analysing 4 cases in a contemporary context, 
with particular emphasis on 1. systems, 2. teams, and 3. empowerment. Striving to adopt a holistic 
approach, we decided to lean upon the following frameworks presented by Martin Hughes (2020), J.E. 
Cairnes School of Business and Economics, NUI Galway: 

1. Antecedents for Systems Thinking, segmented into analyses of approaches, states, and 
relations, to guide systems thinking analyses. 

2. Six Team Capability Framework, segmented into analyses of foundational, functional, state, 
performance, technical, and innovation capacities, to guide teams analyses. 

3. The Four Places of Team Empowerment, segmented into cathedral of reflection, pitch, locker 
room, and café of aspiration, to guide empowerment analyses. 

The presented cases aim to illustrate systematic team empowerment, or lack thereof, from individual 
(case 1), team (cases 2&3), and global community (case 4) perspectives:  

• Case 1 demonstrates the risks arising from the absence of a values system and internal 
structures to enable empowerment within a surgical equipment company. 

• Case 2 indicates how successful micro-environments may form despite the lack of a shared 
vision, team learning, and systems thinking in an academic institution. 

• Case 3 illustrates that excellence in planning, organising, and controlling alone is insufficient 
to achieve transformation in an online retail company. 

• Case 4 outlines the successful end-to-end execution of systematic team empowerment in an 
emergency rescue situation. 

The commonality between the 4 cases is that a volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) 
environment immediately preceded a desired transformation. The insights into systematic team 
empowerment, or lack thereof, shall be of benefit to any team leader by raising awareness, guiding 
strategies, and stress-testing endeavours for proactively achieving transformation through systematic 
team empowerment from the inside-out, as opposed to reactively mitigate risks from the outside-in, 
dictated by VUCA environments. 

 

1.2 Theory 

1.2.1 Systems & Systems Theory  

The leaders of today and tomorrow need to be fully cognisant of the views shared by Edward Deming 
with Peter Senge in 1990. “Our prevailing system of management has destroyed our people”. 
Deming’s view was that people are born motivated to behave in a way that is naturally rewarding and 
satisfying to them, with self-respect, dignity, a curiosity and a joy in learning but with societal impact 
this human nature is turned into unnatural competition that ruins us. Deming implied that we work in 
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complex systems with strong forces of good and bad, and that the single most important responsibility 
placed on leaders is to shape this dynamic in the best way for their organisations: producing an eco-
system of workers, partners, customers and shareholders who naturally align (Macht, 2016). As 
Deming states “Transformation requires profound knowledge”. It is therefore critical that we have a 
holistic understanding of the theory of Systems, Systems Thinking, Teams and Empowerment. 

A System is defined as a set of parts coordinated to accomplish a set of goals (Gail, 1975). It is 
acknowledged that a simple system can often be a response to simple realities. Gail further states that 
a complex system that works, invariably comes from a simple system that works. Systems Theory is a 
science which has the comparative study of systems as its object.  The antecedents of systems thinking 
is the set of approaches, states and relations, we need to adopt, appreciate and understand in order 
to become competent systems thinkers.  

Senge’s Fifth Discipline (2004) through its’ outline of the five key disciplines of a learning organisation 
sets a framework of thinking on systems, systems thinking, teams and team empowerment through 
which we can develop an efficient system where innovation is fostered, and empowerment is 
prevalent. The five disciplines are: 

Personal Mastery: which can be explained in how an organizations capacity for learning can be limited 
to the scope of learning of the individuals within it. Not to suggest that there can only be one 
dominating ‘master’, but that all parties involved should be committed to their own continual learning. 
As an employee one should be assessing their own personal vision to understand what their intrinsic 
motivations are and clarify how this resides within a holistic vision for the organization. Senge speaks 
to how individuals progress in their career and engagement lulls: “They lose the commitment, the 
sense of mission, and the excitement with which they started their careers.” (2004, p.10)   

Building a Shared Vision: successful learning organisations consistently deepen their understanding of 
shared goals, missions and values that encourage long-term, sustained performance. The importance 
of setting clear goals and objectives at an organisational and individual level is discussed by thousands 
of academics and managers, yet Senge highlights the need of creating a “common identity and sense 
of destiny.” (Senge, 2004, p.12) It is not about creating a vision statement that is unrelatable to most 
employees but rather the implementation of a clear focus that will spur commitment rather than 
compliance and encourage all members of the organisation to aspire to excel within their roles.  

Mental Models: Individuals and organisations are guilty of forming assumptions that influence their 
action logic and interpretation of the world around them. This is often an unconscious process, so 
learning organisations should be cognisant of their mental models and set out ways to question their 
thinking whilst reducing bias in the decision-making process. In order to foster an innovative culture, 
it is vital that organisations question what may be seen as the norm. There can be untapped potential 
by changing markets or products, so if managers are not challenging their tunnel vision and elevating 
to the balcony view their decision-making capabilities will be stumped and learning will be minimised. 
This is an important area of focus at an individual level because often we are shaped by our past. 
Learning organisations should make a conscious effort to encourage expansion of mindset and 
challenge individuals default mode of presumption. 

Team Learning: Teams are the foundation of a learning culture in organisations. If units are unable to 
think together, they will be unable to gather the same level of insight attainable individually. Senge 
discussed in an interview how “None of today’s most pressing issues will be resolved through 
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hierarchical authority. In all these issues, there are no simple causes, no simple “fixes.” (1996). Leaders 
are living in an increasingly VUCA world with technological transformations and global alignment 
significant changes are required at all levels of an organisation to adapt to altering demands and 
regulation. “The intelligence of the team exceeds the intelligence of the individuals in the team” 
(Senge, 2004, p. 13) The capacity for team learning is fostered by reflective conversation allowing the 
group to come to conclusions that would not be attained through a single closed mindset. It is further 
optimised by the ability for management to recognise patterns in communication, address any 
conflicts through facilitated group discussion, creating a culture of acceptance of mistakes and 
reflective learning. 

Systems Thinking: every part of a system has an influence on the rest, therefore any action taken 
within one aspect of the system will affect the entire system. Organisations and teams can be 
considered systems which are “bound by invisible fabrics and interrelated actions”. (Senge, 2004, p. 
11) Senge often refers to systems thinking as the cornerstone that underpins all the other learning 
disciplines because a learning organisation cannot afford to be working in silos and must foster a 
holistic systematic approach of their business.  

 

1.2.2 Systems Thinking 

In order to create a deliberate biased environment for a holistic systematic response, it is critical to 
understand the antecedents for systems thinking (pre-existing states). In the first of three states, the 
Approach state, we adopt a holistic and anti-reductionist approach in order to understand the 
complete system, embracing different viewpoints and theories in order to operate in a 
multidisciplinary fashion. In the second set, the Appreciation state, we are required to develop a deep 
understanding of the multiple realities within the system, in particular the complement of human and 
technical involvement and the dynamic evolution in these realities. In the third set, we understand 
and recognise patterns, relationships, interconnections and interdependencies. These three sets are 
required to “adopt, appreciate and understand in order to become competent systems thinkers” 
(Hughes, 2020). This reaffirms Senge’s view that “Systems Thinking is a discipline for seeing the 
structures that underpin complex situations and for discerning high from low level change”. Senge 
states that the essence of systems thinking lies in a shift of mind 1) seeing interrelationships rather 
than linear cause and effect chains and 2) seeing processes of change rather than snapshots. 

To assess the state of systems thinking we can utilise frameworks such as the Cynefin Framework 
(Snowden, 1999), which is a sensemaking model, especially beneficial in in complex periods of change 
or exploration situations. Cynefin operates on the principle that data precedes the framework and 
that the framework evolves from this data in a social process. It is used primarily to understand the 
dynamics of situations, decisions, perspectives, conflicts and changes in order to come to a consensus 
for decision-making.  

The framework takes three basic systems: ordered, complex, chaotic and adds a “disorder” category 
which is divided into simple and complicated, to create five realities. In Figure 1 below, we see each 
reality requires a series of different actions and behaviours to create a solution. The simple and 
complicated realities display ordered systems, where cause and effect relationships exist with systems 
thinking present, and the right answer can be derived based on the facts. The simple reality is seen as 
a space where teams know what they are doing and have implemented a system with a command and 
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control style of leadership, the space of best practice. The complicated reality is the space of 
reductionism, constituent parts in the system can be analysed to provide several possible solutions, 
hence it is the reality of good practice where leaders require expert analytical skills   

Figure 1 – The Cynefin Framework (AOSI (2019)): 

 

However, the complex and chaotic realities are unordered with no immediate relationship identifiable 
between cause and effect. The way forward is only possible by identifying emerging patterns. Leaders 
in the complex space allow patterns to emerge where teams can experiment and determine which 
patterns that are desirable. In the chaotic reality, it is the space of novel practice and often innovation, 
the leader must act quickly to reduce chaos; sense where stability comes from and respond by moving 
the situation from chaos to complex. The fifth reality is disorder, the space that we occupy most 
because we cannot identify which reality we are in and have no system in place. The way to exit is for 
teams to break down the constituent parts in the situation and assign to one of the four realities. 
Expert opinion suggests that the personal mastery is a prerequisite that underpins masterful systems 
thinking (Hughes, 2020). 

1.2.3 Teams 

Aristotle was first to coin the phrase “the whole is greater than the sum of the parts”. In our review of 
theory relating to teams, we first look at the Tuckman Model (1965), of forming, storming, norming 
and performing. The model was later modified by Tuchman and Jensen (1977) to include Adjourning 
or Transforming to cover the break-up of the team. This model is universally seen as the starting point 
in analysing the fundamentals of effective teams and that teams generally over time step through 
these four phases:  

Forming: This is the initial stage in group development where the team are getting accustomed to the 
culture and expectations for the team. Members need to feel appreciated and that their contribution 
is valued within the group. This stage “continues until personal conflicts are exposed and addressed” 
(Rickards & Moger, 2000, p. 277) 

Storming: Is the stage where we see disagreement start and personalities begin to clash. The group 
dynamic is complex as working with different values and personal skills can cause conflicts. Members 
can find it difficult to understand their position in the group and may not like others stepping on their 
toes. “The difficulties of resolving team issues are reduced if a conscious effort is made to address 
roles and responsibilities”. (Rickards & Moger, 2000, p. 279) Managers should encourage discussion 
around conflicts to mitigate disputes between team members.  
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Norming: Relationships form, and teammates build trust with one another. There is a sense of clarity 
within the team on their objectives and how they will achieve them, along with an increased level of 
focus on the task at hand. Harmonious working develops as the team align on their values and rules 
of engagement. “To be effective, groups need a balance of conformity and deviance. Conformity 
allows a group to control its members’ behavior to achieve group goals; deviance provides the impetus 
for needed change.” (Jones & George, 2015, p. 381) Performing: Is where the team reach a period of 
high performance. High performing teams can operate independently with little guidance from 
management; however, it is important that management ensure the team stay motivated and 
engaged. Team members have developed expertise, knowledge and competence in their area and 
there is a good flow of information and open communication within the team. There is a sense of 
shared responsibility and its vital managers reward performance with autonomy and trust. 

Adjourning / Transforming: The final stage is when the team has run its life cycle and it’s time to move 
on to something else. This is most common with a task force what’s been set up for a specific initiative 
or a project has run its course. (Jones & George, 2015) 

Managers should always consider themselves as a resource for the group regardless of their stage of 
development, continually assessing the needs of the individuals and the group as a while whilst being 
flexible in accommodating development of a strong team dynamic. 

LaFasto & Larson (2001) identified five dynamics of a team which are fundamental to team success 
which must be considered when assembling a team. The ground level is choosing the right people 
(individuals) with relevant experience, ability, willingness to learn etc. The next level is establishing a 
healthy working relationship in the team with trust, openness and respect in an environment of proper 
support and leadership. The third level is problem solving, a very desirable and necessary competency 
in a team environment. The fourth dynamic is leadership which is critical to a successful team, where 
the leader is focused on goals, builds confidence and collaboration within the team, has clear priorities 
and uses feedback to improve individual and team performance. The final dynamic is the 
organisational environment within which the team exists, this needs to be conducive to encourage 
positive individual and team behaviour. Whilst this model is useful in outlining an effective team 
environment, it is limited beyond that. 

For companies to be successful long-term it is vital they can recognise pitfalls and impending threats. 
Senge (2004) has set out seven learning disabilities to help managers recognise these as opportunities 
within their teams and enable organisations to live up to their potential. 

1. I am my position highlights how individuals can become deeply seated in their roles and 
mistake the for their identity leading to an identity crisis and inflexibility in roles. People of 
this mindset often see their responsibility as limited to their role and have a narrow-minded 
view on how this play into the overall performance of the organisation. 

2. The enemy is out there explains how “There is in each of us a propensity to find someone or 
something outside ourselves to blame when things go wrong.” (Senge, 2004, p. 18) When 
organisations don’t hold people accountable for their contribution to a problem, they are not 
systematically considering the holistic view, and attributing the responsibility each individual 
or team has played or needs to play in performance. 

3. The illusion of taking charge refers to one’s capability for being truly proactive in mitigating 
issues, rather than the reactive approach this is more commonly taken. “True proactiveness 
comes from seeing how we contribute to our own problems.” (Senge, 2004, p. 19) Proactive 



 10 

action refers to facing the results of our own behaviours and changing our mental models to 
prevent repetition of this event in the future. 

4. The fixation on events sets out our assumption that there is one cause for our behaviour, as 
we tend to see our lives as reactions to events. This can distract individuals from recognising 
a pattern in behaviour such as global warming characterised as a slow, gradual process with 
immense impact. The focus on small continuous improvements can mean organisation miss 
out on high-value big prospects. 

5. The parable of the boiled frog discusses our inability to recognise slow gradual changes to our 
environment. Senge advocates for “slowing down our frenetic pace and paying attention to 
the subtle as well as the dramatic” (2004, p. 20) It is often gradual progression that poses a 
threat to the organisation and managers should take a step back to recognise long-term issues 
as the escalate. 

6. The delusion of learning from experience highlights our learning horizons and the limitations 
of recognising the impact one can have on the distant future, or another part of the system 
we do not frequently interact with. “We learn best from experience, but we never directly 
experience the consequences of many of our most important decisions.” (Senge, 2004, p. 21) 

7. The myth of management explains how managers are expected to recognise cross-functional 
issues and mitigate learning disabilities, yet they are often too concerned with painting a 
portrait of unity. Managers need to ready to be vulnerable and foster a culture of open 
communication to enhance learning across the organisation. 

Douglas McGregor (1960), through his well-known “Theory X and Theory Y,” drew a distinction 
between two very different attitudes towards human motivation where Theory X assumes that people 
dislike work and must be coerced, controlled, and directed toward organizational goals. Furthermore, 
most people prefer to be treated this way, so they can avoid responsibility. Theory Y, the integration 
of goals - emphasizes the average person’s intrinsic interest in their work, their desire to be self-
directing and to seek responsibility, and their capacity to be creative in solving business problems. 

McGregor’s theories whilst still very relevant were developed at a time when management thinking, 
and leadership style was quite different to current practice. 

The Six Team Capabilities Framework (Hughes, 2020) represents the fundamental of a team and 
incorporates four components - Realities, People, Focus and Dynamics and contains elements of many 
of the current theories in use. The Realities component relates to the fundamental realities of the 
team (current state of development, resourcing, leadership, support and the realities within the team) 
and also includes the stage the team is at from Tuckman and organisational factors as identified by 
LaFasto & Larson. The Human component is collection of attributes within the team (skills, 
experiences, motivators and the ability to function without fear of negative consequences) and 
reflects the member as outlined by LaFasto & Larson. The Focus component is focus on the right goal 
in order for the team to be effective and draws its inspiration from Beckhard’s GRPI Model. The final 
component is the dynamics within the team in respect to actions and activities in respect to the 
fundamentals of an effective team (collaboration, communication, respect, shared vision, problem 
solving etc) and reflects elements from all team related frameworks. These fundamental components 
can be individually paired to create the six team capabilities:  

• State Capability, the ability to be a team (Realities + Focus) 
• Foundational Capability, the ability to achieve as a team (Realities + Human) 
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• Functional Capability, the ability to create as a team (Focus + Dynamics) 
• Performance Capability, the ability to execute as a team (Human + Dynamics) 
• Technical Capability, the ability to action as a team (Realities + Dynamics) 
• Innovative Capability, the ability to innovate as a team (Focus + Human) 

In conclusion from the analogy of sport, in a truly effective team - Together, Everyone, Achieves, More. 

 

1.2.4 Team Empowerment 

The Duality of Empowerment (Hughes, 2020) 

The Duality of Empowerment framework, the first duality draws on a combination of structural and 
social components. In the set of the duality we have the structural component, and this draws on 
three elements State, Form and Artefacts. Where State represents realities, that we are trying to 
foster such as core values, culture, diversity etc; Form represents type of empowerment philosophy 
that is being promoted; and Artefacts represents the structural platforms in use to support 
empowerment. The second set of the duality draws on the Social component and again draws on three 
elements, Autonomy, Coaching & Development and Continuous Improvement. The second duality of 
empowerment is, the duality of Enablement and Engagement. The analogy of a coin is used to 
demonstrate the duality of the leader and the employee. The leader can of course enable 
empowerment but for empowerment to happen, the employee must consciously embrace 
empowerment, the choice has to be made by the employee. This duality is intrinsically part of the 
structural/social duality described earlier. 

The Four Places of Team Empowerment (Hughes, 2020) 

This framework further extends on the dualities of team empowerment (Structural and Social). Where 
on the structural dimension we can perform a more technical review of the three elements (state, 
form and artefacts) particularly around resourcing, skill set, budget etc or we can move to the other 
apex and take a holistic view looking at the state the team is in, empowerment approach, philosophy 
etc. On the social dimension, we look at the individual perspective and how we operate/manage 
within the team, from a high-level stand back approach to a more in-depth involved, coaching 
supporting style (sensei). 

 

 

The matrix contains the Treasury (locker room) which has all the resources that the team needs, 
artefacts, people, budget, skill centre etc – it is a place of personal mastery etc. This is critically 
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important space and in the words of Deming “A bad system will beat a good person every time”. The 
Café (social space), a space to foster vision in the spirit of Senge’s view on shared vision, however this 
area can be a counterproductive area if you occupy this space longer than needed or you do not have 
the skillset to get to the shared vision or present it – then it becomes an unproductive space (fad café). 
The combination of the treasury and the café correlate to Senge’s desire for aspiration. The Cathedral 
is the place of reflections, Senge has thought us of the need for reflexive conversation (Mental Models 
+ Team Dialogue) and this resides between the treasury and the cathedral. The cathedral space is the 
place of reflection and inspiration but equally as important in line with the second duality of 
empowerment, it is the space where team member reflect on the shared vision, the resources in place, 
the goals and aspirations and make the choice to accept empowerment or not! It is critical to allow 
employees the space to make that decision to embrace or not. If the employee makes that choice and 
is intrinsically motivated, then empowerment from a duality perspective will be truly embraced. The 
pitch of course is the area where we execute/play in implementing the strategy and shared vision. It 
is critically important that leaders strike an appropriate balance in terms of the domains within which 
they occupy most of their time and the model demonstrates that they should clearly occupy the 
cathedral of inspiration and treasury areas, where they can be most productive, especially in 
supporting and empowering their teams. This is especially true in a leading from the back style where 
true empowerment allows the team to execute on the pitch, having the right system, resources, skills, 
structure, vision, focus etc.  

 

1.3 Contemporary Cases 

1.3.1 Succession Planning  

Over a coffee in a local café the David began talking to Alison about following him to a new 
organization he had just joined. Alison had worked as David’s right hand person for 3 years, he was 
hands off manager, allowing her to get on with role as senior engineer of his business unit. There was 
an unspoken working relationship between them, if David rang looking for information, Alison took 
the request and by the end of the day circulated a slide deck in return he never involved himself in 
day to day business. Over the 3 years they had worked together Alison had gained a lot of experience 
in various aspects of running a business unit. David’s conversation left her with a decision, she had 
gained most of her learning since working for him and believed he was advocating her at leadership 
meetings. Another consideration was with David moving was there now an opportunity to step up in 
the organization with David’s role open and she believed she owed the organization loyalty for the 
opportunities it has presented her with to date. Both David and Alison finished their coffees and Alison 
had committed to calling David over the weekend to inform him of her decision. Returning onsite after 
meeting David for coffee Alison received a call from the VP of operations to call into his office for a 
quick chat. In recognition of her hard work and effort over the past number of years Alison was offered 
the position of Business Unit Manager, the interview process would be waved based on merit to date. 
Alison was thrilled, proud that her efforts has been recognized, without hesitation she signed the 
contract and followed up with a call to David to decline his offer given the opportunity her own 
company had presented her with. 

Alison enjoyed working at Med, the organization was smaller in comparison to the corporate 
organizations she has worked in over the years. The culture of the organization is what she found most 
appealing, with no clear roles and responsibilities it allowed for variation in experience and 
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opportunity to make your own role and take advantage of opportunities. The business unit she worked 
in had a team of 10 individuals with differing cross functional skills, including production, quality, 
engineering and supply chain. As a group they worked well together and enjoyed spending time 
together outside of work be it playing tag rugby together or Saturday night drinks in town. As a team 
they have spent a number of months in Japan learning the process and product design, a trip which 
they reflected on fondly. The team believed in their work, they had come together as a team when 
the product was being designed in a concept phase and had worked together in building a cleanroom, 
selecting equipment, hiring product builders and had seen the first product being sold and used in 
surgery. Alison enjoyed going to work as it never felt like work, the role and people made it enjoyable 
and a feeling of ‘we’re in it together’. The business unit made a high-volume guidewire production 
that included grinding, extrusion, coating and assembly, the product had launched in the European 
market 2 years previous and approval for US sales was due to come through in the coming weeks. The 
team had been six months prepping for this new launch, estimating the % increase in demand they 
had begun to hire and train staff as well as stocking distribution centres in anticipation. 

A month after approval for US sales came through, the demand had exceeded what had been expected 
resulting in DC volumes depleting 3 months ahead of plan. The team now led by Alison began to rally 
around to look at what was required to increase capacity. The first step of the process, extrusion was 
the bottle neck process, any delays resulted in delays downstream. Specific skills are required to work 
in extrusion with respect to engineering and product builders and the training time can be anywhere 
from 6 months to a year. A routine weekly 1:1 was scheduled between Alison and Mike the extrusion 
engineer, in their meeting Mike began to thank Alison for his experience but he had received a phone 
call from David a month earlier and he had put an offer on the table he could not refuse and was giving 
a months’ notice. This could not come at a worse time thought Alison, she considered could the 
training of Mike’s technicians and staff be reviewed to allow them to step up until a replacement was 
hired. As Alison returned to her desk, she met her supervisor, Caroline, who appeared to be looking 
confused and asked if they could speak somewhere. As they went into a meeting room Alison began 
telling Caroline how David had poached Mike, and this was not what they needed right now. ‘Mike 
isn’t the only one he’s poached, he’s shafted us! I’ve just received 7 letters of resignation from Product 
builders in extrusion all of them are going to the new company to work for David and we cannot 
compete with the salary he’s offering’. Both Alison and Caroline were shocked, how could David do 
this? He knows by taking the entire department it will bring us to a stop and extrusion skills were not 
an easy thing to find in today’s market. As Alison walked back to her office, she began to wonder why 
David would do this to her and how had she been so naïve to think he had only asked her to follow 
him she had never considered his was doing the same to others. 

In the months that followed the metrics for Alison’s business unit began to nosedive, scrap costs were 
through the roof and downtime was a grave cause of concern. The company began losing revenue 
quickly, the internal costs created negative margin and supply was unable to achieve demand. In the 
months previous approx. 12 hours of downtime we observed a week with the team working through 
equipment set up and material issues, the black art of extrusion learned over time. With no 
replacement extrusion engineer and product builders in training recovery plans was being revised 
daily by the team, with an average of 50hrs downtime a week. The team began working longer hours 
in their attempt to support day and evening shifts often working weekends to catch up on actions not 
completed during the week. Alison’s monthly 1:1’s with the VP of operations had evolved to daily, this 
entailed being in his office for 7.30am to update on the previous days performance metrics. The 
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response has become predictable, consistent head shaking from side to side broken only to say ‘what 
are you going to do about this?’. Once the update was delivered the meeting was ended between 
them, they would meet again at 8.30 for the tier board meeting which would go through the same 
update with the additional audience of Alison’s team and the management team.  On one particular 
morning as Alison was presenting to the previous days performance the VP of operations interrupted 
with ‘Alison you have no control of anything in this room and you need to start pulling it together fast’. 
Alison did all she could to suppress her emotions, it was one thing for these comments in daily 1:1 
meeting but in front of her team as her peers stood idly by, she felt helpless she did not know how to 
pull it together, she has tried everything. 

Exhausted from long hours and inability to sleep Alison could feel the fear of reality, for the first time 
in her career she felt helpless and in fear of losing her job. Why had David done this to her? He knew 
when he took the department the result it would cause and had every manager in the organization 
forgot this, could they not see David had caused this and I was trying to clear up his mess. Assuming 
the reward of the role was a signal to keep doing what she had always done, but what happens then? 
Was the answer to the question the difference between managing and leading? 

 

1.3.2 COVID -19 Crisis Management 

Chris poured himself a glass of wine for his Thursday afternoon lunch at home. “If we cannot celebrate 
together, I celebrate by myself” is his lunch photo caption he direct-messages his manager Gina. It is 
early April during the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic Ireland lockdown. Chris, John and Gina, have been 
working closely and intensely over the last 3 weeks on a new COVID-19 technology, which they just 
submitted for publication in a renowned journal. 

Three months ago, the COVID-19 outbreak and socio-economic impact on the population in China was 
closely followed by the Irish news outlets. Initial small case numbers were reported outside China. 
Much debate was ongoing about potential global impact, also becoming an engaging topic discussed 
between Chris and John over lunch in the crowded university canteen. John, an expert medical 
statistician, loved commenting on the caveats of news reporting. He loved drawing vivid analogies 
with the famous Spanish Flu pandemic and the Plague. Chris got distracted by the masses of students 
in the buzzing canteen space and crowding around the open food display, wondering about the impact 
only one infected person may have here, only sporadically overhearing snippets of John’ apocalyptic 
narratives, like zombie film trailers auto-starting on an otherwise inanimate Netflix browsing page. 
Equally vivid, equally remote from ‘real’ life. Chris stole a chip from his colleague’s plate and walked 
back to his office. 

A month later, the first COVID-19 case was reported in the East of Ireland. Some employers already 
asked their workforce to work from home. Chris looks around the bustling university campus, and 
questions why there has been no comment on the Dublin situation yet. At lunch, the Italian student 
proclaims he will be travelling to Rome for the weekend to see his family. Chris finds the travel plan a 
little inappropriate but keeps his concerns for himself. 

Soon after the student returned, all of Italy went into lockdown. A Dublin school was closed, and the 
first cases were reported in the West of Ireland. People continued as usual in Chris’s organisation. The 
campus was crowded as students revised for their May exams. The library was packed. Every space 
was taken. People were focused working in a very hot and confined space. “A bit like battery hens”, 
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Chris thought whilst grabbing a book from the shelves and proceed to check out as fast as possible. 
Back in the office, a campus-wide note was circulated to encourage people to use the hand sanitation 
stations around campus. 

