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Building Effective Teams: 
Where do you start?

David Mallon (David): Welcome to this 
week’s episode of Capital H. I’m your host 
David Mallon. One of the fundamental shifts 
in business that we’re seeing is the shift 
away from the hierarchy represented in the 
traditional org chart to more team-based 
approaches. This trend towards team-based 
organizations is growing for a reason—to 
more effective models for operating in 
a very dynamic, unpredictable business 
environment. Our guest this week is Dominic 
Price. He joins us from Atlassian, where he 
has the great title of Work Futurist, and he’s 
here to share his thoughts on teaming, with 

how to measure and improve the way teams 
work. With that title you can be sure he has 
thoughts on the future of teaming as well. 
Thank you very much for joining us today.

Dominic Price (Dominic): Thank you.

David: So, I’m going dive straight in, and 
talk about a topic in the broader world of 
business and specifically, actually, in the 
world of HR, that seems to be getting a lot 
of attention, and that is teams. Why are 
we paying attention to teams? What’s the 
importance of teams?

Dominic: It’s a mindset that the time of 
the lone genius is dead, right? That the 
lone genius was someone we used to put 
on a pedestal, there was a singular person, 
often the most senior leader or the most 
passionate leader, and the person that 
delivered innovation. And I think what 
we’ve learned more recently is, cognitively 
diverse gatherings of people which we 
now call teams—these people that have a 
different viewpoint, different experience, 
different background—when you bring 
them together the friction that causes can 
create wonderful fires. It can take what looks 

David Mallon, Vice President and Chief Analyst, Deloitte Consulting LLP

Dominic Price, Work Futurist, Atlassian



2

Building Effective Teams: Where do you start? | Capital H

like a simple idea and make it even better, 
so I believe we’ve bought into the concept 
of teamwork being where the dream works, 
right? The problem we’ve got is, we are not 
designed to work well in teams. If anyone 
can empathize about the same experience, 
it was the high school projects where you 
first had to work in a team, and everyone I’ve 
ever met was the single person that pulled 
their weight on that, and no one else did the 
work. And that’s because in school we’re 
taught as individuals. Our entire education 
system is you, David, taking exams, passing 
exams. If you talked to other people, that’s 
called cheating. And you join the workforce, 
we call that collaboration. And so we are 
indoctrinating kids through the education 
system to be individuals. Teamwork is 
not natural for us, and so I think we’re 
reconstructing in our minds what is the 
mindset, the approach, the practices, that 
make teamwork more effective and not this 
painful experience.

David: So we get these new folks that come 
into the workforce, and they’ve grown up 
in that education system, and they’ve been 
trained to, essentially, not collaborate. Talk 
a bit about your role in your organization, in 
both external and internal, in the concepts 
of how do you help them to unlearn, 
essentially, and then to become 
productive collaborators.

Dominic: Yeah, I mean the first thing, if 
we were to take graduates as an example. 
The first thing we do is we give them a 
hold of the contacts, like you used to do to 
assignments, and now you release products. 
And you used to have a professor, and 
now you have customers, and you used 
to get a mark, and now you get an MPS or 
feedback. And by the way, you don’t ship 
an assignment and then forget about it 
anymore. When you ship your product it’s in 
the live-and-run, it’s in the world, and so you 
get instantaneous feedback both good and 
bad. How are you going to handle that on 
an ongoing basis? So we help them reframe. 
You know, the thing we do with graduates 
which I think’s fascinating is, we had this 
realization a few years ago. 

