
The Power  
of Team
How companies are evolving their old school ways



It’s a Friday morning, dark, and I feel the fog from 
the ocean hit my face as I walk to my Tuff® Shed 
turned office space.  My business partner, Mindy, 
and I will facilitate a virtual two-hour meeting with 
a group of rough-and-tumble sales guys looking 
for answers. 

It’s a small group. As I listen to them unpack the 
reasons why it’s so difficult to guide customers 
as a cohesive team, I see a camaraderie emerge.  
And with it, honest conversation and a willingness 
to share the hard stuff.  “It should be all about 
the customer, but it just doesn’t seem like it is,” 
says one colleague, boldly rubbing his hand up 
and down his Friday beard; translating the frus-
tration in his voice to the movement of his hands 
and face. “When we were decentralized brands, 
we had leaders at the top who understood the 
importance of customer connection. Man, those 
guys had the power to solve some problems, 
didn’t they!” His co-worker responds with a 
sardonic laugh,  “But now, it’s all about efficiency, 
centralization and the box.  Gotta fit them in a 
box, ya know. Why can’t leadership see what  
we see?”

The conversation pauses as everyone ponders 
this simple but powerful question.  

Why can’t leadership see what we see? 

They begin to brainstorm.

In 15 minutes, they’ve generated 50 different 
ways they could amplify customer needs and 
influence internal processes.  They stare at each 
other, amazed… and moved to try something, 
anything, that will make life easier for both them 
and their clients.  “It’s our job to do this well,” 
one colleague says.  The others nod their heads, 
committed and ready to experiment.

The team gains steam, collaborating on a shared 
hypothesis and an experiment they can run.   
As they all type their own hypotheses into the 
Miro board, one of the sales guys jumps in, 
“What do you guys think about this: IF we map 
out what actually happens to our customers to-
day, THEN we can advocate for customer-centric 
improvements BECAUSE we will be able to show 
our leaders where we are failing our customers.

Gold.

As the sales team refines their hypothesis, we talk 
to them about Team of Teams (TOTS) and the 
kinds of impact made possible when a group of 
people with an audacious goal work together 
o make things happen. We encourage them to 
clarify their next steps by answering four simple 
questions: What are you going to try? Who’s 
going to try it? For how long? How will you know 
it worked?  

They make a plan to meet after spring break to  
finalize the details and begin.

Then, before we know it, the two hours are up.   
Everyone looks around, drinking in the satisfac-
tion of answers – of progress.  There’s a plan –  
a way to act.  And there’s power in that plan:  
A safe experiment they have the authority to try 
that will create a compelling case for change.   
Something that gives them freedom, autonomy, 
and purpose. 

This is what can happen when leaders relinquish 
control and teams claim it. 

This is distributed authority in action.

A Breakthrough

Realizing the sales team has just landed on an 
important insight, I jump in. “I know you feel like 
you have no authority, but look at how you tap 
into your informal network to deliver for your  
customers regardless of the broken workflows 
and structures around you.  That’s powerful.”   
I shift to possibilities: “How could you leverage 
those relationships and this camaraderie to 
influence how your organization works?”
They sit up straighter – helplessness giving way to 
hope.  Maybe they can do something, something 
radical, but small.  Something that will show the 
leaders, through imagery and evidence  
and real customer story, that a shift is needed.  



Broken Pyramids.  
Tired Leaders.  
Powerless People. 
In the past, the leader’s job was to ensure perfect 
execution – to predict, plan, and direct a stable 
and well-understood series of problems and solu-
tions.  “Let’s pop the hood and see what we’ve 
got,” the leader might say, tapping into years of 
experience to solve the problem.  
But now we face far more complex challenges 
with unclear fixes, and we face them at a speed 
and quantity no one person can handle alone. 

Rather than looking to the powerful few for 
answers, business success now demands leaders 
that can access the wisdom of their workforce  
to find and implement the best solutions.

Has our  
hierarchical 
structure  
outlived its  
usefulness?

“ How am I going to do this? “

“ We have some ideas!  What if we tried this...”

“ We’re too busy ”

“ No thanks ”

Sadly, most of us work inside businesses where 
the powerful few still make decisions, drive 
strategy, and command change to those below. 
Relying on centuries-old command-and-control 
mindsets, leaders try to overcome a growing 
weight of volatility, ambiguity, and complexity 
by shifting people and teams in a series of 
reorganizations.  Except they fail to see that it’s 
not the teams that need fixing, but their own 
scope of control – the structures and rules 
they’ve created and the decisions they keep – 
that slows progress and stifles the ability and 
effort of their people.

