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 2020 has provided business leaders with another example – if one were needed 
– of just how unpredictable today’s world can be. Business leaders at all levels 
therefore need to be able to solve unknowable problems, many of which 
represent opportunities for growth as well as existential risk. Mission-based 
Teams draws on the philosophy and structure of companies that have thrived 
in the Digital Economy and is designed to enable effective and rapid response to 
evolving opportunities. Mission-based Teams does this by re-thinking the 
traditional organisation structure, where functions (e.g. Marketing, Sales, 
Finance) operate in siloes and report to executive leaders on the delivery of 
function specific outputs (e.g. footfall, sales value, NPS). This structure 
effectively solves business problems relating to optimisation, but struggles to 
effectively solve for the unpredictable.

 In a Mission-based Organisation, leaders express their strategic goals as a 
portfolio of prioritised consumer and business outcomes. Employees with 
diverse sets of skills work together in multidisciplinary mission teams to 
deliver these outcomes. Whilst success in the siloed model is often measured in 
quantitative terms (e.g. number of products of sold, customers served), a 
mission-based organisation defines its success through a mix of quantitative 
and qualitative measures that represent the purpose of the business (e.g. 
benefits received by the consumer, differentiation gained). Mission-Based 
Teams transforms and radically simplifies the way organisations operate, 
driving focus on achieving outcomes that define the success of their strategy 
and ensuring the right skills, capabilities and resources are flexibly allocated to 
respond to the highest priorities of the business.
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 For the vast majority of human history, we have lived 
with our perception of the world masked by a 
imperfect information. Even situations we could 
directly observe, merely revealed a sliver of the 
complex web of factors that had brought that situation 
into being, and governed how the entities and actors 
on stage would act to create an outcome. Formed by a 
vast network of cause-and-effect, the world sometimes 
seems like a chaotic unpredictable system. Even when 
we can see it, we struggle to grasp perfect 
understanding of it. To manage such an uncomfortable 
truth, our brains seek to create simple models that 
enable a degree of cognitive efficiency to be achieved 
in everyday situations, avoiding getting locked in an 
impossible process of understanding all the driving 
factors and consequences of such decisions. These 
mental models are useful processing shortcuts, unless 
they lead to a systematic altering of our perception of 
the information in order to suit our model. 

 Since organisations became too large to be managed 
by a leader overseeing a single workshop, we have 
sought to develop systems that scale this idea up to an 
organisational level. By creating well-understood 
processes with clear performance measures allowing 
to covert inputs into outputs, we have forced a certain 
degree of order in an economy with chaotic interaction 
between people and systems. In every scenario there is 
a knowable optimal method of converting inputs into 
outputs accompanied by a set of metrics that enable 
such conversion to be monitored. In turn, this scientific 
approach to management spawned levelled hierarchies 
of managers that monitor the 
progress of the people below. 

 For further efficiency, we placed similar domains of 
activity into management silos so that the productive 
mechanisms could be better controlled. This has 
resulted in large businesses typically looking quite 
similar regardless of the industry they’re in, where sets 
of functional silos end up reporting to executive 
leaders from the management team.

 Although the silo based model has persisted for 
multiple generations of management, there has been a 
recent upsurge in rhetoric against it. In its place, 
eminent writers such as Joi Ito (Whiplash), Stanley 
McCrystal (Team of Teams) and distinctive 
organisations such as Valve and WordPress have 
proposed alternative approaches to organisational 
structure. There are fundamentally based in loose-
coupling of skilled people around existing problems 
rather than hard lines of organisational control. Their 
rationale – shared by the authors of this article – is that 
in a world that remains chaotic despite it being 
increasingly better understood through more granular 
data and radically improved analytic tools, the self-
imposed order of the hierarchical, silo-based 
organisational structure is dangerously inflexible.

 Context1

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 The essential difference between silo-based and mission-based organisations is that the former are designed to 
deliver outputs, whereas the latter are designed to deliver outcomes. This difference is as fundamental as 
understandable. The silo-based organisation is a result of a century spent adhering to Frederick Winslow Taylor’s 
ideas of industrial process optimisation. This doctrine insists that there is a knowable point of maximum 
productivity in any given management or operational practice. Any given business should seek to optimise based 
on analytical understanding of the process step-by-step, allowing their organisation be constructed in such a 
manner that employees knows their precise role and what the best way to accomplish it is.

 The Mission-Based Organisation

Traditional business 
structure

Teams

Leadership

Functional teams are focussed on outputs 
measured by KPIs

Mission-based 
organisation

Mission teams 
are focused on 
customer 
outcomes 
measured by 
business health 
metrics and 
OKRs

 At a conceptual level, the silo-based organisation is a 
sequence of outputs flowing down a production line 
from inception to delivery. The same doctrine applies 
equally to the management ‘decision factory’ as it does 
to the factory floor itself. This structure is highly 
effective in a world that is either largely knowable or is 
unknowable enough for a simple mental model to 
explain it.

 The first waves of digital computing reinforced the 
validity of the output-based model by installing a range 
of tools that increased the system’s measurement 
precision and automated many known tasks ranking 
from calculating numbers in the general ledger to 
tracking packages around the warehouse. Around 2010 
came a point of inflection. Rather than supporting 
traditional business and organisational models, digital 
computing suddenly turned into a force for rapid and 
chaotic change.

 Simultaneous emergence of mobile and cloud 
computing dramatically increased our ability to sense 
the world and collapsed the cost of using that data to 
optimise resource allocation within it. 

 In theory this was an excellent opportunity for 
traditional organisations, possessing as they did both 
deep understanding of their supply and demand and 
the means to build new technology at pace and scale. 
In reality, what has transpired is a wave of new 
competitors made up of data driven organisations and 
the wonderfully concise conclusion that “software is 
eating the world”.

