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More Praise for Extraordinary Groups

“Extraordinary Groups is an extraordinary book. Geoff Bellman and Kathleen 
Ryan have rigorously examined the compelling cases of sixty high- performing 
groups and revealed the elements of their success. This book is rich with 
uplifting stories that will inspire you, practical advice that will guide you, and 
applied exercises that will develop you and your team. If you want to know 
what is required of you to do truly amazing work in groups, then this is the 
place to start. Buy it now. Use it often.”

—Jim Kouzes, award-winning coauthor of the bestselling book, 
The Leadership Challenge, and Dean’s Executive Professor of Leadership, 

Leavey School of Business, Santa Clara University

“This book offers a useful model for being a great group leader or member—no 
small undertaking. Groups are the essential structure for making a difference 
in the world and this book adds to our capacity to create something important 
together. An easy read with a clear structure; I happily recommend it.”

—Peter Block, partner, Designed Learning, and author of 
Community: The Structure of Belonging

“This is a must-read for leaders looking to achieve transformational results in 
their organizations. The authors not only make a compelling case about the 
power of engaging small groups, they give us a pragmatic blueprint to move 
groups to ever higher levels of performance.”

—Phyllis Campbell, chairman, JPMorgan Chase, Pacifi c NW, 
and former CEO, The Seattle Foundation

“Organizational leaders will appreciate Bellman and Ryan’s approach for igniting 
energy in group process, adding value to the business, effectively and quickly.”

—Barbara Magusin, senior vice president, 
Human Resources, Premera Blue Cross 

“In fi fty years of consulting and facilitating, never has a book about groups so 
completely captured my interest or provoked such deep refl ection and insight as 
Extraordinary Groups. Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan not only capture the 
magic each of us feels in the presence of a deeply fulfi lling group experience, but 
they also provide a map of the territory that can be followed by anyone seeking 
to create such experiences. Their work is fi rmly grounded in the observations 
and refl ections of sixty members of extraordinary groups, from which they have 
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distilled guidelines for success that are clear and doable without being overly 
simplistic. Their accompanying exercises can be used by anyone, whether group 
leader, facilitator, or member, to enhance their own experience of group life, and 
to help their group be all it can be—both in its impact on events in the world 
and in providing satisfaction for the needs we all bring to group life.”

—Roger Harrison, consultant, author, and adjunct professor, 
California Institute of Integral Studies

“‘I am me not only because of who I am but also because I am in relation-
ship.’ In Archbishop Tutu’s philosophy, this view of us in relationship is a 
fundamental life force—especially relevant in these times of ‘six degrees of 
separation.’ Extraordinary Groups provides a blueprint for building the rela-
tionships that must occur as we fi nd the synergies needed for problem solving 
and breakthrough.”

—Patricia McLagan, chair, Desmond Tutu Peace Foundation

“At a time when every organization is looking for ways to inspire people, 
achieve more results, and build loyalty, Extraordinary Groups provides the 
way. The authors’ ability to capture practical techniques coupled with ideas 
on how to tap into people’s real desire to contribute is astonishing. A must-
read for anyone interested in change and contribution.”

—Carol Vipperman, president and founder, 
Foundation for Russian American Economic Cooperation

“At last the book that answers how to get that ‘special sauce’ that makes 
some groups exceed our expectations while others fall so short. It provides 
new insights through powerful stories, practical guidance, and an essen-
tial reminder of the ingredients that differentiate the ordinary from the 
extraordinary!”

—Ann A. Herrmann-Nehdi, CEO, Herrmann International

“Anyone charged with leadership for a project, team, or entire enterprise will 
be energized by this clear guide to  providing outstanding outcomes through 
proven team tools. Amidst many works on teams, this book emerges fi lled 
with clear and try-it-today methods to produce great outcomes through super 
teams.”

—M. Jane Dailey, vice president and chief clinical offi cer, 
Kindred Healthcare, East Region
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“Lively stories, generative questions, and practical insights support tools that 
cut beneath the surface of groups. Bellman and Ryan invite us to mine our 
own experience, to learn from what we already know, and recognize it for the 
fi rst time. Coaches, managers, and leaders who want to make a difference will 
fi nd Extraordinary Groups invaluable for staff meetings, leadership workshops, 
and consultations.”

—Laurent A. Parks Daloz, senior fellow, The Whidbey Institute

“Extraordinary Groups is an original meditation and celebration of the impor-
tance of groups and teams not only in business but in our lives overall. It not 
only synthesizes years of research and experience with why groups succeed 
or fail but offers page after page of practical ideas and exercises for how to 
use these insights with any organized group. It is useful to both the beginner 
group facilitator and organizer as well as the experienced practitioners.”

—David Giber, senior vice president, Linkage, Inc.

“Change gets its legs when kindred spirits bond in a common purpose. In 
Extraordinary Groups Bellman and Ryan shed light on this essential, nonlin-
ear, relationship-based process. If you seek change, this book lends insight 
into an important aspect—creating teams that work.”

—Peggy Holman, coauthor, The Change Handbook

“This book is about more than groups—it’s about understanding how humans 
interact and make decisions. In our interconnected and increasingly collab-
orative world, this is essential learning for individuals and organizations that 
expect to deliver outcomes that exceed expectations.”

—Colin Moseley, chairman, Simpson Investment Company 

“Carl Rogers once said that the predictable response of individuals who feel 
fully and deeply heard is that ‘the spine will tingle and the eyes will water!’ 
Extraordinary Groups is for those of us who want to have that kind of expe-
rience on a regular basis through membership in passionate and powerfully 
 productive groups. It is about understanding and  appreciating what goes on at 
the intersection of transformative learning, peak experiences, high- performing 
teams, and the sustainable pursuit of meaningful work. The book offers an 
elegantly simple mosaic for perceiving and intervening in the ongoing life of 
groups that matter the most.”

—Edie Seashore, MA, organization consultant, 
and Charlie Seashore, professor, Fielding Graduate University
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“Over the years we’ve wondered why it is that some groups are dynamic and 
life-giving while others are so-so, missing some kind of essential spark and 
failing to meet our hopes and expectations. When the latter happens, we 
sometimes blame ourselves, the group, or throw up our hands and blame the 
misaligned planets! Enter this book, combining inspiring examples, thought-
ful analysis, and clear guidance about conditions that contribute to transfor-
mational work in small groups for the individuals involved as well as for the 
task at hand. What a timely, hopeful, and helpful resource!”

—Marcy Jackson and Rick Jackson, co-directors, 
Center for Courage & Renewal

“Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan have put together an engaging treatise 
on what makes for extraordinary teams. They eloquently take a very com-
plex subject and boil it down to its most meaningful parts, all supported by 
stimulating real-world stories. I found the book to be pragmatic and backed 
by fi eld research. In a nutshell, this extraordinary book should achieve amaz-
ing results.”

—Stephen L. Cohen, Ph.D., senior vice president, 
Global Solutions Management, Right Management

“Extraordinary Groups is the 21st century knowledge worker’s survival guide. 
It reminds us that we are better together and explains how we can make 
ecstatic work experiences a best practice rather than a once-in-a-lifetime, 
bitter-sweet memory.”

—Bill Koenig, administrative director, Organization Systems Renewal 
Graduate Program, Seattle University

“ ‘Life is too short to spend time in groups that do not fulfi ll their prom-
ise.’ So say Geoff Bellman and Kathleen Ryan, who have studied sixty 
extraordinary groups in variety of settings. In doing so they have identi-
fi ed six human needs that when met increase the likelihood of extraordi-
nary things happing. Written with sensitivity and deep understanding of 
the human condition, Extraordinary Groups is for people who are weary 
but not defeated by groups where both individuals and groups fall short of 
their true potential. Extraordinary Groups is destined to become a trusty 
guide for people who want to make a difference in their community, at 
work, or at home.”

—Richard Axelrod, author, Terms of Engagement: Changing the 
Way We Change Organizations
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“We’re all part of so many groups—at work, home, and play. But when was the 
last time you shouted out, ‘Wow, we’re amazing!’ about a group you were in? 
If it’s been a while (or even never happened at all), it’s high time to raise the 
bar. Read on and learn how to create extraordinary once-in-a-lifetime group 
experiences every day. Go ahead. You deserve it!”

—Robert “Jake” Jacobs, author of Real Time Strategic Change 
and You Don’t Have to Do It Alone

“For years, we’ve talked about the potential power of groups and teams and 
their ability to transform our organizations, our communities, and our world. 
In Extraordinary Groups, Bellman and Ryan show leaders what’s behind this 
power and offer practical advice and methods for fostering a team’s abilities 
to achieve amazing results.”

—Kim Wells, organization development advisor, 
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center

“As a manager of small groups for over twenty-fi ve years, the results of 
Bellman and Ryan’s interviews gave me new ideas, practical actions, and a 
profound model. I found their exercises new, unique, and transformational. 
Do this work with your group and it will become more effective, rewarding, 
and fun!”

—Kevin Coray, managing partner, Coray Gurnitz Consulting

“Given the time we spend in groups you’d think we’d all be experts. Yet most 
groups are pretty ordinary or less. Extraordinary Groups provides a picture of 
what greatness can be, a road map to take you there, and a toolbox to make 
adjustments along the route. I think it is terrifi c!”

—Chip R. Bell, coauthor, Take Their Breath Away

“Successful coaches, CEOs, and business owners know that they win when 
they engage not only the heads but also the hearts of their teams. Bellman 
and Ryan show us how. Read this book if you want extraordinary results.”

—Jeff Blancett, principal, the Galena Group

“Based on past experiences, most of us assume that our participation in 
groups will be painful, boring, and disappointing. If we ever have a positive 
group experience, we are amazed and grateful but assume it was a lucky hap-
penstance. Bellman and Ryan have discovered otherwise. Based on extensive 
interviews about unusually successful and satisfying group experiences, they 
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have identifi ed and distilled the key factors that consistently lead to out-
standing groups. They provide numerous examples and practical, actionable 
guidelines for creating group experiences that achieve high goals, and engage 
participants in productive—even transformative—ways. I enthusiastically 
recommend this book to anyone who has the ambition to make any group 
situation an outstanding experience for all participants. Yes, you can!”

—Saul Eisen, Ph.D., consultant, Developing Human Systems

“In Extraordinary Groups, Bellman and Ryan offer excellent perspectives 
based on solid research. Their fi ndings support the work we have been doing 
internally at Microsoft around leadership teams and their effectiveness.”

—Kathy Falzetta, organization development director, Microsoft
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To
“The Keepers of the Flame,”

that extraordinary group leading
the Community Consulting Partnership

since 1996.
This book is for and about you.
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Part One

 OVERVIEW 
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              1

WHY SMALL GROUPS ARE 
IMPORTANT NOW           

 Do you spend lots of time working in groups? 
 Are you frequently frustrated that groups are not more 

alive, more fulfi lling, more productive? 
 Have you found yourself thinking, What a waste of time! 

Or, nobody listens! We never talk about what ’ s important! I 
had really hoped to learn something here! We are so out of 
touch with each other! It takes us forever to do anything! 

 Affi rmative answers to these questions suggest this book is 
for you. 

 Most of us fi nd ourselves in groups in all aspects of our 
lives: teams, committees, task forces, clusters, pods, clubs, net-
works, boards, or councils. Regardless of what they are called, 
many fall short of their full potential. Plans are implemented 
half-way, if at all. Group members ’  talents and knowledge 
are only partially tapped. The work of the group does little to 
expand members ’  learning or sense of possibility. Interaction 
among members shows only periodic fl ashes of energy, cre-
ativity, or authentic connection. 

 Occasionally, we are involved in a group that transforms 
us, is  “ inspiring, ”     “ exciting, ”   “ life-changing, ”  or  “ amazing. ”  
When our next group experience falls short of fantastic, we 
ask ourselves: What was different about that amazing group? 
What allowed us to work together so beautifully, so produc-
tively? How could I replicate that experience?  ”  

3
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4  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

 The two of us have been living, watching, advising, facili-
tating, and leading groups for a combined total of ninety 
years. Each of us has written and taught others about groups 
and how to work with them. And we share the experience 
of one extraordinary group: The Community Consulting 
Partnership (CCP) — the group to which we have dedicated 
this book. Fourteen years ago, a handful of us founded CCP, 
and it has turned out to be extraordinary. Nine volunteers 
run this little organization. CCP helps create more successful 
not-for-profi t organizations in our community while building 
consulting skills in citizens. We have learned much watching 
CCP evolve in purpose and structure, relationship and perfor-
mance. Because of our participation in this group, each of us 
has been changed for the better. 

 Like so many people, we have been both excited and mys-
tifi ed by a handful of our own group experiences — those that 
transcend the normal and stand out as amazing. Three years 
ago, our curiosity pushed us into conversations about three 
questions: Why do some groups describe themselves in such 
exceptional terms, while most do not? What do these great 
groups have in common that sorts them from the rest? What 
might be done to create their extraordinary results more 
often? That ’ s when we decided to write this book.  

  Learning from the Experiences of Others 

 We began by going to the fi eld and learning from others. 
From the beginning, people readily shared their remarkable 
group experiences with us. We discovered that extraordinary 
group experiences are widely known, seldom studied, and 
people want more of them! We sought out people from sixty 
different groups, people of ages from seventeen to seventy 
who declared they had been a part of amazing groups. They 
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WHY SMALL  GROUPS  ARE  IMPORTANT  NOW   5

told of groups in major corporations or institutions where 
people came together to streamline processes, better serve 
customers, save money or increase profi tability. Other stories 
came from community or volunteer efforts, involving proj-
ects such as helping high school students improve their job 
interviewing skills, cleaning up neighborhoods, or building a 
new library. Quite another set of groups were more personal 
in nature, such as a group of family and friends that supported 
a dying woman and her children, or a women ’ s book club, or 
a couple who recommitted to their marriage. And several of 
these groups — in all categories — relied heavily on technology 
to communicate or accomplish their goals. 

 Throughout this fi eld study, we focused on stories in 
which groups of two to twenty came together and fulfi lled the 
following conditions: 

  The experience and the results achieved or surpassed 
expectations  

  Those involved described what happened with words such 
as  “ wow, ”     “ a big win, ”     “ huge, ”   “ surprising, ”     “ meaningful, ”  
or  “ amazing ”   

  The setting was within the workplace, volunteer activi-
ties, family, or spiritual or personal growth communities  

  The circumstances were face-to-face or virtual; if virtual, 
at least 75% of the group connection and interaction was 
accomplished through technology    

 In each conversation, we searched for what sits below 
the amazing experiences people talked with us about. As our 
ideas and model developed, we shared them in conferences 
and workshops. The perspectives of over 600 executives, 
managers, and consultants helped shape our point of view. 
Our conclusion: exceptional experiences can be thoughtfully 

•

•

•

•
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6  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

 nurtured and intentionally encouraged. We came to under-
stand the dynamics of these groups, their impact, and what to 
do to increase the likelihood that they will occur. We share 
all of this in the pages ahead.  

  What Is an Extraordinary Group Experience? 

 When it comes to recognizing an extraordinary group, the old 
adage of  “ you ’ ll know it when you see it ”  comes to mind —
 except that in this situation, it may be more of a case of 
 “ you ’ ll know it when you  feel  it! ”  People instinctively sense 
when a group experience is something special, something 
different from the ordinary, something that surpasses their 
expectations in a positive, remarkable, and hard-to-describe 
way. Here are two examples of such groups. On the surface, 
they are quite different, yet they share critical elements of an 
extraordinary group experience. As each story unfolds, put 
yourself in the place of those we interviewed and imagine 
your way into an intuitive sense of each of these exceptional 
groups. 

  Micro-Credit for Millions 

 In 1996 when she was newly graduated from college, Barb 
was one of twelve staff members hired to organize a global 
summit that engaged 3,000 participants from 137 countries. 
The purpose of this global conference in Washington, D.C. 
was to launch a coordinated campaign to reach 100 million 
of the world ’ s poorest families with access to credit for self-
employment — and all this by the year 2005. Unlike other 
summits of the 1990s, this one was convened by civil  society —
 not by governments or the United Nations. Two years prior 
to Barb ’ s involvement, this effort was brought to life by
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WHY SMALL  GROUPS  ARE  IMPORTANT  NOW   7

grassroots  citizen activists committed to ending poverty. We 
interviewed Barb, her co-worker Jacki, and Sam, their vision-
ary executive director. 

 Starting in June, 1996, the goal for the conference staff 
was to organize and then orchestrate this complex, politically 
sensitive, international multiday event that would take place 
eight months later. As a small example of the challenge they 
took on together, Barb remembers  “ trying not to panic when 
I had the White House on one line, the First Lady of Angola 
on another, and the president of Peru trying to call in all at 
the same time. Where was Emily Post ’ s book of protocol and 
etiquette on pecking order when I needed it?! ”  Operating out 
of a very tight offi ce space — actually an old converted apart-
ment building —  “ people came from all over the country to 
be involved. We were very eclectic. ”  They brought different 
ethnic backgrounds, personalities, cultural perspectives, edu-
cation, professional identities, language skills, and reasons for 
being involved. 

 At minimum pay, they often worked eighteen-hour days 
managing the details of everything: coordinating security for 
visiting heads of state, lining up conference speakers, and 
making sure that there were enough copies of the program 
when, three days before the conference, registrations jumped 
from 1,600 to 3,000. At all hours, staff members worked the 
phones in multiple languages to secure the participation of 
key leaders from around the globe and their personal com-
mitments to take action once the conference was over. With 
solid funding, Jacki remembers that  “ our biggest problem was 
that no one had heard of micro-credit. ”  Once people under-
stood what it was,  “ everyone thought what we were doing was 
terrifi c and pitched in to help. ”  

 Confl icts occurred  “ when we were tired and hungry and 
had not gotten enough sleep. ”  With only two private offi ces, 
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8  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

staff members gathered in one to sort things out. As an 
organization,  “ it was not hugely hierarchical — people were 
expected to come forward. Everything seemed to get an air-
ing. ”  With a just-do-it attitude and respect for one another, 
 “ we ’ d work really hard, vent when we needed to, and then 
go out for a dinner or a drink together. ”  Jacki told us that  “ it 
was war. Us against poverty — and we had each others ’  backs. ”  
When the conference closed as a huge success, many of the 
staff ended up at one person ’ s apartment.  “ We couldn ’ t leave 
each other for a couple of days. How could we possibly dis-
band? We had bonded for life. ”  

 The team that put on the Micro-Credit Summit produced 
results that are amazing and transforming on multiple levels. 
When they began, they had hoped for 600 participants and 
3,000 came! And more important, all delegates had agreed 
to the conference ’ s goals and made commitments about 
micro-credit loans prior to arriving for the meeting. Careful 
tracking of the commitments to extending the micro-credit 
revealed that it took two years longer than originally targeted 
to achieve the conference ’ s goals. But when reached, what an 
achievement!  “ This is a tremendous achievement that many 
people thought was far too diffi cult to reach. What makes it 
even more remarkable is that loans to more than 100 million 
very poor families now touch the lives of more than half a 
billion family members around the world. That is half of the 
world ’ s poorest people. ”      1

 In addition to this astonishing global accomplishment, 
Jacki and Barb were deeply affected personally as members 
of this group. For Jacki, this was  “ one of the most important 
moments of my life  . . .  I ’ m now fearless when it comes to
asking anyone for anything. ”  Barb speaks poignantly of a 
transformational moment that took place at the very end of 
the conference. Back stage, looking out at the 3,000  people 
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WHY SMALL  GROUPS  ARE  IMPORTANT  NOW   9

in the auditorium, she saw that  “ In the front row with 
queens and fi rst ladies and heads of state, one person stood, 
then two others stood, arm in arm, singing our closing song. 
Then I saw an ocean of people standing up, arm in arm, 
and singing. I realized that in this room alone, we had the 
resources that could make our vision happen. My heart was 
blown open with deep appreciation and hope and a sense 
that I could make a difference. We were a squad of twelve 
people! In a disheveled offi ce. Our small voice engaged the 
world. I could never be the same again. ”  Hold this in mind 
as you read about Laura.  

  A Moving Experience 

 Twenty years ago Laura worked in information technology at 
a large advertising agency in New York City. She recalls the 
moment she was told she would be working eight weekends in 
a row,  “ I was less than excited. I thought that this was going 
to be a miserable two months. I couldn ’ t have been more 
wrong  . . .  It was a very powerful experience. At the time, I 
didn ’ t see it as transformative, but now I do. I try to emulate 
what we did then. I use it as my model for beautiful planning 
and collaboration. ”  

 Unlike the enormous scope of Barb ’ s group, Laura and her 
nine colleagues were tasked with a very immediate mission: 
disconnect then reinstall the electronic equipment of employ-
ees on sixteen fl oors, moving from an old building to a new 
one across town. Transfer two fl oors a week, beginning each 
Friday morning, completing by Sunday night. Do so with a 
level of accuracy that would allow employees to be at their 
work stations on Monday morning with all phones, comput-
ers, printers, copiers, and fax machines working. Without a 
hitch. And, in fact, that ’ s what happened. 
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10  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

 Proudly, Laura recalls that  “ we had a 99+ percent success 
rate — fewer than 1 percent voiced complaints on Monday 
mornings. ”  Careful planning and organization, clear goals and 
roles allowed the moving team to excel both individually and 
collectively.  “ We each knew what we were supposed to do so 
we could go ahead and make our own decisions about how to 
get our work accomplished. ”  People would do their own jobs, 
then move on to help others in  “ true collaboration. ”  One 
night, the printers wouldn ’ t work consistently. The whole 
team pitched in and fi nally got them working perfectly.  “ We 
had this unspoken rule that if one of our subgroups was hav-
ing a problem we all stayed to help. No one went home ear-
lier than the others saying  ‘ my part is done. ’   ”  

 Picture this high-performing group. Already putting in 
a full week ’ s work, they ’ d start on Friday mornings, work til 
2  A.M.  Saturday, then come back around 10  A.M.  and work 
til after midnight.  “ We worked til 2  A.M.  in order to have the 
rest of Sunday off, ”  Laura explained. For eight weeks. Imagine 
the offi ce fl oors in the new building, fi lled with only empty 
work stations. Then the high-energy team arrives, focused 
individuals moving from task to task, helping others wher-
ever needed. Learning each other ’ s favorite foods to order 
in. Playing baseball with broom sticks and paper wads in the 
middle of the night to let off steam. Then, in the early morn-
ing hours, waiting to make sure everyone was safely on their 
way home. 

 With each fl oor, there were different technical challenges. 
 “ For the fi rst few weeks it was exciting. At weeks fi ve and six, 
we still had the same level of commitment — and we were bet-
ter at it! ”  A competent and caring leader helped make the 
project fun and gave people confi dence.  “ We never had to 
deal with negative attitude — even though there were plenty of 
frustrations that people faced individually. ”  Looking back on 
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WHY SMALL  GROUPS  ARE  IMPORTANT  NOW   11

the repetitive installations, the long and late hours, and the 
spurts of intensely focused problem solving, Laura sees that 
 “ there was pure joy in doing something hard — together. The
magic was in the group. This was a happy surprise — that it 
went so smoothly and was really fun! ”   

  Defi ning Extraordinary Groups 

 Barb ’ s and Laura ’ s experiences are quite different in terms of 
the scope of their groups ’  goals and achievements. Yet they 
have several elements in common that mark them as mem-
bers of two extraordinary groups. Consider their experiences 
as you read these defi nitions: 

 A  group  is a collection of individuals, typically of two to about 
twenty, who come together around a common purpose.

 Extraordinary groups  achieve outstanding results, and mem-
bers — individually or collectively — experience a profound 
shift in how they see their world; they are transformed. 

Transformation  is a fundamental shift in individual percep-
tions that accelerate behavior change and personal vitality.

When there is a shift in perception, things are never quite 
the same again. Barb and Laura each worked with about a 
dozen people in a very concentrated, intense, and time-
driven way. For Barb, the transformative shift had to do 
with seeing herself as capable of making a difference in the 
world. Laura gained a model for joy-fi lled planning and 
collaboration. 

 However large or small, visible or intangible, such 
 transformative shifts happen because the group experience 
satisfi es core needs that members intuitively bring to any 
group they join. Each of us brings these same needs to every 

•

•

•
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12  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

group  situation; we seek opportunities to meet those needs. 
Our work and our fi eld study suggest there are six needs, form-
ing three pairs related to one ’ s self, the group, and the world 
in which the group exists. These six elements combine in a 
model we call the Group Needs model: 

   Acceptance  of self while moving toward one ’ s  Potential   

  A  Bond  with others that grows while pursuing a common 
 Purpose   

  Understanding the  Reality  of the world while collectively 
making an  Impact     

 Whether at work, at home, or in the community, when 
your group experience meets two or more of these needs, it 
will stand out for you. You are more likely to exclaim about 
it, to see it as memorable, and you will also fi nd it hard to 
describe. You will probably be uncertain about how it came 
about, perhaps see it as  “ chance, ”  and assume that this 
unusual occurrence cannot be intentionally created. Our 
experience suggests otherwise.   

  What to Expect from  Extraordinary Groups  

 In the following chapters, we explain our Group Needs model 
in detail, share stories of extraordinary groups in action, and 
offer guidance to help you encourage extraordinary experi-
ences in your groups. This book comes in three parts. 

 Part One: We present an overview of the key elements of 
our model, including the defi ning indicators of an extraor-
dinary group and the connection between the Group Needs 
model and transformation. 

 Part Two: Each pair of the Group Needs model is de scribed in 
its own chapter along with refl ective exercises and suggestions 
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for actions you can take in your groups to increase the chances 
of the six Group Needs being met. Chapter Seven illustrates 
transformative shifts that occur when multiple needs are met at 
once. 

 Part Three: In this section, we offer specifi c content 
on how to embrace differences within a group so that they 
become an asset rather than a barrier to success. We provide 
special guidance to group leaders, then bring the book to a 
close with a fi nal chapter. 

 Appendices: Here you will fi nd content that will help 
you apply all that we propose in the main part of the book: 
exercises to practice what you learn in Chapters Four, 
Five, and Six; a summary of the key content points; a list 
that describes how we intentionally behaved toward one 
another during our collaboration to ensure an extraordi-
nary experience; and intriguing references about related 
topics. 

 We have written  Extraordinary Groups  to help you see 
your groups differently. So that you can consciously behave 
in ways that will encourage your groups to be extraordinary. 
This is possible regardless of your role: member, designated 
leader, or facilitator of a group. From our interviews, we ’ ll 
provide twenty inspiring examples from amazing groups, 
groups that have much in common. Some of the stories will 
refl ect the experiences of ongoing groups; others describe 
one-time events or projects. You ’ ll fi nd a small version of 
our Group Needs model in the margin next to each story 
we share. We also talk to you directly, asking you to do your 
own thinking about what we present. Please engage with us 
by practicing what you read. Keep track of your learning in a 
journal or notebook. If you do, reading  Extraordinary Groups  
could become a powerful — even transformative — experience 
for you.  
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14  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  Why Are Small Groups So Important Now? 

 Margaret Mead ’ s famous exhortation speaks to us:  “ Never 
doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can 
change the world. Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has. ”   
  “ A small group ”  — say two to twenty.  “ Committed ”  — to a com-
mon purpose. To  “ change the world ”  — their world. Perhaps 
your group and your world. But why small groups now? 

 Individuals regularly feel the constraints of being in orga-
nizations; organizations are regularly frustrated in  dealing 
with individuals. The small group is the most construc-
tive place for individuals and an organization to achieve 
mutual satisfaction and accomplishment. The group is the 
best place to resolve issues for both. The group is the meet-
ing ground where most work gets done — at work and in our 
communities. 

 Our attraction to groups is instinctual; two hundred thou-
sand years of human history have formed us into the group 
creatures that we are. We are genetically informed to look 
to groups to meet many of our needs; we are not informed to 
look at organizations in that way. The deeper motivations for 
why we join with others are hardly touched upon in popu-
lar leadership and team literature. As a result, the tools and 
techniques they employ often miss and cannot touch these 
 underlying drives. 

 Readers do not need yet another book about improving 
groups through team building, leadership training, or meet-
ing management. As helpful as all those books have been, 
they bring us tools that only scratch the surface of the world 
we live in. We need to dig deeper, into the wants, needs, 
and motives that cause people to work together. How do we 
capture the energy fl owing from people trying to meet their 
needs, rather than shut it off? How might we direct all that 
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power? What work, paid or volunteer, lends itself to capturing 
that energy for the benefi t of all? We think small groups are a 
logical place to demonstrate the answers to these questions. 
Currently, they are underappreciated, underutilized — and 
essential to work and play, family and community life. 

 The world currently reels with the weight of enormous 
challenges: wars, fi nancial crisis, collapsing institutions, 
record unemployment, and climate change. All big, all 
global, all systemic. All requiring many perspectives, col-
laborative effort, and shared commitment from the global 
to the local level. When it comes to making progress on 
such issues, large organizations have regularly been found 
lacking; we are still learning better ways of bringing people 
together than by working within hierarchy and silos. In this 
book, we propose that human beings function better on a 
scale they can understand and infl uence — small groups that 
bring the right people together in the right ways can meet 
the challenges before us. 

 For organizations and individuals, we see many benefi ts to 
paying attention to creating exceptional group experiences —
 and then taking action to make more groups come alive like 
Laura ’ s and Barb ’ s. Organizations benefi t from intentional 
development of peak group experiences because 

  Goals set for groups are achieved and frequently surpassed  

  Group performance releases talent and energy not usually 
available to the organization  

  People develop superior skills, knowledge, and insight 
together, thereby increasing the capacity of the 
organization  

  Enduring relationships and networks grow and set the 
stage for future collaborations  

•

•

•

•
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16  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  Loyalty to the organization increases along with the sense 
that  “ this is a great place to work ”     

 For individuals, the benefi ts are powerful and personal. 
Through extraordinary experiences with others, individuals fi nd 

  Increased confi dence in their abilities and performance  

  Higher motivation and morale  

  Restored faith in and increased appreciation for 
organizations  

  New and deeper connections with others  

  New skills and knowledge that lead to a larger sense of 
personal empowerment  

  Individual effort that is both rewarded and multiplied by 
working in groups    

 All of this leads the two of us to a clear point of view: Life 
is too short to spend time in groups that do not fulfi ll their 
promise. Our own personal lives and years of consulting have 
shown us that everyone benefi ts when people experience the 
pride, energy, and fulfi llment that come from being part of an 
extraordinary group. Anyone in a group, regardless of role, 
can help move that group toward a transformative, never-
to-be-forgotten experience. Extraordinary groups may be the 
exception, but they are widely experienced and largely unex-
amined. The two of us want to change that and we invite you 
to join us in this effort.    

                    Notes

 1. Mohammad Yunus.  MicroCredit Summit Newsletter,  January, 
2009. Vol. 7, Issue 1.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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          2    

WHAT ’ S DIFFERENT ABOUT 
EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS           

 An extraordinary group  achieves outstanding results while mem-
bers experience a profound shift in how they see their world.  These 
amazing groups show up in all sectors, they pursue all manner 
of purposes. Our sixty stories of these extraordinary groups 
came from organization leaders, information technology pro-
fessionals, soldiers, software developers, trainers, managers, 
human resource offi cers, small business owners, community 
college counselors, basketball coaches, high school teachers, 
doctors, nurses, event organizers, community activists, health 
care administrators, consultants, soccer players, parishioners 
insurance executives, community volunteers, moms, govern-
ment contractors, philanthropists, ministers high school stu-
dents, book club members, white-water rafters, motorcycle 
riders, barbershop quartet singers, board members  . . .  

 We examined sixty wonderfully different groups that 
shared a common enthusiasm for their  “ extraordinariness. ”  
We asked ourselves what  extraordinary  means, what indica-
tors sort these amazing groups from the all the rest, what fea-
tures differentiate these  “ Wow! ”  groups from all those that 
are  “ OK, but not great. ”  In this chapter, we share our  fi ndings 
with you, and use one such group to illustrate an extraordi-
nary group in action. We encourage you to think about your 
groups in the context of what we have discovered about 
extraordinary groups.  
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18  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  What Distinguishes an Extraordinary Group? 

 Our fi eld study yielded eight indicators linked to what we 
are calling  “ extraordinary. ”  Watch an extraordinary group 
and you will see these eight indicators in action. Barb ’ s and 
Laura ’ s groups had most of them, and so did most of sixty 
groups we studied. 

 Extraordinary groups exhibit 

   A compelling purpose  that inspires and stretches members 
to make the group and its work a top priority  

   Shared leadership  that encourages members to take mutual 
responsibility for helping the group be successful  

   Just-enough-structure  to create confi dence to move for-
ward, but not so much as to become bureaucratic or 
burdensome  

   Full engagement  that results in all members jumping in 
with enthusiasm, sometimes passionately and chaotically, 
regardless of role  

   Embracing differences  so that group members see, value, 
and use their diversity as a strength  

   Unexpected learning  that translates into personal and group 
growth  

   Strengthened relationships  among members characterized by 
trust, collegiality, and friendship  

   Great results,  tangible and intangible    

 Keep this list of indicators at hand. Watch an extraordi-
nary group at work and you will be busy checking them off. 
You will see one indicator after another, often many at once, 
bouncing off and building upon one another. As we inter-
viewed people, these eight themes surfaced again and again. 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Whether the groups were for profi t or not, involving volun-
teers or employees, face-to-face or virtual, these eight indi-
cators emerged. Not every story illustrated every point, but 
every story contained several. 

 We use one story, Tom ’ s team of seven people, to illus-
trate the indicators. You will see how one person felt a need, 
initiated action, pressed a point, and brought a team together 
to get something done.  

  Bucking the System 

 Years ago, Tom, a young information technology executive, 
returned to a former employer to take a mid-management 
position; the company was an equipment manufacturer with 
many divisions. At that time, IT was totally centralized at 
corporate headquarters. The plan would require three smaller 
divisions — mining equipment, rail car, and winch manufac-
turing — to adopt an IT system designed for the much larger 
manufacturing division. This made no sense to Tom, who 
thought each division needed a system to match its own 
work, not one designed for a very different part of the com-
pany and tied to the corporate mainframe. But the decision 
had been made and  “ once something like that was decided —
 that was it! ”  

 Tom ’ s questioning of the decision was a heretical act: he 
challenged a decision made higher up the chain and did so 
outside the company ’ s formalized budget cycle. Nonetheless, 
he managed to get the go-ahead to investigate an alterna-
tive approach. Six people joined him: Fred, the manager of 
IT planning, whom we also interviewed, a cost accounting 
manager, a materials manager, an assistant comptroller, an 
IT data processing manager, and an assistant vice-president 
from the corporate offi ce  “ assigned to ride herd on what we 
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were doing. ”  Nobody formally reported to Tom and everyone 
already had their plates full with other assignments. But, as 
Fred recalls, each member who chose to be involved was  “ top 
notch and well-thought of at the company level. ”  And each 
was frustrated by the company ’ s one-system policy and the 
slowness with which it was being implemented. 

 Spread over four different locations in the West and 
Midwest of the United States and Canada, the team met in 
person quarterly, typically around some milestone or event, 
such as site visits to investigate software possibilities. In 
between, Fred recalls weekly phone meetings, remembering 
that this was a time well before easy Internet connections 
and conference calls. Tom remembers that it was a challenge 
just to  “ get everyone on the same page and believing that we 
could actually pull this off. ”  Pressure was mounting for the 
smaller divisions to adopt the corporate system. The work of 
this group needed to move ahead quickly! 