That evening Chris went for his daily workout at the campus gym. For the first time, he felt highly 
uncomfortable. Lots of people heavily breathing and touching lots of equipment to be shared. An 
overall humid environment. The overall state of hygiene was poor, as usual. While Chris usually 
brushed the lack of sanitation off with the proximity to his office, he now felt profoundly irritated and 
decided today was the last day he attended. “Rather go for brisk walks than contract a disease in this 
recklessly neglected environment” he thought, staring at the ceiling mould in the shower. On his way 
out, he observed a small child tampering with the water fountain and coughing straight into it. 

Except for some staff emails notifying people to consider travel restrictions to Asia, there were no 
particular communications on an institutional or departmental level. Chris was attending a seminar 
when he received a push notification that the Irish government was making an official announcement 
later that day. He kept peaking at Twitter and his email inbox. His line manager sent a message to the 
team just the night before that they shall consider the necessary steps to enable remote working – 
without specifically referring to what exactly these steps entail. The government announcement was 
approaching, and everybody in the seminar kept having an eye on news alerts, including the speaker. 
Then the announcement: schools and universities to close from 6 pm that same day. Chris instantly 
sent a direct message to his manager, assuming she shall make the announcement to the team. He 
also asked her if she were ok with him taking his office computer home, as his own laptop is too slow 
for work. Soon after the official announcement, the director of operations sent out a short message 
that all teaching, gatherings, and non-essential meetings were cancelled. What did this mean to Chris’s 
research team? Some other staff members in the seminar were similarly confused. Chris’s head of 
department, 3 hours later, announced that supervisors should make an assessment of whether 
research personnel need to be on campus for experimental work, or work from home. Chris instantly 
felt annoyed by the delegation of responsibility and lack of clarity. The university president’s 
announcement arrived 5 hours later – outside of core working hours – to clarify that staff was to work 
from home. “Is this ‘staff’ separate from research personnel mentioned in the departmental 
communication?”. Chris checked his team communication channels: no message by the manager. He 
flirted with taking his office equipment home anyways, but then left it as he did not want to challenge 
luck and potentially damage the computer on his way home, especially without prior manager 
approval to take it. It was now Thursday night. 

Chris had another full day of scheduled seminar work on Friday. Although the in-class lectures were 
cancelled, there was plenty of group work to complete. He kept an eye on his work email but did not 
log into the internal team messaging system, as he was scheduled to be at the seminar anyways. After 
a long day of seminar work, he logged into the work system containing only one message thread, 
starting with the cliché of ‘unusual times require unusual measures’, followed by a pep talk about how 
people are expected to work from home the same way as from the office, sent in the morning. Then, 
there was another message in the late afternoon, stating: Chris, if you decide to not work, I expect 
you to take annual leave. Seems like his access was monitored during that day, despite the group 
calendar clearly stating he was scheduled to be at the seminar all day. Chris was infuriated, as the 
message was non-actionable. However, the actionable request to take home the computer was 
ignored. Chris decided to address the reprimanding message with a reminder that he was scheduled 
to be at a seminar, disguised as an apology, and went to bed. On Monday morning, there was a new 



 16 

message from the manager to everybody: all, please take the office computers home to ensure 
continuation of the computation-heavy processes. Chris was not impressed he now had to drive to 
campus and navigate the ‘out-of-hours’ convoluted access system to reach his office and move the 
equipment he had asked for within 1 hour of the closure message whilst on campus anyways. 

Several institutional updates were sent focusing on teaching and exam re-organisation to be 
conducted online, along with some volunteering requests. Chris felt there was nothing actionable to 
him. Then, after almost a week of silence between the team, which was now dispersed across Ireland, 
and one member now in Germany, the manager asked who would like to participate in a COVID-19 
project she had started on her own. Chris and one other member felt compelled to show support, the 
rest of the team remained silent. Virology was none of any team members’ expertise, but the 
volunteers saw it as an opportunity to learn something new and contribute to an urgent and topical 
issue. 

The group self-organised into single-person task forces and started intensely collaborating using 
online platforms. Chris scanned most of the scientific literature which has appeared since December 
and went from agnostic to an expert in about 1 week, pointing the other 2 members into new avenues 
and underlying principles of their analytical findings. Gina developed the frameworks and built the 
computational infrastructure. John conducted the mathematical analyses. The rest of the team 
remained silent, continuing with their old projects. Within less than a month, the sub-team of 3, out 
of 7, came up with their novel technology application, which Chris just submitted for publication. “I 
really deserve this glass of wine” he thought. 

 

1.3.3 Service Transformation 

It’s a beautiful Monday morning in July 2018, Jane’s first day in the office. Last night she flew from her 
luxury London home and made the trip to Galway to where her new team are based. She is keen to 
make a good impression on people and puts on her finest Jimmy Choo heels to give her an extra boost. 
Hired as Director of Transformation for an online retailer, Kanoob, she has been tasked with the job 
to improve their service organisation. Coming from a consulting background with over 25 years' 
experience in managing organisational transformation she thinks this is going to be a walk in the park, 
and confidently pushes opens the office door to be met by a scurry of employees. The receptionists 
shows her to the visitors’ canteen and suggests she makes a coffee for herself while she waits for the 
site lead Oliver to come down and show her around. Slightly taken back at being asked to make her 
own coffee, Jane proceeds to find there are no disposable cups and decides against using one of the 
shared mugs. 

Oliver brought Jane up to the morning huddle where she was introduced to existing members of the 
management team, some of whom would be reporting directly to her. She hadn’t had many direct 
reports previously but was confident that her experience in running projects across multiple 
organisations would stand to her. As she entered the meeting room, she realised the Jimmy Choos 
were the wrong choice. Everyone else was sitting there casually in jeans and a t-shirt with their 
company branded coffee cups laughing and joking about the weekend shenanigans. The room went 
silent as people were astonished by Janes choice of attire and Oliver put an over-compensating smile 
on his face while making the introductions. Anna, a senior manager with over seven years tenure 
spoke up and welcomed Jane with a hug. “So nice to meet you, welcome to your new work family!” 
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she said with an energetic glow. Jane laughed along but was uncomfortable with the familiarity these 
people seemed to have with each other. Work had always been ‘work’ for her, a stark contrast to her 
first few minutes with Kanoob. The team circled the table and shared a little about their professional 
experience to give Jane a flavour for the room. She was surprised by the amount of people who had 
spent over 5 years with the business considering it had only grown to over 100 people for about 6 
months, and the lack in diversity of experience in the team. Most had been hired as call centre agents 
and were promoted through the ranks to leading large teams. 

A week in, Jane set up a meeting with the members of her transformation team and aims to gather 
feedback on opportunities within their services and processes. The team were tasked with the job of 
identifying initiatives which could help improve the customer journey whilst driving improvements 
across their operations and service departments. Each project manager was responsible for their own 
workstream and tasked with a specific KPI to drive business performance. Jane made it clear in the 
meeting that all work was to be completed in addition to their current workload and didn’t take kindly 
to being asked questions around prioritisation as she expected them to deliver “without question”. 
This remark didn’t sit well with the current leadership, but they let it roll off their shoulders. 

 

Jane has now been Anna’s manager for just under a month, and Anna has started to learn some best 
practices from Jane’s industry knowledge which she found to be beneficial to her work. Jane has 
swapped out the Jimmy Choos for a more casual set of pumps and is gaining a reputation for herself 
in speaking up in meetings and challenging to ensure excellence. The new leadership is refreshing for 
most but there had been a few grumbles from the transformation team on her autocratic leadership 
style and unrealistic deadlines. 

Coming from a culture where customer service was focused on empathy towards those going through 
a transition in their lives, Jane took a much more business-focused approach and put stringent control 
measures in place which focused on eliminating the waste in processes and redefining how 
performance was evaluated. These controls aligned with her objective of cost-effective orders, but 
her communication around said changes was one of an iron first. 

Max and Anna had worked together for over seven years and were accustomed to bouncing ideas off 
each other whilst supporting one another's development. One Tuesday afternoon they went to lunch 
as usual and started off-loading on the week of strenuous work they were facing. There was a day-
long offsite with the project steering committee on Friday and both were struggling with the 
unrealistic tasks of rolling out initiatives that neither were entirely confident in, but both dared not 
challenge. Max’s bacon and cheese sandwich was just arriving when he started discussing how he was 
trying to drive efficiencies across the frontline teams by reducing the amount of information being 
given to customers at the end of their calls. He had completed some analysis on a small sample of 100 
calls and found that these customers called back in, even if they were given the information. He went 
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on to discuss how removing steps would improve the productivity of call centre staff and help reduce 
cost. 

Anna put down her fork and looked at him blankly: “Jane told me to complete the exact same analysis 
for my workstream, but we found that there was a significant difference and that this information is 
vital for the customer in reducing follow-on contacts.” Both were immediately confused as to why 
they had been asked to complete the same task without any communication from Jane. 

Upon returning from lunch Anna met Jane in the corridor and questioned the rationale behind her 
decision but she was quickly told to “mind her own business”. In the past, the team would have had 
open communication with their manager, but Jane was cut from a different cloth and did not 
appreciate being corrected.  They had all witnessed the interaction with Sally a week previous where 
she had expressed concerns over the impact a new budget carrier would have on net promoter score. 
Jane had ignored her question around predictive analysis and took charge by telling everyone they 
would roll out the carrier without fully scoping the expected return on investment. 

A few weeks later Max and Anna went for their usual Tuesday lunch but this time they both avoided 
the conversation of transformation work.  Work had become a stressful subject, and Jane was pitching 
them against each other in their 1:1 meetings, in an attempt to drive competition. The offsite had 
resulted in Sally’s budget carrier being shredded by the senior executives who were disappointed that 
there were “several holes in the transformation storyline.” It was clear to everyone there that 
initiatives were contradicting each other. This facilitated the development of fear and protection for 
each manager over what they were doing. Max began to safeguard himself from scrutiny and aimed 
to claim ignorance by turning a blind eye to his teammates objectives for fear of finding out that what 
he was working on would drown out someone else’s project results. Max’s bacon and cheese sandwich 
arrived cold, but he didn’t complain. Instead he sat across from Anna making small talk about the 
weather and tried not to feel like a colleague he had valued had grown distant and threatening. He 
had taken some time off after the offsite to recharge his batteries and when he returned the team 
seemed to have little to no communication. 

It was coming up to the QBR and Alex was fighting to get her initiative approved by the change board 
by the end of the week. She was introducing a new discounting policy that would redefine how 
discounts were measured and standardise what frontline agents could offer for specific issues. She 
expected there to be a significant cost saving. Alex and Sally were in a meeting discussing how they 
could avoid creating a training which would hold up the rollout when Sally noticed that Alex wanted 
to completely remove goodwill gestures for late delivery. Alex turned to Sally and said “you do know 
that North America attempted this last year and are rolling back to policy because the CSAT 
plummeted by 25%? I was on a call with Jane last week where we were discussing this, I’m really 
surprised that you weren’t told! This is why we need to have team meetings: we never know what 
other people are working on anymore.” Sally was fuming. She had spent over 3 months working to 
identify what discounts where optimal and had gone through a lot of descriptive analysis to come to 
this conclusion. 

Sally went home that evening and sat in her shower with tears rolling down her face. Work had always 
been an enjoyable place for her but over the past few months she had been really struggling. She 
considered handing in her notice, but then decided that she had enough of this and put on a meeting 
with Jane and their US counterparts to get to the bottom of the issue. In the meeting, Jane became 
increasingly aggressive and uncooperative with her counterpart. She told them that the EU would be 
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going ahead with the process rollout and burned bridges with a team that had taken EU leadership 
years to build. Jane’s tone on the call was palpable in an open office where everyone around is busy 
working. The room went silent and all you could hear a pin drop if it weren’t for Janes aggressive 
outbursts. 

Sean started working at Kanoob just under eight months ago on the frontline teams responding to 
customer queries. Jane had met him six months ago in her first week in the office while she was doing 
a listen-in to gauge customer interactions. Since this observation he has experienced a change to both 
his phone and email software systems; seven different user interface changes with their internal 
system, along with twenty-four policy changes. While adjusting to a new job he has been making small 
mistakes due to the constant changes, and his manager Sally is giving him a hard time about it. He’s 
missed three days in the past two months because he couldn’t face coming in to be told he made small 
little errors repeatedly. The learner fatigue is getting to him and conversations he’s been having with 
HR about his performance improvement seem to be conclusive that no matter how hard he tries he 
won’t be passing his probation. Sally has been absent recently, pulling together reports for a new 
manager that moved over from London and she doesn’t have the time to invest in helping him 
improve. There seemed to be no logic to these policy changes and customers were not happy with 
them meaning he was more likely to get de-energising calls. 

Jane came home after a long day and put her feet up in her hotel suite. She had grown tired of the 
commercial airlines and was looking forward to a weekend back home in London. This week has been 
particularly difficult for her with two reports handing in their notice and an argument with her US 
counterparts who had objected when she told them her plans for Europe. She didn’t understand why 
people hadn’t respected her decision and recalled the power and sense of recognition she held in her 
previous roles. Her probation meeting is set for tomorrow, but she believes she has never failed so far 
and pushes any sense of self-doubt to the side, pulls out a shoe box from under the bed and decides 
to take a stroll in her Jimmy Choo’s. 

 

1.3.4 Thai Cave Rescue 

Introduction: 

On Saturday the June 23rd 2018, a group of 12 boys (aged from 11 to 16) from a junior football team 
and their assistant coach (25 years old) decided to set off after training on a trip as part of a birthday 
celebration. However, by 7pm that evening, the head coach had been contacted by many worried 
parents as the boys had not returned home. It transpired that they had entered a local cave network. 
The coach quickly located shoes and bicycles at the entrance to the cave and immediately alerted the 
police. 

Surrounded by lush green hills and rice fields, Tham Luang Nang Non is a karstic cave complex beneath 
Doi Nang Non, a mountain range in the Chiang Rai region on the border between Thailand and 
Myanmar. The system is 10 kilometres long and has many deep recesses, narrow passages and tunnels 
winding under hundreds of metres of limestone strata. The cave system is seasonally flooded, 
especially during the rainy season (July–November). 

Efforts to locate the group were hampered by rising water levels and strong currents, and no contact 
could be made with them by mobile phone. The rescue effort very quickly expanded into a massive 
operation amid intense worldwide media interest with both local and international volunteers of 
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various skills descending on the area. Expert cave divers were required and because of the lethal 
nature of the sport, cave divers were tended to be seen as the undertakers of the caving community, 
being far more accustomed to retrieving dead bodies. 

 

The Search: 

British caver Vern Unsworth, who lives in Chiang Rai and had been exploring the caves for the previous 
six years, was preparing to make a solo venture into the cave on June 24th when he received a call 
about the missing boys. Unsworth advised the Thai government to request help from specialist expert 
divers to assist. Thai Navy SEAL divers arrived on June 25th (Day 2) and began the search, the waters 
within the cave were extremely murky and even with lights the divers could not see where they were 
going underwater. On June 27th, three British Cave Rescue Council (BCRC) divers (John Volanthen, 
Richard Stanton and Robert Harper) arrived with specialist equipment including Heyphone Low 
Frequency radios used to communicate in cave systems, followed by separate teams of open water 
divers. On June 28th, a United States Air Force team comprising of members from the Special Tactics 
Squadron, the Rescue Squadron, and the Special Operations Group arrived. By June 29th, an Australian 
Federal Police team of Specialist Response Group divers arrived and on Sunday July 1st a Chinese team 
of divers arrived from the Beijing. According to Dr Richard Harris part of the Australian team, there 
are probably a few hundred cave divers in the world but only a few at the level of expertise need in 
the current situation. 

In the meantime, expert climbers from Libong Island, who scale cliffs to collect edible bird’s nests, 
used their generations old skills to search the steepest terrain surface above, for shaft openings that 
could provide alternative entrances to the cave system below, they were joined by Thai police with 
sniffer dogs in the gentler terrain. BCRC divers Stanton and Volanthen advanced through the cave 
complex placing diving guidelines, supported by Thailand-based Belgian cave diver Ben Reymenants 
and French diver Maksym Polejaka. During all of this time the search had to be suspended a number 
of times due to inclement weather, as rainfall increased the flow of water in the cave where the divers 
were battling both strong currents and poor visibility. The flow of current was powerful enough to rip 
off diving masks and send divers drifting too far from guide ropes used to keep them on course. Expert 
opinion estimated current chances of the team being alive at 10%. On July 2nd (Day 9) after the weather 
improved, the twelve boys and the coach were discovered on a narrow rock shelf in cavern number 9, 
at approximately 22:00, by Stanton and Volanthen, whose efforts were overseen from outside by 
Robert Harper. Former Chiang Rai provincial governor Narongsak Osatanakorn, was in overall charge 
of rescue work. 

 

Planning & Preparation: 

A logistics camp was established at the cave entrance, to accommodate hundreds of volunteers and 
journalists in addition to the rescue workers. The site was divided into several zones: restricted areas 
for the Thai Navy SEALs, other military personnel, and civilian rescuers, an area for the relatives, and 
areas for the press and for the general public. The rescue effort involved over 10,000 people including 
more than 100 divers, thousands of rescue workers, representatives from about 100 governmental 
agencies, 900 police officers, and 2,000 soldiers; and it required ten police helicopters, seven 



 21 

ambulances, more than 700 diving cylinders, and the pumping of more than a billion litres of water 
from the caves. 

A rescue operation war room was setup by responders at the Geohazard Operation Centre, where 
they planned and coordinated activities using a digital twin of the cave. 

Mapping of the caves was critical, rescuers rely on maps to correlate the underground world to the 
land above. Cave data from a French led survey performed in 1986-87 which recorded the extent and 
cross section of the cave was sourced. A British survey from 2014-15 provided reference points, 
distance, bearing and elevation change details between the surveyed cross sections. Collectively this 
data gave the mapping team what they needed to model and visualise the cave in 3D. 

 

Challenges: 

The boys were located about 2.5km from the entrance and 800–1,000 metres below the top of the 
mountain. The route leading to them had several flooded sections, some with strong currents and 
zero visibility, and some extremely narrow parts, the smallest measuring only 38 by 72 centimetres. 
In a tragic emphasis of the point, a former Thai Navy Seal, an experienced diver, died while shuttling 
air tanks into the cave during preparation for the rescue. The overall journey for experienced divers 
through the cave to reach the team took six hours and five hours to exit due to the current. 

Rising water levels within the cave was a constant challenge, staff from the Royal Irrigation 
Department surveyed the areas geology using electrical resistivity techniques in an attempt to 
calculate the basin, water flow direction and accumulation, using a digital elevation model, and details 
of the dense forest cover. Mapping experts interpreted the data to find sinkholes that might be acting 
as water funnels and they created 3D maps to show where above-ground streams stopped and went 
underground. Volunteers followed the maps to conduct a hiking survey of hillsides, noting the 
direction and volume of flowing water. Two significant sources of water were found flowing into 
northern and southern sections of the cave. A team was deployed to run pipelines to divert these 
water sources to nearby paddy fields. 

In addition, a stone diversion dam was built upstream and pumping systems were installed to pump 
water out of the cave and divert as much water as possible. On July 4th, it was estimated that the 
pumps were removing 420,000 gallon per hour from the cave. Helped by a spell of unseasonably dry 
weather, these efforts reduced water levels by 1.5cm (0.6 in) per hour on 5 July, enabling rescue teams 
to walk 1.5km into the cave. However heavy rain was forecast for July 8th that could flood the area 
location where the team were trapped. 

On July 6th (Day 13) the oxygen level in the cave were dropping, raising fears that the boys might 
develop hypoxia if they remained for a prolonged time. By July 8th the oxygen level was measured to 
be 15%; with the required level needed ranges between 19.5% to 23.5%. Despite this time, the boys 
coach kept his team calm using Buddhist techniques of meditation and slow breathing, a feat that also 
conserved energy and air. 
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Rescuers assessed many different options to save the group, including to wait until the end of the 
monsoon season (four months), with divers providing food and water in the interim; teach the group 
basic diving skills; find an alternative entrance to the cave which could allow for an easier escape, one 
shaft was discovered that went down 900 metres; drill a rescue shaft, more than 100 shafts were 
bored into the soft limestone, but no suitable location was found; build an oxygen line; build a 
telephone wire to communicate. 

As the mission shifted from search to rescue, the mapping team collected sensor readings on water 
and oxygen levels at the cave entrance, at 300m and at 1,500m. Hourly mapping updates showed 
current water depth and air quality, alerting rescuers to changing conditions. 

 

Rescue: 

On the morning of July 8th (Day 15), the rescue operation was launched, due to the threat of monsoon 
rains, which were expected to flood the cave until October. In the first phase of the rescue, 18 rescue 
divers consisting of 13 international cave divers and five Thai Navy SEALs were sent into the caves to 
retrieve the boys, with one diver to accompany each boy on the dive out. The international cave diving 
team was led by four British divers: John Volanthen, Richard Stanton, Jason Mallinson and Chris Jewell 
(each assigned a boy) and two Australians: Dr Richard Harris, a physician specializing in anaesthesia, 
and Craig Challen. Their portion of the journey would stretch over 1km going through submerged 
routes while being supported by 90 Thai and foreign divers at various points performing medical 
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check-ups, resupplying air-tanks for the main divers and other roles. The boys were dressed in a 
wetsuit, buoyancy jacket, harness and a positive pressure full face mask. An oxygen cylinder (80% 
volume) was clipped to their front, a handle attached to their back and they were strapped to a diver 
in case they were lost in the poor visibility. Dr Harris administered an anaesthetic (Ketamine as a heavy 
sedative but when used with some other drugs also scrambled memory so that the boys would not 
remember the rescue, it was also one of few sedatives that allows normal breathing to continue) to 
the boys before the journey, rendering them unconscious, to prevent them from panicking on the 
journey and risking the lives of their rescuers. Dr Harris and two medical assistants had obtained 
diplomatic immunity from the Thai government in case something went wrong. The anaesthetic lasted 
between 45 – 60 minutes, therefore requiring divers (trained by Dr Harris), to re-sedate the boys 
during the three-hour journey. The boys were manoeuvred out by the swimming divers who held onto 
their back or chest, with each boy on either the right or left side of the diver, depending on the 
guideline; in very narrow spots the boys had to be pushed from behind. The divers navigated them 
through tight passages carefully to avoid dislodging their face mask against rocks. The divers kept their 
heads higher than the boys so that in poor visibility the diver would hit their head against the rocks 
first. After a short dive to a dry section, the divers and boys were met by three divers, and the boys' 
dive gear was removed. The boys were then transported on a drag stretcher over 200 m of rocks and 
sand hills. Craig Challen assessed them, and their dive gear was put back on before they were re-
submerged for the next section. The boys arrived at 45-minute intervals.  

Once they arrived in Chamber 3, the boys were then passed along a 'daisy chain' by hundreds of 
rescuers stationed along the treacherous path out of the cave. The boys, wrapped in 'sked' stretchers, 
would alternately be carried, slid and zip-lined over a complex network of pulleys installed by rock-
climbers. Many areas from Chamber 3 to the entrance of the cave were still partially submerged and 
rescuers described having to transport the boys over slippery rocks and through muddy water for 
hours. The journey from Chamber 3 to the cave entrance which had initially taken up to five hours was 
reduced to less than an hour after a week of draining and clearing the mud path. 

The rescue operation was expected to take several days, because crews had to replace air tanks, gear, 
and other supplies, requiring ten to twenty hours between each run. Shortly after 19:00, the first two 
boys had been rescued and taken to a local hospital. Shortly after, two more boys exited the cave. As 
the weather was improving, water levels continued to decrease, and this reduced the time required 
for the rescues. 

On July 9th, four more boys were rescued and on July 10th (Day 17) the last four boys and their coach 
were rescued. Experience gained during the rescue helped streamline the operation, so the total time 
to extract a boy was reduced from three hours on the first day to just over two hours on the final day. 
In an ironic twist of events as the last of the rescue team made it to Chamber 3, the water pumps shut 
off for an unknown reason. Water levels in Chamber 3 started to rise very quickly (50 cm every 10 
minutes) which would have cut off rescuers' access to Chamber 2, Chamber 1 and the entrance of the 
cave. This forced up to 100 rescuers still located more than 1.5km inside the cave to evacuate in a 
hurry, abandoning the rescue equipment inside the cave. 
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Sources: 

1. Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tham_Luang_cave_rescue 
2. National Geographic: https://www.nationalgeographic.com/adventure/2019/02/national-geographic-

2019-adventurers-of-the-year/thai-rescue-cave-divers/ 
3. ESRI – Geographic Information Systems: 
4. https://www.esri.com/about/newsroom/blog/technology-behind-thailand-cave-rescue/ 
5. YouTube: Late Late Show Interview with Jim Warny: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vm66IVzj5Mk 
6. YouTube: ITV News Interview Richard Stanton: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SnXwvyZhm24 
7. YouTube: AW3 Radio Interview with Dr Richard Harris: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pd_t3W-TtLU 
8. YouTube: ABC Australia Interview with Australian of the Year 2019 Dr Richard Harris: 
9. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Pd_t3W-TtLU 

 

1.4 Analysis 

‘An organization’s ability to learn may make the difference between thriving or perishing in the years 
ahead’ (Senge, 1995). 

To create sustainable value, organisations require systems thinking to foster innovation and increase 
competitive advantage. We live in a VUCA age where agility and adaptivity are key to retaining 
competitive advantage. We can foster innovation through systems thinking, team capability, and team 
empowerment. In the Section 2 case studies, we encounter various team perspectives including: 
individual relationships, team dynamics, and a global community. Each team is sharing the following 
contexts: VUCA, transformation, dispersity and diversity. 

For our analysis we adopted the following frameworks to support the exploration of learned theory 
outlined in Section 2 above: 

1. Systems Analysis. 
2. Team Capabilities. 
3. Duality of Empowerment. 

 

1.4.1 Systems Analysis: 

To analyse systems thinking, we have adopted the Antecedents for systems thinking framework 
(Hughes, 2020), a set of fundamental approaches, states, and relations, in combination with the 
Cynefin model (Snowden, 1999) and the 5th Discipline (Senge, 1990). 

The ‘antecedents’ framework allows for a holistic inspection of human systems interactions within the 
organisation when applied to each of the case studies in Section 3. We consider the individual and/or 
team approach towards system thinking, understand the state and realities the individuals and/ or 
teams are operating within, and seek to understand the relationship interconnections within the 
system. 
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1.4.1.1 Succession Planning 

For the systems analysis, we focused on the 2 protagonists: Alison and her manager, the VP of 
operations. From the case we can frame an understanding of their approach in their dialogue to each 
other which reflects a singular approach. Alison displays signs of her singularity from the outset where 
she considered only herself when her previous manager was hiring staff. The VP of operations 
expresses his concern of the business unit to be subjective when he speaks to Alison: “Alison you have 
no control of anything in this room and you need to start pulling it together fast”. Both display signs 
of mental models keeping them in singular thinking. The Cynefin model allows us to consider the 
reality to which they are seeing. The VP of operations is seeing chaos, the metrics are going in the 
incorrect direction, and the manager of the area does not appear to be leading or taking action to 
address the situation. Alison is in a state of disorder. As a previous high performer, she displays signs 
of the ‘startle’ effect, she is trying everything, but nothing is working and, confused, she looks to work 
harder. She is unable to step back from the situation and see it as disorder to allow her to move 
towards another state by taking action. As expected, with both individuals acting from singular 
thinking, their relations may be described as disconnected. As a leader, Alison’s manager is not acting 
from a place of leadership himself with respect to his role and responsibilities in Alison’s personal 
development. 