 Although at the micro level of a process (exactly where 
the package is, down to a 10m2 grid), the latest wave of 
computing has significantly improved productivity by 
reducing wastage, complexity has exploded at the 
system level. Not only are there radically more ways to 
solve a given problem, the world is measurably 
changing at great speed around us. Consequently, 
problems themselves are shifting in nature whilst we 
try to solve them. We therefore need to solve problems 
(many of which represent opportunities for growth) 
and scale the solutions much faster if we hope to 
survive and thrive change.

 Silo-based and mission-based organisations

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 The traditional organisation’s systematic flow of 
outputs from station-to-station is simply too slow and 
too rigid for the current business reality. It assumes 
that managers know the ‘right’ way to solve every 
problem and have constructed the perfect organisation 
at a process and output level to do so systematically 
the same way every time. It is clear that this basic 
assumption cannot be true. Technology still cannot 
predict the future reliably and it seems therefore 
impossible to imagine a manager with sufficient 
foresight to design an organisation that is always 
perfectly capable.

 What the best manager can achieve when constrained 
to working in a siloed manner is to optimise the 
organisation for yesterday’s problems. By definition, 
most managers are average and thus, in all likelihood, 
most processes are solving the problems of several 
past generations. Accentuating this problem is why the 
average process requires assets from multiple silos to 
work in lock-step. When it comes to information 
technologies, this means that the IT Managers need 
anticipate, not just how his or her own organisation will 
function in the future, but also the organisations they 
support. The nature of annual budgeting processes 
means that managers are also incentivised to think 
about initiatives for enhancement at their local level 
rather than to merge resources that create 
enhancements split across multiple silos. It is no 

surprise that these initiatives rarely marry up across 
silos, leading to additional overhead in an attempt to 
establish interdependencies. In short, every manager 
in a siloed organisation would have to be a prescient 
genius if the organisation is to win in a rapidly-
changing world.

 The idea of a mission-based organisation is to break 
the model of silos and outputs and reconstruct 
business as an evolving network of teams and 
outcomes. Today’s ‘line managers’ become ‘mission 
owners’, who are handed outcomes to achieve by the 
organisation along with a number of multidisciplinary 
resources. Mission owners are trusted to reach the 
outcome or report honest conclusions on why it could 
not be achieved: information has increased currency in 
the mission-based organisation as it increases certainty 
on the mechanics of a given market as it evolves. 
Focusing on transparency and information flow is just 
one of the differences between a mission-based and a 
silo-based organisation. We will look at the three main 
types of missions an organisation can embark on and 
how they are accomplished before diving into some 
critical conditions for the success of the mission-based 
organisation. 

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 In this construct, the definition of a mission includes:

 Missions at All Levels

 Importantly, a mission does not define the exact 
path to accomplishing the objective. One of the 
principal benefits of the mission-based organisation 
comes from balancing independence of action of 
the workers involved with convergence towards a 
common goal. Defining the optimal process for 
turning inputs into outcomes and monitoring 
compliance reduces or removes this benefit and 
should therefore be avoided.

 To help us understand the nature of missions, let us 
look at some examples from three different levels in 
an organisation: strategic, feature and platform. In 
this case we will use the example of a grocer to 
illustrate how missions might combine within a 
single business.

• Having a specific objective

• Being time-bound

• Fitting within a broader, all-encompassing 
strategic goal

• Coming with a defined (not necessarily fixed) 
set of resources that the mission team can use 
in executing it

 Mission team decision tree

Is the identified 
activity a mission?

Which mission team 
is required to deliver 
the outcome?

Does the identified activity have a specific 
objective?

Is it time-bound?

Does it fit within a broader 
strategic goal?

Does it have defined (not fixed) 
resources?

Set objectives and 
frame as an 

outcome

Assess strategic 
alignment, if none then 

de-prioritise

Understand the capability required 
to deliver the outcome

Set realistic time 
expectations

This is a mission

YN

YN

YN

YN

Is the problem understood?

Strategic mission teams are 
deployed where the problem is 

unknown, complex

Is the solution 
predictable?

YN

Feature mission teams are 
deployed where the problem is 

predictable and the solution 
likely involves minimal change 

to architecture

Platform mission teams 
are deployed where the 

problem is well 
understood and the 
solution is repetitive

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 The classic strategic mission makes a perfect business 
school case study: a competitor announces a pivot into 
your core market. To make matters worse, they also 
announce a big investment and collaboration with an 
upcoming technology start-up that has been hitherto 
making a great deal of noise at the fringes of the 
market. That combination of brand, money and 
technology excellence represents a clear and present 
danger to an already challenged core business.

 Responding to this kind of challenge entails a system-
wide, strategic response. Merely running some 
promotions, tweaking the product and providing extra 
delivery slots won’t cut it. Such a mission instead starts 
with the assembly of the best perspectives from across 
the business to decide how to deploy existing and new 
resources to reconfigure the system into a different 
form. Once a direction is set, new multidisciplinary 
teams form to integrate the efforts of existing line-of-
business groups, building new capabilities and thus 
value propositions that re-express the business’ value 
to existing and new customers.

 At its heart, the strategic mission is a radical response 
to a disruptive threat or opportunity. The same mode 
of operation would be required if an organisation spots 
an opportunity to move into an emerging sector or to 
reframe their market in a novel and powerful way. In 
this case, accelerated, world-class solution 
development, market sensing and commercial 
development are needed to identify the exact shape of 
the opportunity and to decisively, either scale into it, or 
spin back down if the exciting idea is not realistically 
practical. The Strategic Mission Team (SMT) thus has to 
operate at every level, from the deeply strategic to the 
deeply tactical in the same manner the founding team 
of a high-growth start-up would power their business 
to scale by meticulous and focused attention to every 
detail of their view of the world.