 The group analyzed the systems ’  needs of the three smaller 
divisions. They investigated hardware, software, other com-
panies, vendors, technical challenges, costs, and the interface 
with the corporate mainframe. After all their research, they 
recommended that the smaller divisions get midrange com-
puters with packaged software that could be quickly installed 
and provide maximum fl exibility for the users. In less than 
eight months, they went from  “ stirring the water to getting 
the sign-off  ”  on their recommendation. Tom says,  “ We ended 
up getting corporate approval for the three divisions to each 
have their own system, doing the fi rst implementation in one 
year. The total projected cost was $6.5 million for the four 
divisions, including putting IT people in the divisions. We 
brought our fi rst division in on time and under budget. In one 
division alone, the new system was responsible for $1 million 
savings on a yearly basis. ”   
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  An Amazing Group at Work 

 Tom and Fred ’ s group illustrates the unique qualities exhib-
ited in extraordinary groups. Initially it was tempting to try to 
arrange these eight indicators into some kind of linear fl ow. 
We came to see that in real-life these elements fl ow back 
and forth synergistically, depending on the way in which 
group members interact with one another. You might think 
of these indicators as the right ingredients to make a fabu-
lous soup. Separately, they are appealing but when combined 
and given time to simmer in the same pot, they create some-
thing extraordinary and far more memorable than what could 
have been produced without the time to blend their separate 
fl avors. 

 As you read through these eight descriptions, think about 
one of your groups. How often do you see or experience 
these qualities? When you do, how do they infl uence your 
experience? 

  Compelling Purpose 

 Watch an extraordinary group at work and you will see 
that an inspiring and shared purpose surfaces repeatedly. 
Motivated by their purpose, members make their group 
a priority even in the face of other demands on their time. 
Members know that agreeing on a common purpose is critical 
to their work together. They make purpose visible, they post 
it, they remind each other of it, they use it as their primary 
guide for decisions. They check with each other when they 
suspect that purpose is not commonly understood. 

 A clear, compelling purpose is easy to see in task-
 oriented groups, ones we call External Change groups. For 
them, doable goals that require a stretch are important 
and set in motion action plans, work assignments, and 
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 deadlines. Most groups brought together in the work envi-
ronment have this type of purpose. For example, Tom and 
Fred ’ s team came together to analyze the information sys-
tem ’ s needs and to shape a recommendation. At the more 
compelling level, what they were really about was trying to 
do what was right for one portion of the business — and they 
took no small satisfaction in bucking the top-down system 
at the same time. Tom remembers that  “ the others were 
interested in getting involved. They got caught up in the 
possibility of doing something that made sense and going 
against the centralized bull. They liked the idea of breaking 
that mold. ”  

 Purpose is equally important to more socially-oriented 
groups — which we call Individual Support groups. Friendship 
circles that meet on regular basis, book clubs, or professional 
development groups are examples. In less task-driven settings, 
members are strongly drawn to their shared, internal purpose, 
typically providing some type of support for one another. Just 
as with external, task-driven groups, a purpose that is clear 
and compelling allows the relationship-driven groups to col-
lectively assess how they are doing at what they have come 
together to achieve.  

  Shared Leadership 

 Watch an extraordinary group in action and you will notice 
leadership behaviors from across the group. These groups are 
not top-down or leader-centric. Instead leadership is expressed 
by many in the group; the lead role shifts with the subject at 
hand and the expertise required. Many groups self-organize; 
members know that anyone can initiate with a question, 
a task, an issue, or a proposal. In these groups, you will see 
members leading together: initiating, facilitating, structuring, 
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suggesting, and doing all manner of things to help the group 
be effective. With shared leadership, members take mutual 
responsibility for outcomes. This gives everyone more oppor-
tunity to assist in getting what the group wants. Each mem-
ber of Fred and Tom ’ s group was a manager in his own right, 
some were higher on the corporate ladder than Tom, who 
had initiated the group. Depending on their areas of exper-
tise, each led a different aspect of the work. For example, the 
materials manager coordinated with his counterparts in the 
three divisions, keeping people in the loop, gathering data, 
and moving the assessment process ahead. As decision points 
surfaced, members relied on each other ’ s content expertise for 
guiding the group through the steps required to reach their 
recommendations. 

 This is not to suggest that extraordinary groups do not 
have formal leaders. They often do, but those assigned that 
role see their jobs differently from how more directive lead-
ers do. How so? These leaders know their role is very impor-
tant  and  that they are one leader among many. Typically, they 
focus on seeing that the group is being led rather than on 
being the one constant leader. They turn responsibilities and 
questions back to the group; they ask others what they would 
do. They pay attention to group members and try to see that 
individual needs are addressed .

 Tom is such a leader. Even after twenty years, he can 
recount what each member in his group did to advance 
the work and how their competence and enthusiasm came 
together to make a great team. Aside from being the point 
person to buck the system, he  “ carried the water for the 
troops. You ’ ve got to organize around people ’ s excitement and 
their desires and abilities to get things done. It ’ s important to 
keep it light and to care about people, especially when they 
are overcommitted. ”   
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  Just-Enough Structure 

 Give extraordinary groups a clear purpose and they will come up 
with ways of working that are governed more by outcome than 
structure. They will establish and honor systems, plans, roles, 
tasks, and working agreements —  if  those structures fi t the chal-
lenges ahead of them. But they never forget that the main 
reason they are together is about fulfi lling their purpose. The 
structure is a means to that end. In Tom and Fred ’ s group, the 
 “ secret was to keep it human. We used some rudimentary proj-
ect management tools — like a task list. We reviewed this in our 
weekly meeting and updated it together. That ’ s the only way 
this sort of thing gets done. Keep it simple but make sure that 
everyone is informed and included. ”  

 More organic than mechanical, members work together 
in ways that are collaborative, fl exible, creative, and adap-
tive. They create just-enough-structure — at the time that 
it is needed — to support purpose and outcomes. They guard 
against overstructuring or structuring too soon, both of which 
can impose boundaries on people ’ s thinking and limit the 
time available for substantive conversations. Agendas are 
never more important than the outcomes they are designed 
to meet; roles and plans shift as circumstances call for reach-
ing toward purpose in a new way.  

  Full Engagement 

 The space created by compelling purpose, just-enough 
structure, and shared leadership pulls members toward full 
engagement. When fully engaged, members readily contrib-
ute their knowledge, skills, and talents; they do not wait 
to be asked. In a group like this, rather than holding back, 
members may have trouble getting airtime — waiting for 
others to breathe so they can dive in. Depending on what ’ s 
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being discussed, the intensity and excitement of engage-
ment can be more apparent than order. Ideas fl ow, tumbling 
one over another like a river just forming and seeking its 
course. People pitch in, adapt, inform, exclaim, and resolve 
issues together. And engagement doesn ’ t end when a meet-
ing is over; people do what they say they will do. When a 
member commits to taking action, others can count on that 
person to follow through. People work hard and intensely, 
often for hours, days at a time; they do so because they are 
committed to their unifying purpose and don ’ t want to let 
each other down. 

 Tom and Fred ’ s group had one of these intensely focused 
times. As they were conducting their due diligence on 
issues and fi nances, they knew that they were off-cycle for 
the company ’ s budget process. They got the word from 
headquarters that the CEO of the company had fi nally 
agreed to consider the group ’ s proposal. With this, the group 
had hopes they could bypass some of the normal rules and 
procedures. Tom remembers that  “ then my boss called and 
said  ‘ show up tomorrow morning. ’  The team was completely 
together on this. We stayed up until 2  A.M.  to get ready for 
the presentation the next day. ”  When the next day came,  “ we 
were ready and we nailed it! ”  

 Extraordinary groups thrive because members are enthu-
siastic and are willing to speak passionately about things 
that are important. Sometimes group dynamics get compli-
cated and messy — but that ’ s OK. Confl ict and disagreement 
are not uncommon and are not avoided. Members give each 
other the benefi t of the doubt and do not expect each other 
to be perfect communicators. Laughing, good humor, playful 
energy, and a joyful spirit show up — and can be present even 
in the face of very serious circumstances or tense moments. 
People take pleasure in being together with others who care 
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about the same thing. Irreverence or spontaneous play often 
erupt, producing side-splitting laughter. This breaks the ten-
sion of work and gives the group a larger perspective that 
helps members understand that all is not seriousness and 
struggle. Joking and kidding are rooted in positive intent 
and appreciation of one another, rather than in power 
or competition. Fred remembers that the group members 
really had fun together. Tom recalls that  “ We frequently 
went down the street after work and shared a pitcher of 
beer. We laughed a lot and hammered out what we needed 
to do next. We had a good time together — and we all 
gained a great deal of respect for each other throughout 
this time. ”   

  Embracing Differences 

 In extraordinary groups, people are intrigued by the diversity 
of information, perspectives, backgrounds, and cultures within 
the group. They respect each other for who they are as human 
beings as well as for the skills, knowledge, and talent they apply 
to the group ’ s purpose. Members know that creative solutions 
require a broad range of viewpoints and the ability to blend 
positions — even contradictory ones. With this frame, they 
experience their unique ideas being respected, listened to, and 
talked about in service to group purpose. Fred remembers that 
his group  “ was a true team, where everyone had input and egos 
didn ’ t get in the way. There was no  ‘ I ’ m doing this  my  way. ’   ”  A 
culture of deferring to the subject matter experts quickly devel-
oped.  “ Beyond deferring details to them, we developed a con-
sensus approach for the bigger issues. We wanted to go forward 
with a plan that had everyone fully committed. We couldn ’ t 
afford to have members of the team questioning our decisions or 
our decision-making process after the fact. ”  
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 Respect for differences makes it easier for members to 
bring their true selves to the group. People feel appreciated 
for who they are; they know that acceptance in the group 
does not require them to pretend to be someone else. As a 
result, people are more spontaneous, more likely to take risks, 
and generally give expression to sides of themselves often 
not shown in ordinary groups. Members readily acknowledge 
what they don ’ t know without apology, and what they do 
know without bragging. 

 These dynamics promote a sense of safety and trust. In 
safe environments, members take risks because they trust 
each other; they do not worry about their intentions being 
misinterpreted or suffering a reprisal for something they say. 
They challenge each other, push boundaries, work through 
differences, share personal stories and experiences — including 
ones that are painful. They discuss undiscussable1    issues to get 
to the bottom of misunderstandings or hurt feelings. They give 
each other feedback and ask for it in return. They strive for 
sensitivity but not perfection in their communications because 
they know others will accept them for who they are. And they 
collaborate — willingly and openly sharing ideas, building off 
each others ’  perspectives and information, stretching toward 
breakthrough thinking and reaching powerful decisions 
together. In this way, respect, safety — and the trust that 
follows — allow for full engagement. 

 Tom remembers that  “ there was a high degree of mutual 
respect. Some of our best work came out of arguments. People 
felt safe defending a position and safe compromising when 
needed. The willingness to compromise was helped by that 
mutual respect. For my part, I reminded everyone that we 
were not trying to solve world hunger; we were simply trying 
to convince a conservative corporation to start doing business 
in a new way. ”   
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  Unexpected Learning 

 Of course people in groups expect to learn, but our extraordinary 
groups were characterized by learning that went beyond their 
expectations. You can almost hear learning taking place in an 
extraordinary group. Learning is central to these groups being 
transformed. A phrase that captures the energy of this learning 
is  “ Ready  . . .  Set . . .   Stretch! ”  The stretch extends beyond 
incremental growth; it is an intentional reach to become more 
together. It ’ s one thing for a member to be uniquely challenged 
by the task; it ’ s quite another when the entire group takes up the 
challenge together. Excited by the work before them, members 
are united in learning together and supporting one another. 
Often what they learn together has wider application than this 
project with this team; it applies in their careers and lives. 

 As a pattern, members of extraordinary groups give more 
than they originally signed up for: more hours, more energy, 
more expertise, more patience, more sweat, more empathy, more 
study, and more risk. In their stretch, members grow in real 
skills, knowledge, mental frameworks, awareness of self, and 
sense of potential. Members expand their beliefs of what a group 
can accomplish together — with profound implications for future 
groups they will join. 

 Time and time again, people we interviewed reported 
being changed, increasing personal confi dence, and learning 
so much! Fred was one of them:  “ I learned lessons that I didn ’ t 
know before. About how to get the right people on the team, 
how to work together so that egos don ’ t get in the way, how 
to do a process from end-to-end. ”  Fred left the company soon 
after the installation of the systems his group recommended. 
As his career unfolded, he told us that  “ I was a project leader 
for my whole career. ”  The lessons gained through this team 
served him well for years.  
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  Strengthened Relationships 

 Relationships between members of extraordinary groups take 
shape in two primary ways. Some groups form around estab-
lished relationships; members so enjoy being together that they 
search for shared purpose and activity that allow them to go on 
spending time together. Continuing, deepening, and strength-
ening what they already have in their relationship is a high pri-
ority. Other groups draw together fi rst around group purpose. 
As members join they meet new people, but they are initially 
attracted more to purpose than to each other. New relation-
ships grow from the work together and sometimes result in last-
ing friendships. This is not surprising, given the quality and 
energy of the interactions that characterize such groups. 

 When group behavior causes individuals to feel respected, 
enhanced relationships are a natural result. Groups that help 
members discover common values or interests feed friend-
ship. When the norm is to rely on one another, to commit, 
and to follow-through, what else would we expect? Add to 
this the bonds formed through facing challenges together and 
the fun of daily work and celebrating accomplishment. Tom 
says,  “ When we got the whole team in one place, we were 
together for all of our waking hours for two to three days in 
a row. ”  The friendships that evolved out of such intensely 
focused work lasted years beyond people ’ s tenure at the com-
pany. Even twenty plus years later, Tom knew how to reach 
two other members of the team so we could interview them.  

  Great Results 

 Results that surpass members ’  expectations regularly hap-
pen in extraordinary groups. Over two-thirds of those we 
interviewed identifi ed impressive  tangible  results. With Tom ’ s 
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team, the operating costs for the one division alone were 
reduced by $1 million per year. The company ’ s later sale of 
the division was possible because its information system was 
not tied to the corporate mainframe. Among our other groups 
we heard many stories of remarkable accomplishments —
 a library built, software developed, research completed, con-
ferences held, strategies planned, a beach cleaned, a neigh-
borhood beautifi ed, candidates screened, championships won, 
markets gained, military missions accomplished, students sent 
abroad, cargo transported, and lives saved. 

 Even informed by results such as these, we wish we could 
guarantee that all the changes groups want to make in the 
world will be wildly successful. We can ’ t. Why? There are 
simply too many intervening variables that depend on factors 
outside any group ’ s span of control. For example, what if the 
corporate executives had said  “ No ”  — for whatever reason — to 
Tom and Fred ’ s team? We are convinced, however, that by 
paying attention to the indicators highlighted here, mem-
bers and leaders will dramatically increase the likelihood that 
they will achieve or exceed the tangible outcomes they seek. 
Looking back to our fi eld study, four out of forty-six External 
Change groups were not successful at achieving their ultimate 
goals. In spite of this, those we interviewed still described 
their group experience as amazing. This judgment comes 
directly from valued  intangible  results of the group experience. 

 Results that are not readily measured in numbers, dollars, 
percentages, or units turn out to be tremendously important 
to extraordinary groups. When members speak of the amazing 
aspects of what they did together, with a few exceptions, the 
tangible results seldom make the top of their list. Why might 
this be? Tangible results are usually seen as an indicator of the 
success of what they did, not the success itself. The success 
itself is usually associated with the more intangible ways 
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people worked together. Learning, increased confi dence, and 
enhanced relationships are the most signifi cant outcomes of 
these extraordinary groups. Members also glow in their pride 
of accomplishment or their sense of community. Dramatic 
testimony to the importance of the intangible came from 
people who had life-changing experiences. For example: 
altering a career path, redefi ning the meaning of family, 
experiencing a shift in self-esteem, or becoming a part of a 
community that helped one person stay centered and positive 
as she faced chronic health challenges in her family. 

 These intangible results transformed the lives of indi-
vidual group members. After this, a person ’ s internal expe-
rience and external view of her world are never quite the 
same again. After three years of studying and thinking about 
extraordinary groups, we know that when someone says  “ That 
was an amazing experience! ”  a powerful intangible shift has 
most likely taken place. As you will see from the stories we 
share in the chapters ahead, impressive tangible results usu-
ally accompany the intangible transformative shifts. But they 
seem to take second place to the changes in people ’ s inter-
nal experience. A notable exception was one executive who 
became tangibly rich beyond his dreams. The money was very 
compelling and changed his life; but although his story pro-
voked a little envy, it stood out as being one of the few in 
which the tangible made the most important difference. 

 Looking back on his experience, Tom knows that his 
team enabled him to make a powerful shift in how he saw 
himself in the world.  “ It gave me legitimacy. I already knew 
what it meant to do this kind of technological change, but 
this experience showed me I could rise above personal fears 
and redefi ne my success. I didn ’ t have a history of bucking the 
system and I ’ ve never really liked confrontation. ”  More than 
once Tom was told by his superiors to  “ back off. ”  During the 

c02.indd   31c02.indd   31 7/24/09   9:01:55 AM7/24/09   9:01:55 AM



32  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

presentation to the CEO, the company ’ s comptroller asked, 
 “ How confi dent are you that this is a good idea? ”  Tom replied, 
 “ I ’ ll bet my job on it. ”  Like Fred, Tom also left the company 
not long after the IT systems were installed in the three divi-
sions. What he learned propelled him to seek leadership roles 
with increasing scope and responsibility; the transformative 
shift he described to us stayed with him and shaped his lead-
ership throughout the years. When we spoke with him, he 
was president of a company. 

 Next we provide an overview of the elements that come 
together to shape an experience such as Tom ’ s.    

           Notes 

 1.  Ryan, K., and Oestreich, D.  Driving Fear Out of the Workplace: 
Creating the High-Trust, High-Performance Organization  (pp. 77 – 90). 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998.  
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3

WHAT ORDINARY
GROUPS NEED

                       When a group experience — like that of Tom and Fred 
described in Chapter Two — meets members ’  deep-seated, 
instinctive group needs, it sets a standard for groups in the 
future. People readily recall such experiences and describe 
them enthusiastically. It was  “ amazing, ”     “ wonderful, ”   “ hard 
to describe, ”     “ really something, ”  or simply  “ wow! ”  This 
chapter gets beyond those vague exclamations and into the 
dynamics that support such zeal. Such exclamations result 
from individual needs being met; we explore those needs 
in our Group Needs model. They also represent certain 
feelings common to extraordinary groups; we elaborate on 
those. In the midst of all this is an elusive concept called 
 “ transformation ” ; we do our best to tie that down. Along 
the way through the chapter, we ’ ll provide three illustra-
tions from our fi eld study. Let ’ s begin with needs and our 
model before moving on to  transformation and feelings.  

  Our Instinctive Need to Group 

 As human beings, we have been grouping for a very long 
time, hundreds of thousands of years. We have evolved 
interdependently; we have survived as a species by facing 
the future together. We know it; our genes know it. In 
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the ancient past, we came together for protection and 
procreation. Today, we come together to protect our shared 
identity and to pursue a purpose that will move us toward 
the future. Yet every twenty-fi rst-century, stylishly outfi tted, 
color-coordinated group is informed by more  “ primitive ”  
instincts. The most logical, planning-oriented, analytical 
project team also lives in a world of nonrational, chaotic, 
emotion-driven instinctive needs. Our desires for inclusion, 
a sense of team, and a feeling of being a part of something 
greater than ourselves are all examples of those intuitive 
longings. We bring these very human needs to every group 
meeting. But what do we do with these deep set needs that 
we typically do not think of or talk about? Answering this 
question begins with  understanding our needs.  

  Six Group Needs 

 Here ’ s our proposition: As individuals, we all come to 
groups with a set of mostly unarticulated ancient needs 
that we long to meet through group experiences. This is 
true whether the group is a recreation league sports team, 
a problem-solving group at work, a nonprofi t board of 
directors, or a family gathered around the kitchen table. In 
the pages ahead, these longings will be referred to as Group 
Needs. Because they represent deeply held yearnings, they 
are central to who we are as human beings and reside in 
the core of our instinctive selves. We present these needs 
in three pairs: 

  Self:  Acceptance  of self while moving toward one ’ s 
 Potential   

•
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  Group: A  Bond  with others that grows while pursuing a 
common  Purpose   

  World: Understanding the  Reality  of the world while
making an  Impact     

 The three pairs join and overlap, creating a synergistic 
and transformative effect.    

  The Group Needs Model 

Bond

Pu
rp

os
e

Reality

ImpactAcc
ept

ance

Potential

SELF WORLD

GROUP

 Three pairs of Group Needs form a knot of three interlaced 
loops. This ancient image can be traced back to 400  A.D. ; its 
openness, continuous movement, and interconnection fi t well 
with the interplay of the six Group Needs. We use this triple 
looped knot to frame how you can see the groups in your life. 
New possibilities reveal themselves when you see through the 
framework of this knot. Its six Group Needs and three loops are 
key to moving your group toward an extraordinary experience. 

•

•
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Later, in Chapters Four, Five, and Six, we explore each pair of 
the six needs in detail. But fi rst, an overview of the three loops.   

  Self—  Acceptance and Potential 

SELF

Acc
ept

ance

Potential

 The two sides of this fi rst loop express our need to accept 
ourselves and our need to become even more, embracing 
who we are while we reach toward who we could become. In 
groups we humans actively seek to meet these needs whether 
we know it or not, whether we can articulate them or not. 
They provide motives for much of what we do. Here ’ s how we 
defi ne each. 

  Acceptance: Knowing and accepting ourselves for who we 
are.  

  Potential: Sensing and growing into our fuller and better 
selves.    

 The two sides of the loop reveal the creative dynamic 
of simultaneously accepting ourselves in the moment and 

•

•

c03.indd   36c03.indd   36 7/24/09   9:02:55 AM7/24/09   9:02:55 AM



WHAT ORDINARY GROUPS  NEED   37

growing into our Potential. As we accept ourselves, we 
become more willing to step into situations that requiring us 
to stretch. A sense of our future selves can help us appreciate 
our current capabilities. Acceptance and Potential: different 
and inextricably linked. Consider the following example of 
how a group experience can help someone accept himself in 
the present and sharpen his Potential to make changes in 
the future.  

  One Project Leads to a New Career 

 Bruce worked for a large manufacturing company, quite con-
tentedly developing technical training courses for front line 
employees. One day a request came in that changed both the 
direction of his career and how he saw himself at work. One 
of the unions asked the company for a ten-module course on 
basic electronics fully utilizing computer technology. This was 
at a time when computer-based-training was a new concept 
and not widely understood or used within Bruce ’ s organiza-
tion. No one individual in Bruce ’ s work group was capable of 
responding to the request. 

 A team of four, including Bruce, was asked to assess the 
possibility of taking on the project. Bruce was a technical 
writer; his teammates included two instructional designers 
and one skills instructor. When they enthusiastically rec-
ommended that the project move ahead, they became the 
implementation team. For six months, these four worked 
together, breaking new ground for the company. Working 
with a vendor, they delivered the specifi c course to rave 
reviews, helped establish the value of computer-based-
training, and developed a model for how the company 
would partner with outside vendors for similar courses in 
the future. This was cutting-edge work! As Bruce looked at 

c03.indd   37c03.indd   37 7/24/09   9:02:55 AM7/24/09   9:02:55 AM



38  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

their accomplishments, he said,  “ We built the capacity of 
the organization, resulting in a higher-quality educational 
experience at a lower cost. ”  

 But our focus is on Bruce ’ s insights into himself. Demon-
strating noteworthy self-Acceptance, he candidly told us, 
 “ I ’ m not a perfect team member. I have strong opinions 
and am sometimes infl exible. But I came to value the work 
of teams. In the past, I was more in control. Working on a 
team is different. But I learned that I liked working on a 
team better than working alone. ”  Each of the other members 
of Bruce ’ s group had  “ a passion for doing things right ”  and 
was inspired by the goal of building a high-quality product 
for the union.  “ We ’ d get into heated discussions about even 
trivial things. In the end though, we were better off because 
of it. ”  

 This experience encouraged Bruce to move toward his 
Potential in two ways — the focus of his career and how he 
conducted himself. He told us that  “ I ’ m not always right 
and I need to seek out other viewpoints. I learned to value 
other views and listen to them much better than before. ”  As 
a result of this experience and a subsequent project, Bruce 
got seriously interested in groups and what makes them work. 
A career shift was the eventual result:  “ I started working 
with teams on more projects and eventually made my way 
into doing full-time organization development work for the 
company. ”  

 Bruce ’ s experience enabled him to see his own strengths 
and challenges and it pushed him into a different way of 
working. As it did so, it reinforced his Acceptance of him-
self and launched his Potential, which included new behav-
iors and a different professional path. Chapter Four addresses 
Acceptance and Potential in more detail.    
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  Group — Bond and Purpose 

Bond

Pu
rp

os
e

GROUP

 Most of us — hermits aside — want to live, work, and play in 
communities where our current and future selves are valued 
and supported. We bring our individual needs for Acceptance 
and Potential to a group where we meet others who bring 
those same longings. The group ’ s declared Purpose creates 
the context for the relationships that develop as members
of the group Bond with each other. The interplay between Bond 
and Purpose, in turn, encourages members ’  self-Acceptance and 
Potential. Let us offer some defi nitions: 

  Bond: Our shared sense of identity and belonging  

  Purpose: The reason we come together    

 Members show up hoping for a group to meet their 
needs to connect with others in a meaningful way. And so 
it is that the group offers a home — a place to be known and 
others to be known with. A place to be accepted, respected, 

•

•
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and valued by others. A place that feels safe to contribute 
and discover. This intangible sense of  “ being on the same 
team ”  — of belonging — is what Bond is about. As bonded 
members join to pursue a common Purpose, they commit to 
something larger than themselves and their connection with 
one another. Through Purpose, they focus their attention, 
energy, skills, and communication — all within the context of 
a common compelling and unifying cause. 

 As with Acceptance and Potential, there is a creative 
and self-reinforcing dynamic between Bond and Purpose. 
Working together for a mutual Purpose allows members to get 
to know each other, thereby building their Bond. Increased 
appreciation for one another enables more concerted work 
toward Purpose. Creative thinking, collaboration, and com-
mitment are common outgrowths of this interplay. Consider 
the following example of a group experience in which Bond 
and Purpose are particularly noticeable.  

  An International Donor ’ s Circle 

 Allan sums up his group experience in this way:  “ This is the 
highest-performing team I ’ ve ever worked with. ”  Which is say-
ing something, given his forty-plus years of working in higher 
education, mental health services, and corporations in three 
different industries. Seven years ago, Allan was one of a small 
group of people who chose a positive, personal response to the 
September 11 attacks. They formed a donor ’ s circle focused 
on small international development projects, making grants 
to people who might not otherwise have access to such funds. 
Examples include projects related to clean water, at-risk youth, 
small production agriculture, and preschool education in Asia, 
Latin America, or Africa. Members contribute $2,500 or $1,000 
annually. They solicit proposals, recommend grantees, and then 
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monitor the progress of the projects they fund — sometimes by 
visiting the projects. In 2002, they began with six members who 
granted $16,000 to three projects in one region of the world. 
At the end of 2008, there were forty-seven members funding 
twenty proposals amounting to $103,000 in three regions. Their 
contributions since 2002 exceed $250,000. 

 Sydney, a former scientist, joined the circle in 2006, not 
long after her retirement; she now fi nds herself the education 
chairperson and vice-president of the board. She sees the circle ’ s 
Purpose as  “ a magnetic pull that brings us all together. ”  When 
asked if she has been changed by the experience, her response 
was a resounding  “ Absolutely! I now spend twenty hours a week 
as a volunteer, have an incredible network of friends, and my 
worldview has expanded immeasurably. ”  

 Sydney ’ s view is that the clear and powerful Purpose of the 
group creates a common framework in which decisions are made 
relatively easily, basically by consensus. A diverse membership 
includes strong and confi dent personalities, various ages and 
professional backgrounds, some who are wealthy, others who 
are not. Their meetings are characterized as  “ lively, with candor,
and some joking and teasing. There ’ s no complaining or criti-
cism. It feels good — people are not uptight. ”  Meetings typi-
cally begin with a potluck meal that encourages people to get 
to know each other better. And, of course, their various trips to 
remote parts of the world build strong connections with each 
other. 

 Allan refl ects the group ’ s Bond and Purpose saying,  “ There 
is great pride in what we are doing — that this is important and 
successful work. Not only in terms of our grantees and their 
work, but what we are each learning and how we engage more 
and more people locally in international philanthropy. This 
bonds us. ”  He went on to say that  “ It ’ s not that we ’ ve all become 
great friends. But there is genuine respect for what people bring 
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and caring for each other . . . .  Bond comes from the trust and 
respect that allows you to be yourself and be candid with others. 
They will listen and accept what you say. They will be candid 
with you. This is a very important part of the caring that goes 
on between people and what makes it possible to say things that 
feel risky. ”  

 Recently a confl ict developed between a demanding found-
ing member and someone new. Straight feedback, sensitively 
delivered, helped diffuse the confl ict. Allan observed that when 
confl icts occur,  “ we communicate our way through to the other 
side. ”  All members are drawn to the group ’ s compelling Purpose; 
this makes it possible for them to  “ work things out and fi nd a 
respectful compromise ”  rather than perpetuating confl icts or 
ending up in a situation where someone decides to leave the cir-
cle because of a disagreement .

 Back and forth, Bond and Purpose reinforce one another, 
and in doing so, also make space for members to meet more 
self-oriented needs for Acceptance and Potential. Chapter Five 
addresses Bond and Purpose in more detail.    

  World — Reality and Impact 

WORLD

Reality

Impact
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 Depending on a group ’ s Purpose, its  “ world ”  will vary. By 
this term, we mean the immediate setting that is most rel-
evant to the group. This portion of the world may be as 
large as a corporation, an elementary school, a marketplace, 
a congregation, a city, a political constituency, or a family. 
Whatever it is, a group needs to understand its world in 
order to make a difference in it. The world Group Needs 
we each bring to groups are 

  Reality: Understanding and accepting the world as it is 
and how it affects us  

  Impact: Our intention to make a difference and our readi-
ness to act    

 We are wired to survive; understanding our Reality is 
essential to that. As a species, our advancement has depended 
on being alert to the world around us. For groups to success-
fully fulfi ll their Purposes, members must demonstrate simi-
lar alertness; they need to see and accept the challenges 
and opportunities in front of them. When group members 
acknowledge Reality — rather than deny it — they increase the 
possibility of success. 

 Impact is about making a difference; it ’ s about people 
coming together to make change for the better, moving 
their world a notch toward what they think that world 
ought to be. The creative dynamic between Reality and 
Impact can be highly pragmatic: when group members 
accept their Reality, they expand the possibility of Impact. 
This acceptance informs their strategies and actions. Or, 
perhaps more optimistically, with this understanding they 
can intentionally choose not to be limited by the real-world 
circumstances they face. Here ’ s a story that illustrates these 
two Group Needs.  

•

•
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  Saving $8.8 Million 

 Bob ’ s employer manufactured, sold, and repaired sophisticated 
measurement instruments in the United States and overseas. 
In 2004, he faced an uncomfortable Reality: company cost 
reductions moved him from being a highly successful manu-
facturing manager to being an individual contributor. The 
reassignment saved his job but left him with no group to lead. 
And the company was seeking still greater cost reductions. 
Bob was assigned to the outsourcing team, a group of peers 
without a designated leader, charged with developing a new 
outsourcing strategy that would continue to produce savings. 
His new coworkers included three engineers, a purchasing 
expert, and a fi nance person. 

 The Impact of this outsourcing team has been very 
impressive. Their goal was to save $2 million in 2004; 
they saved $2.3 million. In 2005, they saved an additional 
$2.5 million, won the company ’ s Innovation Award, and 
Bob was made manager of the group. By 2006, they had 
reduced costs over $2 million each year, for a total sav-
ings of $8.8 million. And how did they do it? They part-
nered with a U.S. vendor that could perform work that had 
previously been sent to one of the company ’ s facilities in 
Malaysia. Partnering with this vendor achieved great sav-
ings and brought work and jobs back to the United States. 
It also required close cooperation between this new outside 
vendor and one factory. 

 A new Reality came as a consequence of work with the 
vendor: people in one factory — where Bob had formerly managed 
200 people — were afraid the outsourcing team ’ s work would 
lead to job loss. This plant had had multiple rounds of lay-offs 
over two years, and workers were concerned their jobs could 
go elsewhere. The outsourcing team was the bridge between 
the factory and the vendor; it became the target of factory 
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workers ’  fears. For the outsourcing to be successful, vendor 
employees needed to learn to work with the instruments — and 
they needed to learn those skills from factory workers. The 
cooperation of plant workers was essential. 

 The team gathered for a day-long retreat, with a  “ pretty 
clear understanding of our purpose and the world we were 
operating in — how much we needed to save without tak-
ing a hit on any of the other business metrics. ”  Bob recalls 
that  “ We set about learning each others ’  expertise and style, 
which turned out to be nicely complementary. And we real-
ized we really needed each other ’ s help. ”  They redefi ned their 
roles and how they would work together. Every member took 
on a unique role based on his expertise and experience; a new 
sense of team cooperation emerged. Their collaborative plan 
was based on their shared assessment of Reality; collectively 
facing their challenges pulled the team together. 

 After the retreat, the fi nance person facilitated meetings; 
the purchasing person acted as an account manager with the 
vendor. The engineers fi gured out the process and cost of 
delivery issues. Because of Bob ’ s experience in the plant where 
the fears had surfaced, he knew how to secure cooperation 
between plant employees and the vendor: managers would 
talk with each of the affected plant employees about the 
assignments they would move to when the current work was 
outsourced. Communication within the outsourcing team 
became relatively easy. As Bob commented,  “ It was hard 
to hide in a group of six. If people were holding back, they 
would be drawn out. ”  They generally made their decisions 
by consensus but in certain cases deferred to the expertise of 
others. 

 Looking at the Impact of their work, Bob refl ected on 
both the tangible and intangible results of the group ’ s work. 
 “ At the start, there was no sense of  ‘ we. ’   ”  But as the work 
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evolved,  “ It was an amazing experience. It was an opportunity 
to solve a problem, to do something others thought was too 
hard to do, and to work with other competent people — on a 
project where we each could win! ”  

 Let ’ s look at the Group Needs model again, considering 
how each of the three loops is present in the Outsourcing 
Team ’ s experience.   
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 Without an understanding of the challenges (Reality) 
they faced, the Outsourcing Team could not have met and 
surpassed the expectations set for them (Impact). Confi dent 
team members (Acceptance) brought the necessary and com-
plementary talents to their common goal (Purpose). They 
paid attention to how they worked together and supported 
each other ’ s success (Bond), which reinforced their collective 
ability to have Impact. At least four of the group members 
expanded their skills in team building, infl uencing, or orga-
nizing in ways that prepared them for future roles (Potential). 
See Chapter Six for more detail on Reality and Impact. 

 When so many of group experiences are ordinary, people 
delight when a group stands out as unusual and positive —
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 groups like those Bruce, Bob, Allan, and Sydney experienced. 
In all sixty stories in our fi eld study, at least three Group 
Needs were met. In fact, in the vast majority of cases, at least 
fi ve of the six Group Needs were met. No wonder people 
could vividly recall those transforming groups! 

 Chapter Two discussed the eight indicators you are likely 
to see at work in extraordinary groups. And why do those 
indicators stand out? Because they meet the needs people 
bring to groups. And how do people feel when that hap-
pens? That ’ s where we go next as we explore the feelings 
that come when Group Needs are met and transformation 
occurs.  

