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SECTION 1

The New Reality of Hybrid Teams
“Real change, enduring change, happens one step at a time.”
Ruth Bader Ginsburg

FOREWORD
There is no single formula for creating a high-functioning team. There is no perfect structure, no ideal culture,
no flawless plan that guarantees success. But great teams, from military units, to business, to sports teams,
and to political organizations, have underlying and universal norms. Teammates trust one another, both
intellectually and emotionally, and know when to follow the playbook, and when to adapt. Organizations align
on purpose at both the individual and team level and minimize confusion and advance cohesiveness. Great
teams change when the environment shifts, and do so with a fluidity that the competition often lacks.
If 2020 has taught us anything, it is that resilience and the ability to flex and respond to the local context is
paramount for individuals, teams, and large organizations. The next major shift we’re all confronting is how to
best operate in a hybrid work environment – where some team members are in-person and others are virtual.
The wheels are in motion as we build our hybrid teams, and a new set of challenges and opportunities are
quickly becoming apparent. Teams who are aligned and focused will wrestle with these challenges but are far
more likely to come out on top in this newly competitive environment.
Over the past twenty years, the Special Operations community has learned to move comfortably between
remote and in-person environments. Facing the realities of a non-stop, complex fight happening around the
world, teams had to learn to operate at multiple levels at once, embracing the hybrid reality that so many of
us are now navigating. Locally, a small team in some remote corner of the fight might be heavily dependent
upon the teammates within arm’s reach to accomplish the mission. But their operational authorities might
be derivative of a complex web of groups and leaders spread around the world, with whom they needed to
communicate with speed and clarity. Their logistics might be dependent upon personnel and units that were
partially local, perhaps a small team running the local airfield for several units, and part distributed to higher
headquarters as far away as the Pentagon. Their bureaucratic processes might involve dotted line relationships
with teammates on the other side of the world working together seamlessly, regardless of location.
The Special Operations community was forced to confront and learn lessons involving communication
processes and leadership norms quickly. Teams that want to win in today’s shifting environment must, in a
similar fashion, pivot quickly into this new reality.
While we cannot give you a precise recipe for leading your hybrid team, this field manual will provide you with
frameworks, techniques, tools, and suggestions to help you determine what right looks like in your specific
context. Lean into the hard work of thoughtfully making course corrections now that will pay off in high
performance down the road. As one of my mentors in the military would often say, look at your watch, not
your calendar when it comes to tackling this issue. The change is already underway.

- Chris Fussell
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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FRAMEWORK
Hybrid teams come in every shape and size. Some have team members assigned to different offices, some are
fully distributed teams with each individual working from a home office, and others have the combination of
some individuals co-located in an office while others work from home. In all cases, these hybrid teams share
a few common characteristics: (1) they are geographically distributed, (2) they rely heavily on technology to
communicate, and (3) they create complex team dynamics. They are not the perfect solution for every postpandemic situation, but for some organizations, a hybrid team structure offers competitive advantages related
to talent, cost savings, and speed.
The key is to identify the structure that will work for your specific context. There will always be inherent
challenges but acknowledging and proactively addressing those challenges in three particular areas – leading
people, strengthening connections, and shaping culture – will set your team up for success and equip them to
effectively deal with whatever change comes next.

LEADING
PEOPLE

HYBRID
WORK
SHAPING
CULTURE

STRENGTHENING
CONNECTIONS

• LEADING OTHERS: Embrace your role as a future-facing, digital leader while being more humancentric than ever before, to enable your team to collectively stay engaged, aligned, and productive.
• STRENGTHENING CONNECTIONS: Match the speed of the environment, and work to to coordinate
and communicate in a focused and streamlined way - while making space for deeper conversations that
foster trust and provide meaningful context.
• SHAPING CULTURE: Build a trust-based culture that provides stability while embedding an
empowering bias for action, where your team has the freedom and capability to take decisive action
and learn from mistakes.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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SECTION 2

Leading People
“A leader takes people where they want to go. A great leader takes
people where they don’t necessarily want to go, but ought to be.”
Rosalynn Carter, Former First Lady of the United States

RECOGNIZE THE REALITY
There is a high likelihood that your team is exhausted and overwhelmed after working in a COVID-19
environment for over a year. Team members have been in a perpetual state of uncertainty and change, and
the lines between home and work have been completely blurred. Recognize the anxiety that comes with reentering the office and be mindful that some members on your team may remain at home or in a different
work location. Before you start to strategically craft the future of your hybrid team, you need to get your
team on solid footing. Consider the following:
•

Know where your people are working.

•

Take a humanistic approach that prioritizes the well-being of your teammates.

•

Be judicious about team collaboration methods, including email, chat, phone, and video teleconference.

•

Schedule breaks between meetings. A Microsoft study shows that breaks are essential and improve
productivity during the day, allowing us to better concentrate on tasks.

•

Prioritize fresh air and physical activity in the workday. Consider walking meetings, stretch breaks, etc.

•

Recommend keeping cameras on during video calls. This will increase connection and enable the
leader and team to see visual signs of exhaustion and then respond appropriately.

•

Keep video calls short and interactive to increase engagement and collaboration and minimize
opportunities for multitasking.

•

Help your team – especially more junior members – identify which tasks are urgent and which can
be handled another day. When people are operating remotely, it can be difficult to tell the difference.
Constant firefighting is distracting and draining.

•

Establish team working hours that take into account time zones and personal commitments. These
boundaries provide clear time periods when teammates are working and responsive vs. time periods
when they are officially “off the clock.”

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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HYBRID LEADER MINDSET
Leadership always begins with mindset. Navigating the constant tension of hybrid teams is often stressful
and exhausting. Under those draining conditions, leaders will frequently default to the path of least
resistance – using familiar and comfortable tactics and processes even if they are inappropriate in the
current context.
Fight the tendency to take the easy path and engage in regular self-reflection to ensure you are maintaining
three critical mindsets. Consider:
ö Am I actively embracing an Inclusion Mindset, taking strategic actions to ensure every individual
feels valued, heard, and a part of something larger than themselves?
ö Am I scanning the horizon and challenging the status quo by adopting a Disruption Mindset to
position my team to leverage new technology, pursue new opportunities, and take healthy risks?
ö Am I brokering essential relationships and prioritizing a Connection Mindset to help my team
expand their network and forge strategic connections with each other and critical stakeholders?

INCLUSION MINDSET

DISRUPTION MINDSET

CONNECTION MINDSET

PRIORITIZE INCLUSION
Inclusion isn’t just a moral imperative – it is a performance imperative. If you aren’t creating an inclusive
environment where your team members feel like they belong and matter, you will increase your risk profile
(disengagement, loss of talent, lower performance) and decrease your ability to capture opportunities
(producing lower ingenuity, lower profitability, lower energy and motivation).
One way to cultivate greater inclusion is by creating a culture of voicing up. Voicing up is simply the ability
for an individual to share their concerns, ideas, and opinions with his or her leader. Many leaders think they
foster a culture of voicing up – frequently saying phrases like, “my door is always open,” “I want you to hear
your opinion,” or “tell me if I’m wrong,” but they fail to recognize the power dynamics and cultural factors
that make it incredibly difficult for people to provide authentic input. Hybrid teams present more barriers to
voicing up as some operate from home and others from the workplace. As a leader, you must be even more
intentional to make it easy and accessible for your teammates to share their perspective.
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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“According to a Cornell survey, 53% of respondents had never
spoken up to their managers about a problem or idea. Of those
53%, 31% believed they could be retaliated against for doing so,
while 41% believed it was a waste of their time.”