While leaders pull out their hair trying to increase 
speed and efficiency, their workers stare at an 
endless path of barriers blocking their progress.  
Believing they have little to no power to change 
or escape their bad situation, they look up for 
answers, direction, and purpose.  Except the guy 
(or sometimes gal) in charge is just looking back 
while thinking, “Why is everyone looking at me?”

The Edge of a Revolution 
Whether it’s global economies, flocks of birds, or 
the human body, most complex systems are based 
on structures where every member of the team 
plays an important, decision-making role.

Instead of relying on a single element command-
ing from the top, these systems work thanks to a 
collective effort of distributed and knowledgeable 
parts – all coming together to share their wisdom 
and succeed.  (Laloux, 61)

Your organization is a complex system, too.  
But in most cases, we’ve learned and lived and 
thrived using centuries-old structures that rely  
on direction from the top. The question is…

Has our hierarchical structure outlived its useful-
ness?  Can it handle the complexities and expec-
tations of this high-flying, fast moving, completely 
connected and wholly transparent world?  
The answer is no, and the reason is simple:  

No one alone is better than everyone together. 
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The Power of Team
It’s Thursday night.  High school girls varsity  
basketball. Our top scorer has just fouled out.  
Two minutes left in the fourth quarter.  Down 
by five.  Our ball.  We call for a full timeout and 
squeeze into a small, sweaty cluster on the  
sideline. They look hopeful, but worried.   
“How do we do this without Chalo?” one of the 
players asks.  I look each of them in the eye,  
painfully aware of the seconds ticking by, “Ladies, 
no one alone is better than everyone together.  

Chalo’s done a great job tonight, but she hasn’t 
done it alone.  Your assists, Erika; your box-outs, 
Lupita; and your rebounds, Favi, made it possi-
ble for us to stay in this game.  And now, you will 
combine your shared abilities and come togeth-
er to do the remarkable.  What do you think we 
should try?”  I’m no Coach K, but they lean in 
anyway – not because I’m the coach, but because 
I believe in their ability to make it happen. 
And because they believe in me.

From Pyramids  
to Constellations
Everywhere you look, people and organizations 
both large and small, are relinquishing their control 
to the people closest to the problem and exper-
imenting with distributed authority.  Schools are 
creating education frameworks that invite students 
to define and pursue their own learning.  
Web3’s decentralization and token-based economics 
offer ownership and a role in governance to anyone 
who contributes.  Organizations in every industry and 
at every size are replacing their old pyramids with 
approaches that distribute rather than hoard power. 
And employees are leaving those old, top-down 
structures in droves for the promise of a better, 
more inclusive, more adaptive workplace.“Each member of the team 

feels like a singular star who is 
also connected to others to 
form something greater.” 

– M. Barzun



In March 2017, Zappos, the Nevada-based shoe 
company, restructured their teams into micro-
enterprises that run as small, independent 
businesses with a strong customer focus.  
Zappos adopted multiple alternative practices. 
Most notably, they abandoned their old school 
org chart and granted their micro-enterprises 
far-reaching decision-making rights and 
responsibilities — including ownership of their 
own P&L.

Worker-Controlled Micro-Enterprises

In March 2017, Zappos restructured their 
teams into micro-enterprises that run as small, 

independent businesses with a strong  
customer focus.  

Zappos distributed authority using multi-
ple alternative practices. Most notably, they 
abandoned their old school org chart and 

granted their micro-enterprises far-reaching 
decision-making rights and responsibilities  

– including ownership of their own P&L.

Worker-Led Experiments 

Since 2012, Michelin has dramatically in-
creased the authority and accountability of 
workers on their front lines. The firm’s bot-

tom-up process encouraged worker-led ex-
periments and slowly scaled successful pilots 
and prototypes. The outcome: a workforce 

that is deeply knowledgeable and relentlessly 
inventive – and that delivered half a 

billion dollars in manufacturing 
improvements by 2020.