  At the Heart of Transformation 

 With the overview of the six Group Needs in place, we now 
describe what we mean by transformation and how it happens 
in groups. Among the questions asked in our interviews were 
these two: How were you changed by this experience? And 
What words would you use to describe this powerful experi-
ence? We collected literally hundreds of responses, studied 
them for patterns, and came to the conclusions we review in 
the rest of this chapter. Let ’ s begin with a defi nition and elab-
orate on it with stories from earlier in the chapter: 

     Transformation  is a fundamental shift in individual per-
ceptions that accelerates behavior change and personal 
vitality.    

   “ A Fundamental Shift. ”    We are not talking incremen-
tal change; we are not talking linear, logical movement. We 
are talking  “ the earth moved, ”     “ our bearings have shifted, ”     “ I 
now see it differently. ”  This shift can be so subtle as to seem 
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small from an outside perspective, but the internal personal 
experience is profound.  

   “ In Individual Perceptions. ”    When perceptions shift at 
a fundamental level, the way an individual sees is altered; 
he has a new lens through which to view his world. For 
example, Bruce shifted from preferring to be an i ndividual 
contributor to someone who wanted to work in teams. 
Allan shifted toward a more realistic view of the complex 
issues related to giving money internationally; he became 
more respectful of grantees and humble about his own cir-
cumstances. Sydney shifted the way she sets her priorities 
for her time and money. Bob learned the value of a  “ leader-
less ”  group and how he could contribute to the group as a 
member and not the leader.  

   “ That Accelerates Behavior Change. ”    Individuals fi nd 
themselves acting to support their new view of the world. 
They scramble to take advantage of it; they rededicate them-
selves, often giving more of themselves, working harder, 
longer, and differently with renewed purpose. Bruce began 
to listen more. Allan became more willing to compromise. 
Sydney convinced her family members to give donations to 
work in Kenya rather than holiday gifts to one another. Bob 
practiced being a team member, rather than a take-charge 
leader.  

   “ And Personal Vitality. ”    Because of the shift in percept-
ion, the individual feels more alive, more committed, 
connected, and contributing. That feeling is contagious 
within a group of individuals, transformed or not. The 
expression of alive feelings among people is often the fi rst 
indicator that something transformative has occurred. Bruce 
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took away the sense that teaming with each other could be 
more fun, with more laughing, than he had ever imagined. 
Allan has seen that his work with the donors ’  circle  “ brings 
forth my best self. ”  Sydney awakens eager to turn on her 
computer to see the news from those she has met around 
the world. Bob understands that his experience moved him 
from proposing teamwork — as he did when he managed 
manufacturing groups — to living it, now knowing  “ this stuff 
really works! ”    

  Four Feelings at the Heart of Transformation 

 Those interviewees who felt they were transformed as defi ned in 
this chapter all experienced a similar set of four feelings. These 
four feelings fi t with both individual and group transformative 
experiences, whether those of corporate planners, canoe trip-
pers, ball players, software engineers, soldiers, college professors, 
or motorcyclists. All readily recognize these feelings. As varied 
as their purposes and uniforms, tools and contexts might be, this 
diverse array of people shared the same satisfaction. The feelings 
resulting from meeting their needs would show in their affi rma-
tive responses to these four questions: 

  Did this experience  energize  you? Yes!  

  Did you feel more deeply  connected  to your group or the 
world around you? Yes!  

  Did you feel more  hopeful  about yourself, your group, or 
the world around you? Yes!  

  Did you feel  changed  by this experience? Yes!    

 Four yeses point toward a transforming experience, as seen 
in this chapter’s three stories. And when those  affi rmative 
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answers are widely and enthusiastically expressed across a 
group, a transformative experience for many has  probably 
occurred. Look for comments like,  “ What an exciting 
group!  . . .  I love our meetings!  . . .  You guys are great!  . . .  Look 
at what we ’ ve been able to accomplish! ”  If these questions 
and answers seem far removed from what your group might 
currently express, that could be a rough calculation of your 
 distance from a transformative experience. Let ’ s consider each 
of these four key feelings.   
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Energized!   A sense of vitality increases as  members 
engage with the group and the world. The sixty  people we 
interviewed were all energized by recalling their  experiences
 — even the one who didn ’ t think he had been changed by the 
experience, or the four whose groups fell short of their desired 
Impact. These people became animated as they told their sto-
ries; they loved recreating the experience for us and for them-
selves. Just listening to them mirrored the high engagement 
and total investment that they experienced at the time. As 
you watch your groups, this energy will show as the group 
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interacts; you will notice how alive the group is from one 
moment to the next; members will notice their vitality as it 
is sparked or dampened in group exchange. Vitality becomes 
a common, quick measure of what is happening, as in,  “ Does 
this have life for us? ”  Or  “ What about this project brings 
energy to you? ”   

  Connected!   People are often surprised at how connected 
they feel with their group. They were typically astounded 
by their feelings of being tightly bonded with other group 
members who at the beginning seemed so different from 
themselves. For some, it was the most accepting group they 
had ever been part of. They were uniquely, even perma-
nently joined. It was not uncommon that people who told 
us about twenty-year-old experiences could put us immedi-
ately in touch with others who had been in the group. We 
heard these comments about the connections people felt with 
one another:  “ We bonded for life. ”     “ There was an informal 
heart-and-soul group made up of those who were willing to 
do whatever was necessary. ”     “ When I took this job, I thought 
I ’ d only be here for two years. The team and mission have 
kept me here for seven. ”  Members personally connect to each 
other, to the group itself, to its Purpose, and to the difference 
they make together.  

  Hopeful!   As people told their stories, we could hear the 
hope implied in all that the group did as it moved toward 
creating a better product, place, or world. Because of what 
their groups did and because they were part of it, people 
leaned toward the future with a more optimistic outlook. 
They held the sense that they were making a difference 
on something important. Hopefulness is further fed by 
the fact a uniquely capable group is doing this together. If 
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there were more groups like this in the world, there would 
be less to worry about! Some examples of what we heard: 
 “ Each of us represented different nationalities. Somehow 
we met in the universe with different values and we dis-
covered that we speak the same language and have so 
much in common! ”     “ There are no boundaries for what we 
can do. We can be in a completely free creation mode. ”   
  “ I have experienced the power of our ability to positively 
infl uence kids who could go either way. They are ready and 
willing when we give them the skills. We see it in front of 
our eyes. It ’ s quite incredible! ”     “ I can help others by help-
ing myself and utilizing all of my skills. This has made me 
feel relevant and useful. Together we have a sense of how 
it can be different. ”  And the hope they have created here 
is contagious. It tells them what just might be possible in 
other realms of their lives.  

  Changed!   All but one person we interviewed affi rmed 
that they saw changes in themselves that could be tied 
directly to the group they told us about. For some, the 
change was dramatic and noticeable. For example:  “ It ’ s 
made my life livable. ”  For others, the change was more 
subtle:  “ It confi rmed what I have believed for some time. ”  
Some saw immediate impact:  “ I immediately knew that I 
was not alone. I had a global network of people I could call 
at any time — no matter what. ”  Others sensed the power 
of the experience over time:  “ The work didn ’ t seem like 
work anymore. My whole way of thinking about my work 
changed. I wanted to be the Charlie Parker of computer 
skills training. I wanted it to be like jazz — a bunch of really 
talented people working in chaos to make something beau-
tiful. ”  Each quote is testimony to how things will never be 
quite the same again. 
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 To summarize, when you feel energized, connected, hope-
ful, and changed, you ’ ve probably had a transformative expe-
rience. When you ask others in your group about how they 
feel, and their responses fi t with these four feelings, your 
group has probably been through something transforming and 
terrifi c together! All of this comes together visually in this 
illustration.      
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  How Transformation Happens in a Group 

 In a group, how to we get to these four feelings? First, by 
attending to the six Group Needs: Acceptance and Potential, 
Bond and Purpose, Reality and Impact. People will feel ener-
gized, connected, hopeful, and changed as their Group Needs 
are met. Second, by behaving in ways that demonstrate the 
eight indicators highlighted in Chapter Two. If you were sit-
ting in the back of the room watching an extraordinary and 
transforming group, you ’ d see signs of a compelling pur-
pose, shared leadership, just-enough-structure, embracing 
 differences, full engagement, unexpected learning, strong 
relationships, and great results. Such actions also trigger 
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 feelings of being energized, connected, hopeful and changed. 
Let ’ s look more concretely at how this happens. 

  Transformation Is a Heart-Felt Experience 

 We have described the six Group Needs as  instinctive  or  intui-
tive  or  unconscious.  When two or more of those needs are met, 
the impact is felt within nonrational, emotional, very human 
territory. As we go about our daily routines, we humans oper-
ate simultaneously on at least two tracks. Think of them as the 
 “ head ”  and the  “ heart. ”  Each is associated with elements that 
shape how we experience life, the meaning we take from it, and 
the behaviors we choose. For example,  consider this table:

   Head     Facts    Logic    Analysis    Knowing    Practical    Transition  
   Heart     Emotions    Intuition    Meaning    Sensing    Passionate    Transformation  

 Especially at work, the head gets lots of attention. Think 
of job descriptions, plans, roles, decisions, data reports, metrics, 
and organizational charts. All are useful in joining people for 
accomplishment. And the head is just part of the person. When 
people in our fi eld study used short phrases to describe their 
transformative experiences, passion, emotion, and enthusiasm 
were the pattern. The enthusiasm people express describing their 
extraordinary groups told us that to understand transformation, 
we needed to explore terrain beyond analysis and logic, beyond 
the head and into the heart.  

  Transformation Happens to One Person at a Time 

 Our experience and our fi eld study reinforce that transforma-
tion happens fi rst as a unique experience for the individual. 
It happens one person at a time and it happens differently 
for each person — though the expression of that experience 
will have much in common with the expressions of others. 
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Someone can consciously expose a group to experiences that 
make transformation more likely, but in the end each member 
will experience transformation in a private and personal way.  

  Transformation Seldom Happens Simultaneously
for an Entire Group 

 When this group-shift does happen, the effect is electric. What 
happens for one group member resonates with others, making 
a similar reaction more likely. Members feed on each other ’ s 
energy, caught up in what is happening around them. Our guid-
ance on how to meet Group Needs can make this more likely, 
but group transformation isn ’ t delivered through linear steps or 
a formula. You can make it more likely, but in the end you must 
yield to forces in the moment, to chance, to intuition. These 
are the moments that people describe as  “ magical. ”   

  Transformation Is Personal and Not Guaranteed 

 There is no way to guarantee transformation. We wish there 
were. But transformation is simply too private and subjective 
a process to be controlled or predicted by another person. 
Transformation often happens quietly without a lot of fanfare 
or external recognition — even when it turns out to be tre-
mendously signifi cant. For the most part, the powerful shift of 
perspective is recognized only after it happens. Similarly, the 
power of the shift cannot be judged by anyone else. We can 
only make these judgments for ourselves.  

  Transformation Can Be Encouraged 

 We are convinced that you can signifi cantly increase the 
likelihood of individual and group transformation. In story 
after story, we heard of multiple Group Needs being met in 
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experiences that people saw as amazing. Group members, 
leaders, and facilitators behaved in ways that fi t with creating 
a transformed group. Consider what you could do to help one 
of your groups move from ordinary to extraordinary. What 
might you do or say that would cause others — or yourself — to 
feel energized, connected, hopeful, and changed? 

 Parts Two and Three of this book will help you think 
more about this.                                     
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Part Two

 UNDERSTANDING THE 
GROUP NEEDS MODEL 

 Part One introduced the Group Needs model; Part Two helps 
you understand it more deeply and begin to apply its com-
ponents. Chapters Four, Five, and Six expand on the Self, 
Group, and World loops of the model, one loop per chapter. 
They offer more detail about the six Group Needs and what 
you can do to gain greater understanding of them. Stories 
illustrate the paired Group Needs in each loop; application 
guidance comes in the form of refl ection questions to ask of 
yourself and actions you might take, usually with your groups. 
Chapter Seven explores what happens at the center of the 
knot as the six Group Needs overlap and result in powerful 
and transformative experiences. 

 If you want to push further into the application of the Group 
Needs model, refer to Appendix A for a set of exercises that will 
help you put into practice the ideas offered in Part Two.   
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GROWING TOWARD
YOUR POTENTIAL           

   Jeanette had little idea of what was ahead of her when she 
agreed to help design a community college course on product 
life cycle management. In her late fi fties and a small business 
owner, Jeanette had signifi cant expertise in product life cycles, 
lean manufacturing processes, and instructional design. As 
she began work on the project, she discovered that she was 
in brand new territory — in several ways. The audience for the 
course was a group she had never designed for: technicians 
who repair and maintain things made of composite materials, 
for example, boats and airplanes. In fact, Jeanette had never 
even heard of composite materials. In addition, the course 
would be taught online, and she had never before developed 
an online course. And she had never met the man she was to
collaborate with, who lived ninety miles away; this meant 
that most of their work would be done at a distance rather 
than face to face. Again — not what she was used to. 

 From March through May, Jeanette worked closely with 
her new colleague, Ed, relying on phone, the Internet, and 
shared software that enabled them to see and work on the 
same documents on their respective computers. In fact, in the 
three intense months of their work, they probably spent less 
than ten hours together in the same location; typically that 
would happen when they met with Mary Kay, the program 
administrator at the college. Jeanette quickly saw that Ed was 
an effective team player; they both found ways to contribute 

59
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their different expertise:  “ I looked at how to introduce this 
material, then provided content on lean manufacturing and 
Six Sigma. Ed looked at it as an engineer, bringing computer-
assisted design skills and other tools. ”  

 From Jeanette ’ s view, this was an important project and 
very motivating. It was a chance  “ to help create a wonder-
ful product for the students that they could take anywhere in 
the world. ”  Commenting on the trio they formed with Mary 
Kay, she observed that  “ the right people got pulled in with 
the right skills at the right time. Each came with their own 
strengths and we complemented each other. ”  In addition to 
their different backgrounds, they had very different styles of 
working and communicating. Such differences, which could 
have been challenging, were not — thanks to their well-
developed people-skills, genuine respect for one another ’ s skill 
sets, and joint commitment to the project and its deadlines. 

 Working on the project every day, Jeanette and Ed 
developed a plan of what needed to be done and who would 
take the lead on which portion of the work. Then came their 
individual work: Ed focusing on the computer-assisted design 
components, Jeanette concentrating on the more conceptual 
content. They ’ d talk on the phone and work online, showing 
each other their individual work and asking,  “ Does this 
work for you? ”  Back and forth, making their way through 
the design, deciding important issues together, serving 
as sounding-boards for each other, and fi guring out what 
needed to be done next and who would do it. Then following 
through. Looking back, Jeanette says  “ I suppose we had some 
 ‘ storming ’  with each other, but I can ’ t remember it. Maybe we 
just didn ’ t have the time for that. ”  

 When refl ecting on the transformative impact of this proj-
ect, she was easily able to see that  “ It helped my self esteem. 
This was very life affi rming. It reminded me that  ‘ I can do 
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this! ’   ”  She added,  “ It ’ s very easy to start feeling useless in your 
late fi fties. Thanks to this project, I feel more confi dent. It ’ s 
expanded my personal and professional network. And learning 
the new hybrid technology for instructional design was won-
derful. I learned I want to stay on top of technology and not 
lose my skills! This was a synergistic breakthrough for me. ”  

 Stories like Jeanette ’ s refl ect the fact that the whole pano-
ply of human interaction — starting with two individuals and 
expanding outward to a group, an organization, a society, a state, 
a world — is a fractal-like edifi ce built upon the single and signifi -
cant individual. As a maple leaf offers the outlines of the maple 
tree, so the individual offers the outlines of the group, and the 
group of the organization, and so on. The individual is always 
there, embedded in more and more complex dynamics. This 
truth has profound implications for groups and for our model. 
Strong groups grow from strong individuals, and that is what this 
chapter focuses on: the core strength of an individual that comes 
from self-Acceptance and the drive to develop one ’ s Potential.  

  Overview of Acceptance and Potential 
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 As the Group Needs model shows, Acceptance and Potential 
are two parts of the Self loop. The most personal of the six 
Group Needs, we humans work to satisfy them whether we 
are in a group or not. They pertain to the universal self —
  elements that each of us knows internally and privately. 
Taken together they help us be strong. Because they are so 
personal, we ’ d like to write about them, at least briefl y, in the 
fi rst person — from the  “ I ”  position. Consider reading the next 
few paragraphs out loud so that you can hear these words 
more personally, as statements about yourself. As you take in 
our thoughts, consider whether our statements are true for 
you and how they are refl ected in Jeanette ’ s story. 

 Acceptance is about my strengths and weaknesses and 
my ability to observe myself. At a deeper level, this is about 
my identity, knowing who I am and embracing myself as I 
am. This need continues throughout my life and is regularly 
challenged by new circumstances. When I am more accept-
ing of who I am, I move from my center with more confi -
dence into the future. Paired with the need for Acceptance 
is the need to experience Potential. My Potential is the 
 “ me ”  I long to become and my willingness to reshape myself 
toward that vision. The need to do so stems from my inter-
nal knowledge that I could be different, I could be more. 
But how? This growing of myself requires internal search-
ing, risking, and acting to test my learning self out in the 
world. 

 Because strong groups grow from strong individuals, 
Acceptance and Potential are also powerful Group Needs; 
they infl uence the way in which we Bond with others 
around a group Purpose so that we can take in the Reality of 
our group ’ s circumstances in order to collectively make an 
Impact.  
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  Acceptance: Knowing and Appreciating
Ourselves for Who We Are 

 Picture an individual alone, not engaged in a group at the 
moment. That person ’ s fi rst need is to accept himself by 
knowing and appreciating himself for who he is. This need is 
refl ected in three statements: 

  I know who I am and what I bring, strengths and 
limitations  

  I can express who I am to myself and others  

  I accept myself for who I am right now    

 Of course, that person has more Group Needs — needs we 
will explore in coming chapters — but for the moment we are 
focused on a core need that provides the foundation for oth-
ers to come. Self-Acceptance is the basis for confi dence and 
personal power. When an individual knows his starting point, 
he can better travel the road ahead. As we elaborate on these 
three statements, notice how they fi t with you and your per-
sonal needs and how they surfaced in Jeanette ’ s story. 

  I Know Who I Am and What I Bring,
Strengths and Limitations 

 Underlying our success in some groups, undermining our suc-
cess in others, is our knowledge of ourselves. And the accu-
racy of it. The r é sum é  information is one thing; talents are 
another. Yes, it ’ s hard to know what you bring to the party 
if you ’ ve never been to this party before — but that ’ s exactly 
what you are called upon to do. For your own sake, you need 
to know what you are pretty good at, not so good at, and 
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 outstandingly good at! Knowing who you are gives you a start-
ing position for your engagement with others. Self-knowledge 
is the fi rst step toward self-Acceptance and expression.  

  I Can Express Who I Am to Myself and Others 

 When you join a group, you need enough clarity about your-
self so that you can speak about yourself to others. The more 
clarity you have, the more articulate you are likely to be. The 
process of getting to know yourself — and learning to express 
who you are — comes from the capacity to be self-refl ective. 
Personal refl ections cause you to step back from yourself and 
become aware of what you are thinking, feeling, and doing. 
These awareness-building observations often translate into 
self-talk — internal refl ections and messages that, for some, 
can take on a conversational quality. It is much easier to be 
articulate about yourself to others if you have given yourself 
the gift of self-refl ection, self-observation, or self-talk that 
is both positive and accurate.  

  I Accept Myself for Who I Am Right Now 

 Self-Acceptance goes beyond just knowing and expressing 
yourself; it also includes being comfortable in doing so. 
An ease with yourself in the present is one refl ection of 
Acceptance. Not who you might be in the future — but 
comfort in and appreciation of who you really are right now. 
For many of us, that is a recurring challenge: to embrace 
our whole selves: talents, style, warts, strengths, blemishes, 
weaknesses — the whole works — right now. Personal growth 
sprouts more readily in the soil of self-Acceptance than on 
the rocks of self-condemnation. Many of us have made it a 
long way on self-criticism, but that is an overused strategy; 
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it should yield to a more positive, self-affi rming alternative. 
Often, what we cannot accept in ourselves, we cannot accept 
in others. The ability to accept ourselves leads to our ability 
to accept others. 

 The success of your work in groups is highly dependent on 
the work you have done within yourself. For example, take 
full engagement, which we discussed in Chapter Two. That 
wonderful ability to be fully present in a group, bringing ideas, 
questions, and opinions — to speak without hesitation. Where 
does that behavior come from?  In large part, from being able to 
affi rm the three statements above. Those self-aware statements 
give individuals the confi dence to speak and to listen. Test 
those statements on yourself. And test the opposite. Most of us 
know also know the times when we could not affi rm those three 
statements, when we felt lost, less able to express or accept who 
we were in the moment. These heavy negative feelings offer 
sad confi rmation that something important is missing, that our 
longing to be ourselves is not being met.   

  Potential: Sensing and Growing
into Our Fuller and Better Selves 

 In describing the need to accept oneself, we dropped a few 
clues about the second personal and Group Need, realizing 
one ’ s Potential. Three statements combine to express that 
second need. 

  I sense that I could be more  

  I am drawn to the possibilities  

  I want to learn and grow    

 Continue to think about Jeanette — and yourself — as you 
read more about these statements. 

•

•

•

c04.indd   65c04.indd   65 7/24/09   9:03:36 AM7/24/09   9:03:36 AM



66  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  I Sense That I Could Be More 

 You watch your life unfold. You cannot help but com-
pare today to yesterday, noting what happened and what 
allowed it to be. As you learn from your recent history, you 
also imagine tomorrow. You know that you can infl uence 
the future and sense your potential to do so. You know you 
do not have to be today what you have always been, that 
you are far from fi nished, that you could be more tomorrow 
than you are today.  

  I Am Drawn to the Possibilities 

 Like most others, you probably hunger for wholeness. You 
want to and lean toward becoming your very best self. You 
want to bring your Potential to life, to activate your better 
self in the world. Individuals vary in that motive, but we each 
know about that inclination within ourselves; we each decide 
how to act on it. Sometimes, busyness crowds out our view 
of the possibilities, but they are still there. This wonderful 
predisposition to move toward your Potential provides a key 
motivational force within transformed groups.  

  I Want to Learn and Grow 

 As a most vulnerable species, we have had to learn to sur-
vive. We humans have excelled at learning and have the 
cerebral cortex to prove it. In the more modern world, many 
of us have the freedom to look beyond survival and learn in 
areas that could help us thrive. Knowing who we are now 
and anticipating what we might become defi nes a space to 
be fi lled with learning. We must grow in order to move from 
who we are now to what we want to become. An open stance 
toward learning and a spirit of discovery will serve you well 
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in a world that seems determined to distract you. If you want 
to create fantastic groups, know that most people long to dis-
cover more about themselves, to act on their possibilities, and 
to learn in service of their Potential. 

 This well of Potential has an unplumbed depth. From 
an early age, we declare what we want to be when we grow 
up. And we ask our children what they want to be. We 
ask adults the question less often as they grow into their 
work, but they hold the question within them. It does not 
take long over coffee or a beer to get most of us to speak to 
what we could be, our possibilities. And not just work pos-
sibilities, but life possibilities. Sometimes it ’ s as concrete as 
a residence, a vacation, a position, or a degree; often it ’ s 
as vague as a dream of contribution, making a difference, 
leaving a legacy. In all but the most discouraged, these 
aspirations suggest what could really motivate this person. 
These aspirations are the foundation of change. Whether 
we set about changing ourselves or our group or our world, 
the aspiration to become more will pull us forward. What 
a different motivational force this is than just fi xing what ’ s 
wrong! Potential is not about fi xing; it is about fulfi lling. 
And this is where we must go if we are to grow and involve 
others in growing.   

  The Creative Dynamic Between
Acceptance and Potential 

 Sense the creative dynamic between Acceptance and 
Potential within yourself. As you can see in the following 
table, these two needs inform each other. On the one side, 
you embrace who you are; on the other side, you reach out for 
more. The space between those two sides creates a dynamic 
that can aid your fulfi llment — just as it did for Jeanette. 
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She accepted the assignment to help create the new college 
course because she knew that her current capabilities would 
enable her to be up to the task. When she discovered that 
this experience would be fi lled with so many new elements, 
the clarity and confi dence created by her self-Acceptance 
enabled her to move into the unknown as a learner. Through 
her partnership with Ed, she built new skills and mastered 
new content. The result was an enhanced self-esteem and 
excitement about what she is now prepared to bring to her 
next assignment. 

 Embracing Acceptance and Potential simultaneously gives 
you a third view; you are stretched to consider, How do I do 
all of this at once? Present and future, Reality and possibility, 
yin and yang may be awakened within you. Living in the 
whole loop defi ned by these two paired Group Needs stirs 
you when you seek to fulfi ll both. Your motivation is larger 
than what comes from considering one side of the loop or 
the other. Words within this fertile space include knowledge, 
expression, acceptance, motivation, potential, anticipation, 
comfort, learning, risk, power, clarity, excitement — words 
that fi t with our interviews with members of extraordinary 
groups.           

The Creative Dynamic of Acceptance and Potential

Acceptance: Knowing 
and Appreciating  Myself 
for Who I Am.  

The Creative Dynamic 
↔

Potential: Sensing 
and Growing into My 
Fuller/Better Self.

I accept myself for who I 
am right now 

↔ I sense that I could be 
more

I know who I am and 
what I bring

↔ I am drawn to my 
possibilities

I can express who I am to 
myself and others

↔ I want to learn and grow
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 Think about professional sports teams playing to win 
within the boundaries of its game. As spectators, we see from 
their struggle that this game is important. After the game, 
ask individuals why they play and you will hear an array of 
responses that point to important motivations that lie below 
the surface: loving the game, being paid big bucks, gaining 
recognition, serving God, achieving fairness and equality, 
being a model for kids, providing for family, having fun, using 
a unique talent, loving to win, achieving personal best. These 
various motives emerge when individual players go through 
the thinking discussed in this chapter. When each player 
knows who she is and what she wants, each can more pow-
erfully join with the other members to form a team — and be 
ready to fulfi ll the team ’ s purpose: winning the game. Without 
the individual clarity that comes from the interplay between 
Acceptance and Potential, the team will struggle to fi nd its 
center. And so it is with the rest of us too. Know who you 
are, what you bring, and what you aspire to. This awareness 
empowers you and you will empower your group.  

  Guidance: Ways to Meet the Needs
of Acceptance and Potential 

 Because self-Acceptance and Potential are uniquely personal 
among the six Group Needs, our guidance is focused on you and 
you alone. Other loops of the model, in the next two chapters, 
will help you think about yourself in relation to your groups and 
the world. But here, we consider you as an individual to build 
the awareness and strength you bring to your groups. Four sug-
gestions focus on your self-Acceptance and Potential: 

  Learn about yourself and your Potential  

  Accept yourself in order to accept others  

•

•
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  Understand and apply your strengths  

  Learn in order to live more fully    

 The remainder of this chapter builds on these suggestions 
with questions that ask you to refl ect on the ideas we ’ ve pre-
sented. Those questions are followed by sample actions —
 perhaps useful as you prepare yourself to be an even more 
effective person and group member. You will fi nd us using 
this same pattern in most of the remaining chapters: content 
followed by questions for you and actions for you with your 
group. And if you want to learn even more, turn to Appendix 
A; you ’ ll fi nd exercises that build nicely on this chapter and 
the next two. 

 Now move ahead with this chapter with a journal in hand. 
Refl ect on yourself as you read, take a few notes, and con-
sider possible actions that acknowledge where you are today 
(Acceptance) and move you toward where you would like to 
be tomorrow (Potential). 

  Learn About Yourself and Your Potential 

 In the ebb and fl ow of good times and harder times, our expe-
rience in groups provides us with the regular and constant 
opportunity to refl ect on ourselves, to accept who we have 
become so far, and to discover our Potential. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Use the Group Needs model 
to more deeply understand yourself and how you engage with 
groups of friends, coworkers, neighbors, and family members. 
This internal work begins before you show up with the group. 
You do not have to wait until the next meeting to discover 
more about yourself. The upcoming questions relate to your 
need to know yourself as you are now and how you might 

•

•
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be within your Potential. Answer them and your needs will 
move into sharper focus: 

  How would you describe yourself in twenty-fi ve words or 
less?  

  How would others describe you?  

  How much do you prefer working with others versus 
working alone?  

  What are the advantages to you of the ways you prefer to 
work?  

  When you think about your future, how is it similar to or 
different from what you are doing today?  

  Where do you get your inspiration? Where does it lead 
you?    

 Notice how easy or diffi cult it was to answer these ques-
tions. Your readiness to answer suggests something about how 
alive these questions are in your life. Quick, lengthy, deep 
responses suggest the questions are more alive for you, that 
you are more aware of who you are and what you want to 
become. If the questions lead you to unfamiliar ground and 
your responses are slower in coming, perhaps that indicates 
a fruitful place for your continuing refl ection. The crux of 
the Self loop of our model is that self-awareness leads to per-
sonal power, and in our minds, awareness includes the ability 
to express your observations of yourself. Your personal Group 
Needs of Acceptance and Potential stand behind each of 
these questions and your answers.  

  Sample Actions for You.   Here you ’ ll fi nd a set of sugges-
tions for actions you can take to learn more about yourself 
and your Potential. 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Think about the qualities you bring to groups. Don ’ t 
think about this deeply; answer off the top of your head —
 much as you might if a friend were to ask you. Write 
down your main thoughts. Consider how well these 
thoughts represent you, and your comfort with your 
answers.  

  Refl ect on one group that is particularly important to 
you. Make notes to yourself on these questions: What 
have you learned from participating in this group? 
How has this learning been important for you? Of the 
six Group Needs, which does this group meet for you? 
Which of your Group Needs are regularly frustrated in 
this group?  

  After reviewing the explanation of the Self loop early in 
this chapter, note what you could do to better meet your 
Group Needs of Acceptance and Potential in the group 
you just wrote about. Write actions you might take.      

  Accept Yourself in Order to Accept Others 

 We are all works in progress, with fl airs and fl aws, strengths 
and limitations. Others can help us become more accepting of 
ourselves when they acknowledge our contributions. But let ’ s 
face it, many of us are regularly frustrated in our accomplish-
ments and are critical of ourselves as a result. Those frustra-
tions are so widely felt as to suggest they are a natural part of 
life. When we live with this as a life truth, it suggests that we 
might be well served by being more accepting and less critical 
of ourselves. That in turn will lead to us being more accept-
ing of others. We cannot appreciate in others what we are
critical of in ourselves. These thoughts are central to the 
 following questions and actions. 

•

•

•
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  Refl ection Questions for You.   Knowing yourself is empow-
ering; these questions lead to answers that strengthen you. 

  What do you regularly appreciate about yourself? What 
characteristics? Talents? Idiosyncrasies?  

  What do you regularly have a hard time accepting in 
yourself?  

  How could you be more accepting of yourself as you are 
right now?  

  How do your views on yourself affect your views of others? 
Cite examples.  

  What are your thought patterns about others — in terms of 
your appreciation or criticism — while working with others 
in groups?  

  What could you better appreciate about yourself that 
might lead to appreciation of others?     

  Sample Actions for You.   These actions are especially valu-
able when attended to over time. Expect long-term results to 
come through that regular attention. 

  Practice deeper appreciation of yourself. Make a list of 
what is wonderful about you. Notice how you feel about 
that one-sided list. Feelings of embarrassment or unwor-
thiness suggest you have more work to do.  

  Note something about yourself that you routinely do not 
appreciate. Now, ask yourself how that behavior or char-
acteristic serves you well in your life. There must be some 
reasons that you keep doing this.  

  Engage a friend in talking about an aspect of your own 
behavior or personality that you regularly have diffi culty 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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with. Ask your friend how he or she lives with this quality 
of yours — and how you might.  

  When someone you know is deeply critical of himself in a 
way that negatively affects him, help him move toward a
recognition of this as a common human condition and 
Acceptance of who he is right now — fl aws and all. Do 
this by expressing your appreciation for the fi ne qualities 
he brings to your group, empathizing with him about the 
challenge of dealing with personal fl aws, and recalling 
similar struggles with Acceptance in your own life.      

  Understand and Apply Your Strengths 

 Our interviews show that in extraordinary groups, people are 
respected as individuals and for their knowledge and skills. 
When they apply their talents to group Purpose, others value 
them and their strengths. This emphasis on strengths rather 
than fl aws fuels a motivating climate of respect and appre-
ciation. This positive mind-set encourages people to accept 
themselves, warts and all. Acceptance in the group is rooted 
in self-Acceptance by each individual. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Look into yourself for quali-
ties that are important to you but seldom get expression. 

  What talents do you regularly bring to your groups?  

  How might you better bring your full self to those groups?  

  How can you help others you work with recognize and 
utilize the talent you bring?  

  What talents are you withholding that you truly believe 
would be useful?  

  What could you do to gain greater Acceptance of your 
shortcomings along with your talents?     

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Sample Actions for You.   To actively apply your strengths 
in one of your groups, you may need to let people know 
directly about your talents, knowledge or skills. You can also 
use your interactions with group members as a way to gain 
greater insight about your strengths. 

  More frequently express what you can or would like to 
contribute. Do so with the spirit of making an offer rather 
than bragging.  

  Think, speak, and act more in terms of how you can help, 
not how you cannot.  

  When you are not getting the appreciation you need, ask 
for some feedback on what you have contributed and its 
impact.  

  Ask others what they value that you contribute to groups. 
And ask what else you might do.  

  Ask others which of your behaviors might detract from 
your own or group performance. Make a point of under-
standing them fully.      

  Learn in Order to Live More Fully 

 Early humans learned to adapt to survive, and we con-
tinue to do so today. We must learn in order to live our 
lives at a basic level. And we must learn in order to be 
fully alive and thrive: engaged, curious, imaginative, cre-
ative, risk-taking — and yet practical and grounded in 
Reality. We know from our sixty interviews about extraor-
dinary groups that learning is pervasive. What is excit-
ing to the group is rooted in the individual. With that 
in mind, the following questions and actions pursue your
excitement. 

•

•

•

•

•
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  Refl ection Questions for You.   At some level for all of us, 
work and life are joined — as these questions suggest. When you 
think of  “ work ”  include what you do in your volunteer life. 

  What kinds of questions about work and life do you fi nd 
yourself regularly intrigued by? Why?  

  Who do you like to talk with about your questions? What 
do you fi nd rewarding about those discussions?  

  What kind of work do you like to do  — to the point you 
would almost do it even if you were not paid?  

  If you had the time and money to learn something brand 
new to you, what would it be?  

  What is your reaction to the line of questioning we are 
pursuing here? Why?    

 Each of these questions attempts to move you beyond 
your regular experience in the direction of what your life 
might be if you learned more. The intent is not to create a 
plan as much as to become more aware of what excites you 
about learning and the directions your learning and your life 
might take, given the option.  

  Sample Actions for You.   Practice seeing your work through 
the lens of your life — as these actions suggest. 

  Describe a time in your life when you were excited about 
learning. Describe the circumstances that surrounded that 
great experience, all that allowed it to happen. Consider 
how that time compares to your present life and work, 
and what you could do about it.  

  Make an intentionally ambitious, even unrealistic, list of 
what you would like to learn more about in your work, 
your community, your life.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Volunteer for action that uses your existing skills and 
stretches you to learn new ones.  