The great thing about new starts is they 
don’t know what they don’t know, and you 
talked about discovering knowns before. 
When they don’t know what they don’t know, 
they don’t see the barriers that me and you 
have because we’ve been here forever. So 
they plow through walls because they can’t 
even see them, and so we can learn as much 
from our graduates as we learn from our 
senior lateral hire. They will ask the stupid 
questions that everyone else has learned 
not to ask, but they’re not stupid questions. 
They’re just things that have become kind 
of taboo topics, and so we learn as much 
from our new starters as we do from our 
experienced hires. And so we put them on 
a pedestal earlier in their career, whereas 
in their first week as a graduate you will 
take part in a companywide ship-in, where 
you get access to our products, and our 
production code, and you get to build new 
features, new practices, new experience, 
in those products, and you ship them, and 
then you do a demo of why you did what 
you did, and the same thing happens every 
time. You get the curmudgeons at the 
back of the room, going “Well, that’ll never 
work, I’ve tried that, I’ve done it before, it’s 
not possible,” and then a minute into the 
presentation the penny drops and like, 
“I’ve done it!” And that’s because they don’t 
know what we know. As so actually some of 
the curiosity that comes from that actually 
drives more momentum and curiosity than 
the rest of our organization, than just talking 
about curiosity.

David: Your title, though, is Work Futurist, 
which gets back to something I was thinking 
of saying. How much of this is really 
reinventing work per se versus essentially 
just getting better at what we should have 
been good at all along?

Dominic: I think a little bit of both, right? So 
there’s a hole in the concept that they argue, 
right? Making teams work better together, 
right? That is not a new concept, something 
we’re not universally good at, and something 
we should get better at, but not a new 
concept. And then there are new concepts 
for us around remote work—distributed 

teams, the way automation is impacting 
the workforce and the roles—certainly 
comes from diversity. I am working with a 
more diverse audience of people now than 
I ever had in the rest of my career, and the 
fact that I want to work with diverse people 
doesn’t make me good at it. Right? Like 
intent is very different than ability, and so 
what we are trying to do with these things 
is, say, as we look at the future of work 
around those distributed teams, around the 
fact that I don’t believe the construct of the 
nine-to-five Monday-to-Friday will exist in 
the future of work, and how we think about 
the impact of the robotics and automation. 
That’s going through an evolution. Some of 
those things are newer than others. I think 
one of the challenges is a lot of what I see 
in the future is actually stuff we should be 
doing now. The barrier, though, the barrier 
has got stronger than ever before, which is 
our ability to access knowledge that’s gone 
through the roof, and our propensity to 
apply that knowledge has disappeared. The 
number of organizations I speak to like, um, 
we’ve decided we want to go agile. We sent 
everyone on an agile training course and 
we’re now agile. No you’re not! You can recite 
agile, you can regurgitate the manifesto, you 
understand it. You’re not practicing it, and I 
think the art form of what you discussed a 
few times in your papers and the challenge 
that I see for most organizations, certainly 
historical or heritage organizations, is how 
you turn that into knowledge, into a practice, 
so that you live in the future of work and 
not just talk about it. And there’s many 
organizations I work with in my role that talk 
a good game on the future of work, but their 
old habits are so sticky they can’t move into 
that new world.

David: I like that you bring up the topic of 
agile. It’s certainly something that comes up 
in our conversations with our clients and 
our members. What are the areas broadly 
speaking specifically in the HR world that’s 
gotten a lot of attention, a lot of innovation, 
a lot of disruption in the last years as 
performance management?

Dominic: Yes.
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David: And I know many organizations have 
tried to bring, let’s say, ideas at the very 
least, if not practices in from agile to apply 
to that world. But I think it’s a really good 
example of where, to your point, what you 
should be taking away from agile isn’t so 
much that you have a process that involves 
scrums and the like. It’s a way of thinking 
about work itself, it’s a way to break up work 
so that . . .

Dominic: It’s a philosophy more than 
a methodology.

David: Right, so it’s a way for you and I every 
Monday to decide you’re going to work on 
that part, I’m going to work on this part, 
and on a Friday, we’ll check back in and see 
where we’re at and we’ll do it all over again.

Dominic: Yes
.
David: So thinking differently about the 
work is really the most important part?