VOICING UP
• Ask powerful questions. Questions like, “How are you doing?” are not going to yield the most
helpful or interesting answers. Instead, ask questions that get to the heart of the challenge. General
(Ret.) Stan McChrystal used to ask his teammates in the field, “If I told you that you couldn’t go home
until the war is over, what would you do differently?” These questions often elicited the most crucial
responses to change how his teams fought and operated.
• Hold back your opinion. If you begin a meeting or conversation with, “Here is what I think…” your
opinion will immediately bias the room. Ask the most junior people to share first so that you get their
untainted perspective.
• Be accessible. If your schedule is constantly packed, your people may not feel that they have the
opportunity to actually share their thoughts with you. If you can’t schedule regular one-on-one
meetings with your team, then at least schedule regular “office hours” when your team knows they
can steal a few minutes of your time. When teammates do approach you for a meeting, give them your
undivided attention.
• Be vulnerable. If you always seem to know the answer and create a persona of perfection, your
team members will not share a dissenting opinion. Assuming that leadership has it “all figured out,”
teammates may believe that speaking up would be a waste of their time. Instead, openly share with the
team when you are uncertain or unsure. Acknowledge when you make a mistake and ask them for help
when you need it.
• Follow up on rejected ideas. Even if someone shares an idea that is ridiculous or infeasible, ensure
you are not dissuading teammates from elevating ideas in the future. On the one hand, don’t just
ignore the shared idea. Teammates will stop sharing if they feel their ideas won’t be acted upon. Yet
on the other, don’t pretend the shared idea is a good one - you may appear inauthentic to teammates
who can easily identify bad ideas. Instead, give your team member the respect they deserve. Genuinely
thank the teammates for their input, try to find some portion of the input that was valuable, and
compliment them for that, and then explain why that idea will not be acted upon in that situation.
• Reward speaking up. When someone does provide constructive critique or raises an important
risk, ensure you respond in a way that demonstrates to the rest of the team that you welcome when
teammates speak up.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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LEVEL THE PLAYING FIELD
When working in a hybrid environment, it is critical that leaders understand the power dynamics that are
in play. Remote workers are often unintentionally relegated to being somewhat of a second-class citizen.
They don’t have the benefit of bumping into senior leaders around the water cooler, grabbing coffee with a
person in the next cubicle to hash out a problem, or having a critical sidebar conversation during a meeting.
Their contributions often go unrecognized, and they aren’t the first options that come to mind when leaders
are assigning important tasks or looking to promote teammates. Their professionalism and dedication are
also frequently questioned consciously or subconsciously. In most cases these negative outcomes are not
intentional – they are simply the side effects of not being face-to-face.
To rebalance the power dynamic and drive a more inclusive environment, leaders should consider adopting
a “remote-first” policy. Although a “remote-first” policy will not replace the positive impacts of face-toface interactions, it can be a helpful tool to produce greater equity and create a sense of belonging for your
remote team members. Thoughtfully consider the tactics below and utilize those that would makes sense for
your team.
•

Create a virtual meeting link for every meeting and encourage every team member, whether they are
in-person or remote, to log into meetings via their own individual video.

•

Encourage leaders to work remotely as their schedule allows. By remaining remote, the physical
presence of a leader in the office space doesn’t exacerbate the issue.

•

If possible, allow the office space to remain accessible for employees who value it. Work to convert this
space into a co-working and collaborative environment.

•

Ensure that remote employees are dialed in to the essential impromptu meetings and conversations.

•

When facilitating conversation during a meeting, ask remote employees to weigh in first.

•

Create informal messaging channels (Slack, Microsoft Teams, etc.) where team members can make
personal connections.

•

Withhold judgment of someone’s professionalism or commitment to the team when they have
unavoidable technical issues with their home office setup.

•

Ensure the audio/visual set up of in-person meetings is working before a meeting starts, so that remote
employees don’t miss the first key moments of the conversation.

•

Schedule an annual, bi-annual, or quarterly offsite for the entire team (including remote team
members) to get together in the same physical space. Acknowledge that no technology can fully mimic
or replicate the benefits of being face-to-face.

Although a remote-first policy may seem like the antithesis of creating a level playing field for everyone on
the team, it is essential to rebalance the power dynamics to encourage a healthy team climate.
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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ENCOURAGE DISRUPTION
What worked yesterday will not necessarily work tomorrow. Even if you were a part of a dispersed or
hybrid team before the pandemic, the world has changed and some of the old tactics may not be as effective
or appropriate. You must constantly assess how your internal team functions to identify what is working
well and what is less than optimal, while also scanning the horizon to see what new technology, systems,
processes, tools, or techniques could improve your performance. Effective hybrid team leaders embrace
their role as a Disruptor.

• Future Needs: Disruptors are obsessed with what people will need in the future. They look for
solutions to problems that don’t even exist yet. They don’t have some sort of magical, predictive power
- they simply listen with great empathy, look for patterns and trends, and have the discipline to not get
overly distracted by the urgent issues all around them. When it comes to leading your hybrid team, ask
yourself: “What WILL be our team’s pain point?” If you can identify the issues your hybrid team will face
in the future, you can take steps to mitigate those issues before they start impacting the performance of
your team.
• Limiting Factors: Disruptors recognize their limiting factors (limfacs). They ruthlessly identify what
holds them back and then they focus their resources on mitigating and eliminating those inhibitors. As
the leader of a hybrid team, you need to understand what factors are limiting your team’s performance.
You need to ask yourself, “What is the specific choke point that prevents the team from achieving our goals?”
• Authentic Community: Despite popular opinion, Disruptors are rarely individual geniuses who
come up with a brand-new idea in isolation. Most lean on another person or a small group of peers to
challenge them, support them, and hold them accountable. The Navy SEALs ingrain this concept from
the very beginning of their training, pairing up new recruits as “swim buddies”. You stay with your
swim buddy no matter what, encouraging one another on the rough days, pushing one another when
you feel like giving up, and celebrating wins together. As the leader of a hybrid team, you need a swim
buddy, a peer who will help you navigate the uncertain future that lies ahead. You need to ask yourself,
“Who will keep me on point?”

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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CATALYZE CONNECTION
Building a healthy relationship with each of your team members is essential, but it is even more important
that you cultivate healthy relationships between your team members and with other external stakeholders.
A “hub and spoke” network, where the leader sits at the center, is limiting because the leader becomes a
perpetual bottleneck. If you can help your team build a diverse network in which information and resources
flow rapidly to the point of need, your team will be far more effective.
You need to become a broker. Good brokers make a functional connection.
“Joy, as you are exploring a strategy to open the South American market, I wanted to connect you with
Antonio because he spent years working in Argentina at his last job.”
Great brokers support that functional connection by helping their people make a personal connection.
“Joy, Antonio homeschools his youngest child in the morning until his wife takes over when she gets back
from the hospital where she works as an administrator. If you schedule some time with him, it would be best
in the late afternoon.”
This personal connection is often the difference between facilitating a transactional, short-term connection with
limited value and a genuine, ongoing relationship that will be mutually beneficial both now and into the future.