  Develop a plan for personal growth, including the steps 
you will take. Seek help from others along the way. 
Report to them on what you are doing.  

  In one of your groups, express what you want to learn and 
why this is important to you.    

 This completes our exploration of Acceptance and Potential. 
We hope that our suggestions for questions to refl ect upon and 
actions to take have given you some increased sense of your 
current and future self. Chapter Five moves you from the Self 
loop of our model into the Group loop and the needs for Bond 
and Purpose.                     

•

•

•
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          5    

JOINING FOR PURPOSE           

  “ Anything is possible! ”  Suzi took this life-changing mes-
sage away from her work on the 2008 presidential campaign. 
A corporate marketing executive turned stay-at-home mom 
with two young children, she went from having nothing to 
do with politics to national involvement. In less than one 
year. All of this started with one simple question: What else 
can I do to help? 

 In Suzi ’ s state, party caucuses select presidential candi-
dates. People in neighborhood precincts select delegates, who 
attend a county caucus where delegates are chosen to go to 
a state caucus, resulting in national delegates who go to the 
party ’ s national convention. Suzi attended her precinct cau-
cus in February and at the close asked what else she could do 
to help. Six months and three levels later, she found herself 
at the national political convention. And she continued vol-
unteering right through election day. 

 The amazing group in Suzi ’ s experience involved about 
fourteen volunteers; sometimes more and sometimes fewer, 
depending on the phase of the campaign. These people, 
plus one paid staff member, showed up and worked tirelessly 
between caucus rounds. Their Purpose grew as the process 
unfolded. Initially they made sure pledged delegates showed 
up at the next caucus. As the campaign and group matured, 
they took on more responsibility. They assessed their candi-
date ’ s vulnerability to other contenders; they assured a strong 
presence at all events; they strategized to assure diversity of 
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selected delegates. They identifi ed potential delegates who 
could use the title of  “ national delegate ”  to encourage new 
voters in the general election. As the weeks fl ew by, Suzi 
recalls that  “ we were beating the odds. We felt if we worked 
hard enough, we would make it happen! ”  

 Geographically spread, members relied on technology to 
support their collaboration, which Suzi sees as a major strength 
of the group. They e-mailed, they texted; they relied on a cam-
paign Web site and Google documents to provide them with 
guidance.  “ We were empowered to make a difference. We felt 
that everything we did would help to make a difference in the 
country and in the world. ”  Everyone had a job to do; all were 
focused on getting their candidate elected. In addition to deal-
ing with a strong opposing campaign, they were challenged 
to  “ stay in the loop with one another. ”  Several times a week, 
conference calls allowed the group to discuss the more com-
plex issues. They made very few Yes or No decisions. More 
often in their discussions someone would propose an idea or 
action and ask, What do you think? Each person involved was 
highly committed to getting their candidate elected. When 
tempers would fl are and  “ things got heated, we would go back 
to that point and regroup. ”  

 Success depended on follow through. And people did. 
Collectively members seemed to have the right skills,  “ so that 
we could plug people in when we needed to ”  to get things 
done. Because of the trust in the group, people let others 
move ahead. This Bond developed quickly, primarily through 
the phone calls:  “ After just two weeks of working so intensely 
together, it felt like we had been doing this for much longer! 
Our energy got channeled so quickly!  . . .  With too much 
to do and operating in a dispersed way, we had to trust each 
other. ”  When asked about bonding, she told us that  “ we 
all worked closely together through to the actual election, 
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 supporting each other ’ s efforts ”  — whether working crowds 
at summer parades or ringing door-bells in neighborhoods. 
Understandably, there was an even tighter Bond among those 
who were delegates at the national convention. 

 Looking back on her extraordinary year, Suzi knows that 
her experience was transforming.  “ I volunteer a lot more now 
and am more locally aware. ”  Now linked through a Google 
group to other national delegates, she knows that this dif-
ference in her life represents  “ a long-term change. It has 
changed me and my family. My six-year-old son tells people 
 ‘ Mommy helped get the President elected ’  and my younger 
daughter went with me to knock on doors in Florida. My kids 
know that one individual can have a global impact. ”  Suzi is 
clear:  “ For me this was life-changing. ”   

  Overview of Bond and Purpose 

Bond

Pu
rp

os
e

GROUP

 The last chapter highlighted our needs for Acceptance and 
Potential; as individuals, we bring these two needs when we 
join a group. This chapter addresses the two Group Needs we 
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meet within a group: the Bond that holds the group together 
and the Purpose that the group commits to achieving. As 
with Acceptance and Potential, Bond and Purpose are linked; 
they represent the two sides of the Group loop in our model. 

 At work, home, and in the community, we live in small 
groups; we express ourselves through groups; we form our identi-
ties within groups; we appraise who we are by what happens to 
us in groups. And as we do all of this, we hone our skills, giving 
and receiving from these smallish groups of people who Bond 
together in Purpose. Bond and Purpose are inextricably linked. 
We fi nd it hard to think about one without referring to the 
other. As in Suzi ’ s campaign group, the shared passionate com-
mitment to their Purpose fed the Bond between them. Their 
mutual trust and collective identity fueled the energy and drive 
that was needed to sustain them through countless phone calls, 
meeting after meeting, late nights, and early mornings. 

 We now consider Bond and Purpose in some depth. Then 
we offer guidance, refl ections, and actions to meet your own 
Group Needs for Bond and Purpose, as well as support other 
group members in doing the same.  

  Bond: Our Shared Sense of
Identity and Belonging 

 Groups provide the human contact we need: We  “ be- long  ”  to a 
group. As we Bond with other members, we establish our shared 
sense of identity and belonging. This is where  “ Everybody 
knows your name, ”  as they say on that old TV show,  Cheers.  
At their best, groups enfold us, they love us for who we are, 
and they are protect us no matter what. We like groups small 
enough that we can know everyone and large enough to give 
us a sense of shared power. Whether a neighborhood or a social 
club, joining with others of like mind helps us feel safe. 
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 Group bonds develop over time, seldom instantaneously. 
They are built from the continued contact of those involved. 
Members joined with Purpose in mind may be surprised to 
discover that somehow they have bonded along the way. 
Developing that Bond is like dipping a candle. The strength 
comes from reinforcing the connection, layer upon layer, time 
after time. Some groups discover they have a Bond even more 
important than their original Purpose. When group Bond is 
working, members are likely to agree, individually and collec-
tively, with these statements: 

  We know who we are together.  

  We create a safe space for each other.  

  We each play our parts.    

 Synergistically, each statement builds on the others. Here 
are some elaborations and connections. Think about Suzi ’ s 
experience as you read ahead. 

  We Know Who We Are Together 

 Members joining a new group arrive with a sense of themselves 
and their futures — strongly or weakly formed. However we show 
up, we build from here. The previous chapter supports arriving 
more strongly, but whoever we are at this moment, we want
to know each other and build our actions upon that. We need to
know ourselves individually to help build our collective sense of 
our ourselves as a group. And our group is more than a collec-
tion of individual selves. The chemistry among us will give our 
group its own identity. As we join with others, we get to know 
each other in the context of our Purpose. An identity begins to 
form for the group that includes  “ who we are, what we are capa-
ble of, and how we do things here. ”  These understandings help 

•

•

•
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defi ne the group. Extraordinary groups lay a foundation based 
upon getting to know one another because they know they will 
need to rely on each other soon.  

  We Create a Safe Place for Each Other 

 A group needs a place — even if it is in cyberspace. Members 
need a place to meet, where the individuals can become the 
group. And it must be safe enough to learn about the diverse 
talents, backgrounds, and perspectives available in the group. 
Safety within the group is important to risking together out 
in the world. We have enough to worry about  “ out there ”  
as we pursue our Purpose. We don ’ t want to complicate our 
work  “ in here ”  with murky dynamics, mistrust, and a energy-
consuming internal process. What happens inside the group 
is predictable — in the best senses of that word. Even passion-
ate disagreements can feel reassuring — when we expect them. 
Even expressing mistakes can feel good — if  “ that ’ s the way we 
do things around here. ”  

 Members of extraordinary groups often develop a commit-
ment to each other that is beyond reason. They can feel so 
close, so tight, as to feel even tribal. One interviewee spoke of 
being a  “ blood brother ”  with other team members!  “ Tribal ”  call-
sup from the past our more primitive notions of self, where we 
came from. We may have overlaid those ancient dynamics with 
more sophisticated twenty-fi rst century forms, but they have not 
disappeared. The iPhones and Blackberries that connect us in 
the twenty-fi rst century are often meeting ancient tribal needs.  

  We Each Play Our Part 

 Do not start looking for your script; it is much more intri-
cate than that. Your group is a  “ play ”  in which you write 
your own role while others write theirs. And you do this 
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simultaneously, all in search of your place in the group, a 
place that can continue to shift through time. As others 
redefi ne their parts, as circumstance changes the demands 
on the group, as group purpose shifts, as your life priorities 
change, all of this affects the part you play. In extraordi-
nary groups, members know what to expect of each other. 
And they know that all of the parts are key to their success. 
They know who the strategist is. And the detail person. 
And the optimist. And the clown. And the action people, 
the cautious people, the reticent people, and who gets this 
group moving. They love seeing all this come together in 
ways unique to this one amazing group. 

 Our various parts are affected by having an explicit, 
declared Purpose but are not dependent on that; we gravi-
tate toward our roles because of the talent we bring and want 
to contribute and because of how we want to grow into our 
Potential. While Bond is mostly about internal dynamics 
between members, Purpose links those members to the world 
outside the group.   

  Purpose: The Reason We Come Together 

 Just as we need to connect with others, we also long to be 
joined with others in shared Purpose — the reason we come 
together. We group to extend our reach and infl uence, or to 
do work, or to, as in Suzi ’ s example, help get a particular can-
didate elected president. We come together in an effort that 
is larger than ourselves, where collective energy and capac-
ity combine to achieve something that could or would never 
be done by individuals alone. At their best, groups know 
why they exist, where they are going, and their members are 
ready to give what is expected of them to fulfi ll the common 
Purpose. 
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 We see two primary group purposes: (1) Purpose focused 
outward on change in the world outside the group. Groups in 
the workplace and community typically set out to affect their 
outer world. Whether for pay or not, they join for Impact. 
These groups tend to be task-driven and externally oriented. 
We refer to them as External Change groups. (2) Purpose that 
supports individual group members, who in turn go out into 
the world and make a difference in their own unique ways. 
Examples include workshops, support groups, book clubs, 
hobby clubs, social organizations, and families. These groups 
are typically more socially and internally oriented and we call 
them Individual Support groups. 

 Purpose works in a tight creative dynamic with Bond. 
While Bond knits the group together from the inside, Purpose 
pulls the group forward and often outward in a common 
direction. Members caught up in Purpose might make state-
ments like these: 

  We move in the same direction.  

  We infl uence each other.  

  We count on each other.    

 Purpose statements are deeply informed by what the 
group intends to do in the World, as refl ected in the World 
loop of the model discussed in the next chapter. The world 
out there gives the Group its reason to Bond and its Purpose. 
Nationally, we see Suzi ’ s group as an example, or groups 
focused on reforming health care or education or safety. 
Locally, we see people claiming a seat at the table of civic 
dialogue. We see unions pursuing of the rights of their mem-
bers. The possibility of making a difference in the world calls 
people together and forward in action. 

•

•

•
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  We Move in the Same Direction 

 This statement is about both the direction and the move-
ment; we know what we want and what we are doing 
together. We can see ourselves move and that builds our col-
lective motivation; it reinforces our belief in our ultimate 
success. We are excited by discussions of Purpose and progress 
toward fulfi lling it. We need to repeat, sometimes almost ritu-
ally, those discussions to reinforce our shared commitment. 
When we are not moving together or not moving at all, our 
sense of shared Purpose is at risk.  

  We Infl uence Each Other 

 We are defi ned not so much by our individual purposes as 
our collective Purpose, and to reach that we listen to each 
other. In the process, we refi ne what we are about together; 
we infl uence each other as we search for what we agree upon 
together. Without this, our shared Purpose is not clear, is not 
held deeply and collectively. When we have few opportuni-
ties to infl uence each other, we risk uninformed individual 
actions that damage the group. We need a process that assures 
us that we have our individual say in pursuit of group Purpose, 
and we need to know that our voice can make a difference. 
That is, because of what one person says, a group could alter 
its direction; one person can make a difference.  

  We Count on Each Other 

 In more extraordinary groups, it is a source of pride that we do 
not have to look to see if our teammates are beside us; we know 
they are. And we know this is a unique experience and one that 
we treasure. Counting on each other comes with shared par-
ticipation in great outcomes in which each person carries out 
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his or her role as the group expected. Often these are roles well 
discussed and rehearsed, but other times a member improvises 
and does so in a way that demonstrates her deep understand-
ing of and dedication to the group and its Purpose. In doing so, 
she reinforces,  “ You can count on me. ”  And counting on each 
other includes regular reminders that members of the group  are  
counting on each other; that they must do this together; that 
they cannot achieve their Purpose separately.   

  The Creative Dynamic Between Bond and Purpose 

 Joining with others can be fulfi lling beyond the limits of an 
isolated, individual experience. Grouping creates the possibil-
ity of building something larger than we ourselves imagined. 
With more minds, more muscle, more ideas, more motiva-
tion, more support, who knows what we might be able to 
do? Maybe discover a new place for ourselves in the world. 
Maybe create and sustain an effort for years making a huge 
difference in our organization. Maybe spark a magical group 
experience of the kind we would like to replicate again and 
again. These  “ maybes ”  are among the reasons people choose 
to Bond together united in Purpose in the creative dynamic 
shown in this next table.

The Creative Dynamic of Bond and Purpose

  Bond  :   Our Shared Sense 
of Identity and Belonging  

  The Creative Dynamic  
↔

  Purpose:     The Reason We 
Come Together  

  We know who we are 
together  

↔   We infl uence each other  

  We create a safe space for 
each other  

↔   We move in the same 
direction  

  We each play our parts 
together  

↔   We count on each other  
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 So far, this chapter has been an elaboration on the state-
ments listed under Bond and Purpose above. The extraor-
dinary groups we studied were notable in their interplay of 
these two needs, using Bond to support Purpose and vice 
versa. They saw and built upon the creative dynamic between 
these two needs. In Suzi ’ s evolving campaign experience, the 
skills and talents of group members were employed in vari-
ous ways to help their candidate successfully pass through 
the next hurdle, on the way to the national nomination.  “ At 
the very minimum, ”  she recalls,  “ we behaved like coworkers 
and most of the time we were very dependent on each other. 
Different people had different skills, knowledge, leadership, 
and time. We ’ d leverage different items from different people 
as we needed to. ”  The Woodlands Group offers another fi ne 
example of this.    

  A Shift in Purpose 

 We interviewed Frank, a thirty-year member of the Woodlands 
Group. He joined a few years after the group was founded in 
the late 1970s when ten men began meeting weekends once 
a quarter to discuss their roles as corporate training directors. 
Over the fi rst fi fteen years of its life, the group reshaped itself 
radically in membership, its structure changed, its Purpose 
evolved. Today the Woodlands Group is fourteen independent 
consultants, seven men and seven women plus spouses or part-
ners. They still meet quarterly around North America for three 
days at a time, but their Purpose has shifted to exploring indi-
vidual, organizational, and societal change. The Woodlands 
Group has intentionally altered its course, refl ecting regularly 
on its Bond and Purpose. According to Frank,  “ The group has 
deepened in community, trust, and love. We ’ ve challenged 
ourselves about how well our ideas really work. We ’ ve become 
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much more intentional about our purposes. We have suffered 
together, born each other ’ s burdens. We are a small loving 
community that has made real contributions to each other 
and to other organizations. ”  

 In early years the Woodlands Group excluded visitors, 
including spouses, and met only for the benefi t of indi-
vidual members; during this period, it was an example of 
Individual Support groups. Thirty plus years later, the group 
now it invites signifi cant others and visitors; it gives its time 
consulting to community organizations and government. 
This group ’ s Purpose is now a combination of External 
Change and Individual Support. In this way, Woodlands is 
similar to other extraordinary groups we learned about, in 
which Purpose can shift, broaden, and deepen over time. 
As members listen to each other, they loosen their hold 
on their initial assumptions. A fi ner expression of Purpose 
can emerge, usually related to the former Purpose, but more 
compelling, challenging, and meaningful. Their strong 
intentions allow members to refi ne their Purpose as they 
move forward. 

 Frank believes these shifts in Bond and Purpose have 
been essential to the Woodland ’ s Group ’ s continuing vitality. 
His words — and words from other interviews — encourage us 
to emphasize the richness of the creative dynamic between 
Bond and Purpose, the two sides of the Group loop. We 
heard words like loyalty, love, history, suffering, commitment, 
performance, protection, ritual, frustration, habit, celebra-
tion, and competition. This fertile fi eld between the group ’ s 
internal relationship needs and the external task needs is 
full of possibilities. Possibilities fed by deeper needs behind 
the issues of the moment, possibilities that reach beyond the 
rational and the balance sheet toward larger needs members 
experience individually and collectively. And the tighter 
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members are bonded in joint Purpose, the more powerful they 
will be out in the world. 

 Our fi eld work also suggests that extraordinary groups are 
drawn to discovery, moving from known toward unknown. 
This mystery adds to the thrill of getting involved. Where 
individually members may not have the power to move, 
as a group they build power by reinforcing each other and 
moving beyond what they have ever done before. Our small 
group of two, as authors of this book, fi ts with this descrip-
tion. We have been excited by our exploration, not by 
knowing but by discovering our way. We have given each 
other courage to explore beyond our edges. This same pat-
tern surfaced in Suzi ’ s group, the Woodland ’ s Group, and 
many other extraordinary groups we studied. The feelings 
within these groups are of latitude leading to creativity and 
discovery. Yes, there are boundaries provided by Purpose, 
but they are off in the distance, allowing plenty of room to 
move and discover. 

 Extraordinary groups embrace both the Bond and the 
Purpose sides of the Group loop. Seeing through this third 
view, it ’ s about all six messages summarized in the table 
above, coming into play. Those intentions and actions come 
from seeing the whole Group loop and doing what ’ s necessary 
to bring it to fuller life, perhaps creating a bit of transforma-
tion along the way. 

 In many ways groups of two to twenty are the world writ 
small, having close boundaries and dynamics that make them 
more manageable than the whole of the world. Within group 
boundaries, members can decide how they want to operate 
together. In groups, individuals do not have to take on the 
whole world by themselves. Members benefi t from the belief 
that together they can make a difference—one that they 
could not make by themselves alone.    

c05.indd   91c05.indd   91 7/24/09   9:04:06 AM7/24/09   9:04:06 AM



92  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  Guidance: Ways to Meet the Needs
of Bond and Purpose 

 In Chapter Four, you thought about Acceptance and 
Potential separate from other Group Needs. But what hap-
pens when those very personal needs meet needs clearly 
centered in the group — Bond and Purpose? That ’ s what the 
rest of this chapter is about; it joins you with the group, 
moving you from the detached  “ Me ”  to the connected 
 “ We. ”  As in Chapter Four, we offer guidance on think-
ing about these two Group Needs that includes refl ection 
questions and sample actions you can take to further your 
understanding. 

 Here ’ s a typical situation that this chapter is written 
to address: Imagine that at work you have been asked to 
join a task force of ten people from different departments 
and positions in your organization. You approach the fi rst 
meeting with many questions: What will they be like to 
work with? How should I present myself? What will they 
think of me? What do I want to accomplish? What will I 
gain from this? What should I wear? What will it cost me? 
A few minutes before your arrival, you are still consider-
ing these questions, many related to your self-Acceptance 
and Potential. Other members will arrive with their own 
Group Needs and similar questions in mind. Each of you 
will wonder how you will do and how this group of sepa-
rate individuals might get something done together. If this 
sounds familiar, the rest of this chapter should be helpful 
to you. We begin with four suggestions useful in the inte-
gration of individual and Group Needs: 

  Pursue service and learning.  

  Facilitate group progress.  

•

•
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  Bring lightness and humor.  

  Use confl ict as a source of creativity.    

 As in the previous chapter, we will elaborate on each of 
these suggestions as well as offer questions for you to think 
about and actions for you to consider taking with your group. 
Look in Appendix A for exercises that give you further prac-
tice in meeting Bond and Purpose needs. 

  Pursue Service and Learning 

 What a graceful entry this fi rst strategy provides! You are 
there to serve the group ’ s Purpose; you are there to learn 
from others and the situation. Enter in this open manner 
as a model of generosity and service above self. Your posi-
tive intentions and constructive behavior are appreciated 
by your colleagues. You model openness to information and 
ideas along with commitment to the reason that brings you 
all together. Your example encourages others to do the same. 
Ideally, you enter a group with a good sense of yourself, who 
you are and what you need; you integrate those needs by 
looking at how you can be useful to the group and its purpose. 
Yes, you want to meet your own needs and you also want to 
meet the group ’ s needs; you enter with that positive bias. 

 The selfl essness of this strategy may challenge you, but we 
look to our sixty extraordinary groups for reinforcement. Time 
after time, when groups were highly successful, members were 
impressed by the generosity, the lack of ego, the openness of 
members. This infectious strategy opens the group to alterna-
tives never considered in groups of more self-serving and all-
knowing individuals. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Imagine intentionally build-
ing your excitement about joining a new group. Imagine 

•

•
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 entering in a positive spirit, leaning into the experience, with 
these questions in mind: 

  What do you need to know or understand to be an effec-
tive member of this group?  

  Who can help you learn what you need to know right 
now?  

  How might you best serve what the group is doing?  

  How might you contribute to the learning of other group 
members?    

 Continue to use these questions long after your entry to 
the group. Continue to serve; continue to learn.  

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   Consider how you might 
practice acting differently for the sake of learning. 

  If you are one to speak and act quickly and early, try an 
alternative approach. Instead of making statements to 
others, ask questions of others. What do you learn because 
of this shift in the way you normally do things?  

  If you are one who typically sits back and observes, use 
your quiet time differently than you usually do. For exam-
ple, note how other members demonstrate service to the 
group and learning from the group. What action might 
you take to be of service or actively encourage learning in 
the group?  

  Ask the group to take some time to discuss what moti-
vates members, why they choose to belong. Then ask 
what the group could do to meet more of these needs.  

  As you listen to the group, consider what Group Needs 
members are trying to meet, what might be motivating 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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them to behave as they do. When you act, do so with 
other ’ s needs in mind.      

  Facilitate Group Progress 

 You are in a group to help it move toward success. You may 
not be the leader or facilitator in a formal sense, but as a 
member you can help the group join in common action and 
Purpose. Like the previous strategy, this requires a group-
serving rather than self-serving mind-set. The actions you 
take, the questions you hold are quite different from a more 
self-centered orientation. You see the group through the eyes 
of someone who wants the group to be highly successful; 
you want to see movement toward Purpose and unity within 
the group. You ’ ve read here what ’ s required to create an 
extraordinary group and you can see the needs the group is 
trying to meet. Do your part to make this happen. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   During a group meeting, 
keep these questions in mind; look for opportunities to use 
one or two you have never used before. Mentally replay a 
recent group meeting and review it from the framework of 
these questions: 

  What did you do to help your group, a group meeting, or 
other group members be more effective? Be specifi c.  

  What else could you have done to increase effectiveness?  

  How does your behavior in this meeting fi t with your typi-
cal behavior in meetings?  

  What could you do next time to help this group progress?  

  What would be rewarding to you about changing your 
behavior?     

•

•

•

•

•
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  Sample Actions with Your Group.   Of the many behaviors 
that might help a group progress, these pay particular atten-
tion to the group needs for Bond and Purpose: 

  Before meetings, do your homework and arrive focused. 
Set aside concerns and distractions; keep group Bond and 
Purpose in mind.  

  Show your support for other ’ s participation by looking at 
them, using their names, asking for their points of view, 
building on what they say, praising their contributions, 
thanking them.  

  Point out important common ground when you see it, 
helping the group understand what they have created 
together so far.  

  Keep to the task or agenda that the group has agreed 
upon. Be exemplary in this regard. Don ’ t hesitate to ask, 
or remind the group, of where they are in their work.  

  Here is a set of useful questions for tracking group prog-
ress: Please help me understand — what are we doing right 
now? Who is going to do this? Who wants to help? What 
is it that we seem to be saying? Remind me again; how 
does this serve our purpose? What do you think we have 
learned from this? What have we accomplished so far? 
Make a point of using at least one of these questions in 
your next group meeting.      

  Bring Lightness and Humor 

 A diffi cult notion to capture, but important to note: A light 
touch wins out over heavy-handedness in exceptional groups. 
Just-enough, just-in-time. Just enough clarity. Just enough 
structure. Just enough role defi nition. Just enough boundaries. 

•

•

•

•

•
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Too much structure, role clarity, or defi nition of Purpose limits 
the creativity on which amazing groups thrive.  “ Just enough ”  
creates a sense of unifi ed Purpose and clarity, so that people 
feel grounded, safe, and free to move forward. Structure is 
most useful when provided just-in-time, just when the group 
needs it to move the work ahead. For example, rather than 
creating a long list of ground rules as the group gets started, 
consider creating one or two at a time, when the work calls 
for it. 

 Another aspect of lightness so apparent in extraordi-
nary groups is delightful, joyful humor that happens spon-
taneously and generously. Its spirit is warm and appreciative 
of others, not cutting or competitive. Humor is creative, 
and creativity often springs from humor and its irrever-
ence. With humorous observations comes the chance for 
a  different take, a new idea, or an original thought. And 
humor often refl ects a larger or balancing perspective on 
the situation. In effect, it says,  “ This isn ’ t all as serious and 
important as we have been treating it . . . there is life out-
side this meeting and this work.”   Humor allows people to 
laugh at themselves and with each other, implicitly recog-
nizing that as  wonderful as we are, we are also fl awed and 
funny. In that there is the suggestion of lightness and for-
giveness. All of this supports groups surpassing their own 
expectations. A last point: When everyone is laughing 
together, at that moment they are all in the same place —
 just what groups need to increase their Bond and move for-
ward toward Purpose together. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   With one particular and 
important group in mind, consider these questions as a way to 
prepare for discussions in your group about how to go about 
the work. 
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  What do we currently use to structure our work? How are 
those elements working for us? Are there any that seem to 
get in our way?  

  Who among our group seems to have the right skills or 
talents for the various things needing to be done?  

  What do we really seem to enjoy about working with each 
other?  

  How does humor show up in our group?  On a scale of 
appreciate to competitive, where does it stand?  

  What type of humor do you contribute? What intention do 
you have when you say things that cause others to laugh?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   

  Encourage a discussion of the way your group works — the 
roles, the procedure, the measurements, the meetings. 
Check on member satisfaction with these various 
elements.  

  Notice tendencies of members to control the group, and 
notice the impact when that happens. Talk with the 
group about when controls are more and less helpful. 
Discuss the effect of task controls on group membership.  

  Notice how often your group joins in appreciating humor. 
Notice how light or heavy the atmosphere is in your 
group. What does this suggest the group needs more or 
less of ?  

  Make a point of interjecting humor into your group ’ s 
work. Describe an experience with the intent of getting a 
laugh. Or make fun of yourself in a way you believe others 
will identify with. Or gently tease members who obviously 
enjoy that kind of attention.      

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Use Confl ict as a Source of Creativity 

 We know confl ict often results in miscommunication, hurt 
feelings, ego bruising, competition, and time wasted. All true, 
but confl ict also presents the opportunity to consider separate 
ideas and how they might be joined. Disagreements and con-
fl ict are inevitable in groups and they are essential for inno-
vation and collaboration. Our extraordinary groups showed 
a pattern uncharacteristic of other groups: they know that 
tension can lead to creativity; they lean toward it, pushing 
through the discomfort of the tension to the other side. They 
know that for the group to do its best work it fi rst has to hear 
what members have to say and that members will disagree 
with one another. Relevant ideas left unsaid cannot be used 
by the group. The group ’ s creative success depends on getting 
all ideas on the table. The risk is confl ict that damages; the 
reward is creativity and deepened relationships. Confl ict can 
lead to creativity; both are rooted in the interplay of disparate 
ideas. In confl ict, two ideas compete for dominance. When 
confl ict leads to creativity, two ideas join and break through 
to a new position. 

 Belief in the value of diverse contributions enables 
groups to pursue more constructive alternatives. Groups 
advance when members have confi dence that confl ict can be 
productive and creative, rather than destructive and polar-
izing. Early confl ict of ideas is often at the source of transfor-
mation. The strength of individual members helps them to 
accept their current selves as they become their better selves. 
With that solid sense of self, they are more able to meet with 
others equally confi dent; they can display their ideas, be 
open to possibilities, and not be afraid of confl ict. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Notice your comfort or dis-
comfort with the idea that confl ict can lead to creativity. 
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Think for a moment about recent confl icts before answering 
these questions: 

  Why is disagreement useful to groups? Do you really 
believe that ?  

  What in your behavior shows that you respect other 
people and their viewpoints ?  

  What is the source of your personal comfort-to-discomfort 
with confl ict ?  

  Who are the individuals you are more uncomfortable dis-
agreeing with ? Why ?  

  What are some responses you could use that show your 
respect for others while still disagreeing with them ? How 
often do you use such responses ?  

  How could you demonstrate that you appreciate ideas 
that confl ict with your own ?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   Individual and group 
discomfort with confl ict is often deeply seated. Here are 
some small steps you can take to bring disagreements into 
the open so that they have the chance to spark creativity, 
accomplishment, and better relationships. 

  Ask your group to read this chapter and Chapter Eight 
about embracing differences. Set aside time in the next 
meeting to discuss how the ideas apply to the group.  

  Present the idea that confl ict can lead to creativity. Ask the 
group how this notion might infl uence your work together.  

  When someone in your group says something you disagree 
with, paraphrase that person to make sure you have really 
understood the point. Deliberately fi nd out what the 
other person is interested in or needs.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  When you have demonstrated that you understand, 
state your view. If you can, highlight your common 
interests as well as where and why you differ. Then 
move on to a discussion of possible solutions that 
would be mutually agreeable. Use your joint commit-
ment to your group ’ s Purpose as the motivation to com-
promise when necessary.  

  Ask your group to describe the kind of interactions it 
would like to have. What would produce feelings of 
being energized, connected, hopeful, and positively 
changed by the group ’ s work together? Ask, What do 
confl ict and disagreement have to do with what we ’ ve 
just talked about?    

 This Group loop of our model is particularly important. 
The extraordinary groups from our fi eld study spoke often of a 
deep individual and collective sense of Purpose. So deep that 
members could count on each other to make good decisions 
on behalf of the group; they didn ’ t have to always turn to a 
formal leader; they knew what to do next. And the Purpose 
bound them together tightly. As they celebrated Purpose and 
accomplishment, they grew even tighter. There is nothing 
like being in the trenches together to build connection, trust, 
and even love. 

 All of this works best when members enter the group well 
prepared for what they will face. Imagine a member joining 
a group with a healthy Acceptance of self and a sense of his 
individual Potential. In that group, he joins his talent and 
energy with that of other members; together, they get a sense 
of their shared Purpose and in the process begin to Bond as 
one entity, one group. In the coming chapter, all that con-
certed talent will be brought to bear on the world with the 
intention of making a difference.                    

•

•
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          6    

CREATING CHANGE TOGETHER           

  “ They called us the Blue Shirts, ”  said Katie about a team of 
twenty-eight that implemented an automated patient medi-
cal record system in twenty-fi ve family practice or specialty 
clinics. For three years, they wore blue shirts that identifi ed 
them as the IT consultants. Two years later, says Sheila,  “ We 
are known by this name, even still. ”  We had the opportunity 
to interview Sheila, who was the group ’ s manager, and two 
members of the team — Katie and Catherine. 

 You ’ ll catch the drift of their experience by consider-
ing the words and phrases used to describe their experience: 
 “ pushing people to their limits  . . .  tension  . . .  periodic, appro-
priate mutiny  . . .  high expectations  . . .  evolving  . . .  reward-
ing  . . .  fun  . . .  family-like camaraderie  . . .  tons of  learning  
. . .  recognition  . . .  a calling  . . .  people thought we couldn ’ t 
do it  . . .  a sense of service. ”  This intense and wonderful expe-
rience was transformative for all three women. For Catherine, 
 “ I ’ ve been launched into a world of diversity and now know 
how to navigate and adapt to different scenarios. ”  Katie 
acknowledged that she did not have to be great at every-
thing she did.  “ I realized where I was strong, but also learned 
how to ask for help and be vulnerable to  others. ”  Sheila has 
moved on to new leadership responsibilities.  “ I think I ’ m a 
more effective leader now. For example, I now know that not 
everyone is always going to be happy. I used to try to  ‘ make 
it better ’  when there was tension. I don ’ t do that as much 
anymore. ”  
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 The Blue Shirts were a part of a larger effort that had 
signifi cant Impact on patients and health care providers — 
allowing them immediate access to information and each 
other on a 24/7 basis. This could not have happened without 
their work in the clinics. Of their Purpose, Sheila said:  “ We 
were very clear about what we were trying to do. It was a very 
concrete thing to us. In the beginning, perhaps we were not 
as clear about the value we were really bringing. Over time, 
we felt better and more confi dent about what we were trying 
to accomplish. Every day, individuals made a difference — but 
it was always expressed in terms of the team. ”  They also dis-
covered that in clinic after clinic, as they focused on teaching 
and using the medical record technology, they had opportuni-
ties to see ways to improve the overall fl ow of work related to 
patient care.  “ We kept saying this project was a magnifying 
glass that enabled us to improve the process so the patient 
would have a better experience. ”  

 Reality for the Blue Shirts was fi lled with challenges. Four 
issues stand out: 

  The scale of the work — they made their way through 
twenty-fi ve clinics, spending four months in each loca-
tion, guiding each clinic through the move from paper 
to electronic records so everyone could operate the new 
system.  

  Resistance to change — as they tried to move the organiza-
tion toward a more electronic approach, other health care 
organizations were  un -installing similar systems because of 
staff resisting the new methods.  

  A training curriculum that didn ’ t fi t — team members were 
frustrated by being required to teach a curriculum that 
was designed without full understanding of the circum-
stances faced by clinic staff.  

•

•

•

c06.indd   104c06.indd   104 7/24/09   9:04:51 AM7/24/09   9:04:51 AM



CREAT ING  CHANGE  TOGETHER   105

  Turn-over within the Blue Shirt team — they had to learn 
how to motivate and retain bright, creative, sought-after 
people with well-developed technical and people skills 
when the work was repetitive and  “ other companies 
were recruiting away our teammates and paying twice as 
much! ”     

 The team addressed these real world issues in several ways. 
Whatever the problem they ran into,  “ we ’ d analyze what hap-
pened and make changes. ”  Sheila commented,  “ If we heard 
 ‘ we ’ re bored, ’  we ’ d change and give people more responsibil-
ity. ”  To keep the job more satisfying,  “ we let people pick the 
sites where they worked to reduce commutes. ”  Even still, they 
had to rehire half the team. Catherine recalls their push-back 
on the training curriculum and how  “ a combination of former 
teachers and nurses ”  — all Blue Shirts —  “ took over the cur-
riculum and redid the design to make it work. ”  Katie remem-
bers that a group norm was clearly established: it was fi ne to 
voice concerns,  “ but only if you had an idea and were willing 
to contribute to fi xing the problem. ”  Doctors and nurses from 
other parts of the organization were brought in to see patients 
while clinic staff were involved in the training sessions; this 
was a big boost to the effort ’ s credibility. Organized in sub-
groups that varied from clinic to clinic, team members were 
essentially self-organizing and handled most of their decisions 
without needing to check with management. But if a decision 
affected the whole group, it was opened up for whole-group 
input. 