This case portrays the absence of systems thinking at a local level within an organisation and the need 
for systems thinking to ensure personal development, succession planning, and problem solving 
within the organisation for sustainable value creation. 

 Alison VP of Operations 

Approach Singular thinking 

Alison is in a VUCA situation, without support from 
her managers or peers. We don’t’ see Alison seek 
help to address the situation. Absence of a shared 
vision drives a singular approach towards personal 
vision. 

Evidence of learning disabilities can be seen with 
respect to feeling let down by David and the 
organisation. 

Mental models are also creating singular thinking 
to Alison’s approach, caught in a blame cycle 
towards David for the business unit performance. 

Singular thinking 

When discussing concerns, he uses singular 
thinking as opposed to team learning: 
“Alison you have no control of anything in 
this room and you need to start pulling it 
together fast”. 

 

State Disorder – Alison has tried everything she knows 
but nothing is working. Pushing herself to work 
longer hours and continue to drive prevents her 
from recognising she is in disorder, leaving her 
unable to move to another state. 

 

Chaos – the metrics are going into the 
wrong direction and the manager of the 
area doesn’t appear to be doing anything to 
control the situation. 

Relational Disconnected 

As Alison is in a state of disorder, she is unable to 
identify the problems or what help she needs. As 

Disconnected 

No consideration for the need to be 
interconnected in his relationship with 
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she is operating from a space of singular thinking, 
there is no consideration of relationships. The 
more pressure to perform Alison feels, the more 
isolated and disconnected from her manager she is 
becoming. 

Alison. This can be seen from the lack of 
training or support given to Alison when 
assigning her a new role. 

No consideration for the gap in skills and 
competencies in the area with new people 
in training- retains the same performance 
expectation of the business unit which is 
not realistic in an extrusion department. 

He has a responsibility to be an effective 
leader by problem solving, motivating and 
inspiring. No evidence of his ability or 
consideration for systematic analysis. 

 

1.4.1.2 COVID-19 Crisis Management 

There is no clear evidence for systems thinking throughout this case study. A shared vision and clear 
expectation management were absent, with some sub-systems successfully self-organising, but some 
others being left behind. For example, the organisational management response to the government 
announcement was poorly coordinated and unclear, hinting towards the lack of organisation within 
individual silos, as opposed to clear and coherent communication on an institutional level. Even at a 
team level confusion was induced by using several systems artefacts for internal communication 
(email and a messaging platform), leading to an additional level of asynchronicity within the same 
group of individuals, of which some dynamically adapted and self-organised, and others were left 
behind. However, this self-organisation was not due to a specifically installed system, nor because of 
a culture of team learning, but more due to an intrinsic desire of the individuals to come up with their 
own improvisation of a system. While laudable and successful in this instance, there is an inherent 
danger that this ‘mini system’ further aggravates the formation of silos (here the sub-system within a 
team), as opposed to catalyse systems thinking within the organisation. 

Considering the Cynefin framework to analyse the state and realities of the individuals, the 
‘innovators’ Gina, John, and Chris separated from the team, were operating from a complicated state, 
potentially attuned to the complex environment during the evolution of the health crisis, and after a 
short stint in chaos (shortly after the government announcement), gravitated back towards complex 
to hone their new skills and innovate. The remainder of the team may have gravitated by default in 
the ‘simple’ position, and ‘fell off the cliff’ upon shifting their status quo, impacting their ability to 
innovate. From an organisational perspective, the journey is similar to the ‘innovator’ one above. 
Operating from a ‘complicated’ standpoint by default, they transitioned via complex and chaos, back 
to complex to regain stability, and allow for restructuring in an environment dictated by the pandemic. 
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Approach Holistic (no evidence) 

No shared vision: reactions 
by silos (university, 
departments, team). 

Relied on self-organisation 
of the team. 

Complex situation 

No systematic approach: institution 
delegated to departmental level, 
departments delegated to team 
leaders. 

No involvement at a team level. 

Relied on self-organisation of sub-
team. 

Multidisciplinary  

Relied on self-organisation 
without clear direction. 

After self-organisation, it was a 
multidisciplinary effort with Gina 
creating the frameworks, John 
doing the analyses, and Chris 
providing guidance based on novel 
emerging information. 

State Realities 

Quickly evolving pandemic, 
approaching fast.  

Dynamic evolution 

Radical shift from status quo to 
VUCA. 

Focus shift to topical projects on 
COVID-19 at the expense of 
previous projects. 

Socio-technical 

Team of technical experts. 

Relational Interactions 

Development of new 
COVID-19 technology. 

Inter-dependent 

The newly emerging info (managed 
by Chris) was at the basis of the 
frameworks (created by Gina) that 
generated the conditions for the 
analyses (John). 

Interconnected 

Relied on self-organisation. 

Redundancy of communication 
channels and resulting initial 
confusion. 

 

1.4.1.3 Service Transformation 

Transformation is a key trend experienced by many organisations to increase competitive advantage. 
In this case we see both individual and team viewpoints of systems thinking in an organisation. We 
can see singular/ silo thinking from both Jane and the existing leadership team in this case study – 
with varied examples of Senge’s learning disabilities at both individual and organisation levels, 
augmented by the absence of a shared vision for alignment. Jane and the existing leadership team are 
operating for different states. Jane is operating in a chaotic, and the existing leadership in a complex, 
state, both causing confusion for the teams below them, creating dysfunction. The relations are 
disconnected with silo thinking being promoted by the lack of system understanding of KPI 
relationships. There is no evidence for systems thinking, neither at an individual nor at an 
organisational level. 
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 Jane Existing Leadership 

Approach Silo thinking – there was no shared vision 
created by Jane and no clear objectives set for 
the overall transformation other than to 
improve KPIs. 

Learning disabilities – fixation on events rather 
than focusing on long-term strategy. Reactive 
rather than proactive in setting out new policies 
using only descriptive analytics. 

No team learning or collaboration within the 
team. Conflicting priorities and changes. 

Lack of understanding on the impact of the 
changes on employees and customer 
experience. 

No upward feedback given 

I am my position / The enemy is out there.  
Defensive towards established colleagues 
due to competitive new culture. 

Myth of management team in that 
experience trumps logic. Jane used big words 
and was aggressive but didn’t make the right 
decisions and should have been challenged. 

No collaboration with the teams they were 
managing in gathering feedback on how to 
drive performance. 

State Chaotic – lack of shared vision created a team 
running in different directions and circling the 
real issues. 

Complex – conflicting objectives whilst 
juggling project work and supporting 
performance of the team. Focus on existing 
teams dwindled and decreased performance 
of frontline employees. 

Disorder – no alignment within the team 
members to drive holistic transformational 
improvements. 

Relational Interactions with counterparts in the US were 
uncooperative and aggressive. Jane 
intentionally created silos so that she could drive 
conflicting priorities. 

Interconnected KPIs were driven at the same 
time without consideration for the 
dependencies on each other, leading to conflict 
and negative impact on customers. 

Lack of training for frontline staff as it would 
delay the rollout of changes. 

Imposter syndrome set in as the lack of clear 
direction and stringent deadlines for delivery 
meant everyone got very protective of their 
work. 

Frontline employees were used a testing 
ground rather than considering their 
viewpoint and gathering feedback on what 
the opportunities were – they had no 
knowledge of the transformation objectives 
and had no opportunity to buy-in to the 
project. 

 

1.4.1.4 Thai Cave Rescue 

Our fourth case looks at a complex and VUCA situation within a community and how their systems 
thinking evolved outside of their local community to a global team operating together to achieve their 
shared vision. A difference between this case and the other cases presented is the team has not 
collectively worked together previous to this incident; their timeframe for working as a performing 
team is notable in this case. A shared vision is what attracts people to this system/team to rescue the 
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boys from the cave. The case shows a dynamic situation with a diverse and dispersed team, each 
person with their own individual expertise, but collectively responsible for structurally accessing the 
cave, technical skills to perform the rescue, and the adoption of modern technology to aid systems 
thinking. Systems thinking can be seen throughout this case but can be sourced back to the shared 
vision of the team from which roles, responsibilities, goals, and objectives were devised. The situation 
was novel to the individuals but each person using their action logic to move into the same reality of 
complex to facilitate systems thinking created the need for successful interconnected relationships. 

McGregor’s Theory Y exists strongly in this case with respect to team members being responsible, 
fulfilled with their work, and self-motivated. This can be seen in the volunteer experts travelling to 
Thailand from the UK, Belgium, Ireland & Australia, all self-motivated to share their expertise. 

 

Approach Holistic – in a totally 
VUCA situation. 
Immediate recognition of 
need for experts 
(international) – Vern 
Unsworth. 

As a complex situation – all 
expert opinion/theories and 
viewpoints embraced to 
develop a swift coordinated 
response. 

Multidisciplinary 

Expert cave divers 

Thai navy divers 

Medical experts 
(anaesthetist) 

Geologists 

Expert climbers 

State Realities 

Race against water & 
time. 

Search & rescue mission. 

Mostly volunteers (not 
for profit), race against 
environment, geology, 
science to save human 
beings. 

Dynamic Evolution 

Embrace historic knowledge 
(technical surveys + local 
experts). 

Rainy season, time critical. 

Group found on Day 9 
without food or water. 

Socio-Technical 

Individual experts + unique 
knowledge + some historic 
data mapped to new 
technology + immediate 
physical changes to 
waterflow, dams etc – 
creating opportunity for 
experts to act in a 
systematic way. 

Relational Interactions 

Mapping cave survey 
data (surveys completed 
1987, 2015) to produce 
3D visuals for cave diving 
experts to get a 
knowledge of the internal 
layout. 

Inter-dependents 

Waterflow into cave, using 
geology of the terrain to stop 
inflow, build a dam at 
entrance to cave, weather 
forecast. Age of boys, oxygen 
levels, lack of diving skills, 
trauma. Balance risk to 
rescuers with criticality to 
rescue asap. 

Interconnected 

Completely coordinated 
systems response at most 
opportune time, balancing 
risk/benefit scenario. One 
diver remarked:” out-of-
body experience, constant 
awareness of emotions, 
constantly calculating, 
operating outside any 
procedure”. 

 



 30 

1.4.1.5 Summary of Systems Analysis across all cases 

For systems thinking to exist, it requires a shared vision understood at all levels within the 
organisation. This shared vision enables the formation of roles and responsibilities within the system 
leading to definition of goals and objectives at an individual level to meet the shared vision. As seen 
in Case 4, a shared vision facilitates the alignment of realities at an individual level to form a holistic 
view of reality. This occurs where there is alignment of states, recognising the situational state based 
on their collective experience and competencies. Awareness of the individual and the team 
capabilities forms inter-dependant relationships. Within organisations these relationships are 
augmented by structures and systems to facilitate diversity, creating dynamically capable system 
thinking in a context-dependent environment. 

 

1.4.2 Team Capability Analysis 

High-performing teams have core capabilities which facilitate their performance, including shared 
vision, shared goals, competence, communication, mutual accountability, and discipline. Structures 
and systems standardise and augment these team capabilities. In recent years, with the rise of 
disruptive organisations such as Google and Apple, we are learning the importance of agile and 
adaptive teams in fostering innovation and creating competitive advantage for organisations. For our 
analysis of our Section 3 cases we adopted the Fundamentals of Team Capabilities framework 
(Hughes, 2020), also leaning upon Beckmans GRPI Model (1972) for team effectiveness, LaFasto & 
Larson’s (2001) 5 Dynamics, and Senge’s (1990) 5 Disciplines. 

The Team Capabilities framework considers the 6 elements required for an effective team: foundation, 
functional, state, performance, technical, and innovation. Within each element there are 
interrelationships between realities, human, focus, and dynamics. 

 

1.4.2.1 Succession Planning 

In analysing the team capabilities in Case 1 we can see the differing realities between Alison and the 
VP of operations emerge, as they both see the state differently, one in disorder, the other in chaos. 
Considering LaFasto and Larson’s (2001) five dynamics of an effective team, we can see the absence 
of leadership and problem solving from the foundation capacity impacting the team’s ability to 
perform. The functional capacity which considers the ability to create is impacted by the absence of a 
shared vision throughout the organisation. Without shared goals and objectives, it creates singular 
thinking preventing the ability to create. As we continue through the framework, we observe further 
capability gaps which support the general absence of team capabilities within this case study. 

In further analyses of the team dysfunction we can compare the requirement of a highly effective 
team. By adopting LaFasto and Larson’s (2001) model, we identify the absence of leadership and 
problem solving throughout this case. The VP of operations is not displaying leadership skills in his 
role: in his discussions with Alison he uses singular references which creates a mental model of team 
thinking. For teams to be effective and capable, they require strategic direction, role clarity, relevant 
skills and competencies, and the leadership support to enable their team working relationship. The 
lack of leadership in the organisation is preventing team capabilities from developing. 
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Foundational Capacity 

Realities Differing realties exist between Alison and the VP of operations. Alison is in a state of 
disorder, whereas the VP is in a state of chaos. Both are operating from a singular 
perspective failing to see the holistic system. 

Human  Lafasto and Larson refer to the requirement of leadership for an effective team. This 
case shows absent leadership from the VP of operations and as a result creates 
dysfunction for Alison and her team. 

 

Functional Capacity 

Focus No clear shared vision, no clear goals and objectives, and no defined roles and 
responsibilities. 

Dynamics Singular perspective in thinking confirming the absence of team learning, which is 
impacting communication between them as they are not engaging in dialogue. 

 

State Capacity 

Realties Lack of leadership is creating dysfunction; this dysfunction is presented at Alison’s level. 
Lack of experience for Alison with no coach or support structure in place. 

Focus Short-term thinking and crisis management, without taking time out to visit the balcony 
to create a holistic view: the problem is not correctly identified. 

 

Performance Capacity 

Human Lack of experience, performance development plans, and structures.  

Dynamic No collaboration between business units evident in this case study, presenting silo 
thinking and communication. Lack of problem-solving support. 

 

Technical Capacity 

Realities Absence of performance management systems fail to identify skills and competency 
requirements. Lack of experience for Alison. Skills required for leadership differ from 
her last role. 

Dynamic Absence of leadership and strategic competencies is impacting the overall team 
performance and fuelling crisis management. 
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Innovation Capacity 

Focus Absence of a shared vision. Short-term focus and business unit performance needs to 
be addressed. Singular in thinking. 

Human Absence of creative tension in the organisation is driving short-term thinking which 
stifles innovation and impacts value creation. 

 

1.4.2.2 COVID-19 Crisis Management 

In Case 2 we can observe the team’s capability before the crisis situation: Chris worked in a long-
established team in a performing state, according to Tuckman. As the COVID-19 situation arises, the 
team is faced with a VUCA situation, with an expectation from the manager Gina that the team will 
continue to perform in their current state. However, she overlooks the change in environment and 
the concomitant impact on team performance. The team are faced with uncertainty and become 
dispersed due to working from home restrictions. The team very quickly begin to move backwards 
along Tuckman’s model and move into storming. 

In applying the fundamentals of team capabilities framework to analyse the team by specific 
capabilities, we can see a theme of self-organisation with some individuals proving to be adaptive and 
quickly achieving reorganisation and subsequent innovation by embracing the new VUCA 
environment. After the crisis, the goals were clear (the project on COVID-19), but the roles were not 
clearly assigned. The team members had to self-organise to find their ‘niche’ without Gina’s direction 
– which was non-trivial given only a small subset of the initial team was willing to participate. Similarly, 
the old processes were inappropriate in the VUCA situation, despite Gina’s initial expectations. Hence, 
interpersonal relations initially suffered through the clashing expectations. 

No systematic processes in place to guide planning the team dynamics, nor did anybody resort to 
systematic diagnosis to gravitate towards a symbiotic relationship before the crisis. Overall, the 
process was inefficient. However, the long and successful relationships between the team members 
likely catalysed the eventual self-organisation into an effective smaller team. This inefficiency and 
reliance on spontaneous self-organisation are in line with the previous insight that team learning is 
considered inexistent. 

 

Foundational Capacity 

Realities The pandemic situation is quickly evolving, leading to a COVID-19-induced VUCA 
environment. 

Human  In the evolving VUCA situation, nobody takes charge on either organisation, team, or 
individual level. Only in the very end Gina invites the team to participate in a new 
project, of which only Chris and John are willing to accept. 
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Functional Capacity  

Focus Focus is initially constantly shifting, catalysed by a ‘fixation on events’ learning disability 
and lack of shared vision. After equilibration, the sub-team focuses on the COVID-19 
project. 

Dynamics Initial inertia prevailed in part due to a ‘parable of the boiled frog’ learning disability. 
Part of the team remained stuck in the status quo, while a subset (Gina, Chris, John) 
reorganise into a multidisciplinary task force. 

 

State Capacity  

Realties Pandemic environment requiring social distancing. 

Focus Focus is initially constantly shifting, catalysed by a ‘fixation on events’ learning disability 
and lack of shared vision. After equilibration, team focus on the COVID-19 project. 

 

Performance Capacity  

Human Conflict arises between the established roles/responsibilities before the pandemic and 
the changing, but poorly communicated, expectations. 

Dynamic Internal communication is poor with redundancy in systems artefacts and resulting poor 
internal communication. The team relied on self-organisation to re-equilibrate. 

 

Technical Capacity   

Realities Pandemic environment dictated by COVID-19. 

Dynamic Initial confusion dictated by the lack of a shared vision and constantly changing focus. 
Focus is only regained after self-organisation. 

 

Innovation Capacity  

Focus Focus is initially constantly shifting, catalysed by a ‘fixation on events’ learning disability 
and lack of shared vision. After equilibration, the sub-team focuses on the COVID-19 
project. 

Human Conflict arises between the established roles/responsibilities before the pandemic and 
the changing, but poorly communicated, expectations. 
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1.4.2.3 Service Transformation 

In Case 3, by considering the six capabilities of team analysis, we can see emerging concerns by the 
lack of foundational capacity. The team realities are misaligned, resulting in individual visions taking 
priority over a shared team vision. As a transformational leader, Jane was assumed to take time to 
understand and align on the challenges, taking time to collaborate on a shared vision and motivate 
the team to deliver based on the various capabilities. As Jane’s focus is singular, the focus is on short-
term KPI improvements as opposed to understanding the functional and state capacities of the team 
to collaborate and achieve a common vision. The team appears to get stuck in the storming stage of 
Tuckman’s model, requiring a shared vision/ leadership to enable them to move to performing but 
this does not occur in the case. The team below Jane appears to be in state of dysfunction. From a 
balcony perspective, the team level dysfunction may be obvious, hinting at evidence of Senge’s 
learning disabilities with respect to ‘the myth of the management team’ and ‘learning from 
experience’, with the leadership team not involving in the challenge they are seeking to mitigate by 
bringing in an alleged ‘expert’. This case displays not only a lack of team capabilities, but also exposes 
the absence of internal structures to support team capabilities. 

 

Foundational Capacity 

Realities  The change in leadership structure and evident cultural shift led by Jane resulted in a 
dispersed management team, where leaders are burnt out and forget about their 
priorities and their employees. There is no point trying to improve the performance of 
KPIs while demotivating the workforce as it is counterintuitive. 

Human Jane’s consulting background has allowed her to identify ineffective processes quickly, 
but she feels no responsibility for the impact changes may have on the people, i.e. the 
employees and the customers. 

 

Functional Capacity 

Focus The drive to improve KPIs was objectified due to the underperformance of the team. 
However, there was no root cause analysis completed on how the team were 
contributing to this. It was presumed that the policies and procedures were at fault. This 
may, at least in part, have been correct, but there was no drive to improve motivation 
within the team or consideration for team dynamics. 

Dynamics Jane’s personal values clashed with the established culture. She was egocentric and 
lacked the ability to pull a team together and create a shared vision. Working with 
individuals, rather than with a team, Anna and Max were quickly pitched against each 
other and pulled back from the collaborative focus that had helped them both progress 
to the positions they were in. 
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State Capacity 

Realties Lack of leadership led to a dispersed team. The existing management team lacked 
industry experience, but Jane lacked the ability to work in a team. 

Focus Working in silos meant there was no focus for the project. Conflicting priorities 
highlighted the need for alignment, but no action was taken by either Jane or existing 
leadership to mitigate the escalating situation. 

The KPI-driven transformation took a short-term outlook on performance. Some KPIs 
were redefined to manipulate improvements highlighting a need for root cause analysis, 
but the team were not given adequate time to complete with this new and stringent 
deadline-focused culture. 

 

Performance Capacity 

Human Unrealistic workloads on managers meant teams got forgotten about and stretch goals 
became demotivating. People had to take time off to recover after each deadline was hit 
and burnout was pervasive. 

Dynamic The performing existing team understandably went into a forming stage with the new 
leader, but the lack of clarity in setting clear communal goals meant they never came out 
of the storming phase. 

 

Technical Capacity 

Realities Contact centre management with little to no project experience were selected to lead a 
project that was expected to uncover opportunities in the company's business model. 
Jane had big experience in leading projects but did not understand the intricacies of their 
industry. 

Dynamic No consultation between workstreams to utilise each leaders’ skills. Instead, silos were 
created with little opportunity for shared learning and mitigating bias. 

 

Innovation Capacity 

Focus Improve KPIs through any means necessary. 

Human Learner fatigue meant it was difficult to drive compliance to new rollouts. Managers 
were hesitant to make contributions for fear of being shot down or ignored. 

 

  



 36 

 

1.4.2.4 Thai Cave Rescue 

In Case 4 we see diverse and dispersed individuals come together in a VUCA situation to achieve a 
shared vision of rescuing the boys from the cave. The alignment of realties and personal vision 
provides the team with foundational capabilities to facilitate the ability to develop the remaining 5 
capabilities. The situation is complex and bounded by a time constraint, requiring multidisciplinary 
expertise (including, e.g., cave diving, medical, geology, technology linking old data with modern 
techniques) to work collectively. The team appears to quickly align their realties to this complex state 
with an awareness for the need of individual functions to the overall success of the situation. 

The team creates the requisite space to align their dynamics through collaboration and respect for 
each other’s expertise, facilitating innovation by defining roles and responsibilities aligned with a 
shared vision. In this example, we see all 6 elements of team capabilities working together to 
successfully yield a high-performing team with the ability to achieve a shared vision despite the 
numerous challenges encountered. 

 

Foundational Capacity 

Realities Once each expert cave diver became aware of the missing boys believed to be trapped 
in a flooded cave, their natural instinct was to provide expert help and travel halfway 
around the globe to be present. 

Vern Unsworth’s first reaction was to recommend call for expert international cave 
diving help, very few experts in this area (Lafasto & Larson recommend –chose the right 
people & problem solving). This was a unique situation. 

Human  This was a hugely emotive situation, where 1000’s showed compassion in volunteering. 
The cave divers, however, were taking far more responsibility – life or death rested on 
their shoulders. In their words they operated in an “out-of-body experience” 

 

Functional Capacity 

Focus A complex situation, requiring expert skills to create many options for an ultimate 
solution. The team demonstrated this from the outset. The goal was rescue of as many 
boys as possible – realism was in place that there was a 60% chance (Jim Warny, Irish 
Cave Diver). 

Dynamics Shared vision in place with all volunteers from the outset to achieve a successful result 
through immediate recognition of subject matter experts, consideration of all available 
options. 
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State Capacity 

Realties Tuckman model very relevant here within cave divers: experts coming together with 
critical knowledge and sharing with wider cave diving group (forming);identifying 
solutions particularly for rescue mission, Richard Stanton (originally a firefighter) came 
with idea of sedating the boys (storming); installing guide ropes, training in the cave to 
reduce time for rescue, training in the pool to practice transporting the boys (norming); 
and final rescue mission successfully (performing). 

Focus Expert divers handled rescue in the initial 6 sections to cavern 3 where the “package” 
was handed over to non-expert cave divers to transport to the entrance. Clear 
consideration of maximising skills in a critical mission. 

 

Performance Capacity 

Human Shared vision expert divers made huge sacrifices to be present – on an NFP mission. 
Roles clearly defined, subject matter experts for mapping, geology, water diversions, 
dam building empowered and utilised. Dr Harris arrived on Day 9 and had to focus on 
making sedation work, safely and effectively. Focus was on the mission and not the 
threat to his reputation as an anaesthetist if failure (death) occurred. 

Dynamic GRPI Model Beckman present. Goals were clear. Roles – although individual experts, 
they were hugely respectful to each other and able to flex with clear evidence of a 
storming team. Process  team collaboration created solutions use of full-face masks 
to allow breathing as boys could not dive, sedation drug chosen as it was one of few 
that allowed normal breathing. Interpersonal relationship – these were experts, but 
extremely modest and respectful towards each other. They did not crave publicity or 
recognition; they were on a unique mission and knew they needed each other to be 
successful. Huge personal mastery and mental models at play. 

 

Technical Capacity 

Realities Unique situation. Experts who knew the caves (like Unsworth) knew they had to 
leverage existing data (surveys from 1987, 2015) with new technology to understand 
every inch – since this was a flooded cave situation. “Know and Share”, personal 
mastery at play. 

Dynamic Existence of many possible leaders but setting scene for a rescue required 
collaboration from all experts, to create best-possible solutions in a unique VUCA 
situation never experienced before. Problem solving was key in collaboration. 
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Innovation Capacity 

Focus High-value capacity required in this complex case. Time and water were the enemy, 
innovation required to reduce water volume, constant monitoring of weather, water 
level and oxygen level, systems approach deployed to measure, monitor and act, 
whilst experts devised a rescue plan and practiced, refined before entering pitch in 
advance of weather change. 

Human As well as benefiting from sharing their knowledge, expert cave divers had an innate 
desire to challenge their ability to be successful and move to an elevated level of 
performance. Their sport is “not an adrenalin rush it requires a meditative state of 
mind, the need to be relaxed, calm and smooth in the water” (Dr Richard Harris). 
These are all qualities that run against the natural fight-or-flight reaction in a time-
critical search and rescue mission. 

 

1.4.2.5 Summary of team capabilities analysis across all cases 

Of the four cases analysed, case 4 demonstrates all six team capability elements working together to 
achieve team capability. This is further augmented by the clarity of a shared vision by the team 
enabling the alignment of realties facilitating actions to be taken and in turn create a high-performing 
team. Considering the team dynamics in each case, we can identify that clarity on direction and 
expectations facilitates a shift in thinking towards team thinking, as can be seen in cases 2 and 4. 
Leaders need to be aware that already performing teams require support when the environment 
changes to facilitate a readjustment, as seen in case 2, where the team is operational but, when faced 
with a VUCA situation, moves backwards on Tuckman’s model. Cases 1 and 3 show signs of team 
dysfunction at the operational level. However, upon analysis, we can observe that dysfunction is a 
symptom at this level, with pathogenesis attributed to dysfunction at the level above. 