Relinquishing Power Through Purpose

At Patagonia, employees aren’t restricted by 
rules and regulations but instead empowered 

to solve problems in the way they see best. 
When the company moved to Nevada, 

a few employees noticed Nevada had lots 
of federal land, but very little was protected 
as wilderness. Committed to protecting their 

new backyard, the group built a coalition, 
went to Washington, and successfully 
lobbied for 1.2 million more acres of 

protected wilderness.

Intent Based Leadership 

Captain David Marquet, commander of the 
USS Santa Fe, turned his nuclear-powered 

submarine from worst to first by treating his 
crew as leaders, not followers, and by giving 

control, not taking it. When Stephen R. Covey 
spent time aboard the Santa Fe, he called it 

“the most empowering organization”  
he’d ever seen.

A Few Shining Examples...
It might be easy to dismiss this idea, wave your 
hand around and say, “Oh, that’s just that chaotic 
self-management stuff; it’s untested; we can’t take 
that kind of risk. And, seriously, who has time for 
all this navel-gazing?! There’s too much work to 
do!” But in fact… (brace yourself) alternatives to 
layers of bossy bosses have been around for years 
– gaining traction and proving to be  financially 
lucrative in organizations everywhere.

“ This stuff isn’t new ” These examples – all of which experienced enormous 
growth and productivity — paint a compelling picture 
of a viable and worthwhile alternative to our typical 
structures, processes and policies. 



The Choice is Yours
It’s another Friday morning and the ocean breeze 
hits my face as I walk to my Tuff® Shed.   It’s been 
two weeks since Mindy and I met with the rough-
and-tumble sales guys. As they hop on Zoom,  
I notice a difference. They have an optimism, an 
energy stimulated and expanded by their recent 
actions... they are alive!

After working with a small team representing  
different parts of the customer experience, 
they’re no longer stressing “why can’t leadership 
see what we see.”  

By working together to uncover issues and rec-
ommend solutions, our rough-and-tumbles are 
in action, making decisions, taking control, and 
improving work for everyone.

As we wrap up our debrief, one member of the 
team leans back and shares his final insight: 
“There can be no positive movement without 
realizing the journey, celebrating the good, and 
recognizing the challenges. As a business leader, 
time is money and this process was pure gold.”

With some virtual high 5’s, the meeting ends  
and I step out of my Tuff® Shed. 

The sun is rising and warms my face. 

I’m reminded – every day is a chance to make 
bold decisions in favor of the world we want.

So it’s up to us to decide.

Leaders alone or teams together?  
Red tape or autonomy?  
Waiting for answers or making our own way?

Globally, organizations big and small –  
from Patagonia to the rough-and-tumbles –  
have chosen to embrace the power of team.

Will you?

Start Safely with PlumGig
As organization design nerds with a bent towards 
the future of work, we help company’s distribute 
power and evolve their organizations in safe and 
effective ways. 

Our simple approach views every worker as a 
valuable contributor and creates opportunities 
to tap into their collective wisdom. The foundation 
of our methodology is a strong belief that success-
ful work environments are inclusive and emergent 
-- where the best ideas are grounded in real  
data and experience and then amplified  
through experimentation. 

This inclusive approach doesn’t have to  
be difficult.

The work starts with small prototypes and 
pilots and uses safe approaches that include 
your workers in the decisions and actions of 
delivering amazing value.

Get Started Today!
Ready to take your team to the next level and leave your 
competitors in the dust?  For sure! 

Progressive organizations are agile, adaptable, 
and impressive – and you will be too!

Let’s Talk!Try a Mini-Mission!



“The labs quickly enable 
more functional team culture 
characterized by greater trust, 

collaboration and productivity.” 
~

Robert Brownstone
Mayor, City of Half Moon Bay

“Great for busy teams that want to 
work effectively together, address 
issues, and remove roadblocks.”

 ~
Jayne Jenkins

CEO, Churchill Leadership Group

“The different lenses provided 
through the creativity of the labs, 

along with the emphasis on making 
this applicable to the here and now, 

is a fantastic combination. “
~

 Tracy Phillips
Resonate International

“PlumGig adapted to our size firm, 
pulled our growing workforce together 
and helped us identify future leaders. 

To us, that was everything!” 
~ 

 Ernie Riling
CEO Component Solutions Group

“This process is pure gold!” 
~

Wally Cain 
Regional Sales Manager LeGrand AV

California   -   Ohio   -   Anywhere!
www.PlumGig.net