 For three years, this group of highly diverse, skilled, and 
energetic members faced one Reality after the next. They did 
so because they believed in their mission and the benefi ts it 
would bring to patients and health care providers. As each 
clinic came online, they got to see their Impact. One clinic at 

•
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a time, they recognized challenges, solved problems, saw tan-
gible progress, celebrated success — then started all over again. 
And with each new beginning, they were better grounded, 
informed, skilled, and connected to one another.  

  Overview of Reality and Impact 

WORLD

Reality

Impact

 This chapter focuses on the last pair of linked Group Needs. 
It ’ s about the group in action, attempting the change it 
wishes to make. External Change groups ’  ambitions inten-
tionally include changing their external world. Individual 
Support groups are less focused on changing that world 
together, yet support their members as they go about living 
successful lives —  often impacting the world. However these 
groups intend to have an Impact on the world, their actual 
accomplishment depends on how each group brings itself 
together in shared Purpose, and that depends on the indi-
viduals in the group, their awareness of what they bring and 
what they might become. In the Group Needs model, the Self 
loop empowers the Group loop, which in turn empowers the 
World loop. It is that last loop we will explore now. 
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 By world we mean that bit of the entire world on which 
your group intends to have an Impact — the world closest to 
and most important to your group and its Purpose. This could 
be your extended family, your company, your local govern-
ment, your state, or the planet. It may be multitiered, multi-
state, multifunctioned; it may be the competition, the union, 
the management, the Congress, the school, or the neighbors. 
Whatever your world is, your group ’ s Bond and Purpose have 
led you to collectively invest in it. 

 The core dynamic within this World loop is the interplay 
between your group ’ s ability to know and embrace its current 
world Reality—understanding and accepting the world as it is 
and how it affects you. This grounding is balanced by Impact ,  
your intention to make a difference and your readiness to act. 
Logically, full appreciation of the world precedes taking action 
in it, but that is not always the case. As the Blue Shirt story 
illustrates, part of Reality is dealing with it as it comes, even 
when everything seems to be happening at once. You may be 
pushed toward Impact when you are not yet sure of what your 
Reality is.  

  Reality: Understanding and Accepting the World 
as It Is and How It Affects Us 

 Three group statements capture the importance of under-
standing and accepting your world as it is: 

  We are alert to the world around us.  

  We are intrigued with that world.  

  We accept our reality.    

 Imagine yourself on the Blue Shirt team as you review 
these ideas. 

•

•

•
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  We Are Alert to the World Around Us 

 The need for alertness fl ows from our most primitive roots. 
Being keenly aware day and night has allowed our species 
to survive. That survival need and its necessary alertness 
continue into the twenty-fi rst century. Our reactions are 
signifi cantly affected by perceived threats and opportuni-
ties. When what we sense is exciting and promising, we 
move more freely and expansively. When anxiety and dan-
ger are provoked, we move cautiously and protectively. Our 
choices between more expansive or protective stances come 
with consequences. A more open stance allows groups to 
turn their energy outward toward opportunity, acting to 
develop their interests, seeing their world through a more 
ambitious eye. When groups behave protectively, separating 
themselves from perceived danger, they typically turn their 
energy inward, erect barriers outward, and see their world 
through a shield. Regardless of the stance, when a group 
chooses to see the world, it must keep group Purpose and 
Bond in mind. Purpose and Bond contain the reasons the 
group formed in the fi rst place and they are vital to holding 
it together.  

  We Are Intrigued with That World 

 Interviews with extraordinary groups reveal their curiosity 
about and fascination with their world. Even when they are 
greatly disturbed by it, they cannot easily put it aside. Like 
it or not, their world engages them and that engagement 
feeds group action: Action to learn more about their world 
so they will not be caught unprepared; action that takes 
advantage of their special insights. Where an  ordinary 
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group might see risk and peril, an extraordinary group can 
see opportunity. 

 The intrigue with the world is about fascination, curi-
osity, and engagement; it is not about judgment. Judging 
your world early on limits access to it and your options 
within it. When a group  “ knows ”  what is going on, it has 
less reason to explore what else might be going on. When 
a group  “ knows ”  its competitors are wrong, the group has 
good reason to dismiss the competition and all their ideas. 
When the group  “ knows ”  its product strategy is right, there 
are fewer reasons to explore what ’ s happening in the mar-
ketplace today. Without the curiosity of intrigue, we have 
fewer reasons to learn, and that affects the actions we take 
to understand our Reality more deeply.  

  We Accept Our Reality 

 A group alert to its world and intrigued with it is in an excel-
lent position to accept it. Not accept as in,  “ We give up and 
want our world to be that way, ”  but accept as in,  “ We under-
stand and appreciate that this is the way our world works right 
now. ”  World change is best preceded by group agreement on 
what, in the world, is currently going on. When a group dis-
agrees on what is happening in its world, actions are likely 
to be disjointed and disabling for the group. Why? Members 
don ’ t share a common sense of Reality. The group lives in this 
complex world; it is not an elaborate case study that is ana-
lyzed from a distance. The group must take pragmatic steps to 
learn more about its world. High Impact begins with shared 
acceptance of the current Reality. By looking straight on into 
the heart of it, your group will be far more effective when it 
crafts its strategy about how to move ahead.   
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  Impact: Our Intention to Make a Difference 
and Our Readiness to Act 

 A group intending to make a difference through concerted 
and collective action is likely to agree to the importance of 
these three statements: 

  We want to improve our world.  

  We need each other to make a difference.  

  We are powerful together.    

 You are in a powerful position to act when your group ’ s 
desire to have an Impact on its world is backed up with 
understanding of the current Reality and grounding in your 
Bond and Purpose, with members who are self-accepting and 
aspire to their Potential. Meeting this combination of needs 
puts the group squarely behind the changes it desires to make 
in the world. As you read on, look for refl ections of the Blue 
Shirts’ group experience. 

  We Want to Improve Our World 

 You know what your group ’ s Reality is. Now, what is the Reality 
you want to create? Discomfort with the status quo is not moti-
vation enough to constructively change it. Solid group action 
needs to be preceded by some imagining of, then plans for, what 
the group wants to make different. What would your group like 
to be celebrating in seven months or seven years or seven gener-
ations? For a moment, look over the fence separating the practi-
cal from the impractical; dream of what might be. In your heart, 
how do you want to see this world changed and improved? Not 
in your head, but in your heart of hearts, where motivation to 
act resides. When your group imagines and reaches together, it 

•

•

•
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unites in spirit. Dreaming together gives expression to the long-
ings held by individuals and now shared with the group, aiding 
your collective clarity on what you want to do together. When 
the group creates a vision of the world it wants, it readies itself 
for action in the present.  

  We Need Each Other to Make a Difference 

 Extraordinary groups commonly delight in, not just what they 
are able to do but also, how members ’  unique accomplish-
ments are interdependent and meld together to contribute to 
the success of the entire group. Achieving together is a spe-
cial experience rooted in the integration of individual con-
tributions. It ’ s as if the work is genetically imprinted by those 
participating: Looking back, members might say,  “ It ’ s our 
baby; we made this! We all contributed. ”  The outcome would 
have been different with different members. Members realize 
their individual importance to their shared accomplishment. 
This comes out in celebration when you hear,  “ Look at what 
we did! We couldn’t have done this without each other! ”   

  We Are Powerful Together 

 Meeting each of the six Group Needs builds power and it 
comes to fruition in Impact. Power is about combining tal-
ents and aspirations to make a difference in the world. As the 
group sees its Impact, so do each of the members; they each 
know what they contributed. They feel more powerful. When 
members  feel  powerful, they  are  more powerful, and this 
affects their behavior, generally making it more expansive 
and creative. The vitality present in the group, the way it has 
used its resources, the learning of members, the effectiveness 
of action — all of this lifts the power of a group and its Impact.   
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  The Creative Dynamic Between 
Reality and Impact 

 Combining our understanding of our current world with the 
pursuit of a better world requires empathy, even compassion. 
We read the outside columns of the table below separately, 
but we live them together, two sides of the World loop. On 
the left, we pursue deep understanding of the current reali-
ties of our world. On the right, we move toward the world we 
wish to create together. And, as the center column suggests, 
we do both: we simultaneously accept the world while chang-
ing it. At least that ’ s what our extraordinary groups ’  actions 
suggest. Hold a vision of what you want while knee-deep in 
Reality. This is the creative dynamic; this third view deepens 
your clarity about the world while expanding your options. 
This larger view from the third position makes transformation 
possible. 

 Katie, Catherine, Sheila, and all their Blue Shirt col-
leagues constantly worked within this creative dynamic 
within each clinic and within the larger team as one orga-
nizational unit. In the clinics as they implemented a simi-
lar process and worked toward the same outcomes, each of 
the twenty-six settings required the team to fl ex, adapt, and 

The Creative Dynamic of Reality and Impact

  Reality:     Understanding 
and Accepting the World as 
It Is and How It Affects Us  

  The Creative Dynamic   
      ↔

  Impact:     Our Intention 
to Make a Difference and 
Our Readiness to Act  

  We are alert to the world 
around us  

  ↔   We want to improve our 
world  

  We are intrigued with 
that world  

  ↔   We need each other to 
make a difference  

  We accept our reality    ↔   We are powerful together  
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 apply their various talents given the way Reality showed up in 
each location. The same was true for the team as a whole as it 
responded to member turnover and fatigue. Reality had to be 
addressed, and it took the full team to not only deal with that 
Reality, but to push past it to achieve the desired organization-
changing Impact.  

  Guidance: Ways to Meet the Needs
of Reality and Impact 

 In the preceding two chapters, the Self met itself, then the 
Self joined the Group, and now the Group goes out into the 
World — joining all six Group Needs in the model. As the group 
of now bonded individuals frames its Purpose within the con-
text of the real world, all three loops of the model intersect. To 
help this happen, our four suggestions are 

  Risk making your world a better place.  

  Set clear goals with fl exible plans.  

  Face into adversity and resistance.  

  Keep the group together.    

 The remainder of this chapter builds these suggestions 
with refl ective questions for you to consider and sample actions 
you might take. And don ’ t forget to look in Appendix A for 
exercises that take you step-by-step toward a better under-
standing of your world. 

  Risk Making Your World a Better Place 

 Note your fi rst reaction to this fi rst suggestion. Many of us 
have learned to step away from this grand dream — even 
though it is exactly what we would like to do! This strategy 

•

•

•

•
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asks you to step back into that world-changing intention, 
that inspired feeling, you may have carried years ago. Return 
to hope and back it with action. This stance toward the world 
informs your actions. There is no doubt that you already have 
intentions toward the world and they profoundly affect what 
you see, do, and feel. We know, and our extraordinary groups 
know, that right action backed by positive intent works won-
ders. The same action backed by cynicism, fatalism, or pessi-
mism produces quite a different result. So our fi rst suggestion 
is a commitment of the heart:  “ I intend to make this world 
a better place. ”  Try it on. If it fi ts, you are living one of the 
critical ingredients of progress. 

 Most great groups build on their members ’  desire 
to positively infl uence, to make a difference, to have an 
Impact on others and their world. This desire is about 
contribution, power, recognition, and legacy. Helping a 
group step up to these aspirations can be a challenge that 
requires a willingness to risk disappointment or failure. 
Earlier, we urged you to intentionally reach beyond in-the-
moment practicality to dream a bit, to see your work in a 
grand way — and that is what the group must do too. This 
often comes about by engaging the group in dreaming, 
envisioning, and expressing what that better place looks 
like. In the same way, your group will consider two ques-
tions: What change do we envision for our world? And 
how will we bring that change about? Heartfelt collective 
answers to these questions build confi dence to face the risk 
involved. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Considering these ques-
tions will center you for related discussions in your group. 
Notice the bias of the questions toward possibility and prog-
ress. Consider these questions based on your wide experience 
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with groups, thinking particularly of groups that were more 
successful. 

  What have you seen other successful groups do that 
allowed them to change their worlds?  

  When have you been a group member truly invested in 
bringing about change? Why were you so invested?  

  What are your key motivators when it comes to making a 
difference in the world?  

  What regularly blocks you from stepping up to make your 
world a better place?  

  What would you like to see yourself doing regarding the 
above questions that you do not now do?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   Again, use the same 
optimistic bias we saw in your refl ection questions. But this 
time it ’ s the group ’ s turn to think positively. 

  Discuss ways in which your group could intentionally 
make its world a better place. Build a list of the specifi cs 
you want to see; mark those items where you can have the 
greatest Impact. Decide what needs to be done next.  

  Ask that the group consider what members need in the 
way of world change for this to be a satisfying endeavor 
in which to invest themselves. Keep notes on this and 
then select a need or two that appears widely felt. Then 
together fi gure out what members could do in concert to 
meet those needs.  

  Initiate a discussion about how your group is currently 
impacting its world, imagining that some higher authority 
seriously asked the group to do so. How would fulfi lling this 
be for individual members? What would make it more so?  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Given your group’s Purpose, what Impact would be most 
inspiring or make group members most proud?  

  Encourage the group to discuss what members could do 
within the group to make their effectiveness outside the 
group more likely.      

  Set Clear Goals with Flexible Plans 

 When people are clear about the world they want to create 
around them, the question quickly becomes: How? Most of us 
schooled in the ways of groups believe that plans and strat-
egies are critical tools for marshalling group ’ s collective tal-
ent, knowledge, and energy. Our interviews shed a different 
and contrary light on that notion. The only aspect of typical 
planning methods that consistently surfaced as important was 
setting clear, inspiring, attainable — yet challenging — goals. 
Focused strategies, detailed plans, established procedures, or 
working agreements were not consistently cited as important 
by these extraordinary groups. 

 Instead, people spoke of the need for clear goals that 
stretched people and fl exibility in attaining them — especially 
in situations where circumstances kept changing. A com-
mon comment:  “ Strategies could change, but goals stayed 
the same. ”  Clear and sustained goals allow members to know 
individually and together what they intend to do to change 
their world. Then members can adapt as needed to respond to 
or take advantage of shifting circumstances. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Goals and plans are at the 
heart of what most organizations talk about — along with objec-
tives and procedures, roles and rules. Consider your own reactions 
to all of this. 

•

•
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  How important are goals in your life? In your work? Why 
is there a difference between these answers — if there is?  

  When have goals served you particularly well? Describe 
two or three instances. As you think about your answers, 
do they fi t with the ways you generally describe yourself ?  

  How planful is your group? Will you have the ability to 
adapt your strategies as circumstances change?  

  How do you like being part of a planned group effort?  

  How planful are you — apart from the group? How natural 
is planning for you? If you are not a planner, what do you 
do instead? How effective is that for you?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   Most groups recognize 
the need for goals at some level — otherwise, why do members 
come together? However, harnessing collective action toward 
goals can be challenging. 

  Push the group to set goals to achieve the Impact for what 
you want to accomplish together. Hear from all members.  

  When setting goals, check for clarity and support across 
the group. Assure goals are clear, doable, and challenging. 
Make sure these goals will fulfi ll the group ’ s Purpose and 
desired Impact.  

  Consider the current Reality the group faces in carrying 
out these goals. Do a deep assessment of barriers and the 
support needed to overcome those obstacles.  

  Ask the group to discuss how members can support each 
other on the way to goal accomplishment.  

  Develop a  “ Plan B ”  — what to do to continue to reach 
your goals if your Reality shifts.      

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Face into Adversity and Resistance 

 Time and time again extraordinary groups cited  “ a challenge ” 
as a big factor in making their experiences compelling. The 
challenge of doing something huge, important, new, or 
diffi cult galvanizes people, inspires and requires them to step 
up. In such situations, groups must understand the Reality 
they face as they step up. Turning away from the forces 
arrayed against the group does not serve. Our interviews 
touched on a wide range of resistance and adversity: physical 
hardship, cultural diversity, deliberate miscommunication, 
lack of technical skill, language barriers, poverty, limited 
life experience, egos, and lack of funding. We suspect you 
could double this list. Each adversity offers an intriguing 
challenge for your group as you face resistance and drill 
down into Reality. 

 Denying the resistance of others will also not serve your 
group. Resistance is natural and usually the indication that 
your efforts have engaged something important. Extraordinary 
groups expect and enjoy rising to such challenges; it ’ s part 
of what Bonds them. In politically sensitive organizations, 
groups are faced with bringing along  “ those other people ”  
who  “ don ’ t see things our way. ”  These others can be any-
one: management, a department, a person, a small group of 
employees, a group of citizens, a new boss. In each case, those 
others are a part of the Reality the group must face. A group ’ s 
challenge is often embracing and holding resistance, accept-
ing its Reality  by  respecting and honoring where this resis-
tance comes from. This does not mean caving in to it, but 
rather learning from it in order to move ahead. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Resistance always comes 
from people. It may be reifi ed in rules, but there are people 
and decisions behind those rules. And resistance is primarily 
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about feelings — usually fear of some sort of loss. Notice your 
own resistance, your own reactions to adversity. 

   Think about adversity and how it shows up in your work, 
community or personal life. Are there patterns in the way 
you typically respond to these challenges?  

  Which of the Group needs are most likely to come up for 
you when you resist? Acceptance or Potential? Bond or 
Purpose? Reality or Impact? What fears or worries trigger 
your resistance?  

  When you see other people resisting, how does that affect 
you? Do you fi nd your own resistance being activated by 
theirs?  

  Can you think of examples from a group you are currently 
part of in which you showed resistance? What did you do 
and why? How effective was that for you? For others?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   One of the keys to suc-
ceeding in the face of resistance is to understand and respect 
it. Help your group members talk openly about resistance they 
see in others and in themselves. 

  Be a group of learners. With others from your group, meet 
with those who resist your efforts; listen to them; ask 
lots of questions and collect what you learn in response. 
Demonstrate that you understand their views. Remember 
that understanding does not mean agreement.  

  Deal with resistance as normal. In a group meeting, antic-
ipate the resistance you expect. Build a list. Decide what 
you want to do about the items on your list.  

  On a regular basis, assess the Reality your group faces, rec-
ognizing that circumstances change. Talk about Reality in 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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group meetings. Together determine whether shifting cir-
cumstances translate into something as serious as adver-
sity. If so, how will you collectively respond?      

  Keep the Group Together 

 Groups intent on changing their world are wise to pause 
periodically to check-in on what holds members together. 
In our view, the answers lie within the six Group Needs. 
People show up physically, emotionally, and spiritually 
when their needs are being met. They pull away when their 
needs are neglected. In extraordinary groups,  members 
act in ways that keep the group together. When desig-
nated leaders try to handle this task alone, it doesn ’ t work. 
Anyone in the group can help build relationships, encour-
age learning, praise accomplishment, listen to contrary 
ideas, offer assistance, ask questions. Designated leaders 
have a signifi cant role, but in only half of our extraordinary 
groups were designated leaders cited as very important to 
the group ’ s success. Instead it is what group members do 
together that coalesces them into an effective unit. Said 
differently, every member acts in leader-like ways; each 
feels responsibility for creating a cohesive group that moves 
toward success. 

 The potential for Impact on the world is a great motivator, 
but it is not enough because it only meets one of the six Group 
Needs that drive people in groups. Groups need to attend 
to the other fi ve as well to increase the likelihood of great 
results and a transformative experience. Groups only focused 
on Purpose, Reality and Impact often lose heart — because 
so much of heart is in the other three needs: Acceptance, 
Potential, and Bond. Meeting all the task needs and none of 
the relationship needs sucks the life out of the group. 
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  Refl ection Questions for You.   Returning to questions like 
these regularly makes it more likely your Group Needs will be 
met within the group. Give voice to your answers in the group. 
Keep the six Group Needs in mind as you answer these questions. 

  What do you need from this group that you are regularly 
getting? What do you need and seldom get?  

  How does having your own Group Needs met impact your 
day-to-day behavior in the group?  

  What Group Needs do you see at play among other mem-
bers in the group?  

  What could you do in the group to better meet their 
Group Needs?  

  What are the primary bonds that hold this group 
together?  

  What are your responsibilities for keeping the group 
together? How do you fulfi ll this obligation?     

  Sample Actions with Your Group.   The Group Needs model 
is a useful tool for focusing the entire group on what the mem-
bers, individually and collectively, need. 

  Review the Group Needs model with your group. Ask 
members to cite examples of where these needs have been 
recently met. Then ask where needs have regularly been 
frustrated. Use all of this information to decide what the 
group might do next to better meet these needs.  

  Help your group spend time reviewing its accomplish-
ments, large and small. Occasionally, turn this into a real 
celebration. Celebrate work progress at least as often as 
the group is critical of progress. Learn from your success 
and learn from your failures.  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

c06.indd   121c06.indd   121 7/24/09   9:04:55 AM7/24/09   9:04:55 AM



122  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS

  Support the group by setting aside time for members to 
vent their frustrations with the group itself or the world 
on which the group is trying to have an Impact.  

  Deal with group frustrations as normal. Do not expect 
perfect projects, perfect performance, or perfect meetings. 
Be accepting of the circumstances you face; build from 
there. Forgive mistakes and learn from setbacks and fail-
ure. Do not focus on punishment. Never blame.  

  Support wide involvement of group members; encour-
age people to take on a variety of roles. Do not rely on 
the few to carry the many forward. Rely on the many; 
expect them all to initiate, to take responsibility, to lead. 
Talk about the importance of full-engagement and shared 
leadership.    

 Of course, recognizing Reality and having an Impact on 
the world are just two of the six Group Needs being met in 
group action. The more members attend to all Group Needs, 
the better the group will perform. As important as Reality 
and Impact are to the continued life of a group, our inter-
views found that extraordinary groups don ’ t just  “ keep their 
eye on the ball. ”  They instinctively keep their eyes on  all  the 
balls, in this case, all the Group Needs. We encourage you 
and your groups to consciously scan your selves, your mem-
bers, your world — deciding what is important again and 
again. The more Group Needs are met, the more likely some-
thing  transformative will occur. Chapter Seven illustrates this 
dynamic with several examples from our fi eld study.                   

•

•

•
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          7    

THE HEART OF TRANSFORMATION           

 By now, you should have a fi rm understanding of the three 
sets of paired Group Needs within the Self, Group, and 
World loops and the creative dynamics that exist within each 
loop. We hope that the stories we ’ ve shared and the guidance 
we ’ ve provided in the last three chapters have helped you see 
how you might put the Group Needs model to work. We now 
move to the next level of complexity: considering all three 
loops together. When cross-loop needs are met in one group 
experience, they intersect at the heart of our complete model. 
Transformation becomes more likely and can carry a more 
powerful impact. 
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 As you remember from Chapter Three, by  transformation  we mean 
a fundamental shift in individual perception that accelerates 
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behavior change and personal vitality. This chapter builds on 
the thoughts presented there. It elaborates on what we see 
as the heart of transformation — the meeting of multiple Group 
Needs — across our model — at once. We offer six shorter stories 
that illustrate the way a group can be transformative. But fi rst, 
here ’ s a quick reminder about how transformation occurs in 
groups; it 

  Happens one person at a time  

  Seldom happens simultaneously for an entire group  

  Is private and can ’ t be guaranteed  

  Can be encouraged  

  Is more likely when more Group Needs are met  

  Results in people feeling changed, energized, connected 
and hopeful     

  Six Stories at the Heart of Transformation 

 The rest of this chapter tells of six groups in which at least two 
or three Group Needs were met, crossing two or three loops. 
We offer three stories from the work place and three from peo-
ple ’ s personal lives, illustrating different combinations of all six 
Group Needs. For each story, we ’ ll identify the Group Needs 
that seem most present to us. But don ’ t let our choices narrow 
your interpretations. Read these six stories with these questions 
in mind: 

  Which of the six Group Needs do you see at work?  

  What is your sense of the transformation reported in each 
story? How dramatic or subtle does it seem? Is it likely to 
be visible to others or more privately held by the person 
experiencing it?  

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Why do you imagine that people in the stories feel 
changed, energized, connected, and hopeful? If you put 
yourself in their places, do you imagine that you might 
have felt the same way?  

  How does this story fi t with your life experience? What 
memories does it trigger? What was transformative for you 
in that remembered group experience?  

  What did you learn from the story that might be useful to 
you as you consider applying the Group Needs model in 
your work or personal life?    

 These questions will help you see the stories through the 
loops and needs of the model, making it more likely you will 
use this view on groups in your work and life. Mark this page 
and the previous one; we will ask you to refer back to these 
questions after each story. 

  When Acceptance Joins with Bond 

 The common pairing of needs of Acceptance and Bond 
extends from the individual to group and back again. A sense 
of belonging to and connection with a group inspires observa-
tions such as  “ This is my tribe, my  ‘ real ’  family. These are my 
people. ”  The individual is nurtured within the group, gains 
insight and risks within the safety the group provides. In 
this way, groups are powerful and enlivening teachers; their 
 lessons can last a lifetime.  

  Lessons That Last a Lifetime 

 Take the case for Eric, an American now forty-three years 
old and living in Mumbai, India, and still infl uenced by a 
peak group experience in his early teens. Thirty years ago he 

•

•

•
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joined a team of junior high boys at the local YMCA. This 
team played different sports, sold candy, participated in tal-
ent shows, and used the Y as a place to hang out. Looking 
back on this time, he says,  “ It became a very important 
group in terms of my identity, positive use of time, atti-
tudes toward the world . . . and toward girls. We were a 
very diverse group of all different colors: Japanese, Korean, 
Polish, East Indian, Irish. I didn ’ t know most of them when 
I joined. ”  Humor was important to the boys. Not all that 
great at sports, Eric remembers learning about wit from this 
group:  “ We couldn ’ t slam dunk a basketball, but we sure 
could slam dunk a joke. ”  

 When we asked him how he saw himself changed because 
of the group, he said,  “ It ’ s a matter of skills and confi dence 
in interacting with people. We could talk about almost any-
thing. After three years together, I knew I could be appreci-
ated and liked outside my family. Consistently. ”  Later he 
added,  “ I don ’ t know if we knew we were growing, but this 
felt good and I was where I belonged. ”  Looking back thirty 
years, Eric knows he learned some lasting lessons. And, in 
spite of living half-way around the world, he is still actively in 
touch with some of the boys-now-men who were a part of his 
Y team. And who knows how much that early diverse group 
infl uenced his life and career in international journalism? 

 Which of the six needs do you see in play in Eric ’ s life? 
Turn back to our earlier questions on pages 124 and 125 to 
gain more from Eric ’ s story.  

  When Bond Joins Reality 

 Bond and Reality can come together to connect a group fac-
ing hard challenges in the external world, bonding the group 
even more tightly.  
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  An Online Support Group 

 Marguerite, grappling with a challenging situation related to 
the health of her daughter, joined an online group and con-
nected with other parents facing the same circumstances. For 
two and half years, her daily participation in this group has, 
as she says,  “ made my life livable! It boils down to that. If 
no one gets it — your spouse, your family, your friends — you 
are at a loss. ”  Marguerite ’ s Reality is that her beautiful, seven-
year-old daughter has fi ve mental health diagnoses, including 
being bipolar. Marguerite says,  “ When I went online, all these 
other parents across the country told the same story. I was 
crying and crying to know I was not alone. It was an incred-
ible relief! ”  

 Online fi ve or six times a day, Marguerite uses the group 
for medical advice, information on medications, emotional 
support, suggestions for how to deal with the school system, 
and advocacy. She sees it as  “ one-stop shopping. Someone 
will know the answer to the question; someone will have been 
through it. ”  Even though she has never met any of the group 
members in person, her Bond with them is palpable.  “ I quit 
for one year, ”  she told us.  “ But I found I was too isolated and 
needed more support that no one outside the group could 
offer. So I got back online and got so much support! ”  Messages 
quickly came in saying,  “ Welcome back! How is your daugh-
ter?  ”  Through the online community, Marguerite ’ s daughter 
has even found an e-mail buddy in another state, a child her 
age with similar challenges. With huge social issues to face at 
school, the two communicate online and talk on the phone, 
an opportunity that helps both children feel appreciated and 
less alone. 

 Through her Bond with this group, Marguerite became 
more effective in handling her Reality. And, what other Group 
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Needs do you see at play? Review the six; you may be sur-
prised. Imagine how they contributed to Marguerite ’ s more 
transformative moments. Also consider the questions we posed 
early in the chapter.  

  When Acceptance Joins with Bond and Reality 

 Whether Art imitates Life, or it ’ s the other way around, we 
think that the old television program  Cheers  had much to say 
about extraordinary groups. That cast of fl awed and lovable 
characters would assemble in the tavern four to fi ve nights a 
week. The group seldom talked about it, but we viewers could 
see that the Bond they shared allowed them to go out and 
deal with the realities of their own worlds. And occasionally, 
some fl ash of self-Acceptance would arrive for various char-
acters. Transformative? In a quiet way, building a pattern of 
personal support from a group implicitly clear on what held it 
together. We think that Rob ’ s story illustrates a similar com-
bination of Group Needs — but in a vastly different setting.  

  An Alaska Raft Trip 

 In the summer of 2007, Rob joined a group of fi fteen oth-
ers for a three week raft trip in a remote part of Alaska. No 
one on the trip knew everyone; several were former Outward 
Bound guides; eight of the ten adults had attended college 
together. Five children of some group members, ages eleven 
to twenty, came along. This group paddled two hundred miles 
of river through multiple mountain ranges and indescribably 
beautiful wilderness. They arrived by land, fl ew out by plane 
and didn ’ t see other humans for eleven days. 

 For Rob, aged fi fty-seven, the trip was unforgettable: 
 “ We were a tribe — we moved across the land and down the 
river together. ”  In the fi rst week, one boat fl ipped, tossing 
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four  people into the rapids — including a mother, father, and 
daughter; a family that had tragically lost their other daugh-
ter some years before. Rob remembers,  “  This was very scary. 
Yet we were very successful in how we handled the crisis —
 we only lost one paddle! This brought us together more and 
helped us respect the challenges and dangers on the river. ”  
The remote setting was an undeniable Reality.  “ We abso-
lutely depended on one another to survive. If we didn ’ t work 
well together, we wouldn ’ t make it. This was not contrived. ”  
Knowing himself and what he could contribute, Rob brought 
his rafting skills and his wilderness savvy. He is a natural 
when it comes to building relationships. And he trained to 
make sure he was physically strong enough for the trip. 

 The trip reconfi rmed Rob ’ s belief in the transformative 
effect of time in the wilderness — something that had slipped 
in his busy life. He sees the cross-family and cross-generational 
relationships that were built on the trip and he expects them 
to last. Rob says,  “ I don ’ t really know how to articulate this. I 
have no current religious life and only a small spiritual practice. 
But this experience involved God. Our spirits were touched. 
The earth revealed all of its beauty to us. The universe allowed 
us to have this extraordinary experience together. We were 
blessed. ”  

 What particularly strikes you about Group Needs met in 
Rob ’ s story? And which answers to the list of questions at the 
beginning of this chapter are particularly intriguing? How can 
you imagine that the feelings of being changed, energized, 
connected, or hopeful materialized for the rafters?  

  When Potential Joins with Purpose 

 The next story links the Self and Group loops in the trans-
forming combination of Potential and Purpose. This linkage 
further clarifi es for an individual just what his Potential might 
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be, and at the same time feeds the group Purpose. Let ’ s learn 
more about this through Chris.  

  Youth Group Trips to Mexico 

 Since age twenty, Chris has traveled to Mexico once a year 
on church missionary work. Now twenty-eight, for the last 
seven years as an employed youth pastor, he has led groups 
of junior high school students on one-week missions to 
Puerto Pe ñ asco, Mexico.  “ On my fi rst trip, I went thinking 
that I had something great to offer. Now I see it completely 
from the opposite point of view — I am deeply humbled 
by all I have learned from my friends in Pe ñ asco. ”  Chris ’ s 
sense of who he is has been transformed by how he sees the 
Purpose of the trips, and vice versa. Yes, the Purpose has to 
do with faith-based service to those less fortunate, but at a 
larger and more signifi cant level it is about  “ helping young 
people understand the global ramifi cations of uniting with 
other cultures, so that they understand their humanness in 
a world context. ”  Refl ecting on his own emerging Potential, 
Chris is very clear:  “  This has forever changed me. I will 
never think the same way again, never watch a news report 
in the same way. I am drastically changed by the warmth 
of the Mexican people. I am working on my Spanish. I am 
learning where their joy and faith come from. I am learn-
ing to be a global thinker. I want to know more about the 
world than what CNN tells me. ”  

 Chris ’ s perception of the world changed and that changed 
him. What else do you note about this story related to 
his Group Needs, the four feelings, and transformation? 
Can you fi nd similar experiences in your own life? Apply 
the questions at the beginning of this chapter to Chris ’ s 
situation.  
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  When Purpose Joins with Impact and Bond 

 The link between Purpose and Impact is common in work-
place organizations as people form groups to change some 
aspect of their internal or external world. Magda ’ s story began 
there but, to her delight, added the additional element of 
Bond among group members.  

  Culture Change in 190 Countries 

 In the international division of a food products company, 
Magda — who is Polish — led a virtual team of herself and three 
external consultants, each from a different country: Germany, 
Ireland, and the United States. Their initial Purpose was to 
design and implement a diversity and inclusion program 
that would increase business results in 180 countries outside 
the United States, affecting 90,000 people. After four years, 
Magda knows the Impact of their work was much more than 
she originally anticipated. Surpassing her expectations for 
results, their team helped this global company become a more 
open and welcoming place to work. A place where  “ employees
were given the courage to demand that the organization 
change and where individual leaders can truly impact the 
culture ”  of their facilities. For the company ’ s U.S. division, 
such Impact was far more familiar and less revolutionary. But 
within the 180 countries on which Magda ’ s team focused, the 
Impact on their world was both unusual and profound. 

 In addition, Magda knows that  “ these people became my 
friends. ”  Mostly connected through technology, due to their 
geographical distance, she comments that the four of them 
 “ always felt a  ‘ part of the family ’  — this was not just a relation-
ship between a client and three contractors. I have never expe-
rienced this before — and I work with a lot of consultants. ”  This 
quartet of four members, who have done amazing work and 
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built a solid friendship with one another, has been the source 
of great learning for Magda.  “ I was brought up to think that 
people are equal. ”  Through the course of this work, Magda 
realized that she was looking at the situations of others 
through her own fortunate life experiences.  “ What I didn ’ t 
understand was that people need to  have  equal opportunity. ”  
She has applied this insight to the diversity and inclusion 
work and to her personal life.  “ In many conversations with 
my family or my friends, I now react quite strongly when 
issues of discrimination come up. I try to explore this with 
them in a positive way. I am conscious of modeling this for 
my daughter. Some time ago, I wouldn ’ t have done this. ”  

 Notice the energy generated by a tight fi t between Purpose 
and Impact. How does the addition of Bond augment the power 
of the experience? Where do you see transformation? Review 
those now-familiar questions on pages 124 and 125 as a way to 
think more about Magda ’ s story.  

  When Purpose and Impact Join with Potential 

 Here is a story about powerful and concrete results — for the 
citizens of one region and for one of the key players in a 
group. Nine years ago, when this story took place, it was as 
though a stone was tossed into quiet lake water. The ripples 
of Impact continue to this day.  