DO THIS WITH YOUR TEAM
To effectively facilitate personal connections, you need to understand your team members’ expectations,
communication preferences, and typical schedule. Have each of your team members fill out the Connection
Mindset Survey in Appendix A to get a clearer profile of your people. If it is appropriate, share those profiles
with the entire team to help everyone get on the same page.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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SECTION 3

Strengthening Connection
“No individual can win a game by himself.”
Pele, Professional Soccer Player

Hybrid teams are constantly battling entropy – the drift toward disorder and disconnection. To keep
these teams focused and aligned, leaders must constantly invest energy and initiate a variety of processes
that maintain healthy connections. You must employ systems to rapidly distribute critical information
and knowledge across the dispersed team on a regular cadence. As these systems become routinized and
ingrained into your processes, team members will more effectively collaborate with each other and across
your organization. But it starts by ensuring everyone on your team has access to essential technology.

CHECK THE TECH
A significant amount of frustration, conflict, miscommunication, and low productivity is simply caused by
poor technology. These issues are exacerbated in hybrid work settings, as teammates struggle to connect in
new ways. Many organizations have IT teams who set up the hardware, software, and internet connections
for all employees, but it may still be worthwhile to do a quick “systems check” to make sure your team
members are set up for success. Consider if everyone:
ö has a healthy ergonomic setup
ö has proper lighting and mics so that the team can see and hear them
ö is using proper security protocols
ö has bandwidth that is sufficient for video conference calls
ö is using devices and programs that are compatible
ö knows the backup plan when the internet or a device goes down

ENSURE ALIGNMENT
Connection needs to be firmly rooted in an aligned perspective. If the team does not collectively agree on
(1) where they are going, and (2) the reality of their current situation, then no degree of connection will
improve performance. Your hybrid team needs a compelling and codified purpose that states why their work
matters and how that work fits within the bigger picture. This isn’t just to motivate and energize people, but
to define a true north star that allows teammates to focus their efforts and activities even when they aren’t
co-located.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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V IS IO N
M I SS IO N
VA LUE S
OB JE CT IV E S
METRICS

S TRAT E G IE S
I N I TIAT IV E S

See Appendix B for a format that helps teams establish and align around their common purpose. The beauty
of the document is in its simplicity: it forces you to succinctly capture your key initiatives and demonstrate, on
one page, how they connect to the bigger picture.
Metrics are a key component of that format, especially for hybrid teams. As mentioned earlier, the contributions of remote workers often go unnoticed or unappreciated. Defining success metrics helps every team
member – regardless of where they work – contribute in a meaningful and measurable way.

DO THIS WITH YOUR TEAM
Once your hybrid team collectively understands and embraces their common purpose, you need to ensure
they have a shared situational awareness. Team members who are co-located frequently pressure test their
perceptions and assumptions through informal chats or sidebar conversations. Remote team members do
not have that opportunity for informal sensemaking. To ensure everyone has the same level of situational
awareness, leverage the popular SWOT Analysis Tool in Appendix C on a periodic basis to make sure everyone
is on the same page. Have each team member identify the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats
and then have each team member share their observations with the rest of the team. Start by having the remote
team members brief first.
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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BOOST INFORMATION SHARING
Hybrid teams are regularly inundated by meetings and their email inboxes fill up daily, yet they often lack
the necessary information to act in a timely manner. In partnership with your team, you need to identify
what information is truly important (and what is not), and then implement systems and processes that
convey that information to those who need it, when they need it.
Certain types of knowledge are particularly important for teams to create a shared consciousness that
connects people regardless of location:

• Strengths: what relevant capabilities can we bring to bear for a competitive advantage?
• Weaknesses: what poses a risk that must addressed or mitigated?
• Challenges: what barriers or hurdles are impeding progress?
• Resources: what people, bandwidth, expertise, relationships, money, equipment, technology are available
or needed?
• Priorities: what is the order of the near-term and long-term priorities?
• Current Actions: what are people working on?
• Interdependencies: who else will be impacted by decisions and who else needs to know?
Even when hybrid teams are disciplined at sharing the right type of information, the sheer volume of
messages sent and received can become overwhelming. One simple, but highly effective way to focus
attention on what matters most is by using BLUF (Bottom Line Up Front). The method is straightforward:
start an email by writing “BLUF” in bold and include a 1-2 sentence summary statement, including any
pertinent actions that are needed.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

LEADING HYBRID TEAMS FIELD MANUAL

/ 15

Below are two example emails. See how long it takes you to extract the relevant information in Sample 1
compared to Sample 2.

SAMPLE 1
TRADITIONAL FORMAT

Sue,
We will be presenting our proposal to the Board of Directors on February 3rd. You were instrumental in September during the early-stage
development and we could use your help now that we are working on the presentation. We’ve received some intel that the Board will be
specifically looking for justification as to why we want to go with Vendor B despite the fact that they are 20% higher than Vendor A. You
have the best technical background to articulate a compelling argument for our recommendation.
Would you be able to review the presentation as a whole and then provide any relevant input for section 2? Specifically, we could use your
thoughts on Slides 7-9. Ideally, we’d like to get your edits by January 31st. Please let me know if you think that will work for your schedule.

SAMPLE 2
BLUF FORMAT

BLUF: Requesting input on justification for selection of Vendor B (Slides 7-9 of BoD presentation). Input needed by Jan 31st.
Sue,
We will be presenting our proposal to the Board of Directors on February 3rd. You were instrumental in September during the early-stage
development and we could use your help now that we are working on the presentation. We’ve received some intel that the Board will be
specifically looking for justification as to why we want to go with Vendor B despite the fact that they are 20% higher than Vendor A. You
have the best technical background to articulate a compelling argument for our recommendation.
Would you be able to review the presentation as a whole and then provide any relevant input for section 2? Specifically, we could use your
thoughts on Slides 7-9. Ideally, we’d like to get your edits by January 31st. Please let me know if you think that will work for your schedule.

Both e-mails have the same text, but the message and request is far clearer in Sample 2 than Sample 1. Save
your teams the time, and confusion, of digging through longwinded texts by offering a “BLUF” at the start
of your messages.

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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ESTABLISH OPERATING RHYTHM
While sharing the right information is vital to connect with your teams, it’s just as important to focus on the
frequency of your messages. Every team has an operating rhythm – the habitual cadence in which the team
meets, shares information, and disperses to get work done – but most of these rhythms happen by accident.
It is particularly easy for hybrid teams to fall into a convenient, but suboptimal rhythm. You need to keep
a pulse on your team’s operating rhythm and routinely finetune the cadence to match the speed of the
environment, making sure that everyone, regardless of where they work, are staying connected and receiving
the essential information they need when they need it.