 Few organisations can undertake many such strategic 
missions in parallel. The concentration of flexible, 
motivated talent and liberal allocation of resources that 
is needed is challenging to assemble, while still 
maintaining a measured evolution of the core 
business. Running those more predictable parts of the 
system is the purview of two further mission teams.

 Strategic Missions
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Too few organisations 
are effectively set up to 
address the opportunities in 
the adjacent and 
transformational areas, 
considered as Strategic 
missions

Disruptive organisations 
hold a mixed portfolio 
across the core, adjacent 
and transformational

Transformational: 
developing breakthroughs 
and inventing things for 
markets that don’t yet exist

Core: optimising 
existing products 
for existing 
customers

Adjacent: 
expanding from 
existing business 
into ‘new to the 
company’ business

Best practice 
portfolio 
prioritisation

x%

 Strategic missions within a business

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway

Strategic

Feature

Platform



9

 Strategic Mission Teams deal with the relatively 
unknown, very complex and far reaching (in time 
horizon). Although today’s world throws up such 
problems at a sometimes-terrifying pace, most of the 
problems and opportunities that a business 
encounters in a given year are easier to predict and 
understand. Although the problem we face in this type 
of missions may be different on any given day and the 
tools we can employ depend on our context, the 
fundamental nature of the objective can be understood 
and defined.

 In essence, these problems reflect the need to evolve 
the system’s features to iteratively make the offer to 
customers more attractive and relevant to the evolving 
market and to make the system more productive by 
applying new technology or lessons to the known way 
of operating. What makes a mission different from 
conventional ways of operating is the way it is framed 
and the way in which it is resourced.

 For example, rather than a project to ‘successfully open 
a shop in Brighton’, a business will embark on a 
mission to ‘make Brighton love us (and make us love 
Brighton)’. The subtle difference in these framings 
reflects two things. First, missions don’t start with a 
presupposition about the way in which the objective 
will be achieved. Opening a shop might not be the best 
way of getting a dominant share in Brighton - a 
combination of pop-up presences, geo-targeted online 
marketing and influencer support all supported with an 
amazing delivery service might work better. Resources 
are therefore assigned to mission teams based on 
functional needs and managed as a single team for the 
duration of the mission. As we will see when we discuss 
conditions for success, mission-based way of working 
places great emphasis on the mission leader to beware 
of his hardcoded mental models.

 Feature missions add features to the business system 
but do not fundamentally alter its architecture. A 
business will likely have a relatively large number of 
Feature Mission Teams (FMT) at any one time, covering 
relatively short term objectives (‘get Londoners our 
product exactly when and where they want it’) to the 
relatively long term (‘let all of our people access and do 
something helpful and powerful (to them) with any of 
our data’). The latter is actually a massive undertaking 
that likely requires a wholesale modernisation of how 
data is held by the organisation, wholesale retraining of 
people and decisions on the tools they’ll be able to use. 
It is still, however, a relatively known problem. If the 
mission had been framed as ‘completely change our 
productivity by becoming a cloud software company 
that makes money by selling [x]’, then it would have 
been a strategic mission. 

 Framing is thus very important in setting the 
parameters that a mission owner is operating within 
and the scale and scope of resources that are at her or 
his command. ‘Make the food we sell healthier and 
more pleasurable to eat’ is very different from ‘become 
a company that meaningfully improves the health and 
wellbeing of our customers’. The framing of both types 
of mission as a change into an appreciably different 
state is what differentiates both feature and strategic 
missions from the final type: platform missions.

 Feature missions

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 The majority of the missions that a business embarks 
on every day go under the radar of those leading the 
transformation and evolution of the system of which 
they are part. They are, however, vitally important 
missions for the individuals who undertake them day-
in, day-out and for the organisation as a whole - almost 
certainly, more important than the other two types. 
These are the broad range of well-understood 
repetitive tasks that translate the ambitions of 
management into effect on the ground: from serving 
customers in a shop, to stacking the shelves in the 
stockroom, driving the delivery trucks, to managing the 
general ledger.
 It would be easy to dismiss these as relatively unskilled 
jobs, but in fact there are many such missions that also 
require highly skilled professionals to accomplish them. 
For example, the process of designing a product, 
negotiating a price with a supplier, sourcing 
manufacturing partners or running A/B tests on a new 
user experience. What makes them different from 
other missions is that they are very predictable in 
terms of the nature of the inputs and outputs that they 
require and relatively known in terms of the expected 
commercial outcome.
 In a start-up or an innovation-driven business, these 
missions are in the significant minority. Since relatively 
little is known in even the largest and fastest growing 
businesses - they move fast and break things - every 
new task contains a high degree of learning for 
individuals and the organisation. A business that 
succeeds in scaling and becoming an incumbent 
necessarily begins to reduce the amount of novelty in 
any given task, ultimately settling down into a mode 
familiar to any other incumbent. The classical benefits 
of incumbency are related to understanding the 
process of turning inputs into outputs better than 
smaller competitors. The modern benefits of 
incumbency are a much greater data flow about the 
world inside and outside the organisation, thus 
creating the ability to use machine learning to optimise 
the system to a higher degree of fidelity.
 In a traditional organisation, these missions take place 
in silos. One team passes their component of the task 
to another team in a different silo, who make decisions 
and take actions amongst themselves before passing 
work back or moving forward in the process.