  Online Services for Citizens 

 In the late 1990s, the building offi cials of four nearby cities had 
lunch and decided that it was time to get serious about two 
things: using technology to help meet citizen needs and part-
nering to do so. At the same time, a group of city managers put 
together a regional strategic plan for online  services. John was 
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tapped to coordinate the fi rst project within this effort through 
a cross-boundary management team. The effort resulted in 
mybuildingpermit.com — an  “ e-government ”  system to allow 
citizens from four adjacent cities to secure their building permits 
online. Nationwide, this was considered cutting-edge work at 
the time. It was accomplished within only sixteen months from 
initiation to issuing the fi rst online permit — a notable achieve-
ment given the complexity faced by the team. John shared with 
us that since its inception, mybuildingpermit.com has issues 
over 77,000 permits. The Impact of this effort?  “ Our very con-
servative estimate is that contractors have saved over $3 million 
in direct operating and labor costs. ”  Imagine working collab-
oratively across four separate public sector organizations — each 
with its own city council, city manager, building division, per-
mitting process, IT function, and computer equipment. By ful-
fi lling their Purpose, John and his team set the stage for even 
wider community Impact, as they quickly moved on to develop-
ing other ways to connect citizens to local government through 
the use of computers. 

 Looking back it ’ s easy to see a larger Purpose than sim-
ply creating an electronic permit process. The vision of the 
city managers and the building offi cials opened up a whole 
new way for citizens to engage with and be served by their 
local governments. This was a powerful notion whose time 
had come. In 2004, John stepped into the next phase of his 
Potential. He found himself executive director of a newly 
formed organization, sponsored by nine cities, and tasked 
with providing effi cient and cost effective Web-based services 
to its constituents. John ’ s agency has gone on to successfully 
launch a total of seven regional Web service portals ranging 
from parks and recreation to human services to online map-
ping to government procurement and online job applications. 
In 2009, this alliance was serving forty-three public agencies. 
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As its leader, John continues to build on the lessons learned 
through the fi rst project, and is even more committed to col-
laboration, engagement of stakeholders, and  “ leading without 
authority from the back of the bus. ”  As he thinks about pre-
vious roles in his career, where he had more defi ned author-
ity, John now sees that  “ I enjoy living in the gray — where 
things are ambiguous. I love being involved with new things 
and leveraging teamwork to do things that have never been 
done before. In this work, it ’ s all about timing, bringing in the 
right talent at the right time, and relationships, relationships, 
relationships! ”  

 We think John ’ s story is a great way to wrap up Part Two. 
It ’ s fi lled with accomplishment at the levels of Self, Group, 
and World; we know it was transformative for John and has 
had a powerful Impact on the way four cities and other juris-
dictions go about serving citizens. What would you add to 
that? Look back one more time to our opening questions; 
they can help you reveal even more meaning in John ’ s story. 

 As you have read stories from our extraordinary groups, 
we suspect that you have thought of a few of your own that 
could have been part of this chapter. Your stories could be 
considered through the same questions about Group Needs 
and transformation that we regularly asked. In doing so, you 
would require yourself to look through the loops of the Group 
Needs model; you might understand what happened in your 
story differently as you focused on these Group Needs. That 
in turn might suggest an action that would have been use-
ful or an action you might take in the future. When you act 
to meet these Group Needs, the dynamics within the group 
change, and its Impact on the world changes as well. 

 Each of the stories we present — in this and other chapters —
 took place in ordinary groups of people who were not inten-
tional about meeting anyone ’ s Group Needs. Imagine what 
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might occur in your groups if members consciously thought 
about helping others meet their needs for Acceptance, Potential, 
Bond, Purpose, Reality, and Impact? What if every time a group 
meets, the meeting design refl ected two or more of these needs? 
Consider the difference it might make in the quality of conver-
sation, if members were mindful of the six Group Needs. We 
predict that as you and other members satisfy Group Needs that 
cross the lines of Self, Group, and World, the  “ magic ”  of trans-
formation will appear. And that as a result, you and others will 
be able to declare that you are changed, energized, connected, 
and hopeful. 

 Part Three takes you deeper into this territory.                  
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Part Three

 SHARING LEADERSHIP 

 Since you have read this far, you ’ ve no doubt thought many 
times about what might be required of you if you were to put 
all that we ’ ve offered so far into action. Know that whatever 
you decide to so, some level of risk, perseverance, patience, 
and leadership will be necessary. And not always leadership in 
the traditional and solitary mode. What ’ s called for is shared 
leadership, where you and others are willing to step forward 
to offer what is needed in the moment. 

 Chapter Eight helps you understand what it is like to be 
in a group that sees differences as essential to creative and 
productive outcomes. If we had to name the largest detrac-
tor from becoming an extraordinary group, the inability to 
embrace differences would be a contender for fi rst place. Our 
experience is reinforced by what we learned in our fi eld study 
about the extraordinary groups that  understood that  their dif-
ferences were essential to their success. 
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 Chapter Nine speaks directly to those with the role of 
designated group leader. Although we highlight this one role, 
group facilitators and members will also fi nd the content use-
ful. We emphasize ways that leaders can conduct themselves 
in order to embrace differences, create full engagement, and 
share the leadership of a group. 

Chapter Ten pulls the book to a close with a set of fi nal 
observations about the points that stand out to us from our 
three-year journey with Extraordinary Groups.
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          8    

EMBRACING GROUP DIFFERENCES           

     Ah, differences! The spice that makes life and relation-
ships interesting, surprising, and compelling. And the 
source of irritations that can cause disruption, turmoil, 
and pain. When it comes to groups, both of these state-
ments are true. Experience in most groups teaches hesi-
tancy about encouraging diverse opinions. Extraordinary 
groups offer a different lesson. There, members are more 
likely to lean into their differences. In this chapter, we 
encourage you to do exactly that — lean in to explore and 
learn from the wide array of viewpoints and experiences 
present in your group. We ask you to think more deeply 
about the tension differences create and the way this ten-
sion can become the source of creativity and connection. 
We report on how differences represent an essential ingre-
dient of extraordinary groups and describe the way that 
the six Group Needs are met when team members actively 
embrace those differences. We then offer guidance for how 
you can fi rst prepare yourself and then encourage your 
groups to learn from and capitalize on the rich diversity 
brought by members.  

  On the Value of Differences 

 When a group forms, each person ’ s age, skill, gender, rela-
tionships, religion, ethnicity, personality, sexual orienta-
tion, professional background, style, upbringing, education, 

139
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 physical capacity, and life experience arrive at every meet-
ing. This broad range is on display as members consciously 
and not so consciously attempt to meet their Group Needs. 
In ordinary groups, there is a well-recognized pattern: 
in pursuit of what joins people together, members often 
skirt over what sets them apart. They avoid their separate 
edges in an effort to create a harmonious experience. In 
extraordinary groups, the opposite takes place. Members 
are curious and want to know more about their differences. 
Individuals are encouraged to contribute their unique 
knowledge, skills, feelings, and opinions. They speak pas-
sionately to points they see as important. They step into this 
hard work of careful listening and  setting aside  personal 
bias or the desire to be right. They open themselves up to 
the often messy, confusing, and scary exchanges that can 
presage a creative group outcome. They know that their 
ability to build on those differences creates a unique 
advantage for their group. They understand that embrac-
ing differences is not about resolving confl icts or winning 
a debate; it is about welcoming and holding differences 
in a nurturing way, so that they can be seen, understood, 
and used as a resource to achieve a group ’ s Purpose and 
Impact. Full engagement requires this approach. Without 
embracing differences, collaboration and innovation are 
impossible.  

  How Extraordinary Groups Use Differences 

 We are more frequently hearing phrases such as  “ cross-
functional groups ”  or statements such as  “ we need to make 
sure we ’ ve got the full range of perspectives included. ”  There 
is increasing recognition about the value of intentionally 
including differences when inviting people to join a group. 
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We are learning to not just face the Reality of difference, but 
also build on it. This trend makes it even more important 
that all those unique perspectives inform the group and 
spark creativity. Obviously, taking advantage of the diversity 
brought by members is much more diffi cult in groups where 
people back away from the challenge of being open to 
different points of view. 

 Extraordinary groups cultivate a positive mind-set about 
differences, choosing to see them as intriguing, informative, 
and essential — rather than irritating, divisive, or threatening. 
In two-thirds of our collected stories, people identifi ed the 
differences within their groups and the ability to express and 
work with these differences as critical to their success. The 
gist of their stories is this: First, since no two people are alike, 
group members necessarily see the world differently. Second, 
these differences cannot benefi t the group when they stay in 
the background or threaten members when they enter the 
foreground. Third, if you want an extraordinary group expe-
rience, you must legitimize these differences; you must hold 
the differences for the group ’ s consideration. And you must 
do this in ways that allow people to move forward together 
rather than pull the group apart. This capacity is a core 
distinction  —  a pivot point  —  between ordinary and extraordi-
nary groups. 

 Before we offer our suggestions for how to build this 
capacity in your groups, we want to highlight two important 
concepts: 

  Commitment to Purpose allows sorting out differences.  

  Working with differences meets Group Needs.    

 To help us explore these two points, we offer another story 
from our fi eld study. 

•

•
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  Redesigning the Sales Process 

 In 1995, Nancy ’ s company started losing customers to foreign 
competition. She was invited to join a cross-functional team 
that would redesign how their products were sold globally. 
Fifteen handpicked individuals were pulled from their regular 
jobs for this effort.  “ Subject matter experts in different fi elds 
were locked behind closed doors for three months. ”  These 
individuals, with huge differences in background and posi-
tion, immersed themselves in reams of information related 
to the product, the market, the organization, its systems, and 
input from customers and executives. 

 In the end, they recommended  “ completely revamping 
the structure of all units associated with sales. ”  As their rec-
ommendations were accepted, Nancy recalls,  “  This design 
team morphed into an implementation team. We each started 
out wearing our functional hats and together became the pin-
nacle of what a team can achieve. ”  She continued,  “ It was 
transformational at many different levels . . . it was like the 
blinders had been taken off. I saw that the world was big-
ger than I had previously thought. This required a fl ip in my 
thinking. ”  Listening to Nancy, we could hear the depth of 
change this larger view of the world represented for her — and 
to all members of the team as they both respected what each 
person brought and created something larger than any one of 
them could have done alone.  

  Commitment to Purpose Allows Sorting 
Out Differences 

 Nancy ’ s story fi ts with a pattern in extraordinary group expe-
riences: Commitment to team Purpose creates the context 
for members to set aside their personal biases and self-interest 
for the good of the whole. When team members would fi nd 
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themselves caught up in their disagreements,  “ someone would 
say that we needed to step back and remember what we were 
all about. The objective was a real rallying point. The market 
place and the customers had shifted. We now had formida-
ble competition forcing the complacency and arrogance out 
of our system. We were suddenly aware that we didn ’ t have a 
divine right to 80 percent of the market. ”  

 Nancy saw that  “ people were willing to put the identity 
and success of our team ahead of their own sense of impor-
tance and individuality. The old hierarchy from Sales started 
to reduce their egos. A real eye-opening moment was when 
some of them realized that they would get to a certain point 
in the selling process  “ and then throw the sale over the 
fence. ”  In other words, they would assume their job was done 
and let others who came next in the sales process fend for 
themselves.  “ At that point, there was an awareness of what it 
was like to be in another person ’ s shoes. They fi nally realized 
that  ‘ I am not the only one; this is not all about me! ’  People 
gained a sense that we don ’ t do this alone. ”  Bingo! Another 
shift in perceptions due to common Purpose. But notice 
that group members did not gain this insight in a splurge of 
generosity and team Purpose. No, they got there by initially 
 putting themselves forward and facing the differences among 
the team. 

 When asked about how the group faced those differences, 
Nancy remembers that it wasn ’ t necessarily pretty.  “ It included 
shouting matches and people storming out of the room. 
When that happened, we ’ d take a break. Sometimes we ’ d
retreat into our reading material. When we reconvened, 
we ’ d acknowledge what happened, admit that there were no 
hard feelings, and get back into it. ”  What enabled people to 
do this?  “ The integrity of each person, the sense of obliga-
tion to do this task — to sink our teeth into something really 
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important for the company. And the recognition that no one 
was happy with the way things were. Everyone involved was 
trying to do what was best for the organization. ”  Again, the 
importance of commitment to Purpose.  

  Working Through Differences Meets Group Needs 

 In our extraordinary groups, members made their way 
through sometimes volatile and messy clashes by remind-
ing themselves that something marvelous could happen if 
they could just see it through. At some level people knew 
that fantastic results could not be achieved by a follow-the-
rules-and-avoid-confl ict approach. When asked to name 
three factors that made her team experience so outstanding, 
Nancy cited its quick ability to surface disagreements; letting 
go of right-and-wrong and ego; and a willingness to explore. 
As we examined other stories where diverse views and con-
fl ict were cited as important contributors to great results, 
we saw how the willingness to face into differences was a 
powerful means of meeting  all  six of the Group Needs. Prior 
to this recognition, we knew that commitment to Purpose 
was hugely important. But we hadn ’ t seen so clearly the full 
power of embracing differences. We continue with Nancy ’ s 
story to demonstrate this discovery about the fi ve other 
Group Needs — Acceptance, Potential, Bond, Reality, and 
Impact. 

  Acceptance: Knowing and Accepting Ourselves for Who 
We Are.   Nancy says that in an experience like hers,  “ You 
learned about yourself, how you show up, what your  behaviors 
do to others. I was in a room with all these  talented people. 
Some days were very humbling and I wondered  ‘ why am I 
here?  ’   ”  Later in the interview, she acknowledged,  “ I have 
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a tendency to be my own worst enemy. But this  experience 
showed me that I truly did belong with this team. It gave me 
an amazing sense of self-worth. ”   

  Potential: Sensing and Growing into Our Fuller and Better 
Selves .     “  There was such a willingness to explore. It felt like we 
were sitting on the edge of a new frontier, doing the  cutting-
edge thinking. ”  Nancy knew this team was expanding her 
Potential. Also a musician, she knows  “ what the creative pro-
cess is like in an arena that is expected to be creative. I hadn ’ t 
experienced the creative juice in an organization before being 
on this team. ”  As the team talked through members ’  different 
views of the future,  “  There was an amazing exploration to all 
the thinking and research we did. It was grad school level. ”  
When asked the degree to which this experience enabled her 
to learn new things in order to realize some of her Potential, 
she rated it as  “ a 38-point font! I thrive on learning new things 
and am interested in so many different things. Our experience 
really fed that part of me. ”  Notice how tightly Nancy ’ s fulfi ll-
ment of her Potential is bound to the team ’ s exploration of its 
differences. We heard this often in our fi eld study.  

  Bond: Our Shared Sense of Identity and Belonging .    Nancy 
saw her diverse team bonding as a whole and how their abil-
ity to challenge each other was a part of that process.  “ It was 
amazing to see how the team moved. The respect, enjoying 
each others ’  company, bringing out the best in each other, 
challenging each other. There was a real depth of feeling, a 
sense of  ‘ I want to know more about your world and about 
you. ’   ”  As to her own experience, she simply stated that  “ It 
gave me a sense of belonging. ”   

  Reality: Understanding and Accepting the World as It Is 
and How It Affects Us.   Nancy remembers the hard work 
that was required for some members to get beyond their 
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well-established view of how things worked. People  gradually 
came to understand that  “ this work was going to make a big 
difference — and that it was really about changing the cor-
porate culture. And this was going to be really hard work! ”  
The team ’ s work  “ challenged people to think in terms of the 
whole process — from the fi rst point of customer contact to 
the delivery and servicing of the product. Misconceptions 
were brought to light. People were so used to living in silos. 
They got to see what the world looked like from another 
point of view. ”  Nancy saw the transformative Impact of 
examining the Reality of different views and how it triggered 
another  “ fl ip in thinking. That ’ s what I was really watching. 
Some people were very uncomfortable and had a hard time. 
Some left because they couldn ’ t handle the change in think-
ing. Those that stayed were willing to shift. ”  Without the 
exploration of different views, they would not have been able 
to see the whole picture, the whole Reality.  

  Impact: Our Intention to Make a Difference and Our 
Readiness to Act.   The cross-functional membership of Nancy ’ s 
group assured that different perspectives of the whole process 
would be at the table so that their recommendations would be 
credible and actionable. Out of those built-in differences and 
the way in which the team faced them came important results. 
For the fi rst time in the company ’ s history, a documented process 
that would allow that process to be intentionally managed. A 
decision to co-locate all those involved with the process includ-
ing sales, marketing, contracts, customer engineering, and cus-
tomer services. And perhaps most important, a restructuring 
of all included functions around certain customers. In Nancy ’ s 
words,  “ At the time, this was all huge and revolutionary. ”  

 Imagine the effort required to hold an appropriate and 
creative tension between the unique contributions of the 
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individual members and the shared pursuit of results by the 
whole group. This is something of a  “ sweet spot ”  for extraor-
dinary groups. To employ differences to their advantage, 
members need to believe that it is possible to grow from those 
differences; they then need to be willing to engage with each 
other so that new understandings can be gained. Then they 
will be ready to act. As we two know from our collaboration 
on this book this is not easy work. But it is essential to an 
extraordinary group experience.    

  Guidance for Preparing Yourself 
to Embrace Differences 

 Enhancing your ability to hold and build upon differences 
begins with what goes on inside you — how you feel about 
the differences you see and what you do because of them. 
You will be far more effective at helping your group be 
open to differences if you have found your own center fi rst. 
What good is it to go into your group off-center or unbal-
anced, especially when it comes to issues that can inspire 
strong opinions and passionate debate? You will therefore 
notice that all of our questions and most of our actions in 
this section focus on what you could do alone or outside 
of group meetings. As with Chapters Four through Six, we 
encourage you to pick up your journal and take notes; fol-
low through by applying some of the actions we highlight. 
By doing so, you will increase both your self-awareness and 
your skill. 

 Think about, write about, talk about, observe yourself 
with fi ve suggestions in mind. Consider your willingness to 

  Commit to your group  

  Maintain a positive bias  

•

•
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  Be a learner and explorer  

  Lean toward risk  

  Provide less control and more space    

  Commit to Your Group 

 Consider your commitment to your group ’ s Purpose and the 
people involved. The level of your commitment determines 
your willingness to openly explore the differences in your 
group. High commitment means you are capable of inspiring 
others and encouraging the group to capitalize on its diver-
sity. Moderate commitment may build as the group gets under 
way, but depends on the level of commitment of others in the 
group. Low commitment is not likely to lead to an extraor-
dinary experience; you won ’ t have the focus and energy 
required and will have a harder time appreciating and learn-
ing from the group ’ s diversity. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Consider the importance you 
assign to your group ’ s Purpose. 

  How important is your group ’ s Purpose to you? Why? 
What is your sense of how others in your group view the 
importance of your collective Purpose. What causes you 
to make this assessment?  

  Consider your history with addressing differences in 
groups. Describe for yourself the roles and actions you 
have taken. What successful patterns do you see? What 
have you learned from those experiences that could be 
useful now?  

  What risks are you willing to take to help this group have 
an extraordinary experience? What would you be willing 
to deny yourself for the sake of the group?     

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Sample Actions for You.   Continue to refl ect on your com-
mitment to your group ’ s Purpose through actions that push 
you into greater understanding. 

  Describe what your group does when differences emerge. 
Particularly note any patterns in behavior and feelings 
expressed.  

  Based on what you have read here, and your related 
thinking, list actions you are willing to take to promote 
your group ’ s ability to embrace its differences. Picture 
yourself taking each those actions. Pick at least one and 
follow through with your group.  

  Think of someone from your personal life who you care 
deeply about and with whom you also have differences. 
Identify an issue that exists between the two of you. Meet 
with that person with the intent of suspending your judg-
ment and increasing your curiosity. Seek to understand 
that person ’ s views more deeply. Make no decisions or 
judgments; just listen in order to better understand. After 
this conversation, take note of your experience and any 
insights you might have gained.      

  Maintain a Positive Bias 

 How would you increase the likelihood that your group 
could become exceptional if you operated from the belief 
that it will? If you aspire to be extraordinary in your group 
interactions, how might your behavior infl uence others? 
We encourage you to follow this line of questioning by 
operating from the assumption that your group could be 
amazing, fantastic, extraordinary! Since most of us go into 
groups with some kind of unconscious bias, choose a posi-
tive bias and see what happens as a result. Choose to see 

•

•

•
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differences within your group as intriguing, informative, 
and essential to fulfi lling the group ’ s purpose. This mindset 
will help you see and build on the diversity of strengths 
other members bring. It will help you engage in disagree-
ments as a learner — not as someone who already knows 
the  “ right ”  answer. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Go below the surface of 
some of your conscious patterns to examine the values or 
beliefs that infl uence your behavior. 

  What is your  “ natural ”  bias toward organizations, work, 
and groups? How has that been evident to you and oth-
ers? What does this suggest about developing a positive 
bias?  

  What are times in your life when a positive bias paid off 
to your advantage? What did you gain because of this 
positive bias?  

  If you were to act even more positively in group situa-
tions, what would that look like? What would you be 
doing that you are not now doing?  

  What are the consequences for you of holding low expec-
tations of the groups you are part of ?     

  Sample Actions for You.   Bring insight about your natural 
biases to your interaction with others in your life or in your 
group. 

  Ask a friend or close family member about how they see 
your approach to work and groups. What do they pick up 
about your attitudes given what they hear you say or see 
you do? What effect does your approach have on what 
happens in the groups — as they see it?  

•

•

•

•

•
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  Make notes to yourself on what positive expectations 
could do for a particularly important group. Use those 
notes as a basis for what you say in your group.  

  Go out of your way to know members of your group; fi nd 
out about their backgrounds, training, experience, likes 
and dislikes. Share the same about yourself.  

  Talk with group members about how you could better 
play off each other ’ s strengths in order to advance your 
Purpose and increase your Impact.      

  Be a Learner and Explorer 

 The Group Needs model reminds us that individuals thrive 
in settings that help them learn and grow. Learning often 
comes when different viewpoints meet each other in a group 
discussion. Or learning can come if we take the fi rst glim-
mers of confusion, frustration, or irritation as opportunities. 
Guide your thinking — and the group ’ s — toward learning from 
the differences within the group. To do this, notice when you 
are about to judge another person wrong and declare yourself 
right. Replace your judgment with curiosity; get curious about 
other possibilities and open up to differing points of view. 
Behave in ways that show your respect for other perspectives 
and experiences, knowing that respect does not equal agree-
ment. Actively seek information that will help you learn 
about another ’ s opinion, what ’ s behind it, its implications, 
and how it might support the group ’ s Purpose. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Consider your patterns aro und 
judgment. 

  What, if any, particular behaviors of others tend to push 
your hot-buttons? When your buttons get pushed and you 
slide toward judgment, how do you behave?  

•

•

•

•
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  What might you say or do to set aside your judge and 
reclaim your learner-explorer?  

  Think of a time when your curiosity was fully engaged 
in a group. What enabled that to be so? Could you apply 
any of those factors in current situations in which you are 
inclined to judge rather than learn?  

  What could you do to better demonstrate that you hear 
the views of others that are different from your own?     

  Sample Actions for You.   These suggestions will help you 
become more conscious of your inclinations to judge or learn 
from others. 

  Notice when your judging-self emerges in a group situation. 
How does that affect your ability to learn? What could you 
say in the group that would release some of your judgment?  

  List phrases, statements, or questions that help you stay 
in the learner-explorer role. Examples:  “ Your point is that 
we need to. . . . ”  Or  “ I ’ d like to hear why you believe that 
is so important. ”  Or  “ I ’ ve never thought of that. ”  Refer to 
that list when you fi nd yourself tempted to abandon the 
learner for the sake of your judge.  

  List phrases, statements, or questions that suggest you 
are judging. For example,  “ We ought to. . . ”  Or  “ That ’ s 
wrong. ”  Or  “ I think we are done with this. ”  Pay attention 
to how frequently such phrases make their way into your 
group interaction.  

  Notice what allows you to accept the views of certain people 
and not others. How does this affect your group behavior? 
What might you do to accept more people? Is there any 
connection between what you have diffi culty accepting in 
others and what you fi nd hard to accept in yourself ?      

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Lean Toward Risk 

 Extraordinary groups commonly talk about going places no 
one has gone before. Those we interviewed used words or 
phrases such as Nancy ’ s  “ revolutionary ”  or  “ breakthrough ”  or 
 “ never been done before. ”  Risk taking is always required in 
these circumstances. Keep in mind that when a group regu-
larly chooses not to risk, nothing especially noteworthy is 
being aspired to or likely to happen. This is not horrible, but 
the chance that this will become a great group is signifi cantly 
reduced. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Use these questions to 
gain insight about your willingness to undertake actions that 
carry risk. 

  How would you describe yourself in terms of willingness 
to risk? What increases your willingness to risk?  

  When has risking been particularly successful for you?  

  What are some of the riskier elements of the work you do 
right now?  

  What do your answers to the questions above suggest about 
how you want to approach the groups you are part of ?     

  Sample Actions for You.   Think about your group and the 
degree to which risk taking is necessary to become extraordinary. 

  Remind yourself of your commitment to the group ’ s 
Purpose. Describe a risk you would be willing to take to 
advance the group ’ s Purpose.  

  Assess yourself and your group against the indicators of 
extraordinary groups in Chapter Two. Which actions 
does your group commonly demonstrate? Which would 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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you like to get better at? Which actions seem particularly 
risky? Why might it be important to take that risk? What 
can you personally do to encourage others to take those 
risks?  

  Assess your group ’ s willingness to risk. Describe risky 
actions taken and readily supported. What else might the 
group do in the way of risk to make itself more effective? 
Ask others in your group what they see as useful but risky 
behavior.      

  Provide Less Control and More Space 

 Space to a group can mean the place it holds its meeting. 
But it can also refer to the psychological space — or safety —
 that is necessary to talk about differences. When people 
fear that talking about certain issues creates too much of a 
risk to take, they believe that moving into that conversa-
tion will result in some kind of reprisal or loss. They worry 
that  “ things will get out of hand ”  or  “ someone will get emo-
tional! ”  With such feelings, they are less likely to make the 
space to talk about the issue at hand. At such moments, a 
desire to control the group or the conversation can ooze 
on to the scene. In extraordinary groups, members sense 
enough open and safe space for them to express their unique 
perspectives. 

 Consider your patterns of behavior in groups. How often 
do you want to be in control or do you avoid emotional 
encounters? If your answer is  “ much of the time, ”  this may be 
a development opportunity for you. You ’ ve got plenty of com-
pany in these patterns, but less among members of extraor-
dinary groups. If you want to help create an extraordinary 
group, behave as they behave. Support your group by encour-
aging it to fi nd the space it needs for creative and  passionate 

•
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communication. Remind yourself of how amazing groups 
behave and be patient with your group when it moves in that 
direction, even if those behaviors cause you discomfort. Know 
that breakthrough thinking often comes from these more 
authentic and even chaotic moments. Support your group in 
loosening up rather than ratcheting down. 

  Refl ection Questions for You.   Give yourself permission to 
explore the question of control and how and when it might 
show up in your group behavior. 

  Do you have tendencies to want to be right, to be fi rst, to 
control, to avoid confl ict or passionate interaction? If no, 
why not? If yes, why? How does any of these behaviors 
show up in your group meetings?  

  What are the consequences of a group moving forward 
without your regular intervention to shape, manage, or 
control? What might happen in the extreme?  

  Notice what your answers above suggest about the group ’ s 
capabilities and your capabilities. How does this fi t with 
your thoughts about you and your role in other groups? 
What clues, if any, do your answers offer about what you 
might do more or less of in the future?  

  Think about your group and your commitment to its 
Purpose and its members. Ask yourself: How likely is it 
that my worries or fears will come true?     

  Sample Actions for You.   Watch how the issues of space 
and control manifest themselves in your group. 

  Notice yourself in your next group meeting. Do nothing 
differently except notice and note your reactions to what 

•

•

•

•

•
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is going on. Notice when you fi nd yourself wanting to be 
fi rst, to be right, or to win. Ask yourself what you would 
do if you were more of a learner-explorer than a judger.  

  Notice others in your next group meeting. Notice the 
more passionate members: How do they give voice to that 
passion? Where does it come from? How effective is it 
with others? How do others respond?  

  Notice how much time or psychological space is provided 
in your group for exploring differences. What happens 
because it is there — or not? Make notes on the space 
available and how it is used and might be increased.    

 With these questions and actions, we complete our 
guidance on what you as an individual can do to pre-
pare yourself to be more open to challenging differences 
in groups. That practice, mostly outside your group, pre-
pares you well for stepping into the group to affect how it 
embraces its differences. And that is what the rest of this 
chapter is about.    

  Guidance for Encouraging Others
to Embrace Differences 

 There is no lack of literature on interpersonal communication 
in group settings. A subset of that writing pays particular atten-
tion to confl ict management; we strongly urge you to develop 
skills in this area. Pay particular attention to the writing that 
emphasizes, as we do, the opportunities embedded in diverse 
perspectives. There ’ s no escaping the diversity of viewpoints in 
a group, so why not build upon them rather than pretend they 
will go away? From this point forward, we present and elabo-
rate on three suggestions that increase a group ’ s ability to hold 
differences: 

•

•
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  Model authentic communication.  

  Meet Group Needs.  

  Structure the group ’ s work.    

 A quick clue before looking into Refl ection Questions 
and Sample Actions in each of these three areas: it ’ s all 
about modeling. By that we mean be the group member 
you want others to be. Do so with our three suggestions in 
mind. But more important, behave in ways that you truly 
believe will help join members of this group, make best use 
of its resources, and move it toward its desired outcomes. 
Over the long term, this is your best way to infl uence the 
group. You can begin today by emphasizing each of our three 
suggestions. 

  Model Authentic Communication 

 Openness and authenticity are about intention, not skills. 
You intend to fully engage, to be candid, forthright, and to 
be open to other points of view. And you intend that oth-
ers in the group are this way too. This intention translates 
into behaviors such as clarifying your intent and asking oth-
ers ’  about theirs; expressing what you want and asking  others 
what they want; asking questions and paying attention to 
the answers; expressing how you feel and asking others how 
they feel; listening to learn and expecting others to listen too; 
being willing to change your mind and believing that others 
will do the same. All of which help embrace differences. 

 Do not worry about whether you are doing all of this per-
fectly. If you insist on worrying, worry more about whether 
all ideas have been heard so the group can act in an informed 
way. No, you don ’ t have to express everything you think or 
feel, but do put relevant information on the table. Be honest, 

•

•

•
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be clear, be respectful, be curious as you express yourself and 
encourage others to do the same. Authenticity is not a license 
to damage others or the group. 

  Refl ection Questions for the Group.   Invite your group mem-
bers into a process of refl ection about the level of candid commu-
nication in the group by asking these questions at an appropriate 
moment. 

  As we work together, are we getting all the relevant 
thoughts and feelings on the table? What might we do to 
make that more likely?  

  In service to our Purpose and the group itself, what are 
we more or less comfortable talking about together? What 
could we do to increase our comfort with a broader range 
of issues?  

  When did we do a particularly good job of getting all our 
viewpoints expressed — even though they differed widely? 
What allowed that to work? How could we do more of that?     

  Sample Actions in the Group.   Here are some more detailed 
actions related to the authenticity in your group; they compli-
ment the refl ection questions above. 

  When disagreement emerges in the group, ask the parties 
involved to clarify their intentions as they put forth their 
ideas. Ask the group how the intentions are similar and 
different. Summarize what they have in common; see 
what happens next.  

  When you fi nd yourself confused about what is going on 
in the group, say,  “ I ’ m feeling confused . . . Where are we 
going with this conversation? Can anyone help me out? ”  

•

•

•

•

•
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Your candor is likely to call out others having a similar 
experience and the group can adapt to this.  

  When you fi nd yourself worrying what you see going on in 
the group, say aloud what you are worried about. Again, 
your willingness to name your concerns will help others 
do the same. Once out, these feelings will help the group 
make a conscious decision about how to proceed.  

  When your commitment is high, tell the group your feel-
ings. Similarly, if you are particularly pleased to be able 
work with others in the group, let them know that indi-
vidually and collectively — along with your reasons.      

  Meet Group Needs 

 As your group deals with its differences, consider the Group 
Needs model as it applies to each person in the group. Notice 
how the creative dynamic among the six can surface as con-
fl icts or paradoxes: 

  A person is highly committed to the group ’ s identity 
(Bond and Purpose) and loves to shine individually 
(Acceptance and Potential) by representing the group to 
the community at large.  

  Another member is committed to the mission of the group 
(Purpose and Impact) but is frightened by what he might be 
called upon to do (Acceptance and Potential) along the way.  

  Someone usually shy about speaking up in group meet-
ings (Acceptance and Bond) contributes enthusiastically 
when the group is at work (Purpose and Impact).  

  A member aggressively asserts opinions to infl uence the 
group direction (Acceptance and Purpose) but does so in 
a way that causes others to distance themselves (Bond).    

•

•

•

•

•

•
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 When you see the Group Needs being expressed by some-
one, think fi rst about how you might help meet those needs. 
Even when tempted to pull away, recognize this person has 
a real need and that backing off does not meet that need. 
When you hear someone say something that indicates she 
might be looking for validation and support, say,  “ I support 
you ”  if you do. If you don ’ t agree with her views, paraphrase 
what she has said so that she knows you have understood her 
position. When you think someone does not feel included, 
include them by name in what you say. When someone is 
going on and on about what the group is supposed to do, tell 
him you appreciate his commitment to this group. 

 It ’ s amazing how effective small actions like these can be. 
Use your needs-oriented view to get beneath what was said; help 
everyone hear the Group Needs as they are expressed. When 
you hear and make relevant the hopes, concerns, or needs of 
group members, you nudge your group toward excellence. 

  Refl ection Questions for the Group.   Help your group be 
more responsive to the six Group Needs that members bring 
by posing these questions and encouraging discussion about 
the answers. 

  After listening to all we ’ ve said, what do you think this 
group needs most right now? How much of this is about 
what we want individually or what we want together as 
a group? About what we do or how we do it? How do we 
make sure all of our needs are being addressed as we work 
together?  

  What can we do in this group to help each of us bring our 
energies to the group, to connect with our Purpose and 
each other, to make us more hopeful about what we can 
do in the world?  

•

•
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  Do our needs confl ict in any way? If so, how? Do we want 
or need to do anything about this confl ict?     

  Sample Actions in the Group.   Think about the Group 
Needs model as a powerful template to recognize what other 
members are expressing and then do your part to meet those 
needs. Here are some ways you can use it with any of your 
groups. 

  Put the Group Needs model before the group on a fl ip 
chart or white board. Around the sides list examples of 
the needs that are met in your group ’ s experience. Ask 
what else might be done to meet more Group Needs more 
often. List those ideas and through discussion determine 
which are most important. Ask how the group might 
accomplish these things together in meetings. Make 
 commitments to move ahead.  

  When you see the group drifting, arguing, seeming dis-
jointed, ask: What is going on right now? Hear responses 
and then ask: What could we do that would meet more of 
our collective needs?  

  Ask group members to read Chapters Four, Five, and Six 
before an upcoming meeting. In the meeting, ask: Which 
Group Needs seem most prevalent in this group? How do 
we meet them now? How might we better meet them?      

  Structure the Group ’ s Work 

 People behave differently when asked to work within a new 
framework, and this can be especially useful when encouraging 
others to embrace differences. By  “ structure ”  we mean shaping 
the context within which work is done. That includes alter-
ing the place the work is done; the design within which people 

•

•

•

•
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work; the roles people play while they work; the ground rules 
  they follow as they work. Alter any of these elements and peo-
ple behave differently. Apply these suggestions about structuring 
in the spirit of just-enough rather than too much structure. Do 
so in order to help members be more open to group differences. 