Dominic: Absolutely! I mean, if anything, 
I’ve got, like I’ve lost a lot of faith in agile 
recently because it’s been misused and 
abused, right? So, I’ve seen two forms of 
agile recently that kind of upset me. One is 
the agile compliance regime, which is alive 
and strong in corporate Australia, US, and 
the UK, like in most of the western societies, 
where it’s “Thou must,” right? It’s turned 
agile into a religion of check boxes and tick 
lists, and you have to do it but you have no 
idea why, and you lose all the value, right? So 
there’s no point. And then the other one is 
sure to fail, where we take the old waterfall 
methodology and just shrink it into smaller 
compartments. But again we don’t take the 
philosophy of agile, and the reason being is, I 
think agile is the answer. Most organizations 
don’t know what question they’re asking.

David: Right. Why are you doing this?

Dominic: Yeah, why are you doing this? And 
actually when you deep dive into the why, 
why, why, why—and we’ve talked about this 
before—it’s the rate of change is increasing 
and it needs to be more adaptable. In fact, 
oh, so what you want for the job to be done 
is agility. What you’ve bought is agile, and 
they’re not the same thing.

David: There’s cultural norms that have to 
be cultivated. What does it mean to be agile 
in the context of team? How do I create the 
right kinds of accountabilities in the teams 
so that I don’t need the check box activities, 
so we all understand, we are carrying our 
weight, but yet we are able to pivot, we are 
able to be agile?

Dominic: Yes. So there are a couple of 
things. So one is both agile designed  
whichever philosophy you can’t favor, they 
all want the customer at the center of the 
problem. A lot of agile transformations 
go, we’re gonna add in sprints, scrums, 
and cannonballs, but they don’t add in the 
customer. And so you get faster at doing the 
mediocre thing that you used to do. It’s still 
mediocre. So for it to truly have agility, you 
need to know what the customer problem 
or opportunity you’re solving is, because 
that’s the thing you build a team around. 
The next step is, what are the balanced mix 
of skills I need, from different functions, 
departments, business units, whatever 
construct you have to actually solve this 
problem? How do I get the diversity so 
that we approach this in the most random 
way, because collaboration is that friction, 
right, that discussion, the debate and the 
sparring? And then the third part is, which 
rituals, and there are many to choose from, 
which rituals will allow us to demonstrate 
agility, and it’s different every time. To have 
agility you need to take all the possible 
rituals and habits and say, with the problem 
I’m solving and the people I’ve got and the 
customers I’m trying to delight, here’s the 
thing I’ve chosen. Knowing that nine times 
out of ten you might get that wrong, but the 
agility you have is to course-correct. And so 
a lot of this philosophy around vulnerability, 
course correction, having really good ears 
and heart to empathize with the people, the 
stakeholders, the customers you are dealing 
with, and less about the rituals. But people 
get fixated on, “Did we follow the rituals, did 
we do the checklists?” The learning velocity’s 
probably one of the biggest measures of the 
success of an agile team. Like how quickly 
and how much you are learning is really hard 
to measure. But if you want adaptability and 
agility, you’ll have be able to course-correct 
quicker than the next-best team, and that 
means you delight your customer. It doesn’t 

mean getting it right, it doesn’t mean having 
predictability or certainty. It means saying 
this isn’t predictable, it’s highly uncertain 
and very ambiguous, therefore how do 
I learn? I often learn by starting, not by 
locking myself in a room and planning for six 
months. And so what we see is the teams 
that experiment and explore with that. Their 
shoulders lift and the momentum increases, 
their customer value increases, and they 
constantly evolve. The teams that struggle 
are the ones that go for the once-every-
two-year transformation, because they lock 
in a single way of doing it, do it for a year 
and half, do a post-implementation review, 
realize it doesn’t work, and then transform. 
And so we’re still stuck between these two 
constructs—of long-term planning and 
certainty and short iterations, and 
course corrections.

David: That reminds me, at intersection of 
our research in both learning and in teams 
is this notion of data, and how if I want an 
individual to be able to be better or course-
correct, to learn in the moment, to adapt 
their performance over time, I need to give 
them more and better data. I need to give 
them a better sense of what’s working and 
what’s not, so they can recognize that and, 
even more to the point, they can actually 
recognize when those moments happen 
that they should be evolving their mental 
laws in the first place.