 If we were to consider these tasks as missions then we 
would think about them end-to-end and assemble 
lasting ‘pods’ to repeatedly perform them. For 
example, the task of maximising commercial return 
from the poultry category would become the purview 
of a single leader who directly manages a small team 
consisting of people with skills that encompass product 
development, marketing execution, buying, 
commercial management and analytics.  In a more 
traditional structure each of these skill sets would be 
hardlined into functional areas (Marketing, 
Commercial, Finance), with different line managers and 
priorities.
 Knowing the ingredients for an optimally-productive 
mission team gives an incumbent significant 
competitive advantage. In the world before colossal 
data flow (and thus precision matching of supply to 
demand) became a reality, this advantage was realised 
through economies of scale - the creation of huge and 
very precisely engineered instruments designed to 
optimise the performance curve at an aggregate level. 
We can now go one stage further and create 
advantages based on economies of inertia - the ability 
to adjust course at pace and scale without excessive 
investment. We do this by decoupling the ingredients 
of the optimal platform mission team from the formal 
management systems of the incumbent, which allows 
to build an operating platform of interoperable 
functions. These are Platform Mission Teams (PMT) 
and they form the bulk of the workforce of any 
successful incumbent. 
 Having described the taxonomy of missions within any 
given organisation, we must now describe the 
conditions that must be in place to make the system 
successful.

 Platform missions

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway

Strategic

Feature

Platform



11

 Conditions for Success

 Data is often referred to as the oil of the Digital 
Economy; it is a fundamental commodity from which 
value can be extracted. Like oil, the extraction of value 
from data is dependent on the ability to process the 
resource; extraction, transportation, processing and 
downstream commercial operations on data are crucial 
value additive steps, transforming it from a worthless 
pile of 0s and 1s into something that is either directly 
monetisable or that enables a commercially 
advantageous move.

 However, data differs from oil in the nature of its 
demand; the volume, shape and end use case of data 
can shift from day to day with the emerging 
technologies that consume it, changes in customer 
expectations and competitor moves. This reflects the 
shifting and complex environment described in this 
report, in which businesses may tackle challenges 
using teams focused around missions, rather than 
functional divisions. Mission teams are transient in 
nature, meaning that resources will work across the 
domains of the business and information streams with 

constantly changing peers, employing new 
technological approaches to solve problems and 
extract value. As such, the data needs of mission teams 
that are wildly unpredictable, so the data must be 
piped in such a way that it is flexibly adjusted and 
directed; for mission teams to function effectively, data 
from across the organisation must be flowed so that 
systems and teams can view and make sense of it in 
near-real-time. Consider these data flows as the 
pipelines. 

 These pipelines of the Digital Economy must be 
scalable so that mission teams are not impeded by 
poor performance as they ramp up activities, whether 
they are using big data to make decisions or trialling a 
new user feature. Pipelines must facilitate a data 
model which is coherent and usable across the entire 
business. Given the value of the data and the 
tightening regulatory environment, security and access 
controls are also essential for securing the data 
advantage and maintaining the right of a business to 
collect and process data.

 Conditions for success across people, processes and technology

People and
Processes

Leadership 
from the top

Culture of 
professions

OKRs

The Data 
Pipeline

Data
Security

Event 
streams

Machine 
learning

Decoupled 
data

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 Traditional hierarchies exist to control information flow 
down the organisation. Individual workers are given 
the specific piece of information that they require in 
order to fulfil their job role, but little more. In Frederick 
Taylor’s view, this is essential if we are to maintain the 
worker’s focus on his or her job and thus maximise 
productivity.

 As we have proposed, we are now in a world in which it 
is often difficult to immediately define the nature of the 
problem we face. This is as true in the platform sphere 
as it is in the feature - the real reasons why poultry 
sales fell can be just as confounding as the reasons 
why Brighton just doesn’t love us. Cascading 
information down the organisation on a need-to-know 
basis is therefore inefficient and perhaps downright 
dangerous. It assumes that when an unexpected 
situation presents itself, the people at the top know or 
can predict it in advance, with sufficient timeliness to 
get the pertinent information into the hands of the 
right person. The paradox is immediately evident.

 The first condition for success in a mission-based 
organisation is therefore to decouple data from the 
processes that generate or acquire it, and make it 
available to anyone in the organisation to use as they 
see fit. This is, subject to controls that prevent access 
to specific customer data, while allowing cohort and 
characteristic-based analyses to be performed. 
Transparency is absolutely fundamental for human 
workers attempting to resolve complex problems. 
It is also essential for the machine learning algorithms 
that enable radically-superior optimisations to be 
constructed, which permits answers to emerge 
from the data.

 It is easy to imagine that such data emerges only as a 
result of enterprise computing technologies or 
automated digital sensors. These are rich sources that 
will accelerate in importance over the next decade. 
Platform Mission Teams must therefore become adept 
at tagging data that they instinctively understand as 
valuable with the correct topic and metadata. This is 
because a great PMT will typically be taking raw data 
from various quantitative and qualitative sources and 
process it into a format that specifically relates to their 
problem. An experienced team that is able to formally 

articulate their mental models in a way that can be 
shared, is a huge asset to an organisation. Their 
starting interpretation and the way they select data is 
an essential starting point for the use of analytics and 
machine learning to drive further productivity from 
known processes. Unstructured data, however 
abundant, is effectively useless without such models.

 Data liberalisation is therefore based on helping teams 
to actively codify their models and release data from 
their locked boxes. This will be emotionally wrenching 
for the professions operating in those groups as they 
will likely fear losing their roles along with their 
perceived territory. But the benefits to them and to the 
organisation of sharing every scrap of data and insight 
should, over time, add up to greater productivity and 
happiness. By definition, they will receive far more 
than they give out enabling them to create more 
meaningful solutions to more complex problems.