STRATEGIC

Strategy Development
Strategy Checks

OPERATIONAL

Business Review Meeting
Leadership Meeting
Team Meetings

TACTICAL

Daily Huddle

DO THIS WITH YOUR TEAM
Your operating rhythm should adapt to the environment. That will require periodic assessments to determine
if the right information is being shared at the right cadence. The best people to make that determination
are those on your team. Use the Operating Rhythm Audit (see Appendix D) once a quarter to evaluate your
operating rhythm and make subsequent adjustments. This routine evaluation and the conversations that follow
will have the added benefit of promoting trust in the team – as teammates will see that their input is valued.
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

LEADING HYBRID TEAMS FIELD MANUAL

/ 17

ENHANCE COLLABORATION
Even when the team is aligned around a common purpose and has an effective operating rhythm in place,
collaboration can still be incredibly challenging, especially for a hybrid team. There are a number of ways
that collaborative projects can go off the rails. Whenever you need your team to engage in collaboration to
solve a confounding issue, you must identify those specific derailers and pre-emptively take steps to remove
or mitigate their impact.
SKILL

DERAILERS
HILL
WILL

SKILL: Many collaborative projects go wrong from the very start. The team doesn’t truly understand the
objective, or they lose sight of the mission and overly focus on the people involved. You need to ensure the
mission objective is clearly defined and articulated so that the right mix of people can participate. Ask yourself:
ö Is there a shared understanding of what needs to be accomplished?
ö Is there a clear metric of success?
ö Is there an agreement of what skills, competencies, resources, knowledge, expertise, and connections
are needed to accomplish the mission?
ö Does everyone assigned to the collaborative project understand their role and who has the authority to
make decisions?
ö Does the team understand each of the other team member’s competencies, capabilities, and constraints
– especially as they are relative to their own competencies, capabilities, and constraints?
WILL: It is rare that a collaborative project has a bad actor who intentionally wants the project to fail. Most
often, people simply place collaborative projects on the back burner because they have competing priorities
and limited bandwidth. You need to identify those competing priorities and create contingency plans for
those individuals who are critical but pulled in many different directions. Consider:
ö What specific incentives are motivating people to engage in this collaborative project?
ö What competing priorities might get in the way?
ö Which individuals will be particularly hard to replace if other initiatives take priority?
ö What are the contingency plans if a critical team member gets pulled away from a project?
HILL: There are always barriers to effective collaboration. Some of these barriers may be minor nuisances
that can be overcome with a little grit and determination, but some of these barriers may be huge hurdles
that require novel problem-solving to navigate. Use the worksheet in Appendix E to evaluate specific hills
that may impede progress and brainstorm ways to realistically summit with those hills before they become
major issues.
ö What limiting factors (lim facs) could derail could derail this collaborative project?
ö Who has the authority or resources to summit with the biggest hills?
ö If I cannot remove a hill, what can I feasibly do to lessen its impact on the team?
© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.
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SECTION 4

Shaping Culture
“When the culture is strong, you can trust everyone to do the
right thing.”
Brian Chesky, Co-founder and CEO of Airbnb

Whether you recognize it or not, many leaders have been given a gift during the COVID-19 pandemic.
The forced move to remote work and the further evolution to a hybrid environment provides leaders with
the unique opportunity to hit the “reset button.” Your team culture is more malleable now than it has been
historically, and you have the chance to proactively shape it. For hybrid teams, you must shape a culture that
embodies trust, empowerment, and learning.

REINFORCE THE FOUNDATION
Whether you are establishing a new culture or fortifying an existing one, you must start with purpose.
Hybrid teams face an onslaught of challenges that range from simple tech complications to complex group
dynamics. In the midst of these challenges, it is easy to become consumed by the urgent and forget the
important. Over time, this shortsighted focus causes teams to lose sight of their north star, their common
purpose. As the leader, you must regularly refocus your people on what matters and the best way to do that
(even in a 21st century hybrid team) is with tools that humans have been using for millennia.
Language
• Words matter. They matter even more in a hybrid environment that lacks significant nonverbal
communication. Be very thoughtful in the words you use to reinforce your team’s common purpose. Once
you’ve crafted your common purpose (ideally with your team), use the exact phrasing over and over again.
You want those words to be tattooed on the minds of your teammates to remind them of their north star even when you aren’t present.
Symbols & Traditions
• At a base level, humans crave being a part of a community. They want to know they belong and are a
part of a tribe, of something bigger than themselves. This need is amplified in the hybrid environment
where teammates are missing the social cues that affirm their place in the tribe. In the Information
Age, we regularly downplay the importance of these cultural elements because they seem archaic or
superfluous, but they are potent tools to effectively ingrain a feeling of unity. Something as simple as
clothing with a matching insignia, or celebratory happy hour every time the team closes a deal, can
effectively bond the team.
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Routines
• Changing behavior is difficult, particularly in a hybrid environment where you can’t influence that
behavior on an ongoing basis. Routines are a powerful vehicle to drive behavior change over time. Instill
team routines, like an operating rhythm, to nurture the types of behaviors you want to see from your team.
Over time, not only will behaviors change to align with those routines, but the culture will also begin to
shift as well.
Stories
• The power of stories to transmit important concepts in a memorable way has been regularly extolled
in recent years. However, this effective tool is underutilized in hybrid teams. It can be awkward to tell
a compelling vignette to remote and in-person audiences simultaneously. Think about what central
narratives you want to serve as the foundation of the team and periodically share ideas with teammates.
Adopt the “remote-first” policy when telling stories, prioritizing those who are listening in remotely. If
you can deliver the story in a compelling way to those team members who aren’t physically present, it will
resonate with your in-person audience as well.
Discussion
• Culture is always the collective product of a group. As the leader, you can’t control it, but you can
influence and guide it toward the common purpose. One effective way to do that is by asking powerful
questions and then creating the opportunity for the group to collectively respond to those questions.
Again, it is important for you to defer to remote team members. People who are physically in the room will
naturally dominate the conversation and so you must intentionally make space for remote individuals to
weigh in and share their perspective.
Shared Hardship
• This may seem out of place, but enduring a difficult experience together is an incredible bonding agent
and focuses a team on what matters most: the common purpose and their relationships. In difficult
circumstance, remote team members often face different challenges than those who are in person. This can
exacerbate the divide between the two groups. One way you can overcome this is by engineering shared
hardship – bringing your full team together for offsites or team building activities where the full team
experiences a hardship together and works as a unit to overcome the challenge.