 

1.4.3 Duality of Empowerment Analysis 

The goal of systems for team empowerment is to enable transformation. To achieve transformation, 
team empowerment is required both from the inside-out and from the outside-in. Empowerment 
consists of two elements, structural and social, both feeding into what we refer to as the duality of 
empowerment. Where the systems and culture need to exist to provide empowerment to teams, the 
team needs to be willing to accept empowerment as part of their roles and responsibility. In analysing 
empowerment in our case studies, we will adopt the four places of team empowerment framework 
(Hughes, 2020), applying Senge’s 5 disciplines to understand the state at which the team is operating 
and what is leading them to operate in this way. 

 

1.4.3.1  Succession Planning 

Applying the four places of empowerment framework, we can map Senge’s ‘aspiration ideas’ to 
understand the duality of empowerment both with respect social and structural perspectives. All team 
members are in full operational mode on the pitch. Here, the pitch represents the consistent 
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performance expectations on the team, exposing lack of experience and experimentation time. Failure 
to recognise the state of disorder in which she is in keeps Alison on the pitch without the ability to 
shift the dial. Often in times of crisis we revert our action logic thinking, exemplified with Alison getting 
stuck in an achiever action logic. 

The case indicates a lack of structures and systems to provide reflection and dialogue to enable Alison 
to identify her state to from a holistic viewpoint, indicating that the dysfunction she was trying to 
resolve was rooted at a different organisational level. Failure to reflect created a pervasive learning 
disability preventing systems thinking. Both Alison and her manager are victim to their mental models 
with detrimental effect to their leadership and decision-making abilities. 

Lack of time in the café of aspiration is supported by the absence of a shared vision, the impact of 
which is seen by dysfunction and short-term thinking in the organisation. The absence of a shared 
vision results in a lack of clarity for roles and responsibilities, along with obfuscated goals and 
objectives. 

The absence of a treasury and consideration for resources in the organisation is exposed in this case 
study with lack of strategic workforce planning or consideration of performance development. 
Awareness of personal mastery is absent in the organisation; the skills and competencies of the 
individuals and teams appear to be unknown without appropriate systems or structures in place for 
enabling development. Overall, this case exposes the absence of team empowerment, supported by 
the lack of balance between the four places of empowerment. Self-empowerment of individuals 
appears to exist in the case: when Alison worked for David, she felt empowered to take lead of the 
business unit and saw herself as his replacement. 

 

Cathedral of reflection 

Absent leadership and recognition in his leadership 
role, we see no evidence of the VP of operation 
reflecting. 

Problem solving does not appear to exist. 

Clear mental models are at play with no 
structure/systems encouraged to aid removing 
existing bias. 

 

Pitch 

Alison’s team is operating full-time on the pitch – 
additional hours to improve performance. 

VP of operations is operating from the pitch. With 
his suggested singular view, he is failing to see the 
holistic system at play. 

No shared vision is causing crisis management 

Locker room/treasury 

Strategic workforce planning & personal 
development do not exist in the organisation. 

Absence of systems and structures to understand 
skills and competency gaps. 

Lack of understanding of skills and competencies of 
individuals and the organisation. 

Café of aspiration 

No shared vision or space for dialogue to consider 
goals and objectives. 

No clarity on roles and responsibilities. 

Not clear who the decision maker is. 

Singular views at play with personal vision. 
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1.4.3.2 COVID-19 Crisis Management 

There is no evidence for systematic team empowerment in Case 2. All team members are operating 
from the ‘pitch’ with the pandemic happening around them. Little to no time was spent considering 
the external environments and in turn continuity plan for the department/ university. This suggests 
there was little to no time spent in the ‘cathedral of reflection’ or the ‘café of aspiration’, further 
exemplified by the lack of systems to enable Gina to reflect and devise an appropriate plan of action. 

Considering the socio-structural duality, from a structural perspective, the redundant use of different 
artefacts led to confusion. On an institutional basis, people checked Twitter instead of relying on 
internal channels, potentially because internal channels were not set up for real-time communication. 
Conflict within the case emerges from the various forms of communication platforms being used by 
the team. The absence of a system/structure to facilitate empowerment can be observed by the 
absence of values and shared vision. 

From a social perspective, team members were confused when their autonomy was suddenly 
challenged by Gina. Coaching was absent in the critical time, with a shopping list of poorly reflected 
expectations being requested instead, without the necessary guidance for successful implementation. 
When communicating the invitation to participate in the COVID-19 project, Gina relied on the intrinsic 
motivation of a subset of her team to buy into the new project amidst the new working conditions. 
Here, consideration of the 2nd duality of empowerment is imminent. In a team with the same manager, 
only a subset of members decided to buy into a new project, the majority chose not to. 

 

Cathedral of reflection 

Gina silently, on her own, went to the cathedral 
of reflection to come up with the COVID-19 
project. 

Pitch 

Initially everybody is playing on the pitch, 
despite the pandemic. 

After self-organisation, the new sub-team is back 
on the pitch; some team members, not 
participating in the COVID-19 project, are still on 
the old pitch, playing the old game (2nd duality of 
empowerment – only part of the team accepted 
the invitation for the new project). 

Locker room/treasury 

Chris, John, and Gina, self-organised in the locker 
room, after moving from the café of aspiration. 

Café of aspiration 

Gina communicated the invitation to participate 
in the COVID-19 project in the café of aspiration. 

 

1.4.3.3 Service Transformation 

Transformational projects require careful change management strategies beginning with clarifying the 
problem and building a shared vision for success. Here, the leadership team has mental models about 
their role and performance and do not seek feedback to consider performance improvement. Jane 
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has a mental model created by her personal vision. This suggests an absence of reflection by 
individuals and the organisation in understanding perspectives by reflecting on potential biases. 

The team and individuals appear to be operating predominantly on the pitch. The lack of a shared 
vision creates dysfunction with lack of clarity on goals and objectives, even roles and responsibilities 
between individuals. 

At all levels in this case study witness an absence of personal mastery. The culture change sends 
individuals into a negative creative tension and, as a result, a lack of trust creeps into the team 
preventing personal growth and empowerment. 

Jane fails to motivate her team as a leader, failing to create space and time for the ‘café of aspiration’ 
to create a shared vision with the team. The absence of structures in the organisation to balance the 
social and technical requirements of empowerment can lead to incorrect decisions being made. There 
is no evidence of duality of empowerment within this case study, demonstrating how quickly 
empowerment can be removed from a team and the impact it has on the overall organisation. 

 

Cathedral of reflection 

Lack of reflection – Alex realised she was unable to 
complete her job without some structure and 
alignment with other teams. She realised that it 
was not her fault that she had invested so much 
wasted time into defining the discount policy. 

No team nights out were arranged to help with 
bonding/there were no recurring catch-ups with 
the teams to reflect on the project results or share 
their learnings from the projects. Instead, people 
tried to hide their mistakes from each other in an 
effort to protect themselves. 

Pitch 

In the QBRs there was no sense of ownership from 
Jane. She did not own up to the fact that she had 
pushed Sally’s new carrier initiative when the 
executives question its viability. 

Locker room/treasury 

During lunch, Anna and Max would normally have 
bounced ideas off each other, but this developed 
into surface-level conversation where there was 
no developmental challenging of each other, 
slowly becoming more distant from one another. 

Café of aspiration 

Zero sense of empowerment evident in the case. 
Jane built walls between her reports and refused 
to enable collaboration efforts. Each team 
member focused on a conflicting task and were 
not aligned with the overall company vision. 

 

1.4.3.4 Thai Cave Rescue 

In Case 4, we see how a collaborative approach by individuals to achieve personal visions created 
empowerment through shared vision. We encounter a balanced approach to the four places of team 
empowerment in a short space of time when faced with a VUCA situation. As a team the shared vision 
is aligned from formation, showing their personal mastery at play where each individual can recognise 
their individual skills and competencies form a role in the overall plan. For individuals to achieve this 
awareness, personal mastery is at play, listening to various perspectives to formulate a rescue plan 
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requiring team learning among the divers. Sufficient time was allowed for the team despite the time 
pressure the team were under, showing the team spent time within the café of aspirations to 
formulate their shared vision. 

As the team is diverse with various solutions, each person must recognise the situation as complex, 
aware that a collaborative approach is required to formulating collaborative actions. Space to reflect 
on mental models is required by individuals, as can be seen by the cave divers’ proactive techniques. 
The team created the requisite structures and time to allow for reflection, allowing members to focus 
on the task, as opposed to the consequences of failure.  

The treasury and locker room are evident from the specific experts and equipment required by the 
team. Once a shared vision had been devised, goals and objectives were defined facilitated by 
personal mastery recognising the requirement for systems to aid in achieving the shared vision, e.g., 
identifying the requirements for technical mappings or face masks. 

This case study displays first and second duality at play. The holistic balance between the four places 
of team empowerment enables the team to achieve what Senge described as ‘aspirational ideas’. 
From a social perspective, the community rescue plan empowered people from all around the world 
through a shared vision, supported by a structure facilitating continuous systems thinking. Ultimately, 
the team executed both efficiently and effectively on the pitch to achieve a successful rescue mission. 

 

 

Cathedral of reflection 

Dr Harris initially felt sedation would not work, 
but a process of elimination of options meant it 
had to work. 

Selection of ketamine was key – allowed boys to 
keep breathing, critical as they were not trained 
divers. 

Cave divers came up with the idea of taking 
similar size boys and practice techniques to 
transport in a cave in a swimming pool first. 

Mental models for key focus on task – not 
consequences of failure. 

Pitch 

Unique event in cave diving – rescue. 

Structured teams with individual 
responsibility, handover kids to amateur cave 
divers in easier sections to exit. 

Refining play as in transfer times was key as 
floods approaching. 

Diplomatic immunity granted for sedation – 
high level of risk perceived. 

Locker room/treasury 

Expert cave divers (only a few in the world) – 
personal mastery. 

Technical mapping experts, use of old surveys 
and maps to combine with new technology to 
generate 3D representations 

Full face masks – allow normal breathing. 

Café of aspiration 

As cave divers are a unique group in a 
cerebral sport, mutual respect led to sharing 
of knowledge under a shared vision to save 
lives. 

Team learning among divers was key as 
situation was totally unique. 
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1.4.3.5 Summary of Duality of Empowerment  

Across our four cases we witnessed the importance of socio-structural elements to enable 
empowerment. A recurring theme was the need for a shared vision to catalyse empowerment, as seen 
across all the cases. As 3 examples were organisation-based, and one was community-based, it did 
show that empowerment can be both given and adopted by the team in times of crisis and pressure. 
The importance of empowerment is the need of balance between the time we operate in the ‘pitch’ 
and the time we spend creating a vision, planning our resources, and reflecting to challenge our 
mental models. As evidenced by Case 1, all too often when caught in times of pressure and crisis, we 
default to spending more time on the pitch. Considering the Case 2 example, if Gina had time to reflect 
on her mental model with respect to team autonomy when working from home, it may have had a 
different impact on the team dynamic. Having empathy for the situation, taking time to address 
concerns and communicate would have allowed for team learning and systems thinking to empower 
the team. Awareness that the pitch is singular in thinking shall facilitate creating a holistic view by 
proactively seeking out all four places of empowerment. Being aware of the leverage within the four 
places of empowerment is key: a small change within the system can have a big impact.  

 

1.5 Findings 

Several common traits emerged throughout our case analyses relating to the absence of structures 
required for systematic team empowerment. Each case shows elements of the key trends, including 
transformation, diversity, dispersity, and VUCA. Our cases vary in their settings, with 3 being 
organisational- and 1 community-based. We can also compare local with global systems and teams. 
To facilitate our analyses, we applied three frameworks by Hughes, M (2020) to elucidate systems 
thinking, team capabilities, and duality of empowerment, augmented by leaning upon frameworks by 
Senge, Snowden, Lafasto & Larson, and Tuckman to understand systems thinking. When comparing 
all cases, we identified 4 key insights: 

 

1.5.1 Shared vision at all levels is a key requirement for systems thinking 

Cases 1-3 suggest that the absence of a shared vision causes team dysfunction resulting in absence of 
systems, team capabilities, and empowerment. The absence of a shared vision causes goals and 
objectives to be unclear, with roles and responsibilities undefined. We observed evidence for the 
resulting environments fostering short-term thinking, with individuals confusing personal with team 
visions. Case 4 displays how personal visions can adapt and evolve to create a shared team vision, with 
clear goals and objectives, including each individual recognising that successful team performance 
requires harmonious interplay of multidisciplinary skills and competencies. Comparing the teams from 
Cases 1-3 with the cave diver team in Case 4, we identified that three of Senge’s 5 disciplines, personal 
mastery, mental models, and team learning, are enablers to establish a shared vision in a short space 
of time. The shared vision is pivotal to align individual intrinsic motivation with collaborative team 
dynamics. 
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1.5.2 Dysfunction within teams may be symptomatic for dysfunction at the level above 

In Cases 1-3, we can observe dysfunction at team levels, caused by dysfunction at the level above, 
often the leadership team. We observed a misalignment between the team and leadership with 
respect the states they are operating in. With their realities askew, further accentuated by the absence 
of shared vision, coordinated collaboration was unsuccessful. Hence it is important to clearly define 
roles and responsibilities, and the ensuing accountabilities, to clarify the function of the team, to 
ultimately foster innovation for sustainable value. 

1.5.3 Performing teams can revert in team development when faced with crisis 

Cases 1-3 presented performing teams, attributed to the time the teams have spent working together, 
including maturely evolved relationships. In each case, however, when faced with transformation, 
disruption, dispersity, or VUCA, the team development stage reverted back along Tuckman’s team 
development model. In Case 2, we see a VUCA-induced sub-system creation, evolved from dispersed 
personal visions to a shared vision catalysed by the COVID-19 project. Systematic team empowerment 
is pivotal to facilitate transformation for an organisation to create competitive advantage. Further, 
team transformation required to achieve systems thinking. In all four cases we see teams faced with 
crisis. Hence, this does pose the question of timeliness for systems thinking: is an element forced by 
external environments, creating a survival mode adoption, a prerequisite to test for systematic team 
empowerment? 

1.5.4 Systems thinking is not confined to organisational teams 

Case 4 introduces systems thinking in a community environment, differing from the organisational 
structures in the other three cases. When considering organisations, we tend to visualise structure, 
including, e.g., systems, policies, procedures, conferring a perception that systems thinking may be 
readily facilitated. However, we see across our cases that a community team, with a high degree of 
personal mastery, can think holistically and create systems and structures required for effective 
systematic team empowerment from scratch. In the Case 4 VUCA situation, the team maintains the 
ability to create space for ensuring a balance across all four places of empowerment. In Case 1, by 
contrast, the VUCA situation drives the team into crisis management, spending all of their time on the 
pitch, assuming there is no time to reflect on strategy. As leaders, we recognise this is a common 
theme across our teams. We shall therefore consider that, when facing crisis, we need to deliberately 
reflect, strategize, and allocate appropriate resources, as opposed to pace the pitch looking to control. 

Our findings highlight the importance of all key interconnected elements, including systems, teams, 
and empowerment, for systems thinking to exist in a team. The Senge Fifth Discipline and Snowden 
Cynefin frameworks were applied to inspect evidence for systems thinking, team capabilities, and 
duality of empowerment. Although 30 years old by now, we consider Senge’s framework still relevant. 
We also acknowledge that awareness of the model is a first step for successful implementation into 
our leadership journeys for systematic team empowerment, but we shall not mistake the frameworks 
for ready-made recipes we are embarking on a long-term endeavour to curate all 5 disciplines. 
Snowden’s Cyenfin framework complements Senge’s theory to create a holistic view of the system 
and may potentially even be considered a 6th discipline. We shall be mindful that, although high-
performing teams may already benefit from a shared vision, competent team members, and effective 
leadership, they are at risk to regress along the team development model from performing back to 
storming here systematic team empowerment can mitigate the risk for regression and accelerate the 
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journey back into a performing state, as opposed to further regression. The 5 disciplines, individually, 
may be considered as shared visions, to facilitate team learning in order to develop the systems and 
structure to ultimately achieve ‘nirvana’ of upholding all 5 disciplines in equilibrium. 

 

1.6 Conclusion 

With the aim to gain insights into systematic team empowerment, we analysed 4 diverse case 
examples, leaning upon a holistic approach facilitated by the use of appropriate frameworks by 
Hughes, M. (2020). Based on the cases covering both organisational and community settings, as well 
as interactions at individual, team, and institutional levels during crisis situations, in conjunction with 
the analyses yielding insights into systems, team, and empowerment aspects, we present the 
following 4 conclusions for systematic team empowerment: 

A shared vision is pivotal for systems thinking. Without shared vision, individual team members will 
pursue their own, individual goals, rooted in poorly defined roles and objectives. Instead of effective 
alignment in a crisis situation, teams risk to be overwhelmed by chaos or disorder. 

Dysfunction within teams may be symptomatic for dysfunctional leadership. Misalignment between 
teams and their managers may stem from operating in different states and the resulting conflicting 
expectations, especially relating to roles, responsibilities, and accountability, ultimately preventing 
fruitful collaboration. 

Performing teams may fall apart outside of their established environment. By virtue of having 
collaborated over a long period of time, teams may have equilibrated towards a performing, simple 
state within their given environment. Upon rapid environment change, they may fall apart without 
systematic team empowerment, without the ability to re-assemble as an effective team as a whole. 

Organisational structure is no predictor for systematic team empowerment. Established 
frameworks, policies, and procedures may convey a false sense of support for systematic team 
empowerment. Rather than resorting to standardised template thinking, teams shall ensure to 
implement appropriate time for reflection and appropriate resource-allocation when facing crisis 
situations. 

Overall, we conclude that systematic team empowerment is key for effectively navigating strategic 
avenues in a dynamic and context-dependent environment, ranging from gaining competitive 
advantage in an organisation, to making effective life-and-death decisions in emergency rescue 
situations. 
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Chapter 2  
 
Gerard Hosty, Oliver O’Hara, Kay Ryan and Christian Short,  
 
This report presents our study on systematic team empowerment.  The study incorporates the three 
elements of systems, team, and empowerment, as we apply a systematic thinking approach to four 
real life cases. The effectiveness of the team environment is assessed in two of the cases, with the 
remaining two cases assessing for team and leadership empowerment.  This report therefore seeks to 
provide a rich iteration between the theory of systems for team empowerment and practice. 

Four cases from practice spread broadly across different contemporary areas are practically 
examined. The first deals with a human relations dysfunctional case in a small family run business and 
two cases relate to industry dealing with expansion through innovation and expansion through 
acquisition.  Finally, a case from the world of sport is also examined.   

This report will appeal to anyone having difficulty creating a team environment with dysfunctional 
team members, requiring a systematic response to something of a very personal nature. For those 
experiencing strong resistors and tensions to proposed business decisions it will show that despite a 
poor team environment, success can still be achieved by applying a systematic approach to analysing, 
diagnosing and application of responses.  For companies who need to diagnose and take learnings 
from what has gone wrong in the past, seeking lessons for future team projects, this report will reveal 
a systems approach to help you do so.     

The studies will show in-depth analysis detailing how applying systems approach thinking, can achieve 
learnings and shift mindset thinking from being subjective to objective. It will demonstrate how data 
can be transformed to knowledge, providing more enriched wisdom and the power that data can have 
on empowering teams. The section dedicated to theory provides an example playbook that can be 
taken and used by users to apply in their own situations.  Most powerfully it will present synergies, 
elements of systematic team empowerment that are all similar and relevant across different 
contemporary organisations from a small family business, medium and large multinationals, and the 
sporting arenas.  

 

2.1 Theory  

Our study is built upon three dimensions representing systems and systems thinking, teams and 
empowerment.  We have also drawn upon the conceptual framework of Senge’s 5th Discipline to 
include concepts of shared vision, personal mastery, mental models, team learning and systems 
thinking to help assess and analyse the team situations in each case.  Our study therefore explores 
each of the three dimensions, by applying specific frameworks and using learned theory of Senge’s 
disciplines, to assess. 

 

2.1.1 Systems & Systems Thinking    

“A system is a set of parts coordinated to accomplish a set of goals” - Gall. An adequate system will 
therefore require the full application of the whole system as one and not just the singular parts 
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independently. The parts will need to be defined appropriately and they will need to be co-ordinated 
in their application. This lends to the thought that systems can therefore be more complex than 
originally envisaged.  Within a system there will be many connections and interconnections all 
operating within the whole system.  To adequately explain and understand a system, it therefore 
needs to be viewed as a whole. As Senge (2006) states, systems thinking is a discipline for seeing 
wholes rather than parts, for seeing patterns of change rather than a static snapshot, and for 
understanding the subtle interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique character. As 
systems form a vital element of our everyday working organisations, it is therefore not surprising that 
the theory supporting systems gets so much attention in today’s contemporary world.    

The VUCA world within which we operate demands many complex, complicated systems and on rare 
occasions simple systems may apply.  The type of systems required is a direct response to the reality 
in which it is required to operate.   A simple reality requires a simple system and a more complex 
reality will need a more complex system. Understanding this reality will enable you to take a 
systematic approach to solving the archetype that you have found yourself in.  The Cynefin Framework 
is a phenomenal tool to help clearly demonstrate the realities we are operating in and the close 
connections between them. This model is a sense making model not a categorisation model and can 
be used as a decision-making tool to help apply appropriate solutions.   

 
 

“A system is not a sum of the parts; it is a product of the interactions”- Ackoff.  Systems vary and so 
do the results and outcomes.  To help teams understand, diagnose, and analyse their systems, teams 
must start to take a system thinking approach and get behind the elements at play. By doing so, it can 
provide a solution to respond to current situations.  Taking a system thinking approach is when we 
stop focusing on individual issues, subsequent individual approaches then observe the entire system 
and resulting actions are associated with the whole system.  Systems thinking is a conceptual 
framework, a body of knowledge has been developed over the years to help see how to change them 
effectively.  This is the “science” as described by George Box.   

The system thinking approach tool highlighted below is a valuable tool to help do this.  It includes 
three antecedents that represent the component parts believed to be main elements of a system.  
These antecedents include looking at the approach the team are taking, the reality the team are 
working in and the interrelations within the team.  This helps take an objective look at the situation 
and by doing so inform where the potential problems lie and what changes needs to happen.    
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Probably the largest and most challenging system at play is the human system. Understanding the 
human system and how it interfaces with its environment is a crucial component in systems for team 
empowerment. Having the right team working cohesively will ensure that the overall system is 
ordered and working.  As professor J Forrester said, “The real frontier is understanding our human 
systems, not technology”. 

 

2.1.2 Teams  

A team can initially be best described as a group of individuals working together to achieve a common 
goal. However, to examine the nature and dynamics of teams and what can transpire within a team 
is, as Peter Senge described, extraordinary. Teams are extremely interesting entities and can offer so 
many synergies to benefit organisations.  However, not all teams can do this, and many teams and 
organisations fail.  Team dynamics are not straightforward, and synergies are difficult to create. 

A healthy environment within the team increases the chances of better team performance and 
performance depends on many variable factors. One is how well the individuals work together as a 
team.  When a group of people work well together is referred to by Senge (2006) as alignment.  When 
the team are aligned, a commonality of direction emerges, and individuals' energies harmonise. 
(Senge, 2006).  As a result, synergy develops, and the team can be capable of great achievements. 
Once there is a commonality of purpose, a shared vision, and understanding of how to complement 
one another's efforts significantly increases the chances of improved performance.  Ideally, teams 
should then outperform the sum of the individuals.  In modern reality teams and organisations are 
constantly striving to improve, learn and innovate through teams outperforming individuals.  

Senge (2006) describes that great teams are not characterised by an absence of conflict.  In great 
team's conflict becomes productive and it is a very important part of a team.  There may and often 
will be conflict around the vision.  In fact, the essence of the “visioning” process lies in the gradual 
emergences of a shared vision from different perspectives.  (Senge, 2006).  On the other hand, in 
mediocre teams, there will either be rigid polarised thinking or an appearance of no conflict.   
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As Senge (2006) describes, shared vision is vital for the learning organisations as it provides a focus 
and energy for learning and in turn results in better performing teams as outlined above. While shared 
vision can be described in simple terms as everyone working towards a common goal, the theory 
describes it as being more powerful. When people truly share a vision they are connected, bound 
together by a common aspiration.   Personal visions derive their power from an individual’s deep 
caring for the vision, shared vision derives their power from a common caring (Senge, 2006). This is 
how they derive their energy and how they foster commitment and learning.   

There are many frameworks available to explore and analyse team effectiveness.  One of these is 
known as the Six Team Capabilities Framework and proves to enable users a concrete summary of 
fundamentals captured in other recognised frameworks.    
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This framework outlines four components of a team and how different combinations of these 
components reveals six different team capabilities. This framework by its very essence re-enforces the 
importance of interactions and connections required within a team. It also shows, in a practical 
framework how alignment within the components can result in synergies.   The four key components 
are displayed as realities, people, focus and dynamics.   

The realities component reflects the fundamental realities of the team.  While it includes the states 
outlined by the Cynefin Framework, it can also reflect the stage a team is at, represented by forming, 
storming, norming and performing as well as the organisational factors such as leadership, problem 
solving and relationships.  For most organisations this will include reference to resources and the 
organisational support.  The human component reflects the attributes of the individuals of the team 
describing their skills, experiences, motivations, and conditions.  The human bias of any team is critical 
as presented and described in many of the different models throughout this report.  In particular, the 
LaFasto & Larson: 5 Dynamics Model provides different elements in examining the pockets within 
which the human element resides within an organisational setting.  The focus of the team, 
represented by the goals of the team, draws mainly on the Beckhard Model.  Using a systems-based 
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approach by re-examining the sequence of the components differently to that of the original intent 
can unearth team dysfunction that would not otherwise be obvious. While a lack of team vision or 
goals is a form of dysfunction, other dysfunctions can emerge through interpersonal relations, 
processes, and roles. Finally, the dynamics component reflects the actions and activities of the team 
which include amongst others communication, collaboration and problem solving.    

As already indicated, the framework is built on the theory that the capacities result from the 
combination of the components.  The framework explores six capabilities including state, 
foundational, functional, performance, technical and innovative.  The state capacity describes the 
combination of the realities and focus of the team, to give the capability of being something.  It is 
dependent upon ensuring the team align the right realities to the right focus and it is the essential 
capacity to be something. The foundational capacity is the ability of the team to combine the realities 
and human components to form the ability for basic competence for action.  In other words, the 
combination of its presence and abilities build the capacity to achieve something.  The functional 
capacity is the combination of the team focus and the dynamics of the team, being the team’s actions 
and activities and represents the ability of the team to combine these into focused actions to create 
something.  The performance capacity is combination of the human and the team dynamics, creating 
the ability to execute. The technical capacity combines the realities and the dynamics representing 
the combination of its resources configured into realities combined with its action and activities. This 
gives the ability for the team to action its tasks. Innovative capacity combines focus and human and 
builds on the capacity of the team to solves its problems. 