 Mission-based organisations are thus built around a 
core of shared data: the greater the quantity, reach 
and currency, the better. This infers a different 
architecture than is commonplace in today’s 
businesses, in which data and functional technology 
mirrors are known ‘best practice’ workflows. Teams 
across the mission-based organisation are free to build 
models and functions that add to and make use of that 
data core. Every mission-based business is in effect a 
software business that builds applications on data. 
Whether the applications are directly monetised with 
customers is irrelevant to the sentiment that the 
accumulation and use of data is the essential skill 
of an organisation corresponding to this paradigm.

 Data decoupling and information transparency

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 Event Streams: central to the Pipeline of the 
Digital Economy

 The event stream is the central pipeline of a Digital 
organisation, through which data flows in a sequence 
of events. When data changes, for example a “create”, 
“update” or “delete” action, this is considered to be an 
event. Data events are published on the central 
pipeline. Subscribing services consume the events that 
are relevant to them in near real time.

 So that services can receive only the relevant events, 
‘Topics’ are applied to each. An example of a Topic 
might be a ‘user signup’, signifying a new account being 
created. Think of Topics as the grades of oil, being 
syphoned to the correct machinery for that grade. The 
use of Topics over something more specific, for 
example a command directed at a subscribing service, 
is a key architectural principle. Decoupling the data 
from the specific workings of each consuming service 
prevents dependencies between the stream and 
subscribers, ensuring that the pipeline does not 
become obsolete as the demands change. To use the 
user signup example, a service which manages user 
permissions would consume events with the Topic of 
user creation, assign permissions to this user and then 
publish this change in permissions to the stream. If a 
new service is designed by a mission team to perform 
analytics on customer signups, it too can subscribe to 
this existing Topic in the stream.

 Unlike fixed oil pipelines with huge capital expenditure, 
the central data pipeline can be scaled almost 
instantaneously and with linear costs. The stream can 
be split across machines or containers, which enables 
horizontal scaling; you simply add more machines in 
order to grow, instead of increasing the power of one 
machine which holds the entire pipe. This means that 
scaling does not have a limit imposed by hardware 
performance and is linearly proportional with cost.

 Also, unlike oil, data can be conserved; the value 
generating activities are largely non-destructive, so it is 
in the interest of the business to store the data in a 
logical way so that it can be used again in the future. 
The stream described so far gives only the near real 
time data snapshot, storage and organisation must 
also be considered. This can be achieved by creating 
services which store and recall data, either structured 
or unstructured. The latter has limited utility beyond 
immutability (maintaining a log of data events) and is 
expensive to order in retrospect.

 It is the role of the platform mission teams to create 
the services which process and store the structured 
data. This requires a very clear understanding of what 
is the core mission of the organisation, and then the 
processing of the data required to represent this 
mission. Domain-driven-design can be used to shape 
these data services; in practice, this means that data is 
decoupled from business-oriented silos and 
categorised into coherent, high-level domains. For 
example, a retailer could consider three domains as 
core: Customer (locations, segments, behaviours, etc.), 
Products (catalogue, stock, suppliers, etc.) and 
Channels (stores, web, partners, etc.).

Context The Mission-Based Organisation Missions at All Levels Conditions for Success Transformation Pathway
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 Securing Data and Access to the Pipeline

 Accessible and transparent data is a critical need of the 
mission-based organisation model, however ensuring 
access security to the pipeline is also important. 
Security is understood as data protection in the 
organisation from both external and internal threats. A 
common legacy concept was to consider every agent 
outside of the organisation as a threat and as benign 
when within. Leaders in digital such as Netflix, Google, 
Spotify and Uber have abandoned this concept and 
now treat internal threats much more seriously; this is 
a response to growth in digital teams, which often 
include large numbers of contractors within their 
Teams. This is a key consideration for the mission-
based organisation. However, internal and external 
threats differ in nature. Whereas any access to 
organisational data from an external source is 
considered as a threat, internally, everyone in the 
organisation should have access to the collective data. 
To address internal threats, security measures should 
focus on ensuring that the confidentiality of the 
underlying data (e.g. commercially sensitive 
information or GDPR) does not get exposed as well as 
the transferability of the data and monitoring access to 
it, with any modification traceable to its precise source.

 When engineering security or authorisation and 
authentication strategies, it is best practice to start 
from the very basics: CI/CD pipelines, enforcing the 
development of services on a test environment, 
performing tests on a staging environment prior to a 
completely automatic deployment to production. No 
mission team should be, for example, transferring 
code via FTP on a live server. The access to the dataset 
of the production environment must also be restricted 
with the usage of private keys held by a select few 
members of the senior leadership.

However, these internal security measures 
should not allow human gatekeepers to withhold 
data; data is a valuable business asset and 
should be shared with services that can use it to 
generate further value. Hence, governance must 
balance security risk and the potential to 
generate value: services should be given more 
access with regards to data, while security should 
always prevail when a human requires access to 
a dataset. To do this, simple and clearly 
structured data hierarchies must be in place so 
that gatekeepers can be further automatised 
easing commissioning processes. Platform 
mission teams are the ones responsible for 
aggregating data sources and reporting tools that 
fulfil the business needs of the organisation, 
empowering people to make informed decisions. 
In doing so, they need to guarantee the security 
and integrity of the underlying dataset. Creating 
data users’ groups that define automatised 
privileged access to more sensitive data are 
usually best practice.
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 Machine Learning models are the digital age industrial 
machines, turning data into valuable outputs. Once 
mission 
teams have piped and processed the data as required, 
Machine Learning can generate an accurate-enough 
model for predictions and recommendations. 
Examples include the product recommendation 
engines that e-commerce giants used to drive sales, 
or predictive maintenance solutions in the 
manufacturing industry. Whilst often narrow, 
optimisation focussed models achieve optimisations 
of specific parts of an organisation. 