ENGINEER TRUST
Trust is the cornerstone of every high-performing team, but it is even more important for hybrid teams
where miscommunication, misalignment, and misunderstandings are that much more prevalent. When trust
is missing or broken, hybrid teams cannot lean on physical presence and non-verbal communication to
rebuild that trust.
As a leader, you have a sizable challenge, but there are steps you can take to accelerate the development
of trust in your team. First, you need to understand the foundational components of trust: benevolence,
competence, and reliability. Once you have a firm grasp on the components, you will be able to diagnose
which is lacking and then take targeted actions to strengthen trust in a strategic way.
BENEVOLENCE: Do I trust that the person is thinking of others and has the team’s best interest in mind?
If YOU are perceived as lacking benevolence:
• Actively listen to the needs of others, and then proactively share your resources, time, and information to
help them solve their challenges. These actions will demonstrate your empathy and willingness to sacrifice
for the betterment of others and the team.
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If a TEAM MEMBER appears to lack benevolence:
• Don’t rush to judgement. Seek to understand why they took particular actions that appeared self-serving.
Do not be naïve, but fight the urge to ascribe intent to their actions. Encourage your teammate to share
their logic with the rest of the team to quash concerns and conjectures.
COMPETENCE: Do I trust that the person has the knowledge and capability to get the job done?
If YOU are perceived as lacking competence:
• Acknowledge your strengths and weaknesses and openly share that information with others. This selfawareness will give others confidence that you understand your limitations, as well as the value that you
can add to the team. Then proactively take steps to mitigate those limitations, either through personal
development (training, mentoring, practice) or procuring the support of others who can compensate.
If a TEAM MEMBER appears to lack competence:
• Have the tough conversation. In private, discuss the problematic areas with the teammate directly and use
specific examples where their lack of competence has hurt the team. Once you agree on the issue, identify
tangible ways you will help them develop the capability.
RELIABILITY: Do I trust that the person will do the right thing consistently?
If YOU are perceived as lacking reliability:
• Fight the urge to overpromise and set clear expectations of what you will deliver and when you will deliver
it. Work to build a track record of integrity, and when you drop the ball occasionally, make apologies, not
excuses.
If a TEAM MEMBER appears to lack reliability:
• To avoid miscommunication, provide your expectations and timelines for assigned tasks in writing. Ask
your team member to schedule regular status updates with you leading up to the due date – this will allow
you to monitor progress and course correct along the way. If the team member fails to meet the prescribed
expectations, hold them accountable and help them see how their failure negatively impacted the team.

DO THIS WITH YOUR TEAM
Trust cannot be manufactured overnight and is particularly challenging to build when teams aren’t faceto-face. Proximity to teammates engenders greater trust - which puts remote employees at an immediate
disadvantage. To overcome this disadvantage, engineer meaningful conversations between team members.
Share the Trust Model with your team (see Appendix F) and then have a conversation around personal
development. Start by sharing what component of trust you personally need to work on, and how you
intend to address it. For example, you may routinely show up late to one-on-one meetings with your remote
employees because you are chatting with people in the office. This will lower their trust in the area of
Benevolence – you will seem as if you don’t care as much about their success. To address this shortcoming,
acknowledge it and start arriving to those meetings on time as evidence that you see them as valuable members
of the team.
Once you’ve shared your example with transparency and vulnerability, ask your team members to share their
reflections on what component of trust they need to improve. If your team is dealing with trust issues, these
conversations might be best in a one-on-one setting with you and a team member. If you have a healthy
team dynamic where everyone values each other’s opinions, try this activity altogether. The open and honest
discussion that follows will form powerful bonds that will strengthen the team to deal with future challenges.
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FOSTER EMPOWERED EXECUTION
A command-and-control approach in a hybrid environment will always be too slow, too cumbersome,
and too ineffective. If team members don’t believe they have the capability or permission to act, their
productivity will grind to a halt. Of course, a laissez-faire approach is perhaps even more dangerous if
leaders are too disconnected to course correct if their dispersed team members are taking actions with
unacceptable levels of risk. You must find the middle ground between these two approaches, setting
clear expectations and guardrails while giving your people the freedom to take decisive action to address
situations as they arise. Two of the most effective tools that can help you maintain this middle ground are
simple rules and decision space.

SIMPLE RULES
Simple rules create guardrails for team members, allowing them to take action within a pre-determined set
of boundaries so that they have the freedom to respond to threats and opportunities in real time. They are
clear, actionable, and context-specific, but not overly prescriptive. For example, one of your remote workers
could easily spend significant time on a low value initiative because they don’t have a clear understanding of
the team’s priorities and can’t reach you to ask for clarification. If you proactively institute a simple rule like,
“Prioritize existing clients first, building relationships with new clients second, and internal initiatives third,”
you can give them autonomy to take action but still keep them focused on what really matters.
When developed and deployed appropriately, simple rules will help you combat the complexity
that threatens to overwhelm individuals and teams especially in a hybrid environment:
• Hybrid teams naturally contend with higher levels of risk because of increased speed and lower levels of
visibility. Simple rules simplify choices by creating defined guardrails that allow the team to move rapidly
and with less risk.
• Hybrid teams often experience elevated levels of stress because of their inherent tension. Simple rules
provide some stable guardrails to help improve judgement when emotions are heightened.
• Even when there is a healthy operating rhythm in place, hybrid teams cannot be in constant
communication. Simple rules enable coordination and alignment between team members because they
ensure everyone is using the same playbook.
• Leaders of hybrid teams have less visibility and control than their counterparts who lead co-located teams.
Simple rules enable leaders to direct action indirectly – influencing their team members’ decisions even
when they aren’t present.
Two particularly important types of simple rules that are needed by hybrid teams are boundary rules and
prioritizing rules.
Boundary rules limit the number of options someone has based on pre-determined criteria. Boundary
rules simplify choices and increase the likelihood of a good outcome.
• One such boundary rule is employed by climbers on Mount Everest. The rule is clear: if you aren’t at the
summit by 2:00 p.m., you must return to camp. This is not an official rule or law, but it serves as a useful
guideline to stop overly ambitious climbers from getting caught out and exposed on the mountain after the
sun goes down.

Simple Rules, Donald Sull and Kathleen Eisenhardt, 2015
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Prioritizing rules clearly convey the order of importance when there is a time or resource constraint. They
ensure the most important actions are taken in priority order.
• During the hellacious fire that consumed the Notre Dame cathedral in 2019, the local fire chief quickly
employed a prioritizing rule to coordinate and align his firefighters. He simply said, “People first. Art
second. Furniture third. Structure last.” This simple guideline enabled his team to make quick decisions in
the midst of the fiery chaos.
For simple rules to be effective, they must be (1) actionable, (2) memorable, and (3) understandable. See
Appendix G for a guide to develop useful simple rules for your own hybrid team.