  Location.   Take a group out of its accustomed place of 
work and members immediately start behaving differently; 
this is one reason for the popularity of group retreats. Attend 
to the aesthetics of the meeting space; how can it be made 
more attractive and inviting? Getting out of the offi ce for 
a picnic or business-related trip can help members discover 
their shared humanity and learn about each other on a per-
sonal as well as work basis. Shared experiences in a comfort-
able setting place member ’ s differences in larger perspective. 
Meeting in a new setting supports creating new options.  

  Meeting Designs.   Long-established groups become accus-
tomed to their meeting formats and agendas, all of which can 
produce a giant and silent yawn. Designing a meeting differ-
ently energizes the group and mixes their talents anew; a good 
design can cause everyone to learn about others in new ways 
that increase the creativity of the group and allow apprecia-
tion of differences. It can be as simple as focusing an entire 
meeting on all that has made the group successful; or bring-
ing in a provocative speaker and then having a discussion 
about her ideas; or picking a recent challenging situation and 
debriefi ng it together to mine the lessons-learned. We offer 
additional thoughts about meeting design in Chapter Nine.  

  Roles.   Just as we become accustomed to the format of our 
meetings, so we become accustomed to the roles each group 
member plays. Shifting roles shifts perspectives, often reducing 
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confl ict as people better understand what is expected of oth-
ers. For example, when leadership of group meetings is shared, 
rather than constantly held by one person. Or when everyone 
in the group is expected to think and act as one leader among 
many in the group. Or asking one or two people to observe the 
meeting dynamics and report back their observations to spark a 
discussion near the close of the meeting. Or sharing the respon-
sibility for taking and distributing meeting notes.  

  Ground Rules.   Groups work within explicit and implicit 
rules; members think they all know what the rules are —  even 
though they may each express the rules differently when asked. 
Ground rules have huge impact. For example, imagine a simple 
ground rule that says, “We will hear from each member before 
making group decisions.” For many groups, that would open up 
a whole new way of working. This is not to recommend estab-
lishing particular ground rules necessarily, but to emphasize the 
impact of relevant ground rules. Think about the potential of 
ground rules for managing differences and embracing disagree-
ment. All groups have such agreements, whether they know 
it or not. Extraordinary groups are more explicit about what 
norms they need in order to succeed. This includes ground rules 
that encourage differences to surface and be explored.  

  Refl ection Questions for the Group.   Help your group 
think about the way it can be more intentional about loca-
tion, meeting design, roles, and ground rules so that different 
perspectives are encouraged. 

  How does the physical location we meet in positively 
or negatively affect how we interact and our intended 
outcomes? What other locations might also work for us, 
and how might they affect our outcomes?  

•
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  How does the structure of our regular meetings affect what 
we accomplish? What alternative structure would enable a 
wider range of ideas to come forward and energize us?  

  How could we shake up the roles we perform in a way 
that results in more creativity, excitement, and learning?  

  What are our implied rules that allow us to be so effec-
tive? And what rules block our work together? What rules 
do we need in order to help us be more open and curious?     

  Sample Actions in the Group.   Build upon the insights gained 
from group refl ection by changing some of your structure so that 
you can more effectively engage around your differences. 

  Together assess your regular group meetings, their effec-
tiveness for the group and for individuals in the group  —
 within the context of your Purpose and desired Impact. 
Particularly attend to what the group does to call ideas 
forth, to put an array of ideas beside each other, to decide 
what to do with all the group has learned.  

  Look at the way your group  “ always ”  goes about doing 
whatever it does. For patterns that seem entrenched, 
suggest doing them differently. For example, consider 
changing the order of the standing items on your agenda, 
rotating the responsibilities for facilitating your meetings. 
Try changing seats if certain people always sit in the same 
place. Discuss how such changes impact the group.  

  After successfully facing unexpected adversity, look at 
what you did together to address this unplanned, emergent 
issue. Use your next meeting to properly celebrate, taking 
time to honor people ’ s contributions and efforts. Talk 
about what you ’ ve learned, what you ’ d like to forget, and 
how this experience served the group.  

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Meet in a new place, a place that most agree is likely to 
work but is still signifi cantly different from the  “ old place. ”  
It may be a room with a view or a coffee shop or someone ’ s 
home, but new it is and it will make a difference. Try 
including a meal; food has a remarkable communal effect 
on groups. Discuss how this variation encouraged openness 
and the ability to work with differences.    

 For your review, one more time, here are the eight sug-
gestions to help you and your group engage fully and even 
joyfully with one another around your exciting, provocative, 
intriguing, thought-provoking, and powerful differences. 

  Commit to your group.  

  Maintain a positive bias.  

  Be a learner and explorer.  

  Lean toward risk.  

  Provide less control and more space.  

  Model authentic communication.  

  Meet Group Needs.  

  Structure the group ’ s work    .

 Embracing differences has particular meaning for us as 
your co-authors. During our three-year collaboration, we grad-
ually developed and then intentionally applied each of the 
above suggestions. Our experience infl uenced what we have 
written here. See Appendix C, in which we describe how 
our small group of two went about embracing our differences 
while writing this book. Since many group collaborations are 
a collection of one-on-one interactions, you might fi nd our 
lists helpful.                

•

•

•

•

•

•
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          9    

LEADING EXTRAORDINARY 
GROUPS           

 In this chapter, we focus our guidance, refl ection questions, and 
sample actions on the role of the group leader. If you are a facil-
itator of groups, our ideas offer good guidance on approaching 
your role with our model in mind. If you are a group member, 
remember that the extraordinary groups we studied were char-
acterized by shared leadership. In the best examples, everyone 
in the group initiated as a leader might initiate, offered ideas 
as a leader might, and proposed actions — more in the mode of 
an active leader than a passive member. Our suggestions offer a 
look into some of the less visible aspects of exceptional groups. 
Whatever your role, we assume that you aspire to the extraor-
dinary and that you intend to take action to encourage amazing 
group experiences. Every suggestion in this chapter is designed 
to help you to do just that. 

 We focus on six leadership actions that directly encour-
age the eight indicators of amazing groups we identifi ed in 
Chapter Two: a compelling purpose, shared leadership, just-
enough structure, full engagement, embracing differences, 
unexpected learning, strengthened relationships, and great 
results. Each suggestion promotes group activity that can lead 
to an experience in which people feel energized, connected, 
hopeful, and changed. If you want, through your leadership, 
to help your group be extraordinary, pay particular attention 
to our suggestions. For some readers, our guidance will be wel-
come reminders; for others, it will open up new territory. 
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 We pull from the experiences reported to us through our 
fi eld study and our own experiences in the last three years as 
we deliberately applied the Group Needs model to our con-
sulting work. We intentionally do not address many impor-
tant and basic aspects of effective group leadership; these 
topics are well covered by many other authors; check our list 
of valued references in Appendix D to learn more.  

  Group Leadership 

 Half of the transformational groups we learned about had some-
one designated with a title such as  “ team lead ”  or  “ department 
head ”  or  “ project manager. ”  Regardless of title, that person ’ s 
leadership was expected and important to the group ’ s success. 
Group leaders feel responsible for outcomes and direction of a 
group. In large organizations, especially workplaces, they are 
typically assigned that responsibility. Self-organizing groups cre-
ate their own process for identifying leaders sometimes result-
ing in one person being elected, named, or annointed as the 
leader. Regardless of how they come to their position of leader, 
they usually have experience, knowledge, and relationships 
important to the group ’ s Purpose and the world in which the 
group operates. They expect people will turn to them for some 
level of direction, guidance, and encouragement. In extraor-
dinary groups, they seek full engagement of all members and 
encourage others to think and act as leaders too. 

  Facilitative Leadership 

 We found that leaders of extraordinary groups most often employ 
a style that is more facilitative than directive. Facilitative 
 leaders focus on being of service to the group as a whole and 
to  individual members. They attend to how the group works 
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together as it progresses toward outcomes. They see to it that the 
group gets the direction it needs without necessarily  providing 
all that direction themselves. They act out of the belief that 
their group must share responsibility, accountability, participa-
tion, and power. 

 The choice to be a facilitative leader is enabled by see-
ing through the lens of the Group Needs model. Stand back 
from your group to consider the individual members, their 
collective Purpose, and the world in which they operate. 
From that larger perspective, consider the six Group Needs 
brought by every member: How might this group experi-
ence meet those needs? Next, consider the eight indica-
tors of extraordinary groups discussed in Chapter Two: Are 
those indicators alive in your meetings? And notice whether 
members exhibit the four feelings associated with transfor-
mation: Do they seem energized, hopeful, connected — and 
positively changed? Answering these questions helps you 
lead in ways that call forth the strengths and motivations of 
your group.   

  Guidance for Leaders 

 To create an extraordinary group experience, consider this 
guidance — all rooted in the designated leader role, all designed 
with the Group Needs model in mind: 

  Frame an inspiring Purpose.  

  Lead with a light touch.  

  Keep issues discussable.  

  Manage the world around your group.  

  Put the right team together.  

  Design and facilitate meetings with the Group Needs in mind.    

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Frame an Inspiring Purpose 

 Members are inspired when they fi nd meaning or signifi cance 
in a group ’ s Purpose. An important early-on action is to help 
group members discover this personal connection. In doing 
so, you are essentially asking members to consider such ques-
tions as: Why is this Purpose important to you? What about it 
causes you to be highly committed to the work of our group? 
Some groups come to this understanding once a project is 
under way. Other groups begin with a boldly stated Purpose, 
in which the larger meaning is abundantly clear. Take a look 
at Dan ’ s experience. 

  Naming the Larger Impact.   Dan was asked to lead a team 
in developing the security component for an important piece 
of new software. Because of the intended widespread use of 
this particular product, he framed the work as  “ securing civi-
lization. ”  He admits that  “ At fi rst it sounded a bit corny, ”  
but the larger meaning of the work caught on.  “ This rallied 
the team and they lived it. Every day, they had a chance to 
make a difference. This upped the quality bar tremendously. ”  
Having framed the Purpose in this broad and inspiring way, 
his team set and met their aggressive targets for building and 
testing security features. From the beginning, Dan saw the 
meaning of the work and captured it in a phrase that con-
veyed a huge and inspiring Impact. Throughout the effort, 
he would remind team members of the signifi cance of what 
they had taken on together and why it was important for 
each team member to make this work a priority. This hugely 
motivational element contributed to an outstanding success: 
All the quality bars were hit, no deadlines were missed, and a 
remarkably low number of fi xes were required once the prod-
uct was released. Dan ’ s framing of the Purpose was key. 
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 The  “ aggressive targets ”  of Dan ’ s group points to another 
powerful action leaders can take that is related to framing 
an inspiring Purpose. If you lead a group with an external-
change Purpose, help the group set doable stretch goals. 
These statements will focus the group ’ s action and translate
the compelling Purpose into the  concrete accomplish-
ments that help a group go from point A to point B — and 
achieve unexpected learning along the way. Among our 
field study stories, compelling Purpose and doable stretch 
goals were the most  frequently mentioned examples of 
structure.  

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   These questions will  
help you refl ect on how your group ’ s Purpose inspires, is 
expressed, and can be linked to stretch goals. 

  What is your group ’ s Purpose? How clear is it to the 
group? How does it inspire you?  

  What larger individual, group, or world needs might be 
found within the presenting Purpose? How might those be 
expressed?  

  What can you uniquely do from your position to help 
group members fi nd inspiration or personal connection 
with the group ’ s Purpose? How might you involve mem-
bers in deepening the meaning of their Purpose?  

  What stretch goals will lead to the accomplishment of 
this Purpose? How might you involve the group in identi-
fying and shaping those goal statements?  

  Notice that these questions are useful to group members and 
facilitators as well as leaders. This will be true of all of the 
refl ection questions and many of the sample actions offered 
throughout this chapter.     

•

•

•

•
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  Sample Actions with Groups.   Help group members fi nd 
personal inspiration in the group ’ s Purpose through the fol-
lowing actions. 

  Ask group members to share their thoughts about the 
group ’ s Purpose by posing such questions as: What does 
our Purpose mean to you? What greater Impact do you see 
within it? Why is our Purpose important to you? How will 
the power of this Purpose infl uence your participation?  

  If it is not clearly defi ned already, ask two or three mem-
bers of the group to draft the group ’ s current Purpose for 
review at the next group meeting. Encourage a discus-
sion using the questions mentioned above. Notice how 
members are aligned or not around Purpose. Does the 
degree of alignment suggest any next steps the group 
should take?  

  After you and the group have explored the larger mean-
ing of your Purpose, defi ne the goals that will enable you 
to fulfi ll it. Examine the draft statements with this ques-
tion: Are these goals challenging yet doable, and will they 
cause us to stretch our capabilities — as individuals? As a 
group?      

  Lead with a Light Touch 

 Amazing groups create space for people to think creatively, 
explore tangents, have fun, take risks, do integrative thinking, 
and build connections with one another. Members of such 
groups are passionate about Purpose and focused on challeng-
ing goals. Such groups do not do well with tightly structured 
agendas, roles, boundaries, or micro-managing. These tradi-
tional management techniques create structure that blocks 
the energy and sense of connection. 

•

•

•
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 With your groups, strive for just-enough structure to cre-
ate clarity for members and support their commitment to 
Purpose. This openness joins with the another important 
aspect of leadership — using a low-keyed style that is much 
more behind the scenes than out front. Leaders of transfor-
mational groups understand that the leadership they provide 
is not about themselves, but rather about how they encour-
age and support the group members to fulfi ll the group ’ s 
Purpose. If you want your groups to be extraordinary, do not 
try to control them. Open up the group ’ s structure and pro-
cess — and open up yourself — to see what emerges from the 
group. This lighter-touch, adaptive leadership is all about 
creating space for others to jump in, being present for sup-
port, listening and watching carefully, and coaching members 
as they take on more responsibility. Be careful when you feel 
inclined to reinforce boundaries, structure, or the power of 
your role. Instead, use your leadership to focus the group on 
the outcomes desired. Control rarely and only when neces-
sary to support the group ’ s ability to move ahead. Consider 
Marcia ’ s leadership. 

  A Cultural Reconnection.   Like many other of the lead-
ers we interviewed, Marcia had no idea what she was unleash-
ing when she led a cultural reconnection mission of nineteen 
African American women to Kenya. Now, seven years later, 
Marcia is one of many group member-leaders of the thriving 
nonprofi t organization that emerged from that fi rst trip. These 
life-changing trips continue with the support of the organi-
zation ’ s Vision and Planning Team, essentially the leadership 
circle. When asked about her evolving leadership role, Marcia 
says,  “ My role now is to step back. I make sure I ’ m supporting 
the Vision and Planning Team members in their personal and 
professional lives. ”  She describes the women in this core group 
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as   “ powerhouses in their own rights, ”  many of whom are well 
known in their communities.  “ In some ways, they are isolated 
due to the power and positions they have. Here, it is different. 
They are on a par with one another. They want to make sure 
they are contributing in a way that matches who they are. ”  

 With such strong members, any attempt on Marcia ’ s part 
to control the group would be counter productive. In the spirit 
of light-touch leadership, she adds,  “ I have been careful not to 
take on any one job on my own. I am trying to affi rm them in 
their roles and be present when it is strategic for me to be there. 
Now this group runs on its own energy. ”  When asked about her 
unique contribution as the group ’ s founder, she knows she has 
an important leadership role to play:  “ I look after the whole 
group, listening for where we are at. No one else plays this role. 
Affi rmation is everything. We must continuously affi rm and 
thank each other. Our success is based on collective action, and 
so I ’ ve relinquished everything to the group. ”   

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   Use this set of ques-
tions to think about your leadership style. 

  How would you describe yourself as a leader in terms of the 
lightness-to-heaviness of your style? Give some examples.  

  How does leading with a light touch suit you? What 
might be the consequences of this style for you? For group 
members?  

  What might you do to lighten-up to benefi t the group and 
its Purpose?     

  Sample Actions with the Group.   These suggestions will 
help you address issues related to control, structure, and the 
support you provide to group members. 

•

•

•
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  Think about how you have been leading lately. When did 
you do things that represented a desire to take control? 
When did you do things that modeled leading with a light 
touch? For each situation, identify someone who was pres-
ent and ask that person for feedback about the impact of 
your actions.  

  Consider the boundaries and structure your group works 
within. How tightly constrained do members feel by these 
boundaries? Ask members about the structure of their 
work and how elements of this structure help or hinder 
them as they do their work. Identify and make necessary 
changes.  

  Ask the group to refl ect on how leadership surfaces in the 
group: What do people do to help lead this group? Are 
there patterns in this shared leadership? In the context of 
this discussion, ask for feedback on your own leadership. 
Are there things you could do differently to promote a 
higher degree of shared leadership?      

  Keep Issues Discussable 

 Diverse views, skills, and backgrounds often produce a heady 
concoction of both passionate agreement and disagreement. 
We focused on the tension between the strength and chal-
lenge of such differences in the previous chapter. Leaders of 
extraordinary groups create a safe place for people to express 
and embrace their differences. Look for opportunities to air 
the opinions of members. Help them get below the surface 
to identify lurking issues they hesitate to bring up. Model 
openness to and curiosity about issues when they are raised. 
In doing so, you make it safe for members to raise concerns, 
talk about their fears, challenge the status quo, offer tough 

•

•

•
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 feedback, make passionate speeches, share personal experi-
ences, and call out mixed messages. 

 All of these behaviors — while sometimes not politically 
correct or comfortable — are essential for a group of individu-
als to authentically engage with one another and call forth 
important information, issues, and opinions. These moments of 
authentic-but-uncomfortable conversation were often reported 
to us as those that are long remembered as the catalytic event 
that transformed a group. Reinforce the value of seeing the 
whole by keeping potentially contentious issues on the table 
and open for discussion. As you do so, encourage members to 
listen to and learn from one another. Consider Jane ’ s group and 
her leadership. 

  Clinical Research in Uncharted Waters.   Jane recalled 
a complex research project she led for her company — a 
large national consulting fi rm specializing in supply chain 
management in health care. Her team of seven designed 
a product evaluation process for surgical instruments from 
multiple vendors. They initiated this research in order 
to determine which products would best meet customer 
requirements. Prior to this point, no objective compre-
hensive evaluation — involving practicing surgeons — had 
ever been done with this category of instruments. We were 
able to interview Jane and three of her group ’ s members. 
This professionally diverse group  “ left behind different 
and specialized clinical backgrounds and became learners 
together ”  — and faced many challenges.  “ We had a clear 
mission to produce a success in a project that none of us 
had ever done before. We were in uncharted waters with 
a restricted budget and a project whose details could not 
be discussed with others in the company — outside of our 
group — for fear of destroying the project integrity. ”  In the 
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end, they successfully tested equipment in twenty-one sur-
geries at major university medical schools in six different 
states. 

 Jane is an experienced leader who pays equal  attention 
to outcomes and relationships among team members. Still, 
at times members were  “ cynical, argumentative, or depressed 
and had to talk through issues. ”  This ability — to talk about 
what needed to be talked about, even if it was diffi cult —
 was a core competency that Jane intentionally established 
and encouraged within the group. It was in place before the 
most demanding part of the project arrived. The benefi ts 
of this competence, described by one member as  “ trust in 
the group ”  — were clear to all:  “ With respect for each other 
and courage, we stormed, normed, and then performed at 
high levels. And, in the end, we did do what we set out 
to do! ”   

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   Consider how your 
group deals with undiscussable issues. 

  When your group is faced with tough issues and makes 
them discussable, what does the group do? What do you 
do that supports this?  

  When your group has diffi culty facing an important yet 
undiscussable issue, what does it do to avoid the issue? 
Why does it do this? What are the concerns? And, how 
do you react?  

  What might you do or say that would model openness 
and a willingness to open up subjects that seem taboo or 
fraught with diffi culty?     

  Sample Actions for the Group.   Encourage more open con-
versations in your group through these actions. 

•

•

•
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  When you sense that someone is hesitating to bring up a 
risky subject, encourage that member to be more specifi c 
by paraphrasing what you hear, asking for an example, 
expressing your desire to hear more.  

  After a great discussion fi lled with candor, passion, and 
increased understanding, ask members to refl ect on their 
experiences with questions such as: How was this conver-
sation risky? What are your observations about how we 
interacted? What impact do conversations like this have 
on how we work together?  

  Ask each member to write down his or her answers to 
this question: What helps you to feel safe enough in this 
group to bring up a risky subject? Ask each person to offer 
a suggestion; build a list that everyone can see. Discuss 
the items and make appropriate modifi cations, then ask: 
How can we use this guidance? Discuss, decide, and follow 
through.      

  Manage the World Around Your Group 

 Most groups operate within a larger workplace, community, 
or culture. When people in those larger organizations think 
about who is responsible for your group, they think of you. 
When your group members think about who represents them 
to the larger organization or community, they also think of 
you. You become the radar, constantly scanning the environ-
ment for realities in your world that might aid or block your 
group ’ s work, specifi cally the organizational support, resources, 
information, and context your group will need in order to do 
its work. And your radar is also at work inside the group as 
you scan for how it is doing, how you represent it to the world 
around you. In particularly political environments, you act as 
a buffer between the larger arena and your group, protecting 

•

•

•
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them from outside dynamics that can distract or discourage 
them while giving them an internal place to  “ let off steam ”  in 
ways that do not damage the group in the organization. 

  Return to Jane ’ s Group.   As her group ’ s leader, Jane was 
the person to interface with her organization on behalf of 
her team. Her job was complicated by the fact that she really 
couldn ’ t talk about the details of the project. She had to 
maintain strict silence about the research process in order to 
protect against any possible perception of organizational bias 
related to the eventual fi ndings. When it came to the budget, 
Jane remembers that she was  “ always tin-cupping the dollars. ”  
Many of the company ’ s senior leaders  “ came from the for-
profi t perspective and were not used to relying on clinical or 
academic expertise. ”  Many people were skeptical because they 
knew the group would have to work in academic settings. She 
comments that  “ there was a strong desire to control ”  what her 
team was doing because of  “ the heavy-duty expectations as to 
what would happen as a result of our research. ”  

 Any of these realities could have blocked or complicated 
her group ’ s ability to succeed. Jane ’ s job was to work the inter-
section between her group and others in her  company — others 
who might look at, wonder about, try to infl uence or question 
the group and its work. She secured funds, resisted pressure 
to infl uence the project, and brought in necessary resources. 
Fortunately, Jane had solid relationships with senior staff in 
her company, political savvy, and well-developed commu-
nications and negotiating skills. Even so, she recalls that to 
manage these communications appropriately,  “ I constructed 
likely questions and answers about the project and vetted 
them with the team. Staying on script was often not easy, but 
they were counting on me to be their scout, their early warn-
ing system, and their protector so that our important work 
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could be done. ”  Although her story contained more compli-
cations than many, when it comes to this aspect of leading a 
group you will be well served if you develop strengths similar 
to Jane ’ s.  

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   Think about yourself 
as the  “ radar ” , the go-between or the point-person that works 
the space in between your group and the context in which it 
operates. 

  When you think about the world around your team, what 
forces, organizations, or individuals come to mind as being 
most important to deal with — ones that could block or aid 
your group and its Purpose?  

  What abilities do you need as a leader to deal with the 
forces that have an impact on your group? How do you 
assess your present abilities in relation to what you need?  

  What is your reaction to carrying the responsibility of 
dealing with your group ’ s world in order to make it more 
successful? How much does this attract or repel you? 
What are the implications of your answers for working in 
that outer world?     

  Sample Actions with Groups.   With your group, identify 
the political or infl uence issues that will affect the work you 
have come together to do. 

  With your group, chart the signifi cant individuals, depart-
ments, or groups that affect your group and its Purpose. 
Make it visual so that members can understand and work 
with items on the list.  

  Identify the most signifi cant forces in your  surrounding 
world — the forces that deserve attention, caution, or 

•

•

•

•

•

c09.indd   180c09.indd   180 7/24/09   9:07:57 AM7/24/09   9:07:57 AM



LEADING  EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS   181

action. Note which forces you can control, those you can 
infl uence, and those you cannot control or infl uence. 
Consider how to best deal with each of these forces.  

  Decide what actions your group needs to take toward 
infl uencing the surrounding world and who should take 
those actions. Make sure you follow through on actions 
that you, as the leader, should take; report back to your 
group to let them know the results.      

  Put the Right Team Together 

 Amazing groups do not require people who have elevated lev-
els of interpersonal insight or fabulous communication skills. 
But they do require that collectively members possess enough 
of the knowledge, skills, or experience to tackle the group ’ s 
Purpose. Perhaps even more important, members must be 
committed enough to the group ’ s Purpose so that they are 
willing to set aside self-interests for the good of the whole. 
As a leader, you may play a pivotal role in inviting members 
to join the group or encouraging other members to share this 
responsibility. Either way, pay attention to why each member 
joins. Behave in ways that encourage members ’  Acceptance 
and Potential and nurture the group Bond. When members 
sense that these three Group Needs are attended to, their 
commitment to Purpose will increase. As it does, they will be 
better able and more willing to embrace differences and put 
the group ’ s Purpose and Impact fi rst. 

 Bringing the right people together is critical in group forma-
tion, but sometimes it does not work. When a member ’ s values 
or style repeatedly confl ict with or undercut the group ’ s collab-
orative spirit or its commitment to Purpose, you may need to 
help that person leave the group. Often this person puts self-
interest fi rst, the group Purpose second, and the success and 
well-being of other members last. These self-serving behaviors 

•
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are particularly damaging when the person possesses critical 
skills, or when the individual manipulates others. 

 A leader can be slow to pick up on the pattern of mis-
alignment and be reluctant to lose someone with valuable 
skills or knowledge. Collaborative leaders often hesitate to 
judge a contrary approach as unacceptable; they try to bring 
this member  “ back into the fold .”  But such members sow 
seeds of confusion, mistrust, and frustration. When it occurs, 
it needs to be addressed quickly and respectfully so the group 
stays on track. In self-organizing groups, this responsibil-
ity can be shared. But when you represent the hierarchy to 
your group, this diffi cult task will probably be yours. In all of 
this, you are likely to end up having direct and confronta-
tional conversations about the member ’ s behavior, its impact 
on others, why this is unacceptable, and the need for his or 
her departure from the group. Fortify yourself with the knowl-
edge that the culture, the momentum, and the success of your 
group is at stake. 

  Return to Dan ’ s Group.   Dan faced such a circumstance. 
One of the members of his leadership team, Frank, had an 
edge — a competitive manner that surfaced periodically and 
then became more pointed and counterproductive by fre-
quently asking for more staff, suggesting that production 
problems in his area were actually caused by others on Dan ’ s 
team, fi nally giving his staff direction to do things that were 
contrary to Dan ’ s plan because  “ Dan really doesn’t under-
stand the issues. ”  Dan referenced his challenge with Frank 
when asked about the three factors that enabled his group 
experience to be so powerful. One of his points was  “ putting 
the right team together. ”  Moving Frank out  “ made a huge dif-
ference. We accomplished twice as much after he left. This 
gave me the ability to build a management team that had the 
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 values of the organization and different skill sets, creating 
what we wanted for the whole team. ”  

 Dan wanted his direct reports to be solid leaders  “ who 
would say what was on their minds, challenge each other, 
and be there for each other. ”  When Frank was in the mix, 
the other group members were constantly on guard, watching 
for what Frank might do next to stir the pot. The reality Dan 
eventually faced was that there was no way he could get the 
level of trust, collaboration, and cross-functional innovation 
he needed while Frank was still a member of the group. He 
had to take action in order to protect his team and its ability 
to fulfi ll its Purpose.  

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   Use these questions 
to help you gain insight about the challenge of getting the 
right people on your team. 

  In your experience with successful groups, what are the 
key elements beyond technical competence needed 
to form and keep a group together through time? How 
does your current group fi t with your past successful 
experience?  

  What are the indicators that you currently have the right 
talents, experience, motivations, and individuals in place? 
What else do you need? What are you doing to further 
develop the talent already in the group?  

  What experience do you have in removing a person 
from a team? If you had to do it again, how would you 
approach it? To whom would you turn for advice and 
support?     

  Sample Actions for a Group.   Engage your group in conver-
sation that highlights collective capabilities and commitment. 

•

•

•
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  Ask the group to assess the capabilities (technical skills, 
knowledge, experience, relationships, industry knowledge, 
connections, interpersonal skills, motivation) needed to 
fully realize its Purpose and desired Impact.  

  With that assessment in mind, encourage group members 
to identify the ways in which their own capabilities — or 
those they see in other group members — match what is 
needed. Consider the implications of this list: Do addi-
tional capabilities need to be developed or brought in? Do 
current plans and roles enable members to apply their full 
capabilities?  

  Look for ways to support members ’  personal and profes-
sional development through the group activities or assign-
ments. Pause periodically to appreciate the contributions 
of members and acknowledge the development of mem-
bers through their work in the group.      

  Design and Facilitate Meetings with 
the Group Needs in Mind 

 In order to be a group, people must meet. Face-to-face or 
through technology, people come together to fulfi ll their 
shared Purpose. As you design and lead your meetings, inten-
tionally apply the Group Needs model. Doing so will increase 
the likelihood that your meetings will engage group members 
and focus their interaction in ways that are personally satisfy-
ing and productive. 

 In designing your meetings, consider both the topics 
for the agenda and the process you will use to address those 
 topics. Ask yourself fi ve questions: 

  How will this meeting meet the needs of Acceptance and 
Potential, Bond and Purpose, Reality and Impact?  

•

•

•

•
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  Where and how can we use our differences as a group 
strength?  

  Does this meeting have just-enough structure to cre-
ate focus but not so much as to block members ’  creative 
thinking, full engagement, and honest conversation?  

  Is there enough room in the agenda so that members have 
the time for these more in-depth and sometimes complex 
conversations?  

  What approaches will maximize the full engagement of all 
members and shared leadership?    

 When a group meets on a regular basis, it ’ s not necessary 
for each meeting to attend to each of the six Group Needs. 
However, over time strive to touch each of these needs. In 
each meeting, fi nd ways to tap differences as a strength and 
to employ the notion of just-enough structure. By doing so, 
you will consistently reinforce the value of diverse perspec-
tives, creativity, candor, and member accountability for the 
group ’ s success. Of course, if you are planning a one-meeting 
event, do your best to manifest as many of the Group Needs 
as possible. 

 When leading the meeting, do so in a facilitative style 
that moves the process along and actively engages members. 
Use more questions than statements; be willing to offer your 
 observations — not judgments — about the group ’ s process. 
Monitor the amount of time that you are the one speaking. 
Typically, the amount of  “ air time ”  you take should be less than 
other members of the group; members will see you as more facil-
itative than directive when the bulk of what you say is focused 
on the group ’ s process and not your opinions about any particu-
lar subject. Rely on your good listening skills to paraphrase and 
clarify members ’  comments when needed — especially when 

•

•

•

•
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differences start to surface. From time to time, you will no 
doubt feel the need to  “ put on your leader hat. ”  These will be 
moments when you might need to set or clarify direction, share 
a broader view, or make a decision. When you do so, call out 
this shift. This clarifi cation will be useful to group members and 
be a good reminder to yourself to move back into the facilitator 
mode as quickly as possible. 

 Through all of this, look for ways to encourage Acceptance 
and Potential, Bond and Purpose, Reality and Impact. If you 
are fortunate enough to partner with a group facilitator, make 
sure that that person understands the Group Needs model. 
Together talk about how you can both be on the look-out for 
ways to reinforce the six Group Needs. Rely on your facilita-
tor to take the lead around meeting design and facilitation. But 
make sure you are involved in setting the outcomes for each 
meeting and agree on the approach to use for various portions 
of the agenda. At the end of each meeting, take time to debrief 
together, so that you can learn from your experience and make 
plans for how to move ahead. 

  Refl ection Questions for the Leader.   Think through your 
answers to these questions to help design your meetings and 
prepare to lead them in a facilitative manner. 

  How would a meeting design based on the Group Needs 
model differ from what you would typically do? What 
benefi ts would come from this?  

  What is most important for the group to accomplish in 
this meeting? What do those outcomes have to do with 
underlying Group Needs as expressed in the model?  

  What have you done to make it more likely that your 
 questions and observations are welcome in the group? Will 
the group be surprised by a facilitative way of leading?     

•

•

•
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  Sample Actions with the Group.   Use these suggestions to 
bring the power of the Group Needs model into your group 
meetings. 

  As you design your agendas, consider using the lan-
guage of the six Group Needs. For example: Defi ning our 
Reality. Understanding our Purpose. Creating our connec-
tion or Bond. Anticipate opportunities to ask questions 
that refl ect some of the Group Needs. For example: What 
are we learning? How do we tap each other ’ s strengths? 
A year from now, what Impact will we be proud to have 
achieved?  

  Gather data ahead of time from each individual in the 
group. Among your questions, ask what they need from 
this group. Or ask: What would this group have to do 
to be truly extraordinary? Present what you learn at the 
meeting.  

  At the beginning of the group, say that you want this 
experience to be extraordinary — a group that will be 
highly productive and an experience that people will look 
back on with great excitement and appreciation. Say why 
this is important to you.  

  Describe your intention to lead in a facilitative way. 
Ask the group to discuss when they think your explicit 
and more directive leadership is particularly important. 
Use this discussion to propose what you intend to do. 
Be clear about your agreements with the group and stick 
with them.  

  As you watch the group, look for examples of the eight 
indicators of amazing groups or the four feelings of 
 transformation or the six Group Needs being satisfi ed. 
Ask for group members ’  observations or offer your own. 

•

•

•

•

•
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A simple question such as  “ What just happened? ”  can 
trigger an important recognition of extraordinary group 
dynamics. Appendix B may be a useful tool for you.    

 In this chapter we have presented six leadership suggestions: 

  Frame an inspiring Purpose.  

  Lead with a light touch.  

  Keep issues discussable.  

  Manage the world around your group.  

  Put the right team together.  

  Design and facilitate meetings with the Group Needs 
in mind.    

 We offer this platform on which you can build your own 
group leadership strategies. 

 So what results from the type of leadership we have 
described in this chapter? Given what we ’ ve learned from our 
interviews and the extraordinary groups we ’ ve been blessed to 
be a part of, here ’ s what it can look like. 

 You may fi nd yourself with a group in which it is some-
times diffi cult to keep up with the shifting roles, and mem-
bers adapt to what a moment calls for in the shared quest 
for accomplishment. As the group leader, you step forward 
then back, having posed a question that provokes an enliv-
ened discussion in which nobody seems to be in charge but 
everyone knows what they are working on. In this moment a 
younger group member makes an impassioned plea. You turn 
that plea into a question. And now everybody is going at it 
once again, until someone asks for quiet and proposes a step 
forward. Now everyone is jumping on that, but the proposer 
persists and asks people to declare where they stand. You are 

•

•

•

•

•
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actively engaged in listening but resist the temptation to try 
to control or organize what is happening. People ’ s declara-
tions produce yet another proposal from another member, 
which builds on the last but captures wider support. Now you 
test the will of the group on this suggestion; members agree, 
and identify next steps and accountabilities. You look around 
the room and see people leaning forward; others are smiling; 
some look relieved. The feelings of energy, connection, hope, 
and change are alive in the room. 