 System-wide optimisation comes from a higher level -
an aggregation of the outputs of the individual 
machines and actions of each mission team. Think of 
this as the control centre, or trading dashboard. This 
control centre is essential for the leadership of the 
mission-based organisation to align the many 
machines and teams. It enables the leadership to see 
into the system and possibly simulate the impact of 
their decisions. For this reason, we believe that 
simulation will be one of the most pivotal tech 
capabilities to enter businesses over the next decade, 
at both strategic and operational levels of the 
organisation.

 Machine Learning and Simulations: the Industrial 
Machines and Control Centres of the Digital Age

 Data pipeline

Output

Data is decoupled and categorized 
to allow any member of the 
organisation to find and use it…

Unstructured data from multiple 
sources

… the data then flows into a 
sequence of events that we define as 
event streams, aligned by topic.

These event streams input into machine 
learning algorithms that enable 
automatic output generation.
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 Regardless of their purpose, mission teams are 
coalitions of different skill sets. The nature of that 
coalition also varies dependent on the exact stage the 
mission is at. Those who are highly skilled at 
conceptualising how a market should be structured 
may not be the best people to build and launch a test 
business and understand how it works in practice. The 
only invariants in a mission team are the individual 
leading it and its purpose. The latter can never change 
- if a ‘pivot’ is required because new data has been 
gathered, then the business as a whole must consider 
the potential new mission in the round.

 The invariance of the mission leader is more open to 
debate. There will be many situations in which a 
change is involuntary, as someone leaving the 
business, going on vacation and so on. There will also 
be situations in which a change of leadership makes 
best use of the collective skills that the organisation 
can deploy. This is particularly true if a feature mission 
results in a function that becomes part of the platform 
- leading in these different modes requires different 
skills and motivations.

 This guidance over the conduct of a mission raises an 
interesting challenge: how can we maintain focus and 
understanding about a task when the team is often 
changing? Furthermore, how can we prevent 
dissatisfaction between those conducting each of the 
different mission types? The answer lies in the way in 
which skills are recognised and managed within an 
organisation.

 Almost all talent management today is done vertically: 
one manager is responsible for the individuals in a 
team irrespective of the skills of the leader or the 
worker. In a mission-based organisation the talent 
management is done the other way - horizontally by 
profession. This is a model very familiar to software 
development professionals as it is a pillar of Agile 
development, but is relatively novel within broader 
business. 

 Culture of Professions

 The essence of a mission-based organisation is 
bringing people with different professional skillsets 
into multidisciplinary teams that focus on outcomes 
they feel responsible for. This movement away from 
alignment to functional siloes to active deployment 
across the organisation is referred to as a ‘culture of 
professions’. 

 Individuals with common skillsets often find 
themselves working on very different outcomes across 
the organisation. This requires talent to be flexible, 
able to quickly change focus and adapt to being held 
accountable for their performance in new ways. These 
characteristics differ from those required in siloed 
functional working.

 As a result, there is a need for the organisation to 
provide its workforce with formal people management 
processes that oversee the development of their 

professional skills and the methodologies they use, as 
part of a consistent community and line management 
structure. 

 In a mission-based organisation, people are required 
to embed new ways of working, but this also requires a 
fundamental change in the role that the executive 
team plays. Leadership must not only buy into the new 
working environment but set the direction of the 
change by re-organising the functional nature of their 
role in a manner that serves the purpose of the ‘culture 
of professions’. In doing so, they must also ensure they 
transition away from a ‘jumping to solutions’ mind-set 
towards setting and prioritising desired outcomes for 
their organisation.
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 A professional from a particular profession will be 
assigned to a particular domain of mission in a given 
period (typically a year) - strategic, feature or platform. 
If they are in the latter than they will be in a specific 
mission team for the duration, lending their skills to 
the task, learning the specific context and mastering it 
over the course of that year. In other domains the 
professionals will be assigned based on the required 
composition of the mission teams during that period.

 Connecting people in more strategic or innovative 
missions to those who ‘keep the lights” via a single 
community reduces negative feelings between the 
three communities. A professional who happens to be 
assigned to a Platform Mission Team one year knows 
that he or she can rotate into a Feature or Strategic 
Mission Team next year. Through the communities of 
practice they are also able to contribute their 
knowledge to exploratory tasks in an ad hoc way.

 A further benefit of managing and deploying talent 
from professional horizontals lies in the accumulation 
of knowledge and ‘free’ training that occurs within such 
groups. A small community of skilled people in a silo 

generally struggles to obtain sufficiently high-quality 
training and mentoring to develop elite skills. A larger 
community that is exposed to more problems is likely 
to support better training and a higher degree of 
mastery amongst the leadership. The wider problem 
set also results in positive ‘expert network’ effects that 
should increase the speed and effectiveness of 
problem solving.

 Finally, career management taking place in a 
professional skills-based environment means that 
career progression is based on craft and collaboration 
ability, as opposed to the ability to manage others. 
Craft - the act of making something - is the primary 
domain of skill in a mission-based organisation. The 
best craft skills should rise to leadership, provided that 
they are applied within the right cultural principles. 
Paraphrasing Ariana Huffington, there should be zero 
tolerance for ‘brilliant jerks’ who are individually 
exceptional but net-destructive to performance 
of their team and others in the ecosystem. 

Note: the broader definition of culture has not been addressed in the conditions for success. It is assumed to be 
a result of great working practices, earned over time through good decisions. Leaders should still express what 
they want their culture to be although to enable this, focus must be on delivering successful working practices.