DECISION SPACE
Decision-making is an area of confusion and contention for many teams, and this difficulty is magnified in
a hybrid environment. The lack of clarity around who owns specific decisions poses the real risk of wasted
time, missed opportunities, and increased conflict. These issues are further compounded in times of stress
and change. One of the most helpful ways that leaders can empower their people to make decisions to act is
by defining decision space.
By proactively establishing what decisions you will make and what decisions you expect others to make, you
will free people to take decisive action when it falls within their space and encourage them to quickly elevate
decisions you need to make. As your team members grow in experience, their decision space can always be
expanded to give them greater responsibility and ownership.
Appendix H provides a simple template to codify the decision space for you and your team member. Identify
the specific types of decisions that each of you own and capture that information in the document. Follow
up sharing that document with the team and holding an open conversation in which you can address any
ambiguity, answer questions, and reinforce your expectations.
You should define specific ownership (decision space) for these types of decisions:
• Strategic direction: Who will ultimately decide the direction and focus of the team/organization (and
determine where we will NOT spend our time)?
• Prioritization setting: Who will decide what initiatives will take precedence when time and resources
are constrained?
• Risk assessment: Who will decide acceptable levels of risk?
• Resourcing / Budgeting: Who will decide where limited resources will be used and if a reallocation of
resources is necessary?
• Stakeholder or client management: Who will own critical relationships?
• Policy or process changes: Who will decide what policies / processes are necessary and what existing
ones need to be revised?
• Communications: Who will decide the frequency and content of sensitive communications?
• Operating rhythm: Who will decide the appropriate cadence for the team/organization to meet and
share information that matches the speed of the environment?
• Products: Who will decide what new products should be developed and which products should be
sunset?
• External vendors or partners: Who will decide what vendors or partners will be used and if their
terms/cost are acceptable?
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SPUR LEARNING AND GROWTH
PSYCHOLOGICAL SAFETY AND ACCOUNTABILITY
Amy Edmondson was fascinated by the nursing field. How did they manage such successful performance
at such a rapid pace and under such high stress? Edmonson famously examined high-performing teams in
the nursing field to identify the keys to their success. She found that these teams, on the one hand, openly
discussed mistakes and regularly voiced up. Importantly, their psychological safety was combined with a
feeling of shared ownership of outcomes.

LOW
ACCOU N TAB ILIT Y

H IGH
ACCOU N TAB ILIT Y

In the end, it was the unique, almost paradoxical, combination of psychological safety and accountability
that drove these teams to consistently perform at their best. When teams regularly functioned with high
levels of psychological safety and high levels of accountability, Edmondson said that they were operating in
the “Learning Zone.”

ANXIETY ZONE

LEARNING ZONE

Team members are afraid to make
mistakes or speak up and so errors
take place, but are rarely admitted or
discussed

Team members feel a shared ownership of
outcomes and errors are openly discussed
so that they can be corrected to drive
higher performance

APATHY ZONE

COMFORT ZONE

Team members are disengaged – they
do not speak up and are not held
responsible for a lack of productivity

Team members acknowledge and
discuss errors, but are not driven to
fix mistakes or achieve results

LOW
PS YC H SA F ET Y

H IGH
PS YCH SAF E T Y

The first step is to identify where your hybrid team (or individual team members) currently reside on the
quadrant. Once you know what zone they are in, you can begin taking strategic steps to move them toward
the Learning Zone.
• If they are in the Comfort Zone, encourage greater accountability.
• Establish defined expectations and key performance indicators (KPIs) for the team.
• Create dashboards that track progress against critical team objectives.
• Set clear timelines and assign owners for tasks.
• Remind the team of the tangible ramifications for the organization if the team goals are not achieved.
• Model excellence and hold yourself to high standards of performance.
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• If they are in the Anxiety Zone, cultivate greater psychological safety.
• Implement processes (After-Action Reviews, Lessons Learned cards, Feedback Sessions, etc.) to
establish routines where the team has candid conversations.
• Model transparency and vulnerability, openly discussing your own errors.
• Provide “top cover” for your team, shielding them from blame when they fail to meet their
objectives despite their best intentions.
• Articulate your specific risk tolerance early on in projects so that the team has defined guardrails
when it comes to decision-making.
Yet, a unique challenge for hybrid teams, especially those leading those teams, will be assessing the
appropriate level of challenge and accountability to help push individuals into the Learning Zone, without
risking burnout.
Leaders must recognize that failure is inevitable when striving to reach the Learning Zone. It is the byproduce of innovation, experimentation, and challenging the status quo. But not all failure is created equal.
Leaders must recognize when a failure is “acceptable” and when a failure is “unacceptable” because their
response to those failures must be wholly different.

U N A C C E P TA B L E F A I L U R E

A C C E P TA B L E F A I L U R E

S O M E O N E F A I L S O N A TA S K D U E T O

•
•
•
•

Unjustified level of risk
Lack of preparation or negligence
Lack of communication
Violation of prescribed process

S O M E O N E F A I L S O N A TA S K D E S P I T E

•
•
•
•

Reasonable risk assessment
Adequate preparation
Proactive communication
Logical plan and decisions

DO THIS WITH YOUR TEAM
Even well-intentioned, self-aware leaders have a difficult time cultivating high levels of both psychological
safety and accountability. We are all tempted to overemphasize one or the other, depending on our own
proclivity. Either of these cases can lead to destructive behaviors that inhibit the team’s ability to reach their
maximum potential. To check yourself and spur an important discussion, share the Learning Organization
model with your team (see Appendix I). Instruct teammates to place a mark on the quadrant representing
where they think the team currently functions. Survey the results, and then facilitate a conversation on what
you could do as a leader to help the team move further into the Learning Zone.
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PERSONAL GROWTH
Finally, you need to invest in your own well-being. Whether you have been leading hybrid teams for decades
or you have just been thrown into the deep end, we are all facing new and unprecedented challenges that
can be exhausting and overwhelming. Many well-intentioned leaders have burned themselves out because
they were so consumed with the welfare of their team members that they didn’t see the cracks in the
foundation of their own health. As you lead your team forward into this new reality, prioritize self-care and
give yourself some grace to learn from your own acceptable failures. Do not try to radically change your
team overnight. Instead start by using the activity provided in Appendix J. Identify a handful of activities you
need to Stop, Start, and Continue to lead your hybrid team more effectively. Share those ideas with a mentor
or trusted peer and take it one step at a time.
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APPENDIX A: TEAM MEMBER PREFERENCE SURVEY
In a hybrid work environment, the typical workday has become blurry. It is essential for the long-term health of
your team that you are aligned on expectations and have clear lines of communication.
To enhance your Connection Mindset, have your team members complete this survey to get everyone on the
same page.
Team Member
Expectations
The top 3 things I value and expect from my teammates
The top 3 things I value and expect from my leader
My top 3 priorities
I prefer to work individually when ________
I prefer to work collaboratively when _______
Feedback preference (how/when I want to receive it)
Communications
I prefer communication via email when ______
I prefer communication via phone/VTC when ______
I prefer communication via chat when ______
I prefer communication via _______ when _________
Schedule
My priorities at home include _______
I assume “end of day” means _____ (time)
If extra work is required, I prefer ____
(early morning / evening / weekend)
My protected time is ________
My personal routine

Other things the team should know about me
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APPENDIX B: STRATEGY ALIGNMENT TEAM ACTIVITY
Capture the critical parts of your strategy in the table below. When it comes to your objectives, strategies, and
initiatives, make sure that you identify critical metrics that determine progress. To ensure the team is aligned
on the most important tasks, be sure to prioritize initiatives.