 

2.1.3 Empowerment  

Empowerment can be described best as the process of enabling individuals to adopt new behaviours 
that enhance their individual ambitions and those of their organisations. Empowered teams will 
benefit the organisation; however, the organisation needs to provide the correct structures to enable 
the individual to achieve their goals and thus become empowered. Having the appropriate structures 
in place reinforces the commitment level of both the individual and the organisation to empowering 
the individuals and in turn the team. Empowerment is therefore built upon two main elements: 
structures and human or also known as structural and socio as described in the models below. The 
structures to foster new transformative behaviours include shared vision.  The human/socio element 
is twofold and includes the leadership approach and the willingness of the team members to be 
empowered.  Trust and a safe environment are extremely important to an individual in feeling valued 
and to support growth a good leader should try and show the need to grow and learn themselves.  For 
empowerment to be achieved it is important not only that leadership empower the team and provide 
the structures, the members must also want to be empowered.  This is also referred to as the second 
duality of empowerment.  Simply put, this duality reflects the fact that a leader can enable 
empowerment but for empowerment to occur, the team members must choose empowerment. They 
are required to make the conscious decision to engage.  

There are many reasons why employees resist and limit an organisation’s ability to achieve the desired 
behaviour changes and empowerment. Resistance to change comes in many different forms or biases. 
These can include lack of trust, poor communication, predispositions for change, connections to old 
ways of doing things and fear of the unknown.  When an employee displays more than one reason, 
resistance to change can quickly become a complex and dynamic issue. As Stephen Covey said, “seek 
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to understand before being understood”.  In understanding the causes of the resistance, good leaders 
are more likely to negate the resistance and in turn the employee will succumb to empowerment. 

There are many frameworks available to explore and analyse empowerment within a team.  One of 
these is known as The Four Places of Team Empowerment Framework (Hughes 2020).  This framework 
consists of four components: Treasury, Pitch, Café of Aspiration and the Cathedral of Inspiration. 
Achieving complete empowerment requires the embracing of both dualities while also having a foot 
in each of the four quadrants. This is also known as the sweet spot.  Each axis represents the structures 
and socio (human) as already mentioned above. Refer to the diagrams below for more illustrative 
details.   

 

  
© Martin Hughes 2020  

The structural dimension, as referred to above, requires specific components to be in place.  These 
include state, form and artefact. The state represents factors such as norms of values & behaviours, 
the form represents the philosophical stance of the team and the artefacts are the technology or tools 
used by the team.  The structural axis reflects technical to wholisitc. Technical refers to items such as 
the level of expertise, equipment, and technical components within the team and wholistic refers to 
the state of the team, the type of form it has and the philosophy of empowerment you are trying to 
incorporate into the team.  The socio/human dimension is about development focusing on the three 
elements of autonomy, coaching & development, and continuous improvement. Where coaching and 
development is about improving the individual, continuous improvement is about curious exploration 
with a focus on improving the future.    

Within structural and socio, four quadrants exist.  The first of these is represented as Treasury and is 
where the team get all the resources required, including technical platforms and diverse skillsets, 
representing the common resources needed for a functioning team.  A very important component of 
the treasury of any team is the personal mastery of the team.  Personal mastery is one of the learning 
disciplines of Senge that constitutes the ability to constantly clarify and deepen our personal vision 
and the ability to see reality objectively. It is also known to having the ability to have a flexible mind 
set and acknowledge gaps when they arise.  “A bad system will beat a good person every time” - W. 
Edward Deming.  A team cannot succeed with the wrong people with an inadequate skill set. 
Therefore, the treasury is key to setting the foundation for a successful team.  The next component is 
the Pitch, representing where the team perform and execute, and where all the elements performs.  
This is then followed by the Café of Aspiration that facilitates a reflecting space for the team and where 
the team can congregate around a shared vision and thus being aspired to achieve great things.  The 
team’s ability to be aspirational is believed to require personal mastery and shared vision.  “Building 
a capability to foster vision personally and collectively has always been a core leadership capability” - 
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Peter Senge.  If a team cannot embrace the shared vision, then they risk the café becoming a fad 
where there is a lot of talk about the vision, but it is not truly shared.   

Finally, the Cathedral of Inspiration is where the team goes to reflect and think. Teams need to build 
reflective conversations so that they understand how they are performing on the pitch. Reflection 
within the cathedral should be based on mental models and systems thinking.  “Creating condition 
that people can be flexible, and people can be intrinsically motivated is much more important” (De 
Block 2016).  Mental models are another discipline of Senge and describes the deeply ingrained 
assumptions and generalizations that influence how individual team members understand the world 
and act within that world. (Senge, 2006) To enable empowerment and growth within the team we 
must be flexible in accepting changes to existing mental models or accepting new ones. As already 
illustrated above by Senge, without reflection we cannot assess how our mental models are 
functioning and how they are influencing our actions. People may be intrinsically motivated to do the 
right thing, but they need to be flexible in reviewing their own and the team’s performance.  

Senge 5th disciplines, along with the benefits, known as learning capabilities, are represented by the 
now famous image of the three-legged stool below: 

 
While the image may represent a simplistic view of the theory its importance should not be 
underestimated. All disciplines are interrelated, and the challenge lies with applying all five within the 
organisation simultaneously. For a functioning organisation, all five need to run in sync.  

 

2.2 Stories from Practice   

Using four stories from practice we have assessed two of these for team effectiveness and two for 
team empowerment.   The first two cases consist of Ger and Innovation cases and these have been 
assessed against the Six Team Capabilities Framework.  Coach and Acquisition cases have been 
assessed against the Four Places for Team Empowerment Framework.  Results of the assessments are 
set out below.   

 

2.2.1 Family Business  

This case deals with the challenges of working in a family business where a family member was placed 
into the workforce by the owner (his father) when he was clearly not suitable for the role. The owner 
of the Company then fails to acknowledge the destructive impact this placement has on the team, as 
the team struggled to find a solution to the problem. The qualitative data was gathered through Gers 
personal experience and from speaking to the management team throughout the process.  
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Established in 2003 Company X was a family run, logistics & storage company.  In 2014, it was 
incorporated with three shareholders. The original owner maintained a majority shareholding and 
overall control as Managing Director (MD). The management team consisted of four individuals 
including the MD, the General Manager (GM), Site Manager and Sales Manager.  Each manager held 
responsibility for their own area with smaller teams.  There was a strong sense of community in the 
organisation with all sides working together. Regular team meetings took place and communication 
flows were positive in all directions.   

A situation arose where the MD sought a role for his unemployed twenty-seven-year-old son. While 
he possessed an arts degree, he had no business experience or business qualifications.  While no 
position was available on the management team, he was given a title of assistant manager.  This 
position was within the operations area; however, the role was not defined.  There were no issues at 
the beginning but over time the son’s behaviours became disruptive and a destructive member of the 
team.  Becoming isolated he started working against the team which further impacted the functioning 
of the office and customer service.  As the situation became the norm the team became fractured 
with sub teams forming within the management team, which excluded the son. There was a noticeably 
very poor atmosphere in the office, with constant tension and members of staff left as a direct result. 
The GM had spent many months working with the son to try to find a solution and all proved 
unsuccessful.  The MD acknowledged the son’s behaviours and the impact of them within the 
Company.  While he supported the management team in their endeavours to solve the problem, his 
support did not go far enough. On one occasion while he acknowledged the difficulties, he joked that 
it was a team problem to solve and he fundamentally failed to address the issue.  To compensate the 
team for the impact he even proposed and provided annual bonuses. This did little to resolve a 
situation that was now a constant in the office. 

In 2018, the Company began an expansion plan involving a new facility opening and further expansion 
onsite. The MD was also wishing to step back from his role, semi retire and become chairman of the 
Board. The expansion resulted in new roles being established in both sites and it was believed that 
this was an opportune time to finally find a solution. At this point the MD acknowledged the 
significance of the problem and engaged a retired labour court chairman (RLCC) to work with the 
team. All team members, including the MD met with the RLCC and outlined their positions. This was 
an important turning point as the RLCC was an external professional engaged to work with the team 
and the independence of the process was observed and respected.  It meant all options were available, 
including the question of his suitability for continued employment in the Company.  

The findings of the process established the following: 

1. As a family member the son felt a duty to be in the business and assumed that he was also 
there to learn all aspects of the business with a view to becoming a senior member of the 
management team, a board member and even possibly the MD. He did not actually know that 
his fathers’ vision for him was simple employment and he did not ask due to the deterioration 
of their relationship. 

2. He would always blame others for his errors/mistakes and he never took ownership. The core 
root of this came back to him feeling inadequate, that ultimately resulted from him knowing 
he was not qualified for the role. He was afraid of failure in the eyes of his father and this 
explained the disruptive behaviours.     

3. He felt isolated. 
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The findings in terms of the management team included, that the management team believed strongly 
that the son’s placement in the business was wrong and should not have happened. They also believed 
there was no support from the MD or GM in resolving the situation.  

The current restructuring along with the expansion of the business presented an opportunity for the 
son to reinvent himself and move from operations to a more specifically suited role. While the son 
maintained his assistant manager title, the responsibilities were more clearly defined in line with his 
abilities within the compliance and health and safety space.  It was arranged he would report directly 
to the GM and upskilling would be performed.  Also, regular team building events were setup to bring 
the team back together. The balance and structure of the original teams’ roles were returned to their 
original state.  

The team are now working towards a common goal representing an unprecedented shared vision.  
The team became more innovate as they work together to transform the business.  Recent practices 
have included embracing newer technologies and are doing so collaboratively with the overall goal of 
reducing costs, improving operational processes, and improving labour efficiency whilst delivering a 
higher level of customer service. Business continues to grow and did so with double digit growth in 
the last twelve months.  Most importantly it is growing in a positive environment with no staff 
turnover taking place in the last twelve months.  

 

2.2.1.1 Assessment    

Realities:  

If you look at the current state of the team the reality was that as per Tuckman's model the team had 
regressed with the introduction of the new team member and were firmly stuck in the storming phase.   

 

 
 

Due to the nature of the situation, the team could not get out of the storming phase. Despite attempts 
by the GM to resolve the matter in a constructive manner, the organisational factors such as 
leadership support were not present as there was no support from the MD. The team members 
reverted to type, forming sub teams, which in effect created ongoing division and did little to address 
the situation.  The result of this was that although the team understood the problem, they were in the 
complex state with a relationship evident between cause and effect but the solution not self-evident. 
In response to this state, the MD finally engaged RLCC which allowed an independent assessment of 
the situation with the teams buy in. This was a crucial step to ensure any recommendations/solutions 
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presented were independently provided resulting in emergent practice which has brought the team 
back across to the complicated state where better practices are emerging. 

 

Focus: 

Upon using the Beckhards goal model and re-examining the sequence of the components differently 
to that of the original intent, it actually unearthed a team dysfunction that had not been obvious 
previously.  It becomes evident that the issues were a lot deeper than just a non-defined role or 
interpersonal issues.   

 
The real problem lay more appropriately along the process’s element.  The process was not in place 
to prevent the MD employing his son to a role that was not defined.  Communication and collaboration 
with the management team was also absent.  This is a family run business and by its nature presents 
very different challenges as represented in this case. Due to the personal nature of this situation the 
processes in place could not prevent this situation from occurring and as such the process was flawed. 

It is very clear that  the focus of the son and the father (MD) were not aligned. The son perceived that 
his role was to be the family representative in the Company which would include the possibility of 
MD, while the father's sole goal was to provide employment.  This put enormous pressure on the son 
as he felt that he was there to learn all about the business and in turn caused the dysfunctional 
behaviours and leant to the interpersonal relations issues.   

Human Skills: 

If we look to LaFasto & Larson and their model of 5 dynamics of teamwork & collaboration, we get 
some very interesting insights into the team effectiveness at play in this case.  
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The foundation of this model is the team members. If the foundation is not solid problems will persist 
within the entire structure. People are key. Going back to the root of this problem it might be viewed 
that the son was causing the difficulties. However, by using this model to analyse the team 
effectiveness at play, it becomes more obvious that the son, representing one of the “members” was 
in fact a by-product of the problem.  Tracing the problem, leads us to the Organisational and 
Leadership elements of the model.  It was a leadership decision to hire the son and the organisational 
processes in place, or not in place, that allowed this occur.  The team “members” did try to work 
around the son, in problem solving to find solutions to appease him and so were more effective in 
seeking a solution than that of the MD. However, the members could never solve the core problem 
due to the barriers created by the MD.  The members were therefore more effective than what would 
have been initially perceived, prior to reviewing this model.  

 

It took the RLCC findings to present the independent data and present an appropriate solution that 
worked.  This showed that for effective problem solving having the appropriate shared information 
with open communication is a key component of any team.  With the future now bringing a new focus 
this finally caused an active collaboration with the leadership, in particular, the MD, to solve the 
ongoing problem.  

 

Dynamics: 

Despite the hard efforts of the team members to solve the problem, over-time as the problem 
continued to be ignored by the MD, the team became tired of trying to solve the problem. They no 
longer openly communicated and there was an undercurrent of collaboration within the sub teams, 
and this was being done covertly. So, while the interactions within the sub team was strong, the son 
was disconnected.   

 

When assessed against the Six Capabilities Framework the state capacity “to be” was largely absent 
as the team had different realities of their situations and whilst the overall goals of the team were 
unchanged they were not aligned with the personal goals of the individuals. Therefore, there was no 
shared vision. With the human capability hindered, the foundational capacity was weak as it was 
difficult for the team to achieve any cohesiveness as they were fundamentally fractured due to the 
identified leadership and organisational flaws.  The disconnect between the management team and 
the son resulted in the functional capacity “to create” also being extremely difficult. Innovation was 
largely absent as the team had lost their initiative to create due to the environment that was in the 
office. The innovative capacity, “to solve” could therefore not be resolved due to the unique nature 
of the problem and the different visions between the management team and the son and most 
importantly the MD who had largely refused to engage in the process. 

  

This case presented a situation that exposed very clearly the importance that interpersonal relations 
have upon forming the foundation for a positive team environment. It is critical that everyone knows 
their position and what is exactly expected of them. Only with this information will they know their 
position in the team.  Having a transparent shared vision is key. Everyone must be working towards a 
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common goal and everyone must see the “whole” and not just their part.  Conflict in the workplace is 
a normal situation however it is very important to not just try and smooth things over as this only 
moves the problem to another level. In correctly shifting the burden and seeking out the core issue 
the value of this is not just in the answer to the initial problem but in actively peeling back the layers 
the deeper you go to solving the problem the greater the understanding you have and in turn the 
greater leverage you have at becoming more effective at operating within the larger system. 

 

2.2.2 Innovative Opportunity 

 
This case deals with the challenges of trying to influence a team to take on an innovative opportunity 
when there is a significant element of team resistance to the opportunity.  The qualitative data was 
gathered through personal experience and from speaking to the management team throughout the 
process.  

Company X operates successfully in the medical device market manufacturing medical tubes. In 2014,  
the Company made an emergent strategic move to further its capabilities in the market by diversifying 
into manufacturing needles.  This resulted because the Company was approached by a large customer 
in the market and it was recognised as a good opportunity.  It was deemed to be a winning strategy 
for the Company and formed part of its strategic plan.  The Company made a substantial investment 
in equipment and entered into an agreement with one specific customer to exclusively develop and 
manufacture needles for them.  

Over the period the project was delayed many times by the customer as the needles proved to be 
more complex than originally perceived.  Despite the significant level of resources involved in the 
project, the capability to successfully manufacture some of the specific needles was not achieved.  
While this was impeded to a large extent through the design issues on the customer end there were 
many issues with the adequacy of the inhouse skills deployed.  As a result, the project presented many 
disappointments over the years.  Volume production commenced in September 2016, however design 
issues resulted in extensive manufacturing issues and the line was shut down. While the Company 
proceeded to problem solve the design issues and work with the customer (costing more and not 
getting paid for this) the customer experienced an FDA issue and all resources were taken away from 
the project.  The project was eventually put on hold.  As a result, the business never reached its full 
potential. Since 2014, the Company revenue targets have been behind budget due to the delay in the 
needles business. A significant level of revenues has been lost over the period and no adequate return 
has been made on the investment made. The project proved to be loss making year on year and 
impacted the results of the Company.  Consequently, a lot of resentment towards the project and the 
needles business was built up within the Company. The Director of Operations who was the key 
influencer within the team did not see the benefit in proceeding with it.    

In October 2019, a new contract was negotiated and finalised with the customer removing many of 
the original restrictions.  This allowed the Company to manufacture needles for customers in the wider 
market. The Company currently continues to manufacture low volumes of needles for the original 
customer and while the customer is still committed to completing the development project, the 
timeline is unspecified.   
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In November 2019, the Company was approached by two other specific customers wanting to do 
business in the needles space.  While the Shareholders and Chief Executive Officer (CEO) believed 
there was a significant opportunity within the speciality needles market, the management team 
recognise the complexities the product presents.  The existing business is very efficient based on lean 
manufacturing and achieving short term targets is a priority of the management team. The team 
therefore do not believe that this is the right strategic move for the Company.  

In early 2020, Kay undertook the responsibility to lead a project to investigate the right strategic move 
into the needles market and explore the most appropriate next steps.  The project presented many 
challenges from the team members and a significant level of resistance to it.  Extensive work was 
performed on analysing the Company’s internal resources, capabilities, and core competencies.  The 
analysis performed disclosed many strengths to operating in the needles market.  It became clear that 
using the existing business model in the needle space was appropriate and allows for leveraging of 
existing competencies and skills. There is spare capacity, equipment in house and financial support to 
proceed.  There was a lot of legitimate requests from the team requesting a clear market analysis to 
define the exact business opportunity and a clear business plan. Gaps in specialised skills and 
technologies were also identified. Despite the strengths revealed there was still challenges at every 
step.  The team continuing to focus on the experiences of the past and the key challenges encountered 
included a resistance mainly due to differing assessments, uncertainty, and a lack of trust.  For 
example, at the opening session the team required certainty over the market data, the defined 
product line and what the Company should do.  They needed certainty before they were willing to 
proceed. They appeared to initially resist being part of the decision-making process for this new 
opportunity.   

By considering the main causes of resistance Kay determined that the most likely resistance would 
take the form of differing assessments of the current reality. With the knowledge of past experiences, 
it was anticipated that the Stakeholders would most likely recognise that this opportunity would 
present more costs than benefits and that there would be a low tolerance for change because this 
resembled another emergent strategy. Another emergent strategy would be perceived as 
representing a repeat of the past failures. To frame the problem the opening session therefore did 
not present the problem in terms of lost revenues and under utilisation of assets, instead the problem 
focused on the type of strategy that must be taken, explaining the importance of ensuring an intended 
strategy was put in place to avoid a recurrence of another emergent strategy.  The message delivered 
to the team stated that the main objective of the project was that the needles strategy would have to 
be a planned and rational choice supported by the team and not an emergent strategy of choice by 
the Shareholders, CEO and wanting customers.  This helped to get the team on board.   

The resources proved to be the most controversial point for the team.  The conflicts within the team 
arose on many occasions and although the team building and trust was evolving during the process, 
the resource discussion was controversial and caused the most tensions.  It required careful managing 
and conduct to achieve mutual agreement.   The team feared the opportunity that needles presented 
would drain on the existing support resources and management time at the cost of the existing 
business.   

Working together through all the queries, concerns, debates, and data aided trust to be built.  The 
profitability analysis completed demonstrated that proceeding to do business with the two wanting 
customers and making the required investment was a viable business opportunity for the Company.  
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Further sessions saw resistance due to the lower profitability of one of the customers. Increased 
pricing resulted in a group decision being made. Ownership and accountability for the opportunity 
had finally been accepted.  In February 2020, the team agreed that focusing on the existing two 
customers looking to do business with the Company was appropriate first steps and was referred to 
as the Short-Term Strategy 2020. The team finally embraced the opportunity.   

 

2.2.2.1 Assessment    

 

Realities:  

Looking at Innovation case initially indicates there was adequate shareholder and CEO support and 
the experience within the team.  However, looking more deeply, from the outset the team and the 
Shareholders presented different assessments of the situation and this caused the resistance to the 
project.  For example, the “problem” was perceived by the Shareholders as being the underutilised 
assets and lost revenues and this opportunity would solve this.  On the other hand, the team members 
recognised more costs than benefits from the opportunity and as a result they had a low tolerance for 
change because this was looking like another emergent strategy as taken in the past. Another 
emergent strategy would be perceived as representing a repeat of the past failures. The mental 
models of the team were fixed.  They did not possess the ability to get beyond the current perceived 
reality.  In addition, there did not seem to be a willingness to want to see the current vision.  For 
example, the team refused to make the decision and at the opening session were reluctant to being 
part of the assessment.  It was going to be difficult to empower action due to the second duality not 
existing i.e. the team did not present a willingness to proceed.  In terms of stages, the team were at 
storming stage, whereas the Shareholders had already proceeded to forming.   

 

Focus: 

The team in Innovation case did not want to proceed with the opportunity at the outset until they 
were sure it was a viable project.  They saw the complexities, the additional costs, the efforts, and 
management time required.  They focused on the short-term profitability impact. They did not look 
at the longer-term value, which was the focus of the Shareholders and the value the opportunity 
would create for the Company in the longer term.  While to some extent the goals were the same in 
terms of both wanted the opportunity to be viable, the mental models of what viability meant was 
different.  

 

Human:  

Innovation case indicated that the team held a vast experience in medical devices and some 
experience in the needle manufacturing.  The individual team members that experienced the needles 
business previously had a human structure influenced by the negative outcomes of the project in the 
past.  The psychological influence was exposed through many fears within the team.  These fears 
included that of failure, more work or even fear of loss of face that the old way of thinking would be 
deemed inaccurate and that the project would be a viable option.  There was an underlying 
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resentment towards the opportunity.  The uncertainty and complexity as this were something that 
was outside of the habitual and represented something new.  The mental model of the team did not 
appear to reflect the positives in the opportunity and unfortunately there did not appear to be a want 
to learn or adapt new models.   The most powerful force at play was perceived as being that of the 
management of controls and a lack of organisational ambidexterity towards innovation.   

 

Dynamics:  

Innovation case presented an architectural structure within the team that gave the opportunity for 
interrelationships between the members over time.  When the Director of Operations, being the key 
influencer did not want to proceed this undoubtedly impacted the group think and influence across 
the team. So, while the collaboration and communication were strong between the team, as team 
lead Kay was not interconnected.  The interconnection between the team and the team lead was weak 
from the outset.  The problem-solving capability within the team was strong, however when the team 
did not recognise the “problem” it was hard to motivate them to solve it. The only problem they were 
trying to solve was how to avoid this opportunity.   

Innovation case displayed many problems within each component making the project a challenge.  
This in turn led to inadequate capacities within the team.  The state capacity presented was extremely 
weak as the team had inconsistent realities of the situation and the goals of the team were not aligned 
with those of the Shareholders.  Consequently, there was no shared vision.  The realities were 
hindered here through past experiences, a fear of failure and short-term resources and profitability.  
The capacity to be something was hindered.  In addition, the foundational capacity forming a basis 
competence for action was weak also.  The significant flaw here presented in terms of the team 
resistance to the project.  The disconnect between the team lead and the members of the team 
resulted in the functional capacity being extremely difficult.  The remaining capacities were all deemed 
weak. 

Despite the weak capacities presented in Innovation case, the project needed to be completed and so 
a lot of work was carried out to assess how best to approach the project from a system thinking 
perspective and achieve success within the team.  The team’s capabilities needed to be improved and 
expanded to create the results desired.  While all disciplines are critical and interlinked, the approach 
taken was to first foster aspiration with the aim to create a shared vision and personal mastery within 
the team. By working on these this would then help with the other components.  To transform the 
team system, the power of data and knowledge was needed for a way forward.  The power of data 
and knowledge to understand the opportunity that the needles opportunity presented was key for 
the team.  Thereby focusing on trying to mend and improve the technical capacity of the team, where 
the human element was eliminated, was where the focus was held.   

While the reality was not aligned, the problem needed to be presented to the team differently from 
the outset. Doing this would embrace a solution-oriented approach within the team.  The framing of 
the problem at the opening session helped the team to understand and acknowledge their control 
within the process and there was a renewed sense of shared vision which in turn fostered the 
aspiration and realigned the realities.  

Building on the aspiration and shared vision Kay then used the strong team dynamics to explore and 
prove how worthwhile the opportunity was. Stripping out the human bias and focusing on the issue 
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at hand and providing the data to support the opportunity would begin to reduce the uncertainty and 
begin to get the team on board.  Once the technical ability of the project was proven it improved the 
other components of the team and started to increase their capabilities.   

 

2.2.3 Coaching the Game 

 This case study deals with the challenges of working with an amateur rugby club and trying to 
implement structures, philosophies and personal experience learnt from seventeen years in 
professional sport. The qualitative data was gathered through experience and from speaking to the 
team throughout the process.  

In July 2019 Coach was interviewed for the position of 
Head Coach at X Rugby Club. The Rugby Club is an amateur 
rugby team playing in the Connacht junior two league. The 
club aspired to gain promotion into the top junior league 
in Connacht. After meeting the President, committee, and 
a group of representatives from the senior player group, 
Coach  accepted the position.  Having spent the last five 
years as a player/coach in France the role gave Coach an 
opportunity to get back on the coaching ladder in Ireland 
after seventeen years playing professional rugby in 
Ireland, England, and France.   

Coach met with the senior players group at the end of July to understand how the players 
worked, what they expected and why they were playing for the club.  In the first meeting Coach 
preceded to introduce himself, explaining his playing and coaching background and playing 
philosophy. He described what the future would look like 
with Coach as a coach and explained the expectation of 
them as a playing group. Coach had several questions about 
their commitments and expectations to help form a shared 
vision and team culture of the group for the season. As part 
of this session the following diagram and questions were 
presented:   

Coach requested the players nominate the club captain and 
four players to form a leadership group. The leadership 
group was made up of the club captain, a senior back, a 
senior forward, a junior back and junior forward, team 
manager and the head coach. The leadership group was 
designed to support and give insight into how the players 
were getting on, feedback on training, housekeeping, 
training times, travel, and an occasion for players to voice 
their concerns.   Once the club captain and the leadership 
group were nominated, the rugby club senior squad charter 
was produced. The charter was designed to hold everyone 
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accountable for their actions and empower the players. Coach reiterated the importance of getting 
actions and behaviours to align with expectation.   

Coach’s role as coach was to give the players the correct tools to enable them to perform to the best 
of their ability and give them the confidence to make decisions under pressure, whilst having fun. To 
achieve this, training was of high intensity, chaotic and game related and it took the players out of 
their comfort zone. The training was designed to push and pull and stretch the players. The systems 
and decision making were put under pressure and fine-tuned, so that it became second nature. The 
players needed to trust the systems and new methods. It required commitment and hard work; yet it 
was driven by the players. The players had the freedom to express themselves and push their skill set; 
making mistakes was part of the learning process, and each player had to fix-it and find the solution. 
Coach looked for a positive reaction and ability to learn and move onto the next task.  

 

The numbers at training were excellent and training was of a very high standard. The players really 
embraced the new systems and training methods.  The quality of the training and the commitment 
from the squad was satisfactory. The first match (cup) was at the end of August and this presented 
issues with players availability due to work, family, holiday, and other sport commitments. One of the 
team’s objectives was to win silverware. The opportunity presented a way to send a message of intent 
to the other teams in the league but fell short at the first hurdle.  The availability of players had been 
an issue for the club for the first three months of every season, as most of the players also played 
hurling. The small print under players availability had not been read.     