Dominic: Yes.

David: Where do they go into the situation 
and actually have a bad idea, and let’s not 
just course-correct, let’s actually refresh, 
right? So in the context of teams, it is 
something that you in particular put a lot of 
time and energy into. What kind of tools are 
we putting in front of team leaders now or 
can put in front of team leaders now to give 
them just a better sense of their world and 
how the team itself is performing day to day, 
week over week. But then the sense around 
them too, so they know when to 
course—correct.

Dominic: Yeah.

David: To adapt their mental model.
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Dominic: Yeah, I mean this is like my 
passion topic right now, so I’ll split into two 
very distant things and this is . . . and, it’s 
not all, right? And you do both because just 
doing one of them is where things happen. 
One is the why we’re doing this. You need 
to have a shared understanding of why, the 
outcome you’re trying to achieve, why that 
is important, who are you going to delight, 
what delight looks like. And so if you know 
that, then you know the signals that you are 
looking for to give you confidence that you’re 
either heading in the right direction, you’re 
making the right progress, or you’re not. 
And then it’s how do you turn that data into 
insights? As you mentioned, right, it’s more 
and better data, more with nails, but there’s 
more data available than ever before, better, 
we’re still getting good at it, right? How can I 
take a meaningful insight from that to what 
will change my direction? So that’s one part. 
That’s focused on why we do what we do to 
give ourselves a better chance to succeed. 
The second part, and it’s less about data as 
in numbers, is around team health. To say, 
when you get this cross-functional group of 
people with different backgrounds, you will 
not get on on day one, and actually getting 
on as you mentioned before isn’t always 
the right measure of success. Like if it’s high 
fives all around, is that a functional team? 
Probably not. It’s a team that agrees, but 
I’ve learned in my career that great minds 
don’t think alike, great minds actually have 
different opinions . . .

David: Creative frictions.

Dominic: Yeah, creative frictions and 
respectful dissent.

David: Right.

Dominic: So we talk about team health and 
we’ve talked about three-team time, three-
team personas, project teams, leadership 
teams, and service teams that have 
different purviews of the world. And we’ve 
constructed our way, saying here’s what a 
healthy, as an example, project team looks 
like. How can you as a team assess your 
health? And that’s how you work together. 
And the reason we do that is, whenever we 
arrive as a team we have a historical way of 
working, and we think that’s the right way, 

and it’s quite hard for us to understand that 
the other seven or eight people on the team 
also have their own ways of working and 
they’re different to us. So what are our rules 
of engagement? How do we have a project 
poster of why we do what we’re doing and 
what we’re doing? What’s our elevator pitch 
to the stakeholders and why we’re doing 
this? And so one of the constructs of how 
we evolve every single day and every single 
week, our ways of working, so we’re the best 
team we can ever be, knowing that when we 
ship either increments or the end products, 
we’ll probably disband as a team.

David: So it makes sense that those 
three different types of teams would 
have different viewpoints on the world. 
Increasingly, though, teams—it’s not just 
that there’s different types inside your 
organization, it’s that they’re comprised of 
individuals that may not be technically from 
within the organization.

Dominic: Yes

David: So wider ecosystem of 
your workforce . . .

Dominic: Yes.

David: So therefore . . .

Dominic: More and more, yes.

David: What does this look like when you’re 
talking about teams that are comprised of 
partners and contractors and contingents, 
and for that matter, your customers and 
maybe machines?