PROFESSIONS

Marketing

CEO
EXECUTIVE

Digital

Operations Strategy

Mission-based teams are resourced 
from a network of professions

 Professions in practice

Mission
Objective: Set up Brighton 
pop-up store 
Key results: 
• 1,000 daily visitors
• 10 NPS score
• Feature in local media
By when: July 2020

Creative Store 
logistics

UI & UX Concept 
design

Outcome:
Make Brighton love us

An outcome owner is responsible 
for defining a time-bound mission

to deliver the outcome
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 Objectives and key results (OKRs) is a framework used 
to define and track business metrics and outcomes in 
mission-based teams. They balance objectives relating 
to strategic ambition and maintaining the health of a 
business. Objectives are goals that tell you where to go 
(build – improve – innovate) and key results indicate 
how you will reach the objective and measure 
progress. At the corporate level, objectives should be 
highest in risk and longest in time frame which then 
cascade down to the team or individual.

 OKRs are not the only framework that can support 
mission-based teams although they are the most 
common, they are embedded in several of the world’s 
largest technology businesses including Google, Uber 
and Zynga. KPIs seen within businesses today are still 
vital but translate where relevant into key results as 
they focus on one particular data measure.

 The benefit of the OKR framework is that it enables 
business strategy to distil across an entire organisation 
in a transparent and tangible manner. This in turn 
empowers employees to take ownership of particular 
outcomes with the understanding and appreciation of 
the overall goals of the organisation. In today’s world, 
missions are complex and their objectives need to be 
progressive and dynamic.

Examples of how OKRs can apply to the different 
types of mission-based teams. 

 Strategic Mission – Objective is to become the world’s 
most customer-centric company. Key results include 
100% of customers being able to find what they want 
to buy online and offering customers the lowest 
prices at all times.

 Feature Mission – Objective is to provide best-in class 
customer service. Key results include increase 
customer satisfaction of the service in stores by 20% 
and 90% of front-line staff time spent on the shop 
floor.

 Platform Mission – Objective is to improve employee 
compliance. Key results include 100% of employees 
have carried out all online training by the end of 
the year.
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 Leadership from the top

 Discussion of the primary skill sets within a mission-
based organisation and the nature of professionalism 
naturally leads to consideration of how such 
organisations are led. Amanda Goodall at the Cass 
Business School has demonstrated empirically that 
organisations in medicine, business and sports 
perform better under the leadership of people who 
have themselves excelled at doing the job that 
generates value in that field. Based on a sample of 
35,000 employees in the UK and USA, she found a 
strong correlation between people who believed that 
their boss was competent to do the job of the 
employee and their job satisfaction.

 The reason for this finding is two-fold: first, because 
they understand it at a deep conceptual level, technical 
leaders are able to effectively translate the 
organisation’s strategy into language and tone that the 
average worker can understand and empathise with. 
Second, these leaders are sufficiently good at the job of 
their employees making them able to loosen the reins 
and allow them freedom to operate. They can do so 
because they understand the right metrics and signs to 
observe, which tell them whether things are going to 
plan and, more importantly, they know that if the worst 
happens and the worker messes up, they can always 
step in and fix the problem.

 Only the most outstanding general managers have 
genuine mastery across multiple dimensions. Because 
of this, where the professional leader has the 
confidence to loosen control and share problems in 
the raw, the general manager must build hard barriers 
to protect his or her territory and obfuscate to hide 
perceived weaknesses. These characteristics reduce 
speed and efficacy by restricting access to the 
information that the organisation needs to build an 
accurate world view, and make good decisions based 
on it at all levels.

 Leaders in mission-based organisations create the 
conditions for success by being the most transparent 
and empowering people in the organisation. They 
bring clarity about direction by owning the strategy and 
ways of working, leaning in to collaboratively solve 
problems rather than to dictate answers or mete out 
punishment for mistakes. This type of leader delights 
in progress towards the strategic goal as part of a 
leadership team, rather than ‘control’ of a huge 
hierarchical organisation and the political power that it 
bestows. The leader’s responsibility is thus to create 
the conditions for change by empowering others, 

providing the benefits of their experience when invited, 
in the spirit of progress rather than a subtle instrument 
of control.

 The changing role of leaders also suggests a 
fundamental change in the make-up of executive 
teams. Rather than assembling them by function 
(Finance, Operations, HR) or market domain 
(geographic markets, brands, product categories), it 
may become necessary to construct leadership teams 
from profession leads (Design, Engineering, Product 
Management). Doing so naturally results in a more 
long term view as profession leads are likely to have 
mastered a discipline and are thus able to define its 
future direction. Since successful organisations 
propose a need state to a customer and monetise the 
demand they create, this may result in renewed 
dynamism within organisations and markets.

 Of all the changes inherent in a move to mission-
basing, those for the leadership are the most 
fundamental and hardest to achieve. Change at the 
organisational level benefits from the statistical 
benefits of changing incentives across a large 
population that eventually results in a change of 
direction through promotion of particular skills. 
Leadership teams are far smaller. The dominant forces 
of change at this level are very human, governed by 
self-interest (Smith), unconscious desire to maintain 
independence of action (Boyd) and ability to self-assess 
(Dunning-Kruger). The initial work in transitioning to a 
mission-based model therefore must be with the 
executive team, to ensure that the end state is clear in 
terms of the role and construct of that team as well as 
the personal journey each must go on in order to 
succeed and thrive in the new model. Organisations 
need leaders who are genuine in their commitment to 
radical change at a personal as well as an institutional 
level: starting with the most senior leadership creates 
these advocates and sets the organisation up for a 
successful transformation.
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 Transformation Pathway

 Creating a mission-based organisation in a traditional 
silo-based way would be illogical. The first step that a 
business should therefore make in order to transition 
is to set up a Strategic Mission Team with a mission 
such as ‘positively transform our productivity by 
successfully transitioning into a mission-based 
organisation’. This mission team (‘Team Zero’) should 
contain organic capabilities across commercial, 
strategic, technological and operational domains of the 
business. Ideally it would mix internal and external 
perspectives to enable shared (historical) mental 
models for how the organisation ‘should’ operate and 
perform to be broken down and reassembled. Team 
Zero should be led by someone who commands the 
respect of the CEO and executive team and has total 
permission to act on their behalf.