In the first six league games the team played four games away and two at home, two were won, one 
draw and three were lost. It was not the start of the season that had been planned and anticipated. 
The team manager became ill and was unable to fulfil his role. The nights turned cold and wet and the 
numbers at training started to reduce coupled with sustaining several key injuries.  This led to Coach 
unexpectantly returning to play himself as a means to boost the squad. The players from the hurling 
teams returned and lifted the spirts of the team, the numbers at training increased and the results 
started to improve. The year finished strongly and 2020 started with a cup game against an unbeaten 
Connemara team.  The team narrowly lost but produced the best match of the season, and the 
performance instilled huge confidence in the squad.   Unfortunately, the team became victim to 
torrential rain and the pitches were unfit for both training and playing matches. The training was 
moved to a synthetic pitch and sport halls for six weeks. The numbers at training were extremely poor 
with only three games being played in a three-month period. 

The team had become very disjointed and the leadership group ceased to function. The club came 
under pressure from the Connacht Branch to fulfil the remaining scheduled matches. The pitch was 
deemed unfit for purpose and so it would have to provide an alternative venue.   In March 2020, the 
team played their home game against Ballinrobe, under lights on an artificial surface. The game was 
abandoned after sixty-eight minutes due to a serious injury to a Ballinrobe player. At the time, the 
match was abandoned the team were winning 15 – 8. Unfortunately, the Connacht Branch did not 
reward the victory to the team and demanded the match to be replayed at the next available 
date.   With several matches to be rescheduled, it would be impossible for the club to fulfil all its 
fixtures before the end of the season. With the current league status and number of games to play, 
the player vetoed Coach’s decision to play the 1st team cup fixture and they decided to favour the 
2nd team cup, to win silverware and salvage the season.  The players met with the Club President 
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independently and decided that they would finish the season without Coach as head coach. The Club 
President and committee subsequently met with Coach and informed him that they had no choice but 
to support the players’ decision and that coaching the team would stop immediately.  While Coach 
had planned to meet with the players to gain an understanding of what had gone wrong and help 
understand what could have been done to prevent this situation, due to the COVID 19 pandemic, all 
sports events were cancelled, and so it was not possible to meet with the players face to face.  

 

2.2.3.1 Assessment 

 

The players decision to terminate Coach’s role as head coach was difficult to accept and comprehend. 
The situation presented an array of emotions; including hurt, anger and to some extent Coach’s ego 
was damaged. The COVID 19 pandemic impacted the situation as it prevented the opportunity to 
physically meet face to face with the players to gain an understanding of what, how and why of their 
choice. The players had been afforded transparency and honesty throughout the process with a lot of 
time being invested.  Actions were aligned with their expectations and staying true to their values, 
while still holding people accountable to their actions. However, these did not prevent the ultimate 
outcome of dismissal of the coach.   

Whilst Coach had a vast experience stemming from being a professional rugby player, he accepted he 
was a young coach, and this represented the first role as head coach of an amateur club. Despite his 
expertise using systems, practices, values, and strategies and being meticulous at the level of 
information shared even ensuring the content was pitched at an appropriate level for the group, this 
did not produce the desired outcome.  Had Coach’s biases clouded his judgement? Did he expect too 
much from the players? Did his expectations align with his actions?  It is extremely difficult to look 
through a microscope and a telescope at the same time. “Seek to understand, then be understood” 
(Stephen Covey). So, to provide more clarify of the events the Four Places for Team Empowerment 
Framework by Martin Hughes, was used to suggest a systematic solution to prevent such events 
occurring in the future.    

 

Treasury:     

The structure and systems were deemed relatively simple, they had been adapted for the ability of 
the group and the amount of time to practice and perfect them. The systems require fundamental 
core rugby skills and a level of personnel mastery.  The first part of the pre-season was spent mastering 
the fundamental core skill (catching, passing and communication) needed to allow the players to be 
comfortable and confident in the systems. The skills were practiced in a chaotic environment, under 
fatigue and distress, to enable the individual to have the right decision-making skills needed to repeat 
the systems in a competitive environment. This environment replicated the match condition.  The 
fundamental skills of the group improved vastly, and the system were easily mastered. The players 
required a certain level of physical fitness and form. There was not sufficient time in the week to 
concentrate on fitness alone and the player were empowered to maintain their individual fitness in 
their own time. The lack of support from the club committee became a vital contribution to the failure 
of empowerment. The team manager that was initially appointed became ill and was not able to fulfil 
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his role and the role was never backfilled.  This role was a critical element within the coaching team 
that would have leant a vital support mechanism and sounding board for Coach.   

 

Pitch:  

Coaching is a form of development in which an experienced person, called a coach, supports a learner 
or client in achieving a specific personal or professional goal by providing training and guidance 
(Passmore 2016).   Undertaking any commitment be it at university, work, or sport requires 100% 
commitment and participation from start to finish so to enable mastering the chosen skill. This level 
of commitment was one of the basic requirements and the team values. When the numbers at training 
started to reduce, so did the quality of work. It would require continuous repetition of a system and 
moves to gain and understand each individual role. Everyone had an important position to play in 
these combinations. The system was designed that no matter what the level of competence the 
players had; they would have been able to perform the system after continuous repetition. 
Unfortunately, this was not the case. The time the players had in mastering the system was limited as 
the team trained collectively for just three hours a week. Upon missing a week or two of content made 
it was extremely challenging for the players and coach. As a result, the structure systems did not 
evolve during the time on the pitch. It is said "that you are only as strong as your weakest player” -
Mark Grey.  This lack of commitment to training had not been something Coach had not experienced 
in the past, as the teams coached previously were all professional. Each session would take three 
hours to design, they were specific and would never be the same. This variety was designed to get the 
players to look at the situations differently and find new solutions to problems. It would keep the 
player interested and fresh.  

After Christmas, the lack of commitment from the players began to impact Coach and he stopped 
planning the sessions in the same detailed way as done previously.  Coach did not know how many 
players would be present at training and when Coach began playing, he was making all decisions from 
the heat of battle. Players became disgruntled with decisions, especially if the result had not gone the 
team’s way.  All representing the dynamics resulting on the pitch.   

 

Café of Aspiration:   

The leadership group was set up to help drive the shared vision of the club.  It was a mechanism to 
provide the players the opportunity to have a voice and allowed information sharing between the 
coach and the players. Experience had afforded the experience of knowing that the leadership group 
is fundamental to the success of the team. So, why had it not worked at this club.  Upon reflection, 
the team and the players were not ready for this type of system.  Also, it had not been their idea and 
was forced on them too early in the season. In the absence of not knowing the players who possessed 
the adequate leadership qualities the nominations were completed by the players themselves based 
on their beliefs of who should represent them collectively. The imposing of Coach’s philosophy and 
culture on the players was too much too quick.  

The leadership group was meant to be the catalyst for team empowerment to help embrace the 
shared vision. It transpired the wrong players had been selected and they did not want to be in a 
leadership role.  Additionally, the players did not have any connection to what Coach was asking 
for. The players feared change and the unknown, wanting to stay in their comfort zone and in the 
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“old” way. By imposing this new philosophy, it had created confusion and misunderstanding for the 
need for change. A more specific communications of the expectations of this group should have been 
given and a change leadership approach taken. Also, leadership traits for the group should have been 
more clearly defined to include: proactive/inclusive, role model on the pitch, driven to succeed - 
hunger, growth mindset, open to change and open to challenge and finally a communicative 
champion.   

The café of aspiration had become a fad and toxic. The players would complain between themselves 
and they played lip service to the shared vision. They did not have skin in the game because it was 
forced on them, it became a chore and they resented the idea of change that they were not prepared 
for.  

 

Cathedral of Inspiration:   

In the beginning the team embraced the idea of reflective conversations and reflective dialog. The 
new type of training was novel, they liked the philosophy and systems of play. The players had a voice 
and felt valued and understood how they were performing on the pitch. However, when the pressure 
materialised, the conversation and dialog stopped. The players stopped challenging each other and 
did not uphold the core values of the club.   Without the reflection, the players did not look at their 
role in the team and their personal mastery was failing here. By not embracing the leadership group, 
the team did not take the time to assess how everything was functioning and how individual 
behaviours were influencing the group. There was no accountability for inappropriate behaviour.  The 
failure to have consistency on the pitch led to the dysfunction in the team and its values.  In the 
previous teams Coach had coached the players had been intrinsically motivated to do the right thing 
and been honest in reviewing their own and the team’s performance. 

In using this framework it is clear to see why the club team had failed to change and why they had 
resisted embracing empowerment. Coach endeavoured to create an environment for empowerment 
to thrive, the leadership group structure was designed to support and uphold the share vision and 
lead the team toward empowerment. It is said, “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it 
drink”. Coach strived to create an environment for team empowerment but for empowerment to 
occur, the players needed to choose to change and except the responsibility of empowerment. The 
uncertainty of change and growth had them reverting to their old behaviours. Ultimately, Coach’s 
inexperience in the amateur environment, meant he did not identify the resistance to change and 
empowerment soon enough. This meant that Coach did not adjust his expectations and vision to align 
with the behaviours and capability of the group.   

 

2.2.4 Acquisition Analysis 

This case deals with the challenge that presented with an acquisition involving a well-known 
multinational company.  The research undertaken for this case includes primary and secondary 
research methods.  Four key sources were used to included interviews conducted with the Galway 
Chief Financial Officer (CFO) to gain an insight into what changes were born out of the lessons learned. 
The CFO was informed that the information would be used as part of this assignment and accordingly 
all sessions were conducted with the consent of the individuals.  Means of collecting of secondary 
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research included Fortune magazine, Harvard Business Review Journals, and news coverage, outlined 
in the reference sections.  

In 1979, ABC was founded as a holding company to manage the acquisition of several small companies 
in the field of minimally invasive medical devices. The Company focused on evaluating companies to 
determine those that represented a right fit for its expanding product portfolio, securing purchase of 
these and successfully integrating them into what soon became the ABC global corporation. They 
became famous for their range of products but equally famous for their ability mark the potential in 
small startups, complete due diligence quickly and drive aggressive integration and expansion of them 
once purchased.   

  

ABC’s mergers and acquisitions were considered to have two of the best strategists in the market. 
Founder Pete Nicholas had built a multibillion-dollar company based on his ability spot companies on 
the up, with growth potential that could be easily capitalize upon. As the Company grew, he 
strengthened its ability in mergers and acquisitions through the addition of Larry Best as CFO. Best 
was best known and described by associates in the field as a street fighter, someone who did not like 
to lose and rarely did (Tully 2006).  

In 1999, with the Company going through a continued phase of sustained double-digit growth Nicholas 
and Best achieved one of their greatest transactions by securing Jim Tobin as CEO.  Tobin was a 
distinguished executive in the drug business and had a formidable reputation for launching and 
commercializing products in record time. As CEO he set about an ambitious plan to launch their first 
drug coated stent to compete in the market dominated by the big two at the time, Johnson & Johnson 
(XYZ) and Medtronic. Within four years he had successfully led the Company through the launch of 
the product capturing 60% of the market share, 40% of which was taken from XYZ's competing 
stent.  This remarkable success turned ABC into the biggest player in the cardiac stent business.  

The 40% loss in market share for XYZ reopened old wounds between them and ABC which dated back 
to the mid-1990s when XYZ proposed takeover of ABC was flatly rejected by Nicholas at the time. After 
the rejection Nicholas claims that XYZ inundated the much smaller company with a barrage of lawsuits. 
These lawsuits had little merit built on reactions to a business proposal rejection (Tully 2006). 

Despite the loss of markets, XYZ remained a successful company.  In 2002, after a decade of sustained 
double-digit growth, XYZ sought an acquisition that would strengthen their overall business increasing 
their presence within the hospital procedures markets. It was concluded that the best fit was a 
company called Target who were positioned in the pacemaker and defibrillator markets with emerging 
technology in the drug coated stent business. This offering complemented XYZ's existing business and 
its growth targets.  XYZ finally made an offer of $76 per share, valuing the Company at $25.4 billion 
which Target willingly accepted (Tully 2006). 

Following the purchase, XYZ begun completing the regulatory and financial compliance associated 
with the merger. It was during this period that the initial flaws began to appear in Target, a company 
that up until now had looked extremely polished.   Target’s issues arose from the death of one young 
cyclist who had been fitted with a defibrillator. This individual had gone into cardiac arrest and rather 
than restart the heart the device short circuited. Upon review it transpired that certain Target 
products had underlying short circuit problems over several years and while the risks were extremely 
low the issue had gone undiagnosed, unresolved, and unreported.  With the issue now reported by 
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the cyclist’s family, a series of investigations followed presenting in recalls producing untold 
reputational damage for Target and significant decline in share value. While XYZ had concerns, they 
were still interested in the purchase, making a reduced offer of $58 per share, a price assessed as 
reasonable considering ongoing quality issues. The Target management team rejected the offer and a 
new phase of negotiations commenced.    

At the same time ABC was experiencing a sustained period of double-digit growth primarily on the 
back of their success in the dug coated stent business.  Despite this they did not have any potential 
other big-ticket product capable of maintaining the growth on an ongoing basis.  ABC had long coveted 
Target however feared a purchase would not get regulatory approval. Some of these fears were 
allayed as it appeared XYZ had worked a path forward in this area. Given the historical relationship 
with XYZ, ABC were irritated to think of them purchasing Target. And so, at the 13th hour, ABC decided 
to pursue the purchase of Target. They used the ongoing negotiations between XYZ and Target as their 
opportunity to break up the party. What followed, was a period of protracted negotiations, offers and 
counter offers between the three companies. While it might be reasonable to think that Target had a 
weakened negotiation position given their quality issues this was not how it turned out. Two 
interested buyers with a real desire to obtain ownership of the Company and an underlying distaste 
for each other was something the Target duly exploited.  In 2006, ABC closed the deal to buy Target 
for $27.3 billion. In the end ABC paid $9 per share more than XYZ were offering for a company with 
known, but most importantly unquantified, product quality issues. 

Following the purchase, several additional product related issues were exposed resulting in further 
product recalls coupled with a lot of compliance and regulatory issues. Within two years of the 
purchase ABC shares fell by 59%, while XYZ’s shares rose by 5% (Lovallo 2007). The only factor that 
prevented ABC from takeover was the global recession that emerged in late 2008. It took ABC 10 years 
to rebuild the Company to a point where it had the same market value before it purchased 
Target. Along with the internal troubles ABC also had to contend with a reemergence of an external 
legal issues from XYZ. 

When XYZ were asked after the deal closure why they had pulled out of the negotiations and let ABC 
purchase the Company they gave the following reasons: 

  

1. Financials: ABC final offer just did not make financial sense to them. When they reflected on 
it and assessed the numbers associated with it, they could not see how it was feasible.  

2. Quality: When the quality issues arose XYZ restarted their model for assessing the deal and 
changed how they assessed the risk associated with quality. It became a key limiting factor in 
what price they could pay for the Company changing their initial assessment.   

3. Plan B:  XYZ always held a Plan B. As the environment changed with Target quality issues and 
ABC coming into the negotiations they continued to reassess and work on the Plan B.   

  

It is clear from the XYZ responses that they were practicing systems thinking right from the start. They 
looked at the whole picture even assessing alternative options right from the beginning of the 
process. What is also evident is that they had a strong reflective culture. As the landscape 
changed throughout the negotiation process, they reflected on each change and adapted their 
strategy in line with the changes.   
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When ABC were questioned about their strategy in relation to the ever-increasing quality issues and 
debt burden given the cost of the deal they dismissed both as insignificant. The mantra from the ABC 
team only focused on how it was a great deal for the Company, with an overconfident attitude of 
everything will work out in the future. They had taken their position and could not see beyond this.    

 

2.2.4.1 Assessment    

To identify why a company with vast experience in identifying, acquiring, and integrating companies 
into this large corporation nearly went out of existence because of one wrong acquisition, an analysis 
of the case through The Four Systems of Team Empowerment was completed.    

 

Treasury:  

The toolbox was full the question is, were the right tools in it.  With a long history of acquisitions ABC 
had established significant systems and methodologies for use throughout the process. In this instance 
they continued to use the same tools without understanding if these tools were the correct ones for 
the job at hand. As flexibility and adaptability of mental models is required for success, ABC did not 
demonstrate either in this case. All adaptability was biased by single minded persistence. ABC’s 
creative tension in the bidding war was been driven by previous bad blood with XYZ. A perception of 
reality is only useful if it is not clouded by a single-minded vision that does not pose a risk to the 
organisation.   

If ABC had used the Treasury correctly it would have first reviewed its existing resources to determine 
if these were applicable to the task at hand. If they were not, then existing resources should have been 
changed or additional resources added. The foundation to the success of the team was having the 
correct resources in the Treasury. Throughout the process there should have been a reflection on the 
resources in use to ensure that they were still applicable for the task.   

 

Pitch: 

Upon completing early analysis ABC were determined to purchase Target.  Not only was this a 
company that they wanted, it also represented a competitor they did not want to lose too. Normal 
rules of engagement were not followed, and all the information discloses that the entire C suite were 
fully engaged in pursuing the deal. Right from the outset we can see that the strategy did not change 
from the initial goal of acquiring the Company. They went onto the pitch with the full intent of beating 
XYZ and despite serious concerns raised throughout the process not one person evaluated or assessed 
the potential impact.   If the pitch was used correctly then it should not have been crowded with 
everyone on it. Some like the CEO should either have spent minimal time on it or possibly none. Others 
should have only spent a period of their time there with the remainder alternated back through the 
other three quadrants.  

 

Cafe of Aspiration:  

It is clear from the research that ABC worked endlessly on this deal. They were intrinsically motivated 
do the right thing but while following the incorrect vision the motivation was miss placed. After going 
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through a period of sustained growth and success a loss of focus on reflection and systems thinking 
ultimately nearly caused the demise of the Company.  Going into to such profound change, the 
Company vision required a re-examination ensuring that the planned change was in line with the 
vision or alternatively the vision should have been changed to match the plans.   If ABC had used 
the Café of Aspiration correctly the team would have had the personal mastery and empowerment to 
question the vision, its correctness and fitness for purpose.   

 

Cathedral of Inspiration:  

With everyone on the pitch there was nobody left to reflect either on their vision for what lay ahead 
or more seriously on the ever-emergent issues coming to life within Target. Systems thinking was cast 
to one side with leadership becoming to some extent, obsessed with the action of the deal. For them, 
the whole became the closure of the acquisition. It should have included everything connected within 
the wider context of the deal. They should have been looking at how the quality issues would impact 
the business in the long-term and why their competition was taking a different approach. They lost 
sight of the bigger picture and the perspective of understanding that every action has a reaction. We 
must always ask ourselves the difficult questions to understand if the imminent reaction is the right 
thing for us.   

Correct use of the Cathedral of Inspiration would have very simply instilled a reflective culture in the 
organisation. This should have been at an individual level with each individual empowered to question 
the direction and strategies post reflection. It should have also instilled reflective dialogue within the 
team creating a challenging space where the Company’s strategies were challenged and validated.   

  

2.3 Comparative Analysis  

This section now presents our comparative analysis on our study across all three dimensions; systems, 
team, and empowerment as they were represented across all four cases. It seeks to understand the 
common issues that impacted across the different cases and prove some insightful findings.   

 

2.3.1 Systems Thinking  

 Family  Acquisition Innovation Coach 

Approach Singular Singular Singular Wholistic 

Reality Complex Complicated Complex Simple 

Relations Disconnected Connected Disconnected Connected 

 

In applying a system thinking approach to each case, we noted that while all cases had different 
approaches, realities, and relations, the outcomes were all very different.  It was very interesting in 
Coach’s case, that while at the outset the approach, the reality and the relations all appeared sufficient 
this still did not prevent the chaos and disorder that resulted.  Despite a wholistic approach adopted 
at the outset, using simple models and strategies, this approach did not work as the players were not 
prepared to change to the new strategies. Also, while a simple reality existed initially this was not 
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maintained.  On the relations end, while there appeared to be initial connection this became 
disconnected.  Upon discussing this further within the group, we acknowledged that the human bias 
had a significant impact and the mental models prevented a more desired outcome. However, upon 
analyzing deeper it exposed that a leadership issue also existed, as the leadership group and manager 
did not play a sufficient role and adaptive leadership approach was also lacking to some extent.  Whilst 
the application of systems thinking diagnosed the state, due to the COVID 19 this situation could not 
be satisfactorily concluded.  

When we examined the relations impact across all three cases it was interesting to see how the 
relations/human side can alter.  In both Gers and Innovation case, it changed from disconnected to 
connected, resulting in a desirable outcome, while the opposite happened in Coachs case.  In this case 
as the team became disconnected the desired outcome failed.  What activated the change in Kay and 
Gers case, was the impact of mental model and change in mindset when data was produced and the 
RLCC was appointed.  It was only in taking a systematic approach to Innovation case highlighted that 
the technical capability of the team needed to be improved. This capability changed when the data 
and analysis was re-presented.   

Once the relations moved to being connected then this had a knock-on impact on the realities in each 
case, becoming aligned and therefore moved from complex and complicated spaces.   

In Acquisition case the individuals involved failed to follow any kind of system other than their own 
single-minded persistence, represented through the singular approach taken.  So, despite the 
connectedness within the team, they were connected based on fixed mental model. We saw that 
when the information related to the issues with Target became public, this information changed the 
realities within which the merger was taking place. This did not manage to change the mental models.   

 

2.3.2 Teams 

Capability Acquisition Case Innovation Case 

State Absent Absent 

Functional Weak Absent 

Foundational Weak Absent 

Technical Absent Absent 

Innovative Absent Absent 

Performance Weak Absent 

 
Assessing the team’s effectiveness and the capabilities that were presented in both cases, it exposed 

that within Innovation case, despite having all capabilities hindered from the outset, a successful 

outcome was still achieved.  The system thinking approach taken here exposed that the human 

component was the most significant impacting factor.  Therefore, the solution was going to need to 

come from working with a capability that did not involve a human element.  In this situation this was 

technical ability, and the need to focus objectively and obtaining the data required.   
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2.3.3 Empowerment  

 
 

Acquisition 
Case 

Coach's Case 

Pitch Here Here 

Cathedral of Aspiration xx xx 

Café of Inspiration xx Here 

Treasury xx xx 

 

In Acquisition case, the CEO lead from the front and the team always presented on the pitch.  There 
is no evidence that they ever went into other quadrants. No one was reviewing the vision to see that 
it was still applicable as factors changed throughout the deal. (Cathedral).  Despite significant changes 
in circumstances the team did not reflect on how they should change the deal or the vision they had 
at the outset. (Café).  Given previous successes in this area, it is likely they had the necessary resources 
available however their bias based on previous history with the competition, prevented them from 
utilizing the resources.  (Treasury).   

 

In Coach’s case, it has been assessed that while the team spent a lot of time on the pitch they did end 
up in the café, however for all the wrong reasons.  They finished up in the fad café blaming the new 
structures and methods, they reverted to old type behaviors and they did not have the ability to step 
back and acknowledge their own actions.  They did not possess the personal mastery required and by 
the time they realized, the impact of Covid-19 resulted in them not being able to adapt accordingly.   

 

Finally, we assessed the structures and socio elements at play and the following became apparent: 

 

 
 

It was very interesting to note that in both cases, despite having the resources in place, successful 
outcomes did not arise.  In both cases the team itself did not want to be empowered showing firsthand 

Acquisition Case Coach Case 



 73 

practical examples of where the second duality of empowerment did not emerge. This highlighted the 
impact of the human bias.  In Coachs case, while that the team said all the right things, they were 
paying lip service to the shared vision and the groups resistance to change meant empowerment was 
not adopted.  In terms of leadership assessment, while in Coach’s case leadership were empowering 
at the start, the coach’s inexperience in the amateur environment, meant the resistance was not 
identified and in turn leadership did not adapt in line with the behaviors and actions of the group. 
Additionally, the leadership group and the manager did not fulfil their roles adequately and this also 
had a significant impact.  In Acquisition case the opposite was the case, and while the leadership were 
empowered, they were empowered along a wrong trajectory.  It was not to make the appropriate 
strategic and financial move; it was about overcoming an old rivalry. This lends to the insight that 
despite empowerment being in place, the empowerment must be aimed to the right effects.  

The impact of shared vision and mental models presented very strongly across all the cases and had 
significant impact in each case.  In summary shared vision and mental model attributes are highlighted 
below.  

 

Shared Vision  

In Gers case the placement of the MD’s son into the Company caused it to breakdown. The individual 
joined the Company with a very personal vision of his role to that of his father or the shared vision of 
the Company which existed with all other employees. Shared vision resulted once an independent 
review was performed.   In Innovation case the issue was that the personal visions of the management 
team did not agree to the vision of the Shareholders. Biases from previous bad experiences was the 
main contributing factor that prevented them from agreeing this. The use of data to breakdown the 
biases and introduce objectivity resulted in a shared vision, ultimately education through data and 
new mental models culminated in the generation of the shared vision.  The opposite was the case in 
Coach’s case as what was perceived as a shared vision at the start of the sporting season transpired 
to be a vision that people signed up to rather than believed in. This resulted in the success and the 
shared unity of the team being short lived. In Acquisition case a shared vision existed but it was based 
on a poorly thought out strategy. We see in this case that the success of the vision was based on it 
being built on sound judgment and analysis of the long-term goal for the Company. It is evident that 
a poorly thought out vision is as dangerous or possibly more dangerous than having no vision at all.  

 

Mental Models 

All four cases/organisations were in the process of change, change that was initiated at leadership 
level but not effectively communicated to the teams. In Ger’s case, it was a leadership decision to hire 
the son and the organisational processes in place that allowed this happen.  The father and son both 
had contrasting mental models as to the nature of the son’s employment. The son could not be 
removed from the team, he was working with his own agenda and disorder followed. Only at the 
introduction of the RLCC could the mental models be aligned.  

In Innovation case, the team were fixed on the mental model that they did not want to proceed with 
the opportunity.  They saw the complexities and management time required and focused on the short-
term profitability impact. They did not look at the longer-term value, which was the focus of the 
Shareholders and the value the opportunity would create for the Company in the longer term. The 
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mental models impacted the entire project until the data presentation, presenting proof of the 
viability of the project, realigned the mental models when.    

In Coachs case, the establishment of the leadership team was felt to be imposed on the team itself. 
This coupled with a lack of commitment by the players caused “gaps” in the development stages that 
the team were at. The team, feeling change was being imposed on them rather than developed 
together, resisted the change and their mental models remained unchanged. They were not aligned 
to Coachs. The Leadership group did not take the time to either assess how everything was functioning 
or how individual behaviours were influencing the group. The group could not work with different 
mental models and so disorder followed.   

Looking to Acquisition case, the acquisition of Target was driven by the personal agenda of the CEO 
without truly sensing the true nature of the acquisition. XYZ had stepped back due to several issues 
that had arisen, however ABC’s CEO did not chose to see beyond these and did not ask fundamental 
questions about the deal.  The mental model was fixated on the purchase despite the issues arising 
and there was also a lack of personal mastery evident.  What did they know as a fact? What did they 
sense as true? What didn’t they know? The team needed to develop strategies to pace itself so it could 
see beyond personal agendas. They needed to know when to pause, when to pick up again and how 
to deal with impasses.  