Vision

Vision

Mission

Mission

Guiding
Principles

Guiding Principle 1

Objectives

Strategies

Initiatives

Guiding Principle 2

Objective 1

Objective 2

Guiding Principle 3

Objective 3

Objective 4

•

Strategy 1

•

Strategy 3

•

Strategy 5

•

Strategy 7

•

Strategy 2

•

Strategy 4

•

Strategy 6

•

Strategy 8

•

Initiative 1

•

Initiative 4

•

Initiative 7

•

Initiative 10

•

Initiative 2

•

Initiative 5

•

Initiative 8

•

Initiative 11

•

Initiative 3

•

Initiative 6

•

Initiative 9

•

Initiative 12
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APPENDIX C: SWOT ANALYSIS
SWOT analysis is a great tool that helps you to examine your current environment, both the internal reality
of your team and organization and the external reality of the environment in which you are operating. This
will be an ongoing process because, while your organizational goals and values may be steadfast, it’s likely
your objectives and priorities may have to continue to change.
Leverage the SWOT Analysis worksheet to create a snapshot of your team/organization. Fill out the four
quadrants keeping in mind that strengths and weaknesses have to do with your internal environment, while
opportunities and threats are external factors affecting your team/organization.

»

STRENGTHS

»

WEAKNESSES

»

OPPORTUNITIES

»

T H R E AT S

1. How can you use your strengths to take advantage of the opportunities?
2. How can you leverage strengths/opportunities to combat weakness and threats?
3. What actions does the SWOT analysis enable you to take?
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APPENDIX D: OPERATING RHYTHM AUDIT
Hybrid teams are regularly inundated by meetings and their email inboxes fill up daily, yet they often lack the
necessary information to act in a timely manner. In partnership with your team, you need to identify what
information is truly important (and what is not), and then implement systems and processes that convey that
information to those who need it, when they need it.
Certain types of knowledge are particularly important for teams to create a shared consciousness that connects
people regardless of location:

Strengths

Weaknesses

Challenges

Resources

Priorities

Current
Actions

Interdependencies

How effectively do we share this type of
information with key stakeholders?
Rate 1-4 (1= ineffective, 4= very effective)

How effectively do key stakeholders share
this type of information with us?
Rate 1-4 (1= ineffective, 4= very effective)

How can information sharing be improved?
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While sharing the right information is vital to connect with your teams, it’s just as important to focus on the
frequency of your messages. Every team has an operating rhythm – the habitual cadence in which the team meets,
shares information, and disperses to get work done – but most of these rhythms happen by accident. Effective hybrid
team actively fight this pull toward passive adherence. They keep a pulse on their operating rhythm and routinely
finetune the cadence to match the speed of the environment.

Are we m e et i n g at t h e r i g ht c a d e n c e ?
1
1

2
2

3
3

TOO FREQUENT

4
4

5
5

6
6

ON TARGET

7
7
TOO INFREQUENT

We meet so often that we have difficulty finding
time to execute our critical tasks.

We feel disconnected and the information we receive
is outdated.

Are we s h ar i n g t h e r i g ht a m o u nt of i nfo r m at i o n ?
1
1

2
2

3
3

TOO MUCH

4
4

5
5

6
6

ON TARGET

7
7
TOO LITTLE

We are inundated with so much information that it
is difficult to separate the signal from the noise.

We don’t receive enough information to understand
the context or develop situational awareness.

Are we ret ain in g t h e r i g ht a m o u nt of fl e x i b i l i t y i n o u r s c h e d u l e ?
1
1

2
2

3
3

TOO RIGID

4
4

5
5

6
6

ON TARGET

7
7
TOO UNDEFINED

Our schedules are so packed that there is no room to
adjust to changes or no time to reflect.

Our schedules are so open that we are becoming
inefficient and uncoordinated.

Are we m aint ain in g t h e r ig ht b a l a n c e b et we e n s h o r t - t e r m a n d l o n g - t e r m p r i o r i t i e s ?
1
1

2
2

3
3

TOO FOCUSED ON SHORT-TERM

4
4

5
5

6
6

ON TARGET

7
7
TOO FOCUSED ON LONG-TERM

We focus so heavily on tactical or urgent topics that
we stray from our long-term goals.

We focus so heavily on strategic topics that we do
not address the tasks that require our attention.

Are we m aint ain in g t h e r ig ht b a l a n c e b et we e n t o p - d ow n a n d b ot t o m - u p c o m m u n i c at i o n ?
1
1
TOO MUCH TOP-DOWN
Our leaders monopolize the conversation and
frontline intel is never shared.

2
2

3
3

4
4
ON TARGET

5
5

6
6

7
7
TOO MUCH BOTTOM-UP

Our team members monopolize the conversation
and leaders never provide direction.
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APPENDIX E: HILLS ASSESSMENT
There are always systematic or contextual factors that are barriers (“hills”) that inhibit a collaborative team
from achieving its objective. Think of a future or a recent collaborative project and then score the detrimental
impact of the “hills.”
1 = no impact on the team’s ability to collaborate
2 = minor negative impact on the team’s ability to collaborate
3 = m oderate negative impact on the team’s ability to collaborate
4 = significant negative impact on the team’s ability to collaborate
5 = highly negative impact on the team’s ability to collaborate

SCORE
Location
Technology
Competing Priorites
Org / Reporting Structures
Culture / Relationships
Other

For those HILLS that scored either 4 or 5, what can you do to mitigate their impact?

•

•

•

© 2021 McChrystal Group, LLC. All rights reserved.

LEADING HYBRID TEAMS FIELD MANUAL

/ 32

APPENDIX F: TRUST TEAM ACTIVITY
Trust is the cornerstone of team performance: enabling teams to work together, take risks, and function
productively. However, we could all work on becoming a more trustworthy teammate. Use the model below to
reflect which component of trust you can improve to forge more trusting relationships. 

BENEVOLENCE:
Do others believe I have their
best interest in mind?

RELIABILITY

TRUST

COMPETENCE:
Do others believe I have the
ability to get the job done?
RELIABILITY:
Do others believe that I will do
the right thing consistently?

BENEVOLENCE

COMPETENCE

Source: Mayer, Davis & Schoorman, 1995

Which one of the three components of trust may others perceive that I lack?

What specific action(s) could I take to be perceived as being more trustworthy?
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APPENDIX G: SIMPLE RULES GUIDE
Simple Rules: Benefits and Characteristics
In crisis, people need specific rules that enable them to make timely decisions, take appropriate actions, and communicate
effectively in a rapidly changing situation. Below is a description of the benefits and the common characteristics found
across nearly all simple rules. To illustrate these concepts, we offer an effective simple rule used by mountain climbers on
Mount Everest is used below. This simple rule states that if a mountain climber has not reached the summit by 2:00 p.m.
on any given day, they must turn back. This simple rule has saved countless lives; the many climbers who chose to ignore
the rule have paid the ultimate price.

BENEFITS OF SIMPLE RULES
•

Simplify choices when time runs short and risks run high
•

To overcome external noise and “paralysis by analysis,” simple rules will hone focus in on making quick, reasonably
accurate decisions.
•

•

Guard against emotionally-charged decision-making
•

Under crisis, emotions cloud judgement. Simple rules strip emotions from the process. Simple rules should be:
Understandable, Memorable, and Actionable.
•

•

Climbing Everest involves enthusiasm, effort and passion– all of which can influence climbers’ commitment to ascent. The two
o’clock rule is meant to limit one’s ego and increase one’s objectivity.