Dominic: Yeah, it’s the same thing but 
higher impact. So if you think about the 
impact that you could have as a cross-
football team that isolated themselves from 
customers, vendors, partners, it’s great 
because everything is in your control. So 
the good news is, anything that you find out 
that you are struggling with, you’ve probably 
got a one-to-one relationship with your 
ability to easily fix that, except as you’ve just 
explained, that’s not the reality of the world. 
You have all these different stakeholders 
and actually the stakeholders together that 
create the experience, and so for those, 

they used to be vendors or they used to 
be outsource arrangements, they’ve now 
evolved to partnerships because we both 
have to be successful for either of us to be 
successful, and so we bring them into that 
circle. So when we do as we did recently, 
we did a large event, the event team, the AV 
team, the logistical team all came together 
and were like, we’re one leadership team 
from five different organizations because 
unless we’ve got a consistent view of what 
an amazing event looks like, we’re going to 
go off and optimize for different things and 
we will end up with an average event. Each 
of us will think that we’ve delighted, but 
when we glue it together it’s really funky. 
And so we bring those people into the 
conversation because, in essence, team is 
not organization, team is the people you’re 
working with to deliver the customer value, 
whoever that might be and wherever that 
might be.

David: I think, given what you just said, 
I anticipate what the answer might be 
but I’ll ask the question anyway. I know 
you perhaps have a perspective that we 
shouldn’t be as focused on productivity as 
we are, but how would we know how a team 
is successful? How do we know a team is as . 
. . is delivering the value it’s supposed 
to deliver?

Dominic: Yeah. I mean, we’ve got two ways 
we did it. We’ve got the blind faith, right, “the 
feels,” as we call it, and then we’ve got the 
science. I work with a whole lot of engineers. 
They love science. We survived for a few 
years on the feels, which is, we did an 
assessment, we did an intervention, we did 
an assessment, we did an intervention, how 
do you feel? And it’s like I feel better, I feel 
more effective. They can’t pinpoint the thing 
but the shoulders are up, the mojos, the 
vibe, the spirit is there, and so that force is 
a great lead indicator. Eventually a scientist 
comes along and taps you on the shoulder 
and says, can you prove it? 
And for a while we couldn’t. What we 
are experimenting on right now, and 
by experiment, this is something we’re 
running internally. Not yet proven, is how 
can we assess just like we have IQ and EQ, 
and how can we assess team quotient. 
And so we’re looking at scientific ways of 
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mapping performance and belonging, to 
these attributes that we believe improve 
performance and belonging and the way a 
team works. And so we’re experimenting 
with that, and now we’re on like our third 
version internally, and the feedback so far 
has been brilliant. The hardest part about 
doing that, and no offense to any HRIS 
vendor out there, but this is not about the 
org chart.

David: Right.

Dominic: I am not aggregating individuals 
and claiming them as a team, for our kind of 
teams of builds and release our products. 
This is engineers, product managers, 
designers, information architects, content 
writers, release net writers, people of all 
shapes and sizes and different backgrounds, 
all of whom report to different people. 
They form a team. So one of the biggest 
challenges we have right now in running this 
experiment is, we extract from our HRIS 
tool, which is hierarchical. We then take 
all that data and turn it into actual teams, 
and then we assess. So it’s been a painful 
process for us so far because that construct 
does not exist as a tool but that’s the level 
we’re assessing at. The feedback we’ve 
got so far from people in those teams is 
that the insights are way more actionable. 
So when you talk about data, the insights 
we’ve shown with them, they’re like, “Oh 
my god, makes complete sense. What’s the 
intervention?” They do the intervention like, 
“That feels better, let’s reassess.” So it’s not 
a quarterly vital signs or an engagement 
survey once a year, it’s in the team post. 
Here’s an area that we’re struggling in: 
intervene reassess, intervene reassess. So 
it’s like going to the gym and doing exercises 
with your fitness instructor by your side 
evolving your exercises as you do them.

David: Do you anticipate that this is going to 
be as useful for the more informal problem-
centered dynamic team as it is for the 
product team that’s working on a project?

Dominic: Right now we are finding equal 
volume on both.

David: Okay.