 Team Zero’s initial goal is twofold. First, it needs to 
develop a conceptual architecture for the organisation 
based on the positional and capability-related choices 
contained in the organisation’s existing ‘Zoom Out’ 
(ten-year plus strategy). Second, it needs to agree the 
mandate of two-to-three additional Strategic Mission 
Teams, which will set out to accomplish major aspects 
of the strategy. Mission-based organisations are 
evolving entities, more akin to a living organism than 
an engineered system. Mission-basing will therefore 
propagate through the organisation in a viral manner 
rather than through the creation of a hard model of 
the destination state.

 Similarly, the exact nature of ways of working and 
professions will be established through natural 
selection rather than through careful consideration of 
every conceivable structure, control and skill required. 
The pace of change in the environment makes it 
impossible to accurately predict what will be required 
on anything beyond an abstract level. Once a direction 
has been established, it will be realised in a process of 
informed experimentation and discovery. In doing so, 
the first professional communities are built up. Team 
Zero will share a common resource pool with the 
mission teams it creates, thus also allowing the 
governance of resources and the rituals of the Mission 
Lead community to be established. Alongside 
governance of resource allocation comes important 
facets around the culture of leadership, the way that 
funding is gated and initiatives advance, and the nature 
of performance management and incentives. Changing 
the organisational structure in isolation will not 
work – ways of working change through a change in 
what people value and hence their motivations: a 
systemic change. 

 Extracting the best people in each profession from the 
line-of-business and moving them into mission-basing 
will be a major challenge for Team Zero. This is also the 
first of many challenges that the executive leadership 
will face in the transformation. Several of them will be 
required to give up cherished people from their siloes 
and explain why to those managers who will suffer the 
need to replace the people in question. In reality, this is 
as hard as allocating budget to that manager to hire 
contractors. Using contractors has the added benefit of 
giving the people needed by Team Zero the confidence 
that their job will still exist if the transformation into 
mission-based organisation doesn’t succeed. Most 
organisations have a history of ‘transformations’ and 
are in a permanent cycle of communicating such 
things, which results in many employees being 
relatively cynical about the chances of true change. 
These must be reassured.

 A further sign of commitment should also come from 
the executive leadership insisting that every major 
investment is now delivered through either strategic 
or feature mission teams. In doing so, ever larger 
proportions of the organisation are exposed to the 
new way of working, enabling platform mission teams 
to be established to maintain the core business. 
Establishing integrated governance and resource 
management between SMTs, FMTs and PMTs moves 
the organisation’s cost base from that of a 
transforming organisation, in which productivity is 
impacted by a large number of people adapting to 
new roles and being supported in the line-of-business 
by contractors into a fully functioning, highly 
productive, mission-based organisation.
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 First Steps

 Transforming into a mission-based organisation is 
clearly an exciting and attractive idea for executives 
faced with declining productivity and challenging 
competitors, but it represents a fundamental change in 
what the organisation is and what it would be like to 
lead. It is also something that cannot be done halfway. 
Our experience tells us that a business is either 
mission-based or silo-based: a middle ground is a 
chaotic nightmare that has reduced outputs combined 
with a higher cost base.

 A sensible first step is therefore for executives to do 
two things: first they should spend as much as time as 
is required to talk through how mission-based 
organisations work with people who have actually 
worked in successful Digital Economy businesses, 
preferably who have also helped incumbents 
transform the same way. In doing so, the executive 
team can start to co-create a sketch of how their 
business might look in a mission-based configuration. 
This will be an iterative process and needs to be done 
by the executive team: it is vital that they truly 
understand the nuances of the model through having 
built it, rather than being told about it in a report.

 The second step is to use a good ‘alpha’ version of the 
sketch to run a scenario of a common strategic, feature 
and platform mission to see how the required 
outcomes will be delivered in practice. Doing so, 
increases the fidelity of the sketch so that important 
facets such as the number of professionals in given 
disciplines and the nature of resource allocation 
become clearer. This is not detailed design, but it is a 
higher fidelity of understanding.

 At the end of this two-step process, the executive 
leadership have a choice to make: they can either 
commit to mission-basing, set up Team Zero and begin 
the transformation, or they can decide to find another 
way of increasing productivity having understood that 
mission-basing will not work for them in their context. 
There are always many different ways of solving a 
complex problem and the ‘best’ one can only be known 
in hindsight. To assume that mission-basing is always 
the ‘right’ answer would also be contrary to one of the 
fundamental principles of the doctrine: leaders should 
be trusted with the outcome and given the freedom to 
innovate to get to it. In an unpredictable world, trust in 
human creativity and skill is perhaps the most powerful 
asset a leader can have. With Mission-Based Teams, a 
leader can put that powerful asset to use at every level 
of the organisation, driving productivity and happiness.

 1 We use the example of the Grocery Industry advisedly, 
as several UK grocers have moved to a ‘category pod’ 
model of organisation that goes some way towards a 
mission-based model. 

2 https://www.economist.com/leaders/2017/05/06/the-
worlds-most-valuable-resource-is-no-longer-oil-but-data
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