Enable coordination between disconnected teams
•

Crisis increases the importance of coordinated action between people to achieve shared goal. If everyone operates from the
same simple rules, then even if they’re dispersed, they will still be coordinated toward their collective goal.
•

•

The two o’clock cutoff can separate life and death. The simple rule thus makes the choice into a stark binary and simplifies the
decision for the climbers.

Everest climbers frequently lose communication with one another. Regardless of connectivity, simple rules ensure they all turn
around if they have yet to reach the marked point.

Allow leaders to direct action indirectly
•

Crises don’t occur just when convenient. As such, leaders should provide simple rules that their teams can lean on in the
leader’s absence. In the event the crisis occurs and the leader is not present, the team can still function.
•

Climbers can act on the two o’clock rule whether a leader or guide is present.

CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE SIMPLE RULES
•

Limited application
•

Applying a specific rule too broadly decreases its insight and frustrates those who attempt to interpret its intent.
•

•

Context dependent
•

Simple rules are not one-size-fit-all guidelines, but rather customized to the people using them and the contexts in which
they’re employed.
•

•

The two o’clock rule applies specifically to Everest mountaineers and would make little sense in other contexts.

Guidance, not a prescription
•

Simple rules provide concrete guidance while conferring the latitude to exercise creativity.
•

•

The two o’clock rule is applied to a single, specific activity, i.e., climbing Everest.

The two o’clock rule provides guidelines on when to abandon the ascent, but afford climbers the freedom to
determine their own route and when to start.

Limited number
•

Organizations should only have a handful of simple rules. Too many simple rules defeat themselves by overprescribing
guidance, which limits instead of empowering teams.
•

“If you are not on top by two o’clock, it’s time to turn around.” Full stop. Further prefaces and specifications of this
Mount Everest simple rule run the risk of erasing its simplicity and confusing the climbers.

Simple Rules, Donald Sull and Kathleen Eisenhardt, 2015
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Simple Rules: Types
Despite their variety, simple rules fall into two broad categories:

1. Decision Rules: improve decision-making by “structuring choices and centering on what to do and what not to do.”
2. Action Rules: focus on “how to improve and get the job done.”

DIFFERENT TYPES OF SIMPLE RULES
•

Decision Rules
•

Boundary rules
•

•

Prioritization rules
•

•

What is most important to do: These rules rank alternatives. For instance, medical triage simple rules tell
emergency workers, when faced with a resource-scarce situation, who goes to the hospital and who is
left behind. These rules ensure resources are deployed where they have the highest impact.

Stopping rules
•

•

What to do: These rules frame decisions as mutually exclusive alternatives, like a judge determining
whether the accused is guilty or not. They limit the number of choices and enable people to pursue the
most promising course of action, especially with scarce resources (time, money, staffing, etc.)

What to stop doing: These rules establish stopping points to prevent people from the pit of the “sunken
cost fallacy,” which is the general tendency for people to continue a course of action they’ve invested
their resources in out of a desire to see it to completion – Mount Everest two o’clock rule is a case in
point.

Action Rules
•

How-to rules
•

•

Coordination rules
•

•

What are the basics: These rules guide the basics of executing tasks without being overly prescriptive,
particularly when there is extreme pressure and severe time constraints. For example, fire departments
use step-by-step rules for how to deal with out-of-control fires.
How to do it collectively: These rules provide guidelines on how players should interact in a complex
system to enable collective behavior. The success of the mining rescue in Chile in 2010 showcases a
successful coordinated action that overcame an almost impossible challenge.

Timing rules
•

When to do: These rules guide when to take actions. Pixar’s rules regarding releasing one new movie
every year following its first full-length movie Toy Story in order to secure a mass audience as well as
slotting the prime Thanksgiving release date for its future films were crucial in setting the rhythm of key
strategies and ultimately establishing a viable business.
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Craft Simple Rules
Crafting simple rules can be difficult because they need to be general enough to apply to a wide range of contexts, but
specific enough to provide tactical instructions and insights. The following questions will help you to systematically craft
better simple rules for your team or organization.

STEP 1
•

What is the critical thing that MUST happen? (or MUST NOT happen)
•

•

Example: COVID-19 is incredibly infectious.We must flatten the curve to reduce the burden on healthcare facilities so that
they can provide the needed level of care with the appropriate equipment.

Write your response here:

STEP 2
•

What is the specific barrier that might hold us back?

•

Write your response here:

•

Example: People can spread the virus long before they know they are even sick.

STEP 3
•

What specific action should we do to address that barrier?

•

Write your response here:

•

Example: We need to get the public to engage in social distancing even if they don’t feel sick.

STEP 4
•

How can I craft the rule so that it is understandable, actionable, and memorable for everyone?
•

•

Example: Reinforce the simple rule, “Stay home or stay six feet away.”

Write your response here:
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APPENDIX H: DECISION SPACE TEMPLATE
MANAGER

TEAMMATE

[MGR. TITLE]
[MGR. NAME]

[SUB. TITLE]
[SUB. NAME]

DECISIONS I RESERVE FOR MYSELF
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

DECISIONS I EXPECT YOU TO MAKE
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
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APPENDIX I: LEARNING ZONE TEAM ACTIVITY
In her book, Teaming: How Organizations Learn, Innovate, and Compete in the Knowledge Economy, Amy
Edmondson writes about a leadership mindset that cultivates an environment conducive to learning. To
build this kind of organization, she argues that teams should simultaneously foster “high accountability” and
“high psychological safety.” In other words, psychological safety doesn’t operate at the expense of employee
accountability. Rather, most effective organizations are capable of both. 
Below is Edmondson’s schematic for the relationship between psychological safety and accountability. 

LOW
ACCOU N TAB ILIT Y

H IGH
ACCOU N TAB ILIT Y

Place a mark on the matrix that represents where you think the team routinely operates.

A N X I E TY ZONE

LE ARN IN G ZON E

Team members are afraid to make
mistakes or speak up and so errors take
place, but are rarely admitted or discussed

Team members feel a shared ownership of
outcomes and errors are openly discussed
so that they can be corrected to drive
higher performance

A PATH Y ZON E

COM F ORT ZON E

Team members are disengaged – they do
not speak up and are not held responsible
for a lack of productivity

Team members acknowledge and discuss
errors, but are not driven to fix mistakes
or achieve results

LOW
PS YC H SA F ET Y

H IGH
PS YCH SAF E T Y

What 2-3 actions could be taken to move the team further into the Learning Zone?
•
•
•
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APPENDIX J: START / STOP / CONTINUE
As a leader, you are a force multiplier when it comes to cultivating team resilience, but you are only one
person who is already in high demand with a packed schedule. You need to be strategic in how you focus
your time and energy to develop team resilience within your organization.
The following steps provide a simple and pragmatic approach to identify the critical actions that you can
take to foster resilience. Note, specificity is the key: the more specific your definition, the clearer the next
steps and the more actionable the game plan.
Stop: What specific actions do I need to stop?
Start: What specific actions do I need to start?
Continue: What specific actions do I need to continue?

STOP

START

CONTINUE
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