Dominic: The informal have a higher need 
because they like, we have no way to start, 
right? We have less foundation to start. 
Ironically, in my experience when you have 
a team that forms for the first time, if they’re 
swarming on a problem, if they have an 
incident of some kind of a burning platform, 
they don’t need any foundations because 
they have a singular focused common goal, 
and they just get on. They don’t discuss roles 
or responsibilities, they don’t get a kickoff, 
they’re like, here’s a problem. If we don’t 
solve it, this an existential threat. Those 
teams when they swarm are just genius. 
Now our challenge is, how do we recreate 
the awesomeness for business-as-usual for 
your day-to-day teams? So actually for those 
it’s those day-to-day teams where we’ll try 
to invigorate and inspire when actually this 
team quotient is helping, because instead 
of saying here’s all the things you could do, 
we’re saying here’s one thing you should do. 
And to enable them to be more precise with 
their experiments and course-correct. If it 
doesn’t work, ask what did we learn, try the 
next thing.

David: I want to wrap up with more of a 
future-oriented question. So where does 
this go from here? How do you see teams 
playing out in the workforce and in the 
marketplace in the future? And I guess 
maybe a related question: you mentioned a 
few, but what are the . . . what do you think 
are the biggest obstacles or challenges that 
organizations are going to face to truly sort 
of unleash their teams?

Dominic: Yeah. Simply put, when thinking 
about unleashing the potential of teams 
it’s knowing what the team is, and not just 
defaulting to the org chart. I think that’s 
the biggest barrier and inheritance that we 
have that will block us from actually . . . as a 
good friend of mine said a while ago, if you 
ever start with the customer problem you’d 
probably never draw the org chart. 

David: Right, that’s fair enough. 

Dominic: And so how do we lose that 
construct or simply challenge that construct 
so we let go, similar as we’ve talked about 
when we talked before around ability, the 
ability makes sense, it’s highly logical, but 

there’s this intrinsic motivator in the leader 
which is what I lose because I lose one of 
my best people, and yes, they gain and the 
organization gains but I lose because I have 
a headcount cutout for three to six months, 
my productivity goes down, so you’re 
punishing me. It’s the same for teamwork. 
How do we not make it a punishment and 
something that people fear, and make 
it more exciting, more engaging, more 
enjoyable? That’s one aspect, so that’s the 
barrier. I think that the biggest thing for us 
right now is to not talk about it and just do it, 
and I think this is what you were mentioning 
before when you talked about human 
capital trends, is that I can state the bleeding 
obvious to you as many times until I’m blue 
in the face. What’s stopping you from just 
trying this? And so for those where you do 
have the volatile, uncertain, ambiguous, 
and complex role more competitors, more 
customers, more technology changes, more 
people, more growth. Every single day is 
different, and so our spirit, our secret source 
is experiment, explore, try, if it works do 
more of it. If it doesn’t, learn from it and 
do something different. And so the same 
for teamwork. We can look at these old 
constructs, you can go and buy books, read 
books, you can consume all the knowledge 
in the world. We know exactly what we 
should be doing and we’ve got lazy and 
complacent when we’re not doing it, and so 
my encouragement to any leader is, if you 
want agility, you want team, you want any 
of these wonderful magic secret-source 
ingredients, do it yourself first, role-model 
the behavior, and you’ll be amazed at what 
happens. But if you want your organization 
to transform and you’re trying to do it 
from behind the mahogany desk, knowing 
what you’ve always known, you’re not role-
modeling the behavior you want everyone 
else to do, you will not get that change, 
and I think in this day and age massively 
complicating change with change managers 
and analysts and the old ways of doing it, 
I think the best way to change is to do it 
yourself first, role-model would-be behavior 
and see what happens.

David: On that note, I want to thank you 
very much for your time. Your passion 
comes through in spades. Thanks so much.
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Dominic: Thank you, David. 

David: That brings us to the end of 
another of episode Capital H. We very 
much appreciate Dom Price, Work Futurist 
at Atlassian, for sharing his thoughts 
and experiences on working in teams. At 
Deloitte, we believe that working with teams 

is where all leading organizations are going. 
And it’s likely to be an incremental journey 
for many of us, so being able to hear how 
other companies like Atlassian are getting 
there, and already making it work, it’s 
extraordinarily valuable. Join us next time as 
we dive into more topics and trends focused 
on putting humans at the center of work.
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