It was very telling that whilst the agendas were being driven top down little was done initially to get 
buy in from the teams. These cases highlight the importance of having shared mental models as when 
our mental models are aligned and incorporated into our work this directly impacts on the team’s 
ability to navigate through the changing times as a team.   

 

2.4 Findings  

This section presents our findings and conclusions based on learnings from our studies, individual and 

comparative analysis of the cases.  

The first finding presented for us, was the applicability of the systems thinking antecedents’ approach 
to all industries and communities regardless of type or structure. Our studies presented cases across 
industry and community and the tool was beneficial in all cases.   

The second finding presented, disclosed that the human system is the most challenging of all when 
working within teams. It can be the foundation of all successes and failures. The human system was a 
common denominator across all cases and had a significant impact on the outcomes.  Using a system 
thinking approach sooner in each case, could have resulted in realities being acknowledged earlier, 
enabling appropriate actions to be taken, leading to more successful approaches.   

The third finding presented was the influence of introducing objectivity using systems thinking tools.  
In most cases that present to us in contemporary realities, we as leaders can be somewhat biased in 
our initial perceptions to where and why the problems arise. As outlined above, the human bias is a 
significant challenge.  The use, therefore, of a system thinking approach and introducing objectivity 
can help to counteract the impact of the human bias.  When the human bias is reduced, the 
dysfunctions can be exposed in areas that might not have been expected.  We saw examples of this in 
both the Family and Coach cases.  Both cases were originally presented as a dysfunctional employee 
and a team of players, however upon applying objectivity in the form of systems thinking approach, 
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the dysfunctions identified as originating with leadership.  Completing this sooner in each case, could 
have facilitated more appropriate actions.   

Our final finding is presented in terms of shared vision.  While the context of the shared vision issues 
was different in each case, they ultimately had the same end-result which was a breakdown of 
function in systems within the Company. Four different cases with very different issues, all of which 
impact the vision, demonstrated how critical interpersonal relationships are for a company.  In time 
the Company will become unsuccessful if this vision is not aligned.  

 

2.5 Conclusion  

Dysfunctions and issues within teams will always arise due to the nature and extent of variables and 
the trends at play. The ability to apply system thinking to any situation ultimately provides enormous 
benefit, as leaders and organisations continue to strive to learn and achieve better outcomes. 
Notwithstanding fifty years of passing, the theories remain very relevant for today’s contemporary 
workplace.  Despite all the advances that have taken place, from the earliest cave days to man walking 
on the moon, systems have played a pivotal part in this evolution. The next fifty years will continue to 
evolve and as a result will continue to expose the same core elements.   
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Chapter 3  
Stephen Molumphy, John O’Shea, Siobhain Quaid and Mark Tobin 

3.1 Introduction 

This report analyses contemporary stories across a broad spectrum of industries through the lens of 
Systems for Team Empowerment. Our approach analyses three different stories with the intention of 
informing the approach for a fourth, ongoing story. We have chosen to look at two keystone models, 
which we will describe in the ‘Theory’ section below. While this approach is a slightly different angle 
than recommended, considering the spectrum of stories shared, we felt it would provide the best 
learning opportunity for our group and for the audience of this report.  

Our intent is that this report would be beneficial for; future students of Systems for Team 
Empowerment, fellow MBA students, academics within the world of management and leaders who 
are managing change or who wish to learn more about the benefits of using systems to enable team 
empowerment. 

3.2 Theory  

This module has helped us grow our understanding of the importance of having a ‘systems thinking’ 
approach to how we view and address the day-to-day challenges we face as managers. A group 
discussion around how people revert to type when they are under pressure resonated with us. We 
could all draw on personal examples of this; from managers we worked for and in our own interactions 
with our teams. The Bloomberg article by Mosendz & Melin (2020) regarding companies purchasing 
spy software to monitor people while they worked from home during the COVID-19 pandemic was a 
great example of this.  

For us to share our approach to analysing our stories from practice we will share our understanding 
of; Beckhard’s GRPI Model and Hughes’ Four Places Model of Team Empowerment. Of course, it would 
be remiss not to begin with our key take-aways from Senge’s “The 5th Discipline”  

3.2.1 Senge “The Fifth Discipline” 

As a group the consensus was that Peter Senge’s work in “The Fifth Discipline”, although it now being 
thirty years old, is still extremely relevant in today’s workplace. In talking through the five disciplines 
individually and collectively, we were all able to relate to each and how they can be better understood 
in how they hinder, could benefit and could help overcome many common issues, this was and despite 
each team member being from completely different industries. We were equally able to envisage how 
we could immediately work towards these and use this knowledge to improve our own organisations 
effectiveness and move towards becoming a learning organisation. 

The Five Disciplines  

Personal Mastery: In order for the collective to grow, the individual within the overall organisation 
must be willing to expand their expertise, therefore the individual learning has to be the starting point. 
Each member of the team must aspire for personnel growth and self-improvement, to enable them 
to expand their expertise of their own discipline. The organisation must foster and encourage this 
pursuit and in doing so will ultimately progress to greater group learning and iterative improvement. 
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Shared Vision: Shared Visions is about fostering a sense of shared purpose and commitment from the 
group which aligns everyone in working towards a common aspirational goal. This vision is one which 
everyone in the organisation is committed to, can understanding clearly, and talk to the principles, 
norms and standard expected in order to move towards this vision.  It is important that this is 
something that is relatable to everyone in the organisation to enable them to understand what they 
need to do, why they do it and how it fits into the bigger picture vision for the company and 
community. It should also be noted that this is an evolving entity which that needs to be constantly 
reviewed to ensure relevance and pertinent to the individual and the group as a whole. 

Mental Models:  Everyone has different learnings and experiences, most time these shape our view 
of the world and how we interpreted and approach situations. What is important here, is not that we 
have to eliminate our biases, assumptions and/or mental blocks, as sometimes they can prove 
beneficial,  but rather that we are aware of them, understand where they come from and can develop 
the ability to park them momentarily while at the same time being more receptive to others ideas and 
opinions, in order to allow more open conversation and dialogue, to initiate better interactions and 
ultimately drive better results together. 

Team Learning:  Most people who play team sports can relate to  the fact that working and learning 
as a collective far outweighs the individuals return on effort. Hence, the importance of being open to 
learning from others through and the associated willingness to share your wisdom are the key facets.  

It is important to note that in order for team learning to materialize, there is a need for the other four 
core disciplines to be embedded in the organisation.  

The 4 core disciplines ultimately lead us to the fifth discipline  ‘Systems Thinking’. 

Systems Thinking: As individuals we are hard wired to revert to type and so a linear thought process. 
However, as we are all aware the world and its problems are more often than not are nonlinear. 
Therefore, we need a more holistic mindset approach to enable up to see the bigger picture 
interconnections and patterns, this enables us as team members to develop better solutions and 
system improvements. 

‘Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes rather that parts, for seeing 
patterns of change rather than static snapshot, and for understanding the subtle 

interconnectedness that gives living systems their unique character’ 

(Peter Senge, 1990) 

3.2.1.1 Fifth Discipline Summary 

Focusing on the five disciplines and understating the symbiotic relationships between each can 
transform the organisation and drive opportunities. In looking at yourself, developing the individual, 
developing the team, working towards a common vision and seeing the bigger picture you can turn 
your organisation into a learning organisation and become more effective and ultimate more 
successful. 
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3.2.2 Beckhard’s GRPI Model 

Richard Beckhard devised the model known as GRPI in 1972. While this model is almost 50 years, it 
still feels hyper-relevant. The beauty is in the simplicity. Below is a visual representation used by 
business transformation specialists Hinteregger: 

 

 
Fig 1: Visual interpretation of Beckhard’s GRPI Model (Hinteregger, 2020) 

Our understanding is that the model represents a two-directional hierarchical relationship between 
Goals, Roles, Processes and Interpersonal Relations. The model suggests that good teams are founded 
on solid goals. Without clear goals, it is difficult for teams to be effective. The next rung on the ladder 
is Roles. Based on the prescribed goals, the necessary roles should be defined. Role clarity is critical to 
a team’s success. The next rung is Processes. Teams work together to build relevant and functional 
processes to maximise the utilisation of the team. The final rung is Interpersonal Relations. This can 
be viewed as whether we clarity on the 3 preceding rungs, allowing teams to interact well. Or 
alternatively, do we have the right people in the organisation if we believe the preceding rungs are 
effective.  

The most interesting part of this model is the Diagnoses arrow. The model suggests that dysfunction 
at any level should arise suspicion and investigation in the preceding step (or steps). For example, if 
team members are suggesting that they do not have clarity in their role, management should review 
the company’s Goals, as well as the impacted Roles.   

 

3.2.3 The Four Places Model of Team Empowerment 

This model provides a template to understand where a leader and the individuals spend most of their 
time. It allows reflection on whether you are spending time in the right spaces, at the right time. The 
picture below outlines the 4 areas, across Socio and Structural axes:  



 80 

 
Fig 2: ‘The Four Places of Team Empowerment’ (Hughes, 2020) 

 

We understand the four areas to mean the following: 

1. Pitch – Where a team executes akin to sport hence the analogy used. While the majority of the 
planning and strategic work happens in the other areas. The pitch is pivotal as it is where games 
are won or lost. Often as managers as a result of too much time in this area it results in poorly 
formulated and adhoc decision making. 

 

2. Treasury – Where a team’s resources and systems live, including the human resource. This 
includes tools and skills that help (or hinder) performance. A good treasury is a solid foundation 
for creating empowered teams, whereas a failure to improve or maintain the treasury can result 
in a lack of team empowerment. 

 

3. Café of Aspiration – Where a leader builds a capacity for sharing and fostering a team’s vision 
and innovation (1st Duality of Empowerment). It is important as leaders to find the right balance 
of time spent in this area. Too much time can impede on execution and damage team 
engagement i.e where leaders commit but take no action. Too little time in this area i.e in 
generating vision, can result in lack of a shared vision and result failure to empower action and 
maximise the capability of a team.  

 

4. Cathedral of Inspiration – Where a leader can reflect on their and their team’s collective ability 
to embrace empowerment (2nd Duality of Empowerment). Reflection on one’s skills or vision 
allows them the opportunity to identify opportunities to learn. Failing to spend any time here, 
will likely result in repeatedly relying on the same skills. Spending too much time here can 
result in a failure to act. 
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Depending on the stage a team finds itself in, the manager needs to shift where they operate. 
Importantly, this model gives managers a system to help them reflect on how they can maintain or 
improve how empowered or engaged their team is. 

 

 

3.3 Stories from Practice 

We present here four stories from practice. The first two stories present an overview of successful 
team outcomes with transformational results. The third story presents ‘a mixed results’ outcome. 
Finally, the last story presents an ‘in progress’ story from practice.  Each of the stories provide unique 
insight and are supportive of leveraging shared learning across relevant industry practices.  
 

3.3.1 Military Organisation  

This case voices a recent story of a military Unit using a systems-thinking approach to complete a 
difficult mission objective in a VUCA and dispersed location environment which lead to a 
transformative outcome. The story will focus on the personal mastery of several teams and the team 
empowerment approach which enabled the Unit to link together and achieve their shared vision. 

 

Fig 3: Unit starting the mission to find, secure and reoccupy a previously evacuated military base in Syria 

 

3.3.1.1 Environment: 

This military Unit operated in a hastily established military base in the Middle East situated on 
disputed territory which is claimed by both Syria and Israel. It is a VUCA environment with 
conventional and unconventional armed elements that operated in proximity to the base. The 
environment comprised of poor socio-economic conditions, religious and ethnic differences and has 
a history of territorial conflicts. 
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3.3.1.2 Culture: 

The military Unit’s architecture is of a hierarchical structure with personal mastery of one's respective 
domain a necessity. The Unit’s focus is on achieving the tasks allotted and ensuring mission success 
while adopting a ‘serve to lead’ leadership philosophy, meaning the men and women in your 
responsibility are your 1st priority. Orders and organisational strategic direction flow from 
headquarters in Ireland to respective Unit headquarters at home and overseas and Unit Commanding 
Officers/CEO’s in turn have the mission command to complete the objectives. Mission command being 
a philosophy where personnel are told what needs to be achieved and why but not how. It 
encompasses unity of effort, trust, mutual understanding, decentralised execution and effective 
decision making. 

 

3.3.1.3 Case Overview: 

Recently a military Unit, comprising of 150 soldiers, were tasked to reoccupy a base in Syria that had 
been evacuated under fire four years previously during the Syrian civil war. This military Unit was 
organised in a unique structure and comprised of infantry, cavalry, artillery, engineers, ordnance, 
medical and signals personnel.  

The reoccupation tasking required the Unit to bring all of its personnel, armoured vehicles, weapons, 
ammunitions, explosives and logistical stores from their current base in occupied Syria (Israeli 
controlled) and travel through Lebanon and into Syria as the border between Israel and Syria was 
closed indefinitely. This mammoth undertaking would involve the Unit breaking into four different 
convoys, departing every 7 days, each with roughly 20 armoured vehicles, 35personnel and 15 
articulated vehicles each with a container of logistical supplies which were crucial for building new 
infrastructure when reoccupying the old base in Syria.  

Each convoy needed to be self-sufficient and capable of dealing with security threats, conducting 
navigation through three countries, providing multiple encrypted communications platforms 
throughout, fixing mechanical issues which arose and providing logistical support to all personnel such 
as rations and accommodation en route. The Unit headquarters would remain at the current base 
until the second convoy arrived in the base to be reoccupied at which point the headquarters would 
be switched to this location. This colossal tasking was given 30 days' notice before the first convoy 
was required to be en route to Syria. 

 

3.3.1.4 Prior Mission Analysis: 

Prior to movement, the Commanding Officer (CO) of the military Unit instructed all senior and junior 
management to conduct a detailed analysis of all specific and implied taskings that were required for 
this operation taking place in a VUCA environment.  

The CO, upon receiving the analysis, realised that each convoy commander needed to be sufficiently 
empowered to make his/her own decisions upon departing as very little tactical or logistical support 
could be given en-route in this dynamic and dispersed setting. While a detailed list of SOP’s were 
established and a wide-ranging number of alternative plans considered and rehearsed, each 
respective team leader and deputy leaders were empowered to make the decisions necessary to reach 
the new base, while keeping the Unit headquarters informed where possible. 
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With the requirement for the convoys to operate in a dispersed and isolated manner, the CO issued 
his Commanders intent which detailed the strategic context for his shared vision. Each convoy would 
require an equal number of subject matter experts (SME’s) who would systematic work together to 
ensure a flexible and dynamic response to all socio-technical issues which arose en route. This 
approach would test the mission command philosophy to the limit and far more than would be 
normally afforded to subordinates either at home or overseas. 

 

3.3.1.5 Cross-functional Collaboration: 

The typical modus operandi for military Units regarding decision making would recognise the infantry 
soldier's seniority for overseas operations over soldiers belonging to other corps such as cavalry, 
artillery and engineers etc. Yet, in this case it was the decision by the CO to empower a blend of new 
and familiar senior managers as convoy commanders depending on their skillsets and not due to 
seniority. This was an unorthodox approach and it was the intention that it would unify the irregular 
set-ups of each respective convoy which contained SME’s from various corps.  

 
Fig 4: Team discussion sessions for preparation of convoy patrol departures 

The result of which meant junior and senior management of all specialised branches such as 
operational infantry, communication experts, civil and mechanical engineers, medical personnel, 
cavalry, artillery, explosive ordnance personnel and military police were stakeholders in the decision-
making process from the very beginning. This systematic approach led by new branch leaders created 
an environment which fostered creativity and while interpersonal relations were initially strained, the 
ideas developed served to enable productivity to continue.   

 

3.3.1.6 Case Outcome: 

After 31 days of active operations, the four convoys reached the new base and while each convoy 
encountered difficulties and delays, it was the unified and empowering approach which worked most 
effectively. As each convoy arrived, they relayed all lessons learnt back to the remaining convoys in 
order to make necessary adjustments, creating an effective feedback loop.  
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While operating in a VUCA role, the focus was on what the Unit could control and prepare as best as 
possible for what they could not. The expertise of all the SME’s in the Unit were vital to ensuring the 
successful outcome but it was the shared vision of the Unit Commander who unified their approaches 
and goals into a coherent plan. By systematically empowering his subordinates and encouraging them 
to develop their skills according to his commander's intent, he enabled them to transcend beyond 
their normal individual capabilities and enabled the Unit to achieve this remarkable feat. 

 

3.3.2 Pharmaceutical Organisation 

This case presents a recent team empowerment story from a pharmaceutical manufacturing 
environment. It involved the formation of a team to remediate performance of quality system metrics 
supporting the core operational activities which were in decline for a number of years. The reputation 
of the site was suffering.  Improvement implementation occurred over a 3-month period (Sept – Nov 
’19). The results were far reaching and transformative. Site performance metrics demonstrated a two-
fold improvement which was sustained for the months subsequent. Additionally, there were 
significant efficiencies across the core activities which reduced the operational cost incurred. 

3.3.2.1 Environment & Culture: 

Highly regulated environment with increasing regulatory expectations. Operations are heavily 
influenced by market demands due to the volatile nature of pharmaceutical supply. The Global 
Headquarters are in the US however the Galway site where this case is based, forms part of the larger 
‘Injectables’ Business Unit which is primarily based in India.  The tone form the top is influenced by 
this reporting structure, authoritative and operationally focused, aligning with a ‘Market’ type culture. 
Most teams are functionally siloed within the organisation with little cross functional collaboration. 
The environment was reactive and highly tense. 

3.3.2.2 Case Overview: 

Within a regulated environment the quality management system (QMS) assures the safety and quality 
of any product produced to market. Records within the QMS are required to be closed within 45 days. 
If not closed within this time the record is deemed ‘overdue’ and thus negatively impacts the site KPI 
reported metric. The site was consistently the lowest performing site in the Injectable Business Unit. 
Numerous attempts to improve performance were made in the past however the measures focused 
narrowly on pieces of the system and hence outputs were transient and not sustained.  

3.3.2.3 Prior State Analysis: 

Prior to implementation of improvement actions, the process was functionally siloed. There was a lack 
of ownership, unclear roles and responsibilities and lack of accountability. The system was very much 
a pull system with the principal driving force being batch release.  As timelines for batch release and 
record closure did not necessarily align, records became overdue. Information was fragmented and 
‘it’s not my job’ attitude infiltrated whereby the last function in line was expected to scramble the 
records to closure at the last minute.   

3.3.2.4 Improvement Implementation: 

A project was initiated in September’19, the goal initially being to assess the process and come up 
with supportive improvement actions. A holistic view of the operational landscape was assessed. 
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Although prompted by the consistently low performance metric for record closure, upon further 
analysis the whole process of execution was misaligned and poorly performing requiring management 
to take a full view approach and implement the necessary change action. A ‘Community of Practice’ 
was put in place. The team consisted of members of six (6) core functional representatives. Over a 3-
month period the team were given autonomy to work on all the supporting Manufacturing Records. 

The following were the guiding principles of the ‘Community of Practice’ developed: 

1. Vision: The team developed their own vision guided by the end goal to deliver 
requirements on time and to the required standard. 

 

2. Cross Functional: Representatives for different functions on the team with a mix of 
experience and skills sets. 

 

3. Supporting Resources: Time to collaborate and form team structure. Management 
support in terms of space, access to knowledge and hyper-care framework at initial 
team formation stages.  

 

4. Process: Clear Roles and Responsibilities. 

 

3.3.2.5 Community of Practice (COP) – Team Guiding Brief (Actual) 

The following outlines the ‘Team Guiding Brief’ which was established to support guiding the team 
formation: 

Vision: Collaboration across teams to deliver the required outcomes on time and to the required 
standard – together building supporting relationships and sharing knowledge to make us stronger 
together.  

Members: 1 member from Production, Quality Assurance, Technical, Engineering, Validation, Quality 
Control  

Application: Manufacturing Records 

Process: 

• Production Department Role = Batch Owner, 
assigned Team member is aware of expectations and 
there is a formal handover between shifts. Ownership 
of Batch Beginning to End.  

• Responsible for ensuring batch records are completed 
in full and reviewed within X number of days [to be 
defined by team] and prior to system handover to the 
Quality Department. Production Team member 
maintains ownership of the record status. 
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• Responsible for follow-up and closure of supporting record ensuring system required 
closure timelines are met. 

• Production Owner is supported by assigned COP team members on a per product or per 
batch basis. 

 

3.3.2.6 Rules of Engagement:  

• Scheduled Shop-Floor Meetings with COP members to support collaboration of items. 
• Formal Handover across shifts to the production Owner.  
• Promote Knowledge sharing – Store information centrally to support access by all. 

 

3.3.2.7 Leadership Support: 

Initial stages supported within a Hyper-care Framework i.e extended support to ensure 
implementation is successful and overcome any roadblocks or issues encountered.  

 

 

Fig 5: Shop-Floor Team Discussion & Team Visualisation Tools 

 

3.3.2.8 Outcome:  

The results were far reaching and transformative. The extended leadership support as part of the 
hyper-care framework was a particularly worthwhile supporting some of the roadblocks as part of the 
initial team forming stage as teams adjusted to a new way of working. Overall site performance 
metrics demonstrated a two-fold improvement which has been sustained. A transition point for the 
team in the current Covid -19 VUCA environment imposed a pulse change in the team dynamic. Hyper-
care was re-introduced to successfully support adjustment facilitated by leadership support and 
supporting team platforms ‘MS Teams’ and ‘Tableau’ platforms. Moral of the team was increased. In 
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addition, as a result of increased efficiencies, overtime which was symptomatic of the old approach, 
operational cost were reduced.  

 

3.3.3 Airbnb’s Frontline Stays Project 

This case tells a recent story of how cross-functional teams collaborated to launch a new product 
offering to support Frontline Responders during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. The story will focus 
on how quickly the respective teams were able to deliver a functional product. However, there was 
one key issue; our Supply Ops Team and our Demand Ops Team did not effectively collaborate, which 
hampered our ability to support are target audience. This resulted in a lot of duplication of effort and 
some frustration from the very Frontline Responders we were looking to support.  

3.3.3.1 Environment and Culture: 

Airbnb is a highly entrepreneurial company. Their roots are deeply connected to innovation and 
creativity. One of the company’s core values is ‘Be a Cereal Entrepreneur’; a reference to an idea 
Airbnb’s founders had to sell novelty Cereal boxes to raise money while the company was in its early 
stages.  

The pace is relentless. The company has spent most of its existence in a hyper-growth phase. There is 
constant experimentation, product launches and process changes. People expect the scope of their 
work to vary and understand that their goals will move frequently. The company has a positive 
reputation for adapting to crisis situations and having the agility to change direction as needed.  

The final important element to understand is that there is great autonomy within teams. Teams are 
empowered to execute against agreed priorities, and all have space for creativity and innovation.  

The culture at Airbnb is centred around its mission; ‘to create a world where anyone can belong 
anywhere’. Belonging and inclusion are keys aspects to how teams are managed. This helps create a 
collaborative environment but can mean that decisions can take a lot of time due a need to consensus.  

3.3.3.2 Case Overview: 

On March 26th, 2020, Brian Chesky, CEO of Airbnb, tweeted that Airbnb would “provide housing for 
100,000 COVID-19 responders around the world” (Chesky, 2020). Chesky’s tweet came 48 hours after 
the idea was first mooted by a member of Airbnb’s Open Homes team; who work on supporting 
communities with housing needs during emergencies. The idea was simple; Airbnb would empower 
hosts to list their homes for COVID-19 responders, provided that they could attest to certain criteria, 
while allowing COVID-19 responders to search for this specialized inventory. While the concept was 
simple, the application and product changes required to enable this, were not. The launch would 
require cross-functional collaboration across multiple teams and multiple time zones.  

Understanding the level of effort:  

There were several key teams that needed to work simultaneously to ensure a successful, timely 
launch. Our Product Team, which is comprised of Product Managers, Engineers and Designers, were 
tasked with building the product itself. In order to achieve this, they needed to create:  

1. A new Host Opt-In flow, which would allow new and existing hosts to offer their property for 

free or at a discounted rate 
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2. Pricing rules that would allow the first 100,000 bookings to be exempt from Airbnb fees. 

3. A new Guest flow to allow specific travellers to search for specific inventory. 

4. A new Travel Management Dashboard for companies that partnered with Airbnb. 

 

Clara Liang, a VP of Product Management at Airbnb, stated in a kick-off meeting that this work would 
‘normally take 6 months, but we needed to complete this in 6 days.’ All Product resources in the 
company were told to prioritise this work. Astonishingly, the Host Opt-In flow was completed within 
minutes of Chesky’s tweet and 12,000 hosts ‘Opted-In’ in within the first 24 hours.  

 

The remaining Product development was completed after another 5 days, allowing eligible guests to 
search for COVID-19 responder specific inventory by March 31st. 

Product Marketing, who develop and manage content on Airbnb.com, as well as marketing and sales 
collateral, needed to create content for the: 

1. New Host and Guest flows 

2. COVID-19 Landing page on Airbnb.com 

3. Sales collateral used for our global sales team who were onboarding hosts and guests across 

17 languages. 

4. Press briefings for our executive team  

Our Legal team needed to draft a legal addendum for companies wishing to partner with Airbnb to 
allow their employees to avail of this new product. This needed to be robust enough to protect all 
parties from litigation, but simple enough not to delay the signing of a partnership. They also needed 
to create the new host attestation process, where hosts would accept COVID-19 specific terms on 
cleanliness and contactless check-ins. Both elements were ready for the launch date.  

The Data Science team was tasked with building reporting and analytical tools to help our executive 
team track the performance of the new product. The suite of tools included reports for Sales 
leadership to track individual activity. All reports were compiled and delivered prior to the full-scale 
launch on March 31st. 

Our Supply Ops and Demand Ops teams were responsible for getting hosts and companies onboarded 
to the new product. Supply Ops focused on the COVID-19 ‘hot spots’ across the globe. They worked 
with Hotels and Property Managers to get an additional 30,000 listings to Opt-In to host COVID-19 
responders. This represented a great opportunity to bring business to clients whose business was at 
a standstill. The Demand Ops team worked with the world’s largest Hospital systems to onboard them 
to our platform. By the launch date, deals had been signed with 120 systems, representing over 
140,000 healthcare workers.  
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Fig 6: Airbnb’s landing page for COVID-19 Responder Stays 

 

3.3.3.3 Cross-functional Collaboration:  

As this was predominantly a Product lead initiative, they took responsibility for establishing Ways of 
Working for this Cross-functional Collaboration. Their approach was clear to understand, transparent, 
effective and most importantly, it was tried and tested. The structure was comprised of:  

1. Daily huddles at the beginning of each day (8am PST to accommodate EMEA teams) 

2. End of Day email updates for each ‘Milestone’  

3. Rigorous utilisation of Slack. A dedicated channel, with really clear rules and moderation to 

allow teams to ask each other questions, provide updates and solve problems in real-time. 

4. Every action had an owner. There was a laundry list of tasks, but it was very clear who owned 

what. Tasks were tracked on Asana, which was integrated with Slack. 

The radical visibility of all actions and progress seemed to help cross-functional tasks that would 
normally take weeks to be completed in record time. Effective communication from the Product 
Manager allowed everyone to understand their roles and responsibilities.  

 

3.3.3.4 Initial Outcome, Optimisation and a Dynamic Response: 

There is no questioning that creation of this new product at Airbnb was one of our Product team’s 
greatest achievements. They showcased their ability to navigate uncertainty and to work with teams 
across the globe. Our Legal team produced bona-fide documentation in record time and our Ops 
teams had onboarding Hosts and new partnerships at an unprecedented level. The launch looks to be 
a great success. However, by April 6th, there had only been 500 bookings by COVID-19 responders. Our 
Data Science team had predicted over 12,000 bookings per week. A quick investigation from the Data 
Science team showed that the number of people searching for COVID-19 bookings actually exceeded 
their expectations but the ‘Search to Book’ numbers were far lower than expected. They uncovered 
that there was a huge mismatch between our Supply and our Demand.  
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In an effort to scale Supply quickly, our teams onboarded Property Managers and Hotels but 
unfortunately, the vast majority of their inventory was outside the catchment areas for the hospital 
systems that needed support. Our Supply and Demand Ops teams needed to align their strategy 
quickly. Unfortunately, this was not a new problem for Airbnb. It has often been a challenge for Airbnb 
to drive Demand to specific areas.  

The Product Manger brought both groups together for brainstorming session. Within an hour, a 
strategy was devised for our Demand team to capture Post Codes from Hospital systems to allow us 
to identify the exact areas where they needed housing. Our Data Science team analysed the relevant 
markets and provided a list of ‘Leads’ for our Supply team. Finally, there was an aligned approach 
between Supply and Demand teams at Airbnb. This showed the company’s ability to provide a 
dynamic response to a challenge. This unique set of events allowed us to capture information that 
empowered both teams. By April 13th, the Search to Book metric had increased by a factor of 6. In the 
week of April 20th, there were over 13,000 COVID-19 responder bookings. 

 
 

3.3.4  Pharmaceutical & Medical Filtration Organisation 

Company M is a family owned and headed Pharmaceutical & Medical Filtration Company. Due to 
strong growth in one of their core product lines they have seen 40% growth year on year for over a 
decade and this has led to significant growth in headcount across all departments, with overall 
headcount increasing from 50 to 400 people in their sole manufacturing location during that period. 
This site is now close to capacity and so in February 2019 M announced the opening of their second 
manufacturing site in the west of Ireland. This expansion will allow for the continued future growth in 
EMEA (Europe, Middle East & Africa).    
 

3.3.4.1  Environment and Culture: 

The overall culture in Company M is very strong, with many of the senior and mid-level managers 
having been with the company for some time, they have grown, developed and seen significant 
progression as a result. This has established a substantial amount of good will and significant return 
for the company. The company overall is successful, and each individual department are run extremely 
well. 
 

3.3.4.2 Case Overview: 

Within Company M, departmental independence is widely evident, with everyone empowered to 
propose and make changes that are in the interests of the business, as long as they stay within agreed 
high level budgets and/or are justified to be in the interest of the whole organisation and approved 
by senior leadership. However, as a whole the organisation is extremely dependent, with each 
department significantly relying on each other to effectively do their job. 

Recently it has become apparent that there is a lack of overall System and Systems thinking within the 
organisation as a whole. It is becoming evident in the maximizing of the capacity in the main 
manufacturing site in California, and additionally moving from a single manufacturing site to multiple 
sites, on two different continents with 8 hours of time difference, that the system are not in place and 
cracks are appearing in the day to day operations.  
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As time has progressed breakdowns between departments have started to occur, for example a 
significant issue currently occupying a lot of airtime is in relation to late shipments of some 
components manufacture by the California site, but critical to the supply chain of the Irish site and 
long delays in policies and procedure updates from several departments, which are required for the 
Castlebar facility. The blame game has very polity raised its head in HQ with request for updates and 
information being met with deflection to other departments. These instances have opened my eyes 
to similar issues such as HR are slow filling positions and have not addressed salary payment issues, 
engineering dates are slipping and in house-built equipment testing for the Irish entity has been 
insufficient resulting in a lot of trouble shooting and delays post arrival in the Irish facility. No one 
appears to be accountable and/or willing to putting their hand up and what on paper should be a 
success and a mirror of the theory from other modules of the MBA.  

A monthly department head meeting has turned into a repetition of people being unprepared and a 
quite evident dip in metrics, bar growth (revenue is never talked about as it is a private company), 
however these cracks and failures appear to hidden behind tacit mental models that what we did for 
one site will do for two as the president wraps up these meetings with a big American style “great 
job” and "thank you for all you do” and no constructive feedback. 

My take is that ‘what got you here, won't get you there’ and so thinking needs to be realigned. Saying 
that the company has the time to address, however needs to intervein soon before the issues fester 
and multiply. In that vein the timing of this module and report is perfect and we can learn from the 
theory presented and the analysis of the other three stories  

 

3.4 Analysis 

This section presents our analysis of the stories from practice cases presented through the lens of 
Systems for Team Empowerment. We have chosen to look at two keystone models, as described in 
Section 2.0, Beckhards GRPI Model and Hughes ‘Four Places for Team Empowerment’ Framework with 
integration of the relevant theorical principles of the fifth discipline as part of this analyses. The 
approach to analyses taken was to analyse the ‘Success’ and ‘Mixed Results’ stories with the intention 
of informing the approach for a fourth, ongoing story. While this approach is a slightly different angle 
than recommended, considering the spectrum of stories shared, we felt it would provide the best 
learning opportunity for our group and for the audience of this report.  

 

3.4.1 Military Organisation 

To understand the systems thinking that the military Unit undertook we must adopt a multi-
disciplinary approach and embrace what patterns were evident in this case overview. While personal 
mastery is certainly evident in the case study, it was the shared vision discipline which ultimately 
resulted in team success and accomplishment of the mission.  

 

3.4.1.1 Analysis Using Beckhard’s GRPI Model 

Goals: Using Beckhard’s GRPI model we can conduct an appreciation of the states within the system 
used and its dynamic evolutionary nature. At the summit of Beckhard’s model is goals and the theory 
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that effective teams have clear goals and objectives. This connects with the military Unit in that the 
CO set out his shared vision using his commander's intent, from which the sub teams were able to 
draw their strategic direction and realise the required end state. This shared vision was not just an 
idea but a connectedness which bonded the Unit by a common aspiration (Senge, 1990).  

Roles: Beneath this step is roles and the significance paced on all team members being aware of what 
their respective roles require. In the hierarchical military structure, this function is key, and 
responsibility is clearly inherited to each person according to rank. Yet in this case study, the Unit were 
required to adopt an asymmetrical structure to complete the tasking, one which required 
collaboration amongst all ranks and cross pollination of responsibilities.  

Processes: The next step in this theory involves processes which are very evident in the socio-technical 
structure of this Unit. The shared vision of the CO and the decision to split up the respective SME 
teams amongst each convoy enabled each independent group to be more effective and increased 
their sub-team capabilities. Their individual processes when integrated into team processes enabled 
the Unit to achieve greater feats than was possible individually.  

Interpersonal Relations: The final step in Beckhard’s model involves interpersonal relations and for 
the military Unit, this step could have greatly influenced the outcome. The vision to appoint leadership 
roles to personnel based on skillsets rather than seniority was unorthodox and risky. Yet, this step, 
while initially slow to gain acceptance, improved the interpersonal working relations as a collective 
that later acted as a launching pad for success.  

 

This Beckhard theoretical model can be viewed as a model for team effectiveness, rather than a model 
of team states. It works as a traffic light system where if one step is dysfunctional, then the team focus 
goes back to the previous step. As a result, the set of antecedents covering this theoretical model 
resonates strongly with the military Unit case study and applies appropriately. While an argument 
may be made than the model is relatively simple and adaptable, it does not lessen its effectiveness 
with contemporary realties and remains a useful theoretical approach to systems- thinking.   

 

3.4.1.2 Analysis Using Hughes Four Places of Team Empowerment  

Treasury: Using Hughes’ theoretical model gives a greater insight into the leadership of the 
management teams in the Unit and can be used as a framework to assess the team’s capabilities. For 
the treasury place of this model, the military Unit for this tasking were sufficient resourced with SME’s 
deployed to manage the wide-ranging technological capabilities. This was a by-product of the unique 
organisational structure which successfully analysed the requirement for these strategic assets to be 
included.  

Pitch: The pitch place concept in this case study would be regarded as the seven-day convoy patrols 
into Syria and the reoccupation of the original base camp. This was one of the most demanding phases 
as it took place in a VUCA environment with minimum external support and assistance available. Akin 
to sports, it was where the operation would be won or lost and required a dynamic and flexible 
response by the soldiers on the pitch. This was made possible by delegated team empowerment and 
both junior and senior management playing front line active roles. 
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Café of Aspiration: It may be argued that the Café of Aspiration place would normally be a bridge too 
far for military management, yet it is this very concept which is at the heart of mission command. In 
this case study the military Unit were presented with a complex and ever-evolving tasking which 
needed to be completed within a set timeframe. This expediency required the CO to use the first 
duality of empowerment framework and bring together tools of culture, empowerment and a 
systematic approach in order to complete the multifaceted task. It can be argued that the set 
timeframe served as a tool to focus the Unit on the CO’s shared vision and the creatively permitted 
was balanced by the requirement for innovative actions.  

Cathedral of Inspiration: The Cathedral of Inspiration area is an excellent concept to evaluate and 
improve the systems thinking employed in this case study by recognising the need for a structured 
appreciation of the transformative process which occurred. The unorthodox manner the shared vision 
was achieved is not the regular format advocated in traditional military doctrine. In addition, once the 
military convoy movements to Syria reoccupied the base, they immediately and subconsciously 
relayed all lessons learnt back to the remaining convoys who had not departed yet. These small but 
critical details impacted greatly on the successful outcome of the mission. Yet, on the flip side, since 
the Unit returned home, there was no effective feedback cell created to learn from what was 
achieved. Despite verbal accolades and parade ground speeches, Units in the future facing similar 
complex taskings will be required to start from scratch, emphasising the need for an analysis and 
recording of the systematic team empowerment approaches which previously worked. 

3.4.1.3 Recommendations  

Hughes Model of Four Places of Team Empowerment is a framework comprising of the expertise, 
interpersonal and situational domains. Its theory resonates with this case study which achieved 
success from the Unit breaking from the normal parameters of decision making and transcending to 
a more effective systematic approach when operating in a complex and ambiguous reality.  This model 
emphasises in this case study the strength of an all-inclusive mindset approach to see the bigger 
picture connections and configurations, enabling the team to develop and innovate creative solutions. 
It may be argued that the Café of Aspiration is a place that the military are fundamentally weaker 
owing to a traditional doctrine with lack of emphasis placed on innovation and creativity.    

3.4.1.4 Analysis on theoretical models used 

For this case study, both Beckhard’s and Hughes theoretical models are applicable and relevant. 
Beckhard’s model focuses on effectiveness and it may be argued that a military organisation is similar 
focused, where efficiency and productivity in getting tasks completed is its raison d’etre. His diagnoses 
and model structure cover all the practical aspects required for systematic team empowerment in this 
case study and although the model is 30 years old, it still holds sway.  

Hughes’ model, while equally applicable, serves to highlight a significant flaw in the military systems 
team approach to creative and innovative empowerment practices. In this case study, the shared 
vision of the CO enabled the Café of Aspiration theory to take place and be both productive and 
educational to the Unit. Yet, the success of the case required a transformational leader to break from 
normal practices and instigate an unorthodox systematic approach. A study of various military CO’s 
and their decision making over a period would be extremely insightful project and would highlight the 
lack of doctrinal systematic team approaches in practice within the organisation. 
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3.4.2 Analysis of Pharmaceutical Case 

This case had a successful conclusion and it is important to acknowledge that the performance has 
been sustained to date however like every organisational change initiative the maturity is 
understandably being embedded with increasing leverage to be sustained over time. Through analysis 
and reflection of the case valuable insights gained will offer reflective discussion and reinforce the 
learning in support of future initiatives.  

 

3.4.2.1 Analysis Using Beckhard’s GRPI Model 

The case problem addressed through team formation was the decline in performance over time. 
Despite attempts to improve performance in the past, performance outcomes were not sustained. 
This problem definition provides a start point to begin analysis of this case and how team formation 
provided the necessary juncture to embed systemically team performance outcomes. Through the 
lens of the GRPI model the following are the key aspects which contributed to the teams successful 
sustained outcomes.  

Goals: Team goals were incorporated by design. The team had clear goals and objectives assigned 
from the offset and the commitment to action was acknowledged through the formation of a team 
charter which outlined the expectations of the team.  

Roles: One of the core fundamentals of Beckhard’s model is the alignment of individual responsibilities 
with Team Goals. Acknowledging the roles in the past were functionally siloed a key aspect was a clear 
definition of a process owner. Of relevance within this was the understanding of role impact and the 
teams influence and impact on the wider picture i.e rather than looking at record closure in isolation 
as systems thinking approach looked at the total batch ownership process.  

Processes: A clear structure of how the team worked together formed part of the team brief. The 
team set-up was semi structured although meetings and communication plans were prescribed active 
collaboration was facilitated through co-location of team members. This had a leveraging effect in 
terms of team learning and facilitated the coordination and level loading of work. This evidently was 
lacking in any prior attempts to realise improvements. 

Interpersonal Relationships: Embedded as foundational for a high performing team under this model 
is the interpersonal relationships between the team members. Prior to the formation of the team the 
relationships amongst the process team members was dysfunctional, poor collaboration, siloed in 
thinking. Team performance organizationally was constrained as a result of teams being functionally 
siloed. The ‘I am my position’ disability was constraining the interactions across functions necessary 
to deliver the required objectives. The formation of the team created a culture of trust and which was 
positively reinforcing the team outputs.  

 

3.4.2.2 Recommendations 

The Beckhard model supports in evaluating how performance outputs were realised in a relatively 
short period upon team formation. The establishment of goals and role clarity designed into the 
formation of the Community of Practice overcame the nuances associated with the forming and 



 95 

storming phase of team building thus likely accelerating the team to the performing phase. While the 
model provides useful insights on the structural attributes of the team its limitations are reflected 
principally in statically looking at team relationships which naturally evolve over time. The 
reinstatement of the hyper-care framework at the structural level to support the transition of team 
interactions to a virtual format which we feel was necessary to support in demonstrating the shared 
commitment to sustaining the core team objectives. It represents the need for adaptation of 
behaviour organisationally wide to support in maximising team performance and re-enforces the 
importance of building mutual trust as a core foundational attribute to team performance. 

 

3.4.2.3 Analysis using the ‘Four Places of Team Empowerment’ Model 

The analysis of the case through the lens of the Four Places Model offers additional insight to the 
success of the team. One of the core aspects of this model that resonated on analysis of the case was 
how team members were selected. In retrospect had leaders spent more time in the Café of 
Inspiration the broader systems-based view and seeing the ‘whole-whole’ would potentially have 
effected change quicker. The case will be analysed through each of the quadrants will be discussed in 
further detail below. 

Treasury: It is poignant to start in the Treasury for the initial analysis of this case. The team formation 
as outlined involved a group of empowered people coming together and reframing how the work got 
done. Through this lens stepping back the personal mastery was existing, the knowledge and skillsets 
were existing, the human resource was existing. The team formation resulted in a systemic means of 
empowering a team provided with the treasury of this personal mastery, a dynamic knowledge sharing 
platform overcoming the fragmentation of information resource from the prior state analysis and 
foundation to expand on this treasury as the team lifecycle continued. 

Pitch: Using sport analogy, the ‘Community of Practice’ is representative of the scrum of this team. 
The hub of activity and shared learning to reach the shared end goal. The team was self-organising 
and engagement and communication supporting platforms provided the scalable adaptability of the 
team to organise in structure to achieve the required targets. 

Café of Aspiration: Akin to Kotter’s Change Model (1996) the success of this team was supported by 
the balance of leadership vision and action. The reactive nature of the prior process impacted on the 
ability step back and gain the necessary connection between the vision and the execution strategy. 
Part of the success of this team formation hence was creating a sense of urgency in the formation of 
the team supported in transitioning from formation to empowered action. The team recognised this 
urgency, consummative to their needs and the realisation that the site performance needed 
turnaround improvement. 

Cathedral of Inspiration: The cathedral of inspiration was in retrospect the pitfall of prior efforts not 
taking time to reflect and get to the root cause of the problem. As the team lifecycle develops revisiting 
this quadrant periodically will help establish where the team is at relative the changing needs of the 
organisation. Supported though the feedback loops of development review processes and team 
check-ins, here leaders will develop a reflective capability to ascertain what will be required of the 
treasury to continue in maintenance of outputs in the future. 
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3.4.2.4 Recommendations 

 

One of the reflection aspects of the case analysis using Four Places for Team Empowerment model is 
the recognition as leaders the importance of visiting the pitch throughout the team formation process 
and using the insights gained to feed forward into the implementation of future team empowerment 
efforts. It was particular useful to support an assessment of the current team situation and the shift 
change in how the team operates replacing face to face engagement with virtual. 

 

3.4.3 Analysis of Airbnb Case 

While this case had an ultimately successful conclusion and there were good elements of systems for 
team empowerment, to fully analyse the teams involved, further study is required. Below, the case is 
analysed through the lens of Beckhard’s GPRI model and Hughes’ The Four Places of Team 
Empowerment Frameworks. 

 

3.4.3.1 Analysis using the GRPI Model  

Reviewing this case through Beckhard’s eyes has been an interesting exercise, particularly considering 
the broad, cross-functional project team that was involved in the initiative. Firstly, let’s work our way 
down the four rungs to see how the project was planned and executed: 

Goals: Chesky (2020) mentioned that Airbnb would provide 100,000 stays for responders to COVID-
19. In conversation with Sonia Anderson - Demand Ops Manager (2020) she stated that; ‘there was a 
collective assumption across our teams that we were responsible for hitting Brian’s committed 
number’. The only other evidenced goal was the timeline shared by Liang, which stated that the 
development work would need to be completed in 6 days. 

While these might seem vague, (and likely caused issues down the line) it did give the team a sense of 
urgency and fulfilled the basic needs of a goal. We’ll review the negative impact this may have had 
when we analyse dysfunction. 

Roles: The cross-functional nature of this team endeavour made role clarity difficult. Rather than 
intentional role allocations, leaders emerged naturally, particularly from the Product team. Liang’s 
team had a clear way of working and her responsibility as project leader was clear. Beyond Liang’s 
role, everyone else appears to have jumped in to support where they could. While there was clarity 
about the work that was being done, there seems to have been a lack of role clarity, possible due to 
the short-term nature of the project. 

 

Processes: The ways of working for the teams was clear; they utilised tools like Asana (project 
management) and Slack (communication), they had frequent and functional meetings, ownership of 
tasks was clear, and most importantly, the project progressed in record time. 

Interpersonal Relations: Generally, it appears that there was little conflict across the project team. 
There was open space for debate and consultation. There was a lot of trust across the different groups 
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(possibly too much in when reflecting at the autonomy of Demand and Supply Ops Teams).  
 

However, looking at the initial output of ~500 bookings, it is clear that there were failings across the 
team. Beckhard’s model implies that dysfunction should be analysed across the entire model, not just 
the point of failure. Interestingly, the point of failure itself is unclear in this instance, likely due to the 
lack of role clarity across the large team. Who was responsible to monitor performance?  

Looking at Roles, it seems that the lack of clarity across the Supply and Demand Ops teams was a 
considerable issue. Both were scrambling to help hit the ‘assumed goal’ but they did not work as a 
unit. With more clarity, they could’ve avoided the initial mis-step and worked in partnership, as 
opposed to in their own siloes. Both appear to have been overly reliant on their habitual ways of 
working, whereas a more systematic approach would’ve helped them identify this gap. 

Ultimately, and as implied by Beckhard’s model, the initial failing was in goal setting. While wanting 
to move quickly to meet the requirement of the CEO, nobody stopped to clarify goals. A more 
thoughtful approach would’ve helped drive clarity across each of the rungs of Beckhard’s model. 
Anderson (2020) acknowledged that the goal was now ‘much clearer’ and finally, ‘everyone 
understands the aim is to build a world-class product for those in need, not to hit an arbitrary number’. 
If the Supply and Demand teams had focused on that goal, it is much more likely that they would have 
partnered to understand how they could achieve it. 

 

3.4.3.2 Analysis using The Four Places of Team Empowerment Model 

Reviewing the Airbnb case through this lens has provided further insight. Hughes’ model is thought-
provoking and relatable. The below outlines the reality of how Airbnb operated during this project 
and how we would recommend they approach similar situations. 

Reality 

1. Pitch - The leaders of this project operated almost exclusively on the pitch. This operation 
was led from the front. This appears to match Airbnb’s ‘Get Sh*t Done’ culture. Liang rallied 
the troops with a time sensitive goal and implement her team’s way of working, almost by 
reflex. 

2. Treasury - Airbnb has invested heavily in systems and tools. This was evident here with the 
effective utilisation of project management and communication tools. The fact that the 
cross-functional team built a functional product in a short space of time suggests that the 
teams feel empowered by the tools and support they have to operate.    

3. Café of Aspiration – There does not appear to have been much scope for innovative thinking 
or thoughtful vision sharing during this project, likely due to the time sensitive nature of the 
project and the visibility of the CEO.  

4. Cathedral of Inspiration – Similarly to the Café of Inspiration, there appears to have been 
little consideration for learning or reflection during this project. The lack of communication 
between the Supply and Demand Ops teams is a good example of this.  
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3.4.3.3 Recommendation 

1. Pitch – Project leadership should spend less time on the pitch, allowing them to more 
thoughtfully assess the progress and risks associated with the project. Leading from behind, 
while empowering teams with a clearer vision would be more impactful. 

2. Treasury – The clear element lacking from Airbnb’s toolkit is systems thinking. A more 
structured approach to projects and management would provide a great opportunity for 
Airbnb to further develop the skills of their leaders, thus increasing empowerment within 
teams. 

3. Café of Aspiration – Liang could have spent more time here during the early phase of this 
project (Day 1) to bring fellow leaders together to ideate on how they could’ve set clearer 
expectations for the teams. Liang demonstrated her ability to do this successfully when the 
group identified where the project had gone wrong. 

4. Cathedral of Inspiration – More considered time for learning and reflection is needed, 
especially with large, cross functional projects. There appears to have been some huge 
achievements in process development during this project; the expedited legal addendum as 
an example. Without space for considered learning, Airbnb will continue to depend on their 
instincts in moments of crisis as opposed to leveraging previous experience. 

3.4.3.4 Findings and Conclusions 

The approach to analyses taken, whereby the ‘Success’ and ‘Mixed Results’ stories inform the 
approach for the fourth ongoing story, allows us to present here our integrated findings. In 
this section we present our integrated team learning through the lens of the relevant chosen 
frameworks and conclude overall on the benefit of this exercise as a tool to guide our 
continued learning.   

 

3.5 Integrated Findings  

In Progress Story - Pharmaceutical & Medical Filtration Organisation 

As this is a live story, lessons from the chosen theory from this module and the group engagement, 
additional to the insights and learnings from the other case stories have supported in establishment 
of a recommended proposal for addressing the current crisis. 

 

Following the GRPI model   

Goals: To start addressing this problem, we need to clearly define the goal that we are trying to 
accomplish here and how it benefits everyone to work together to overcome this challenge. For the 
Castlebar site we are trying to hit 2020 revenue targets for the site and additionally ensure our 
customers supply chain is maintained, for our sister site in California they need the Castlebar site to 
ramp up as soon as possible to free up capacity and easy the pressure. This overall common goal of 
achieving and maintaining supply to Castlebar is however essential to both sites interests. To align the 
team we need to set out a project charter document and clearly communicating this commonality  
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Roles: Secondly we know what everyone’s job titles and overall responsibilities are in the organisation, 
however we need to outline who and when people are responsible within this process in order to  take 
out any ambiguity of responsibilities and additionally empower the person to be able to react to any 
issue as that arises, to work towards the overall team goal. This will drive ownership, accountability 
and hopefully personal mastery of the individuals inputs, and the sum should then be great than its parts. 

Processes: The simplest way to visualise the solution to make it clear and evident, is to process flow 
the new system and outline responsibilities within. Each individual process is integrated into the 
overall process flows. Below is the actual process flow with departmental and individual 
responsibilities outlined that is planned to be rolled out. 

 

 
Interpersonal Relations: Getting everyone one the same page and understanding what 
information should be feeding from and/or to them. Again, the process flow is good for giving 
a visual on what function and who is leading the individual tasks to drive a more effective 
overall systematic approach. 

 

Following the Four Places of Team Empowerment Model  

We felt as a team that the two models complement each other and not alone help clarify the 
thought process, but also allowed a method of communicating how and what we are trying 
to achieve  

Pitch – Although not as demanding as the military example, the environment of a start-up 
site is also a VUCA situation, constantly so busy firefighting trying to get things corrected, that 
what we are actually doing is as per Hughes model, i.e. spending too much time on the pitch 
addressing issues as they arise and not enough time off the pitch preparing and reflecting. 
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Treasury – As a leader you have to remember that each individual is not coming in every day, 
engaging in the process, with the intent to do a bad job, what we need is a system that people 
can follow and understand to align the whole team, using the SfTE frameworks and report 
learnings. 

Café of Aspiration – Thorough the use of the learnings of the module, following the theory 
and setting clear goals , individual responsibility, communicating a clear process for all to 
flows and outlining collective responsibly. As per the pharmaceutical model analysis, a good 
point of note is the potential to use Kotter’s model during this process. 

Cathedral of Inspiration – Here we need to spend some time reflecting, call out what has 
been going right, where has failed us and reflect on these, as with the Air B&B model it is a 
case of Supply and Demand side working more closely and communicating better. However, 
due to the stringent requirement of the customers we quickly need to get back to 
implementing a solution. 

Lastly we feel that from all the examples above, that a learning loop process needs to be 
incorporated into the organisation, much like was carried out in the military case, with 
feedback back being incorporated in the next iteration and ,in the accommodation assistance 
story albeit later in the process, eventually the supply and demand teams complete 
understood this and completed a braining storming session and identified they failure in their 
process that quickly allowed them to learn from their failures. 

 

3.6 Conclusions 

For this assignment we could easily have used any of the models present to us over the last 
two months, however as a team we focused on Bechard’s GRPI model, Hughes’s Four Places 
of Team Empowerment Model and Senge's book The Fifth discipline, as we felt that although 
spanning half a century, they all resonated and remain extremely relevant to our past 
example and  today's problems, as they did at the time of the individual authors teachings. 

The journey of viewing a case using multiple frameworks or systems, really hammered home 
the value of having a more systematic approach to how we work, particularly when wanting 
to have a more strategic impact in our workplaces.  

While the goal of this module was transformation, our belief is that the true transformation 
will come when we can begin to bring these methodologies to our teams. In the case of the 
Pharmaceutical & Medical Filtration example, as a result of our analysis, this was happing in 
parallel with this assignment, and as a group we will be keeping in contact with great interest 
to see how it unfolds, gain feedback and insights, and in doing so become our own mini 
learning organisation. 

Lastly, the current crisis in the world has had a massive impact on everyone lives, and it has 
significantly impact on the delivery approach of this module, with not one but two pivots. 
However, using the teaching of the module and through applying the learning to our own 
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stories, we feel that we have gained valuable insight and a greater understanding of Systems, 
Teams and Empowerment through its application in completing this module. 
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