  That ’ s  what one extraordinary group looks like!  That ’ s  
what it feels like! And  that ’ s  what can be accomplished by a 
facilitative leader intent on creating an extraordinary group!               
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          10    

LIVING THE PROMISE OF 
EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS           

 During the three years on the path to completing this book, 
our learning has been immense! Very little of the book you 
hold was in the fi rst or second draft. Our journey began with 
a desire to move beyond our mostly successful but less satis-
fying work with groups. We suspected there was something 
more and didn ’ t know what it was. We loved the idea of a 
shared exploration, not knowing our destination. And, so far, 
we have reached here: One model, six needs, eight indicators, 
four feelings, and twenty-six suggestions. Progress? Certainly! 
End of story? Not a chance! We pause on this challenging, 
frustrating, and exhilarating journey to offer a handful of 
thoughts especially important to us — and perhaps to you. 

  Small Groups Hold Huge Potential 

 Increasingly, complex problems or opportunities will require 
the attention of small groups because no one person has the 
capacity to address such issues alone. At work, in our com-
munities, in our families, with our friends, we will continue 
to join in various clusters to get something done or to support 
each other ’ s endeavors. Technology will further connect us in 
ways we cannot yet imagine and continue the reshaping of 
our world. The explosion of online educational programs and 
second-life experiences remind us of an observation from our 
fi eld study — people in virtual groups have basically the same 
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needs as those in who meet face-to-face. Those of Generation 
Y — those tens of millions born between 1976 and 2000 —
 have grown up on technology and are making virtual groups 
even more common. These virtual connections will leap over 
distance, time, languages, and cultures to join us in new ways.  

  People Need Groups and Extraordinary
Groups Meet Their Needs 

 These twin truths are critical to all we ’ ve learned. We humans 
know in our bones our dependence on each other; we have 
known that for millennia upon millennia. We will seek out 
groups to belong to and bond with whether the prevailing 
structure wants us to or not. When we experience a group as 
extraordinary, we are experiencing the meeting of deep set 
human needs we have especially for  groups.  

 Our ideas about small groups also apply to groups larger 
than twenty, but there is a point where the creative magic 
runs out. Let ’ s not fool ourselves about the consequences of 
piling dozens or hundreds of people into one organization. It 
can do a lot, but it is not likely to amaze us in how it meets 
people ’ s needs. No other structure  besides a small group —
 especially no larger, hierarchical structure — is capable of con-
sistently providing the fulfi llment each of us seeks through 
the company of others. 

 Creating amazing group experiences is about meeting 
those core human needs of Acceptance and Potential, Bond 
and Purpose, Reality and Impact. When we understand these 
Group Needs, we can begin to act — for our own benefi t and 
to support others. Regardless of role — member, leader, or 
facilitator — and armed with this insight, we can act fi rst to 
help meet the needs brought by others. And then to be ready 
to have our own needs met as others take similar action.  
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  Extraordinary Group Experiences can 
Appear Quite Ordinary 

 We were surprised to discover early on that most people 
had a wonderful group experience they would love to share 
with us. The extraordinary was more ordinary than we had 
imagined! The extraordinary is not delivered, wrapped in 
the cover of  Fortune, Fast Company,  or the Harvard  Business 
Review.  It does not require graduate degrees in group pro-
cess skills or leadership. It is happening around us, among 
regular folks who have had delightful group experiences 
they would like to repeat again and again. People coming 
from vastly different circumstances spoke to remarkably 
similar patterns. Each understood the special,  unforgettable 
quality of something amazing that happened with  others. 
And while some would just as soon leave behind their grim 
situations or the burnout that came from long, intense 
hours of work, there was not a person who didn ’ t want to 
have more of the exciting and affi rming interaction that 
characterized his or her group — that left them changed, 
energized, connected, and hopeful.  

  The Promise of Transformation 

 Early on, our friend, Tom — whom you met in Chapter Two  —
 helped us frame this book. He said,  “ It ’ s all about magic. It ’ s 
about creating something really amazing at work. Every day, 
I do my best to help make that happen. ”  It seems right that as 
we close, we return to Tom ’ s early comment. 

 Why did Tom say    magic  ?  Others we interviewed used 
that same word. We were taken with the surprise and delight 
that bubbled forth in our interviews. Something unex-
pected happens, something that seems miraculous, in a word, 
magic — and people are drawn to that experience. Something 
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transforming that happens because people have been in a 
group together. Thanks to all that we’ve learned while writ-
ing this book, the two of us are confi dent that those magical 
experiences will happen much more often when group mem-
bers, leaders, and facilitators pay attention to Group Needs, 
feelings, and consciously chosen behaviors. 

 Given all the world ’ s challenges, it would appear that we 
twenty-fi rst century humans need all the transforming help 
we can get. And that help comes through joining with others 
to address our global and community complexities and meet 
our own very real needs to group.

So go ahead. What are you waiting for? Go out there and 
fi nd a group. Take a tip from Tom and try for a little trans-
forming magic. See what happens. We suspect you ’ ll be glad 
you did.              
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PRACTICE EXERCISES     

 Since some readers learn best through doing, we offer a set of 
exercises related to the Self, Group, and World loops and the 
six Group Needs. As a reminder, here are the defi nitions of 
the six Group Needs. 

   Acceptance : Knowing and accepting ourselves for who 
we are  

   Potential : Sensing and growing into our fuller and better 
selves  

   Bond : The connections among us that create a shared 
sense of identity and belonging  

   Purpose : The reason we come together  

   Reality : Understanding and accepting the world as it is 
and how it affects us  

   Impact : Our intention to make a difference and our readi-
ness to act    

 Look over the titles of these nine exercises, select one 
that attracts you, and read through it quickly. See whether it 
sounds intriguing, different from what you would ordinarily 
do, and risky within reason. Then try it. The fi rst four exer-
cises can be completed by yourself; the last fi ve involve work-
ing with a group. Here are the exercises:

•

•

•

•

•

•
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  Self-Acceptance and Potential 

  Exercise 1: See Yourself Through the Model  

  Exercise 2: Recall a Great Group Experience  

  Exercise 3: Stretch Toward Your Potential  

   Group Bond and Purpose 

  Exercise 4: Build Relationships with Others  

  Exercise 5: We Are Tribal  

  Exercise 6: Emerging Group Purpose  

   World Reality and Impact 

  Exercise 7: Impact the World Through Groups  

  Exercise 8: Getting to Know World Reality  

  Exercise 9: Be the Change You Want    

 All nine exercises move you toward your better self; make 
the time to do some of them. And they will have a more last-
ing effect when you collect your ideas and refl ections in a 
journal.  
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  Exercises for Reaching
Self-Acceptance and Potential 

 Your effectiveness in groups relies on the strengths empha-
sized in the Self loop — accepting who you are and growing 
into your Potential. 

  Exercise 1: See Yourself Through the Model 

Goal:   Increase your clarity about what you need from groups and 
what you offer to groups.  

  A. Return to the Group Needs as shown in the model on the 
previous page. Use the following questions to refl ect on 
the six needs. Save your answers in your journal. 

  1.    Acceptance: What are the abilities, talents, knowl-
edge, and positive personal characteristics that you 
typically bring to a group? What excites you about 
bringing these abilities? What shortcomings do you 
worry about in a group situation? What concerns you 
about these shortcomings?  

  2.    Potential: Describe the direction in which you would 
like to grow your talents. What do you need to do in 
your current work and life to experience the growth 
you need? What skills do you have that could be used 
better? How might you use your next new group to 
more intentionally grow yourself?  

  3.    Bond: What do you want or need from the groups in 
your life? What types of relationships would you like 
to have with other group members? What roles do 
you like to play in groups? What would you like to 
get better at, when it comes to establishing yourself 
in groups?  
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  4.    Purpose: What kinds of groups are you attracted to? 
Why? Comment on how much you are drawn to 
groups created to have an impact on the world versus 
groups created to support members.  

  5.    Reality: How would you describe your outlook on 
life? More or less: positive/negative; hopeful/cynical; 
optimistic/pessimistic; analytical/emotional? Give 
examples and reasons. What challenges do you 
face? What resources support you? What are some 
of the measures you use to assess how well you
are doing in the world?   At work? In your 
personal life?

  6.    Impact: What kind of differences do you want to 
make in the world around you? How important is 
it to you to make such differences? Why? How does 
this affect the groups you choose to join?    

  B. You have just looked at the six needs and applied them 
to yourself. Review your answers and highlight your key 
points. Consider how these refl ections might affect how 
you would introduce yourself to a new group.  

  Exercise 2: Recall a Great Group Experience 

  Goal: Bring to life the notion of an extraordinary group and your 
contribution to it.  

  A. Think about a group experience you ’ ve had that could be 
described as amazing, remarkable, exceptional, magical, or 
really great. 

  B. Take notes on your answers to these questions: 
  1.    What factors helped this to be such a wonderful 

experience?  
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  2.   How did you contribute?  

  3.    What was most satisfying or fulfi lling? Why?  

  4.    Were you changed because of this experience? If yes, 
How are you different and how has that difference 
impacted your life?    

  C. Reconsider the experience you just described, answering 
these needs-related questions: 

  1.   What did you learn about yourself?  

  2.   What caused you to grow?  

  3.   What did you like about belonging to the group?  

  4.    How connected were you to the group ’ s Purpose or 
other members?  

  5.    How did the group pay attention to the world around 
it? To what effect?  

  6.    When you think of the Impact of the group, what is 
most satisfying to you?    

  D. The questions in B above were very general; questions in 
C were based on the Group Needs model; now go deeper. 

  1.    Describe the difference in your answers to the ques-
tions in B and C. What, if anything, did the ques-
tions in C call forth beyond those in B?  

  2.    What new understandings, if any, came as a result of 
the six Group Needs related questions in C.  

  3.    What might you do differently the next time you 
join a group?     

  Exercise 3: Stretch Toward Your Potential 

  Goal: Move yourself to a position that requires you to do some-
thing you don ’ t know yet how to do.  
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   A.   Think of a group you are currently involved with. 
Imagine that two years from now you are looking back on 
your work with this group, feeling proud of what you ’ ve 
learned. List what you are proud of and check the three 
items you would most like to improve in over two years.  

   B.   Tell your group at least one item from your improvement 
list. Ask them what you might do and what they could do 
to help you develop.  

  C.   Look for someone with the capabilities you want to 
develop. Watch that person at work; how might you 
engage him or her in coaching you?  

  D.   Ask another group member to be a sounding board for 
you as you stretch into these new behaviors. Periodically 
chat with that person about your progress, getting feed-
back and suggestions. Act on what you hear; notice what 
happens.      

  Exercises for Reaching Group Bond and Purpose 

 These exercises help you and your group-mates better appre-
ciate the melding of Acceptance and Potential with Bond 
and Purpose. Begin by looking back through your journal for 
clues on what you and your group might work on. 

  Exercise 4: Build Relationships with Others 

  Goal: Explore how you develop relationships with people in 
your group.  

 In Chapter Five we suggested that making relationships 
is akin to making candles. Candles are formed a layer at a 
time by repeatedly dipping the candle in wax. And so it 
is with group-based relationships grow slowly over time by 
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repeatedly returning to the group and dipping yourself in. 
With one group in mind, make notes on your answers to 
these questions: 

   A.   How would you characterize your relationships with the 
group as a whole? With individuals in it?  

   B.   Which relationships are closest and most distant? What 
makes them so? Think more in terms of behavior, rather 
than personality.  

   C.    What have you done to build bonds with the group and 
the individuals it? Compare your efforts with those mem-
bers you feel closer to and more distant from. What one 
or two things could you do to reinforce the bonds you feel 
with people you are close to? With those people you feel 
more distant from?  

   D.    How do your behaviors and feelings with this group fi t 
with other groups in your life — if at all? Are any patterns 
evident?  

   E.    Save your notes on all of this. Bring them to your next 
group meeting as a reminder.     

  Exercise 5: We Are  “ Tribal ”  

  Goal: Share perspective about the culture of the group and its 
impact.  

 The words  tribe  or  clan  inspire images of a tight group of 
people who depend upon and defend themselves. Tribes usu-
ally have mutually understood ways of doing things together. 
Over time these become more instinctive, habitual,  seldom 
questioned. These are people who truly understand the 
phrase,  “ I ’ ve got your back. ”  
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   A.   Look up tribe on Wikipedia. Note words used to describe 
tribe. Which words are you most attracted to?  

   B.   Ask your group what words come to mind when you 
say tribe or tribal .  Note those and offer the words you 
 collected online.  

   C.   Based on these refl ections, ask the group: What might 
an outsider observe about how we go about doing things? 
What are our group patterns and habits? How do they 
serve us? How do they get in our way? Does this discussion 
suggest we should do anything differently?     

  Exercise 6: Emerging Group Purpose 

  Goal: Encourage deeper exploration of group purpose.  
 It ’ s not unusual for groups to form around a clear and early 

Purpose and then with time to discover that there is more 
than what fi rst met the eye. The initial Purpose stands and 
is not discarded, but members — individually or collectively —
 fi nd the work takes on new meaning that connects to another, 
related reason for coming together. 

   A.   Ask members to make a few notes on why your group 
meets, what it is called together to do.  

   B.   Ask each person to say what she or he holds as the group ’ s 
Purpose. Discourage discussion between each person ’ s 
comments.  

   C.   When everyone has spoken, consider what you have 
heard together.  

   D.   Ask the group whether it needs to reclarify the shared 
Purpose. If so, fi nd a way together to refi ne the Purpose 
and record it for your continuing use in making 
decisions.      
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  Exercises for Reaching World Reality and Impact 

 The next three exercises are designed to help groups accept 
the Reality they face and make change in their world. 

  Exercise 7: Impact the World Through Groups 

  Goal: Recognize how you already are connected to making positive 
change in the world.  

   A.   List the groups that are important in your life. Write 
down the Purpose of each group.  

   B.   Mark the groups that are about External Change — those 
that directly intend to make a difference in the world.  

   C.   Mark the Individual Support groups — those committed 
to making members more effective in the outside world 
as human beings, as community members, as family mem-
bers, or as people in the workplace.  

   D.   Notice which groups you are more drawn to, if any. How 
is your commitment to each group infl uenced by the way 
the group impacts the world? Note your observations.  

   E.   What meaning do you take away from these refl ections? 
Discuss this with a friend; ask what he or she thinks this 
might suggest for your participation in your groups.  

   F.   Go to the next meeting of an important group with 
your notes and discussion in mind. Say something 
 positive about that group and its Purpose based on your 
thoughts. Make this a short, simple statement; say it 
sincerely; don ’ t expect a long conversation about it. 
Just appreciate the group and let go of it. Notice any 
reactions.  

   G.   If this goes well, try it again with another group.     
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  Exercise 8: Getting to Know World Reality 

  Goal: Identify what your group needs to learn about its world.
This exercise will work most effectively with External 

Change groups.  

   A.   Identify an important issue that challenges your group ’ s 
ability to fulfi ll its Purpose or achieve its desired Impact. 
Develop a short statement that defi nes that issue.  

   B.   Present the issue to the group and ask: What do we need 
to know in order to meet this challenge? Build a list of the 
responses; many of them will be in the form of questions.  

   C.   Prioritize the list, considering each item in terms of two 
characteristics: power to block your group ’ s success and 
the urgency with which you need to attend to this issue. 
Items that are particularly powerful and urgent should be 
among the top priorities.  

   D.   Pick the top three items. For each, develop a strategy to 
address the concern; identify who in the group will do 
what by when.  

   E.   In future meetings, return to the plans so that members 
can report on their actions and discussions can focus on 
progress or the need to address other issues on the list.  

   F.   Periodically create time for members to refl ect on what 
they are learning about the group ’ s Reality and ways of 
responding to it.     

  Exercise 9: Be the Change You Want 

  Goal: Cause a group to consider how its internal behavior relates to 
what it is trying to accomplish in the world.  

 This exercise builds on the belief that change in the exter-
nal world begins within the group. 
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   A.   Ask your group: What are we trying to make happen in 
the world? Build a list of answers. Don ’ t be surprised by 
the range of responses. Ask people to elaborate on the 
items with examples that indicate that the desired change 
has been achieved.  

   B.   Ask: How are we/could we, in our group, be the change 
that we want to see out there? Discuss how you currently 
represent the change internally as well as how you don ’ t 
and might.  

   C.   Based on the discussion, ask some of these additional 
questions: Is all of this really important? Does it matter 
that we are consistent with what we are pursuing in the 
world? What are the consequences of our group acting 
consistently —  or not — with the change we are trying to 
create? What ’ s the Impact on our group effectiveness? Our 
Purpose? On group members? On the world we are dealing 
with? Hear the array of views on these questions.  

   D.   Return to the central question again — in B above — and 
ask whether, based on discussion, this question deserves 
any more attention. If it does, ask: What might we do 
internally that is consistent with the external change 
we hope to create? If the group reaches agreement about 
what it wants to do, make sure you do your part to assure 
appropriate follow-up.  

   E.   In closing, ask members what they have learned from this 
exploration.                     
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AN OVERVIEW OF 
EXTRAORDINARY GROUPS     

 Of all that we’ve written about, what should you be paying 
attention to if you want to move your group toward being 
extraordinary? What should you be reminding yourself of in 
your day-to-day interactions with your group? What would be 
useful to you at work, in the moment? We have constructed 
page 209 with these questions in mind. 

 This overview gathers our central ideas in a way that 
is easy to photocopy and take with you. This single page 
reminds you of what you have read and will want to remem-
ber while with a group. We encourage you to make copies of 
it and share it with others. The overview does not suggest 
what to do — that ’ s what the book does — but this single page 
reminds you of what to be looking for during your interactions 
with your groups and its members. 

 Possible actions you might take with this one page in 
hand include: 

   1.   Design your next group meeting with this summary page 
in mind.  

   2.   Observe a group meeting: How well is your team meeting 
the six Group Needs and behaving in ways that fi t with 
the indicators of extraordinary groups?  

   3.   When thinking about how a group member might be 
motivated, assess him or her against the needs, feelings, 
and behaviors on this summary page.  
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   4.   Use the overview to design the steps you will use as you 
bring a new member into the group.  

   5.   Ask the group to assess itself against the eight indicators.  

   6.   Suggest that group members offer examples of how the 
six Group Needs and four feelings of transformation are 
demonstrated in the group.  

   7.   With the overview as a reference, discuss a recent suc-
cessful project. How did your experience refl ect the eight 
indicators or the six Group Needs? What lessons do you 
take away from this debrief?  

   8.   Mark this page with a reference tab; as you return to 
certain chapters, use this summary to refl ect on various 
guidance questions.      

bapp02.indd   208bapp02.indd   208 7/24/09   9:13:43 AM7/24/09   9:13:43 AM



          APPENDIX  B        209

  Extraordinary Groups : An Overview        
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              Appendix C

PRACTICING WHAT WE PREACH          

 We two have been personal friends and professional col-
leagues for over twenty-fi ve years. We share a strong Bond 
built upon our friendship and a mutual compelling Purpose —
 this book. During our three years of work on  Extraordinary 
Groups,  we sought to be extraordinary. We intended to trans-
form ourselves, our relationship, our ideas, and our work 
through this co-authoring. And, we did — often in ways that 
surprised both of us. 

 As one small group of two, we worked to meet the six 
Group Needs we each brought to this project. We observed 
our behavior and discussed how it was or was not character-
istic of extraordinary groups. And we noted our feelings, how 
and when we each felt energized, connected, hopeful, and 
changed by the work we have done together. And we have 
been successful in ways unimagined at the beginning; we 
wrote quite a different book and in quite a different way than 
we anticipated. This whole experience has been transforming 
for each of us; our partnership has been extraordinary in ways 
we didn ’ t expect and have seldom experienced. 

 We recently asked ourselves,  “ What guides your interac-
tions with your co-author on this book?  ”  We each listed our 
guides, shared the lists with each other, and offer them to 
you here. As you read them, notice links to Acceptance and 
Potential, Bond and Purpose, Reality and Impact. Notice the 
differences in the two lists. And consider how our lists might 
fi t with your own if you were to list what guides you in your 
interactions with others in one of your groups. 
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  Kathleen ’ s Guides in Working with Geoff 

 Kathleen has successfully collaborated on two books, is inclined
to reach out to others before writing, and outlines what she 
intends to write before writing. 

   1.   The relationship is most important; we are committed to 
each other and helping each other be happy and healthy 
in the whole of our lives.  

   2.   We care equally about our Purpose and both have abso-
lutely positive intentions.  

   3.   Play to Geoff ’ s strengths and interests and minimize the 
times when I ask him to do things in a way that doesn ’ t fi t 
naturally.  

   4.   Act with a spirit of discovery and exploration — take a few 
steps, then see what we learn; take the next obvious step 
and see where that leads; stay open to the creative pos-
sibilities that come because he sees things differently than 
I do.  

   5.   Get things to a point of being good enough to move ahead; 
avoid perfectionism.  

   6.   When needed, disagree directly and with an open spirit. 
Share feelings; say what ’ s going on if it ’ s a bad day. Do not 
be intimidated by his strengths or strength of feelings.  

   7.   When confused or frustrated, ask: How important is this 
to you? To us? To the book? Give him space; don ’ t over-
talk an issue. Short conversations are better for him.  

   8.   When dealing with our differences: Listen for and respond 
to the feeling underneath the words. How can I help this 
be good for Geoff ? What is it that he wants or needs? 
What is it that I need?  
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   9.   Express appreciation and affection, excitement about 
the writing and our process. Celebrate, even briefl y, 
milestones.  

   10.   Maintain a sense of humor.  

  11.   In crunch time, deliver; keep commitments.     

  Geoff ’ s Guides in Working with Kathleen 

 Geoff has written fi ve books by himself, is inclined to hole up 
alone and write, and prefers writing without structure to see 
what will happen. 

   1.   My ego is behind most of my discomfort. What is Ego say-
ing to me?  

   2.   Her motives serve our relationship and our book. Notice 
when you question this.  

   3.   Reinforce what she brings to the process. Large and small 
contributions.  

   4.   Our complementary styles feed creativity and disagreement.  

   5.   Her style has worked for her just as well as my style has 
worked for me.  

   6.   This book is less important than our relationship.  

   7.   A reminder: I have learned so much through our engage-
ment in this process.  

   8.   Watch for patterns in my diffi culties. Act on those — fi rst 
alone and then with her.  

   9.   Notice my need for control. Notice what happens when I 
let go.  

  10.   Our meetings have been essential in shaping this book.    
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 We two authors, confi rmed in our separate experiences and 
styles, needed something more important than either of us to 
allow our creative collaboration. What we found is represented 
in our lists, and the lists are informed by our model. Our work 
together offered more exhilaration than anguish, but included 
both. We lived the challenges of embracing differences again 
and again. And we came through our differences with a 
deepened appreciation of our book and each other. None of 
that would have been there without our differences: pulling 
apart regularly to fi nd our edges preceded pulling together, 
always fi rst within the Bond of friendship and shared Purpose. 
Then, supporting each other with Acceptance and Potential, 
and together reaching toward Reality and Impact.              
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          Appendix D

MORE GROUP RESOURCES          

 The books, articles, and Web sites below speak of hot spots, 
communities, social networks, great groups, sparks, tribes, and 
collective wisdom, all notions related to what we have called 
extraordinary groups. Each source offers its unique perspec-
tive on what can happen among people gathered for com-
mon  purpose — and what wildly different perspectives they 
are! Follow your nose, and your Purpose, as you weave these 
thoughts into what we offered you in our book. 
 Bennis, Warren, and Biederman, P. W., 1997.  Organizing Genius: The Secrets 

of Creative Collaboration.  New York: Perseus Books.  

 The authors use numerous and prominent corporate stories from 
recent history to illustrate ten principles common to  “ great groups ”  —
 people who have successfully collaborated for amazing and world-
shaping results. Bennis and Biederman ’ s book and our own come to 
complementary conclusions; their book gives more emphasis to the 
leader. For a preview of the Bennis book, see the next resource. 

 Bennis, Warren, Winter/1997.   “ The Secrets of Great Groups. ”    Leader-to-Leader,  
No. 3, Winter, 1997. http://www.leadertoleader.org/ knowledgecenter/
journal.aspx?ArticleID=  140  

 Bennis reviews the ten principles common to great groups and their 
supporting organizations. One of the world ’ s established leadership 
experts, he sees groups from the leader ’ s perspective. You will fi nd 
the six Group Needs we identify lurking behind his ten principles. 

 Block, Peter, 2008.  Community: The Structure of Belonging.  San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler.  

 Block sees small groups as the unit of transformation of the larger 
community. Community lives fi rst in small groups and expands from 
there to larger collections of people. Where our book attends more 
to individual needs in relation to the small group, Block attends 
more to the small group in relation to the community. His book 
emphasizes conversation, accountability, commitment, questions, 
and the design of physical space, all to foster a deep sense of belong-
ing. A provocative and inspiring book. 
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 Collective Wisdom Initiative. http://www.collectivewisdominitiative.org  

 A fascinating website for deeper and alternative explorations of group 
wisdom. Many individuals have contributed to this pursuit of the 
deeper meaning of collective consciousness. They share a fascina-
tion with the important and invisible ways people join for common 
Purpose. Their exploration delves into how we humans are con-
nected, how we collaborate to create — especially to create wisdom. 
You can join them at this Web site. 

 The Community Consulting Partnership. http://www.ccpseattle.org  

 In 1996, we helped found this all-volunteer community organiza-
tion in Seattle. CCP serves the not-for-profi t community through 
consultation to improve organizations ’  effectiveness. Teams of vol-
unteer consultants learn about consulting by consulting, each team 
backed by a senior consultant. And nine people at the center of 
CCP — the  “ Keepers of the Flame ”  — make this happen year after 
year. That small group ’ s success inspired us to write this book. This 
Web site tells you more about how CCP has served seventy organi-
zations over thirteen years. 

 Cross, Rob, and Liedtka, J., and Weiss, L.  “ A Practical Guide to Social 
Networks. ”   Harvard Business Review,  March, 2005, pp. 124 – 132. 
http://sixdegrees.wdfiles.com/local — files/reading-history/ 
practicalguide.pdf  

 Based on Cross ’ s book,  The Hidden Power of Social Networks  (Harvard 
Business School Press, 2004), this article elaborates on the three 
informal networks vital to recognizing opportunities or challenges 
and delivering the necessary response. Where we write about groups 
within organizations, Cross writes of the elusive social networks 
that allow organizations to function — often in spite of the formal 
structure. 

 Ehrenreich, Barbara, 2006.  Dancing in the Streets: A History of Collective Joy.  
New York: Henry Holt.  

 Step back to see this large, historic view of the human impulse toward 
collective celebration and revelry. Ehrenreich looks into communal 
celebration from the perspective of human biology and culture. Her 
experience supports our belief that our need to group is fi rst of all 
instinctual. She gives special attention to the reasons joy has so often 
been suppressed, causing us to consider the small group in its larger 
context, the organization. 

 Fetzer Institute, 2001.  Centered on the Edge — Mapping a Field of Collective 
Intelligence  &  Spiritual Wisdom.  http://www.collectivewisdominitiative
.org/CenteredOnTheEdge/home.htm  
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 No listed author, publication date, or publisher. The book inspired 
the creation of the collective wisdom initiative Web site referenced 
earlier; it fl ows from surveys and interviews with over one hundred 
people. The core question: What exactly is this phenomenon when 
groups touch, or are touched by, the intelligence they need? That 
intriguing question leads to some surprising answers. 

 Godin, Seth, 2008.  Tribes: We Need You to Lead Us.  New York: Penguin.  

 Godin   brings tribes into the twenty-fi rst century. His tribes would 
include our small groups and reach way beyond — to any group of 
people, large or small, connected to one another, a leader, and an 
idea. Godin also sees groups and tribes as part of our nature — and 
that new tribes, tribes of thousands, continue being formed through 
iPhones and Facebook and My Space. 

 Gratton, Lynda, 2007.  Hot Spots: Why Some Teams, Workplaces, and 
Organizations Buzz with Energy — And Others Don ’ t.  San Francisco: 
Berrett-Koehler.  

  “ Hot Spots ”  show themselves in ready cooperation, great energy, 
innovation, and excitement. You will see the parallels between 
Gratton ’ s work and our own; we are all curious about what allows 
creativity and productivity to emerge. As the title suggests, her book 
focuses on creating the event whereas ours attends to the needs of 
the team. Her book fi ts most closely with our eight indicators of 
extraordinary group performance. 

 Jaworski, J., Flowers, Betty S., and Senge, Peter, 1996.  Synchronicity: The 
Inner Path of Leadership.  San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler. 

 We must deepen our understanding of Reality while we shape our 
collective future — this is just one of the more important points 
our two books share. This book, along with the Scharmer book 
described later, brings new perspectives to the study of leadership 
and change.  Synchronicity  speaks of the world quite differently from 
how we do in our book, and we fi nd it easy to connect with our 
Group Needs model. 

 Lawrence, Paul, and Nohria, N., 2002.  Driven: How Human Nature Shapes 
Our Choices.  San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

 These Harvard professors reach back 200 years, add recent research 
from the biological and social sciences, and propose a unifi ed syn-
thesis of human nature. They believe human behavior is guided by 
four distinct drives: the drives to bond, learn, acquire, and defend. 
The fi rst two relate directly to our model, and the remaining two we 
hardly touch upon. 
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 Lencioni, Patrick.  The Five Dysfunctions of Teams  (2002) and  Overcoming the 
Five Dysfunctions of Teams  (2005). San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

 Both Lencioni ’ s books are built around team dysfunctions: Absence 
of Trust, Fear of Confl ict, Lack of Commitment, Avoidance of 
Accountability, and Inattention to Results. In many ways, these dys-
functions are the dark mirror of our Group Needs model. He lets you 
know what you need to watch out for and helps you create the team 
you want. We give much less attention to what might go wrong and 
more to what could go right. 

 Leonard-Barton, Dorothy, and Swap, W. C., 1999.  When Sparks Fly: 
Harnessing the Power of Group Creativity.  Cambridge: Harvard 
Business School Press.  

 Another take on  “  Hot Spots,  ”   Sparks  speaks to managers seeking 
maximum creativity from their groups. The book is rich in corporate 
examples and fi ts with themes we have written about. 

 Logan, Dave, King, J., and Fischer-Wright, H., 2008.  Tribal Leadership: 
Leveraging Natural Groups to Build a Thriving Organization.  New 
York: Harper Collins.  

 The authors ’  work parallels our own with their recognition of 
humans ’  genetic predisposition to group. Our book speaks of groups 
of 2 to 20; their book speaks of tribes of 20 to 150. Our model fi ts 
nicely within their views on tribal culture and leadership. 

 Scharmer, C. Otto, 2009.  Theory U: Leading from the Future as It Emerges.  
San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.  

 Begin with seeing your world in new ways and new actions will fl ow 
from this. Scharmer ’ s book is one of the better examples of seeing 
the world differently, and in ways that reveal what we have previ-
ously been blind to. His Theory U model does just that as it takes 
us into ourselves, into our willingness to act from what we know, 
and into our hearts to release solutions already inside us. Scharmer ’ s 
ambitious perspective reframes how we think about ourselves and 
each other. A stimulating, challenging book.               
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A

Acceptance: defi ned, 36; focusing on 
strengths, 74–75; gaining in groups, 
144–145; in Group Needs model, 12, 
34, 36–38, 67–69; joining with Bond, 
125–126; learning about, 72–74; link-
ing with Bond and Reality, 128–129; 
as part of Self loop, 61–62; personal 
ease and, 64–65; of Reality, 109; self-
knowledge and, 63–64; statements 
refl ecting, 63; transformation and, 
53–54. See also Potential

Actions: addressing leadership style, 
174; applying strengths, 74; assess-
ing how to improve world, 114–115; 
building self-acceptance, 73–74; 
demonstrating group commitment, 
148; determining group’s needs, 
121–122; discovering individual’s 
Group Needs, 160; encouraging 
open communications, 177–178; 
engaging differences, 164–165; 
examining beliefs about groups, 
150–151; exploring control and 
space issues, 155–156; facing resis-
tance, 119–120; fi nding excitement 
in learning, 76–77; highlight-
ing group capabilities, 183–184; 
highlighting patterns of judgment, 
152; identifying outside infl uences, 
180–181; judging willingness to 
risk, 153–154; learning about per-
sonal potential, 71–72; preparing 
for groups, 95; pursuing service and 
learning, 94–95; related to authen-
ticity in group, 158–159; relating to 
group confl ict, 99–100; using Group 
Needs in meetings, 187–188

Alertness to world, 108
Authenticity, 157–159

B

Bond: Acceptance paired with, 
125–126; creating safety with, 84; 
defi ned, 39; developing with service 
and learning, 93–95; group identity 
and, 83–84, 145; in Group Needs 
model, 12, 35, 39–42, 88–91; Impact 
and Purpose joined with, 131–132; 
joining with Reality, 126–128; light-
ness and humor creating, 96–98; 
linking with Acceptance and Reality, 
128–129; playing our parts, 84–85; 
statements refl ecting, 82–83; 
transformation and, 53–54, 79–81.
See also Purpose

C

Candor, 157–159
Change: changing group location, 162; 

created in transformation, 49, 52–53; 
linking Purpose and Potential for, 
129–130; modifying group roles, 
162–163; need for global, 15; small 
groups and, 14–16; transformations 
accelerating, 48; using group differ-
ences to create, 142

Collaborative leadership, 22–23, 182
Commitment: questions and actions for, 

148–149; taking risks to build dreams, 
113–116; transcending differences, 
142–143

Communications: authentic, 157–159; 
open, 177–178; resolving  confl ict 
with, 42; virtual group, 191–192

Index
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Community Consulting Partnership 
(CCP), 4

Confl ict: creativity and, 99–101; 
discussing issues in, 175–178; in 
extraordinary groups, 25; resolving, 42

Connections: creating sense of belonging, 
125–126; feeling with group, 49, 51; 
virtual group, 191–192

Control: exploring group issues, 
154–156; leadership with light touch 
vs., 172–175

Counting on each other, 87–88
Creative dynamics: appearing as confl ict, 

159; Potential and Acceptance, 34, 
36–38, 67–69; Purpose and Bond, 35, 
39–42, 88–91; Reality and Impact, 
35, 42–44, 112–113

Curiosity, 108–109

D

Differences: applying Group Needs to, 
159–161; authentic communication 
and, 157–159; cultivating, 140–142, 
156–157; discussing, 175–178; 
embracing, 18, 26–27; helping others 
embrace, 156–165; learning from 
group, 151–152; preparing individual 
to embrace group, 147–156; putting 
Purpose above, 142–143; structur-
ing work to hold, 161–165; value of, 
139–140; working through, 144–147

E

Energy: created with Purpose, Impact, 
and Bond, 131–132; transformation 
and feeling of, 49, 50–51; working 
with group’s, 14–15

Enthusiasm, 25
External Change groups, 106
Extraordinary groups: benefi ts of, 15–16; 

cultivating differences in, 140–142, 
156–157; defi ned, 11–12, 17; dis-
tinctiveness of, 18–19; examples of, 
6–11; full engagement in, 18, 24–26; 
gaining Acceptance from, 144–145; 
growing into potential in, 145; 
human need for, 33–34, 192; identity 
and belonging in, 83–84, 145; inten-
tionally meeting needs for, 134–135; 
just-enough structure in, 18, 24; ordi-
nary appearance of experiences in, 

193; Purpose in, 18, 21–22; Reality 
in, 145–146; relationships between 
members of, 29; shared leadership 
in, 18, 22–23; studying, 4–6; synergy 
in elements of, 21; taking risks in, 
113–116, 153–154; tangible results 
in, 18, 29–32; transformative shifts 
in, 11–12, 193–194; using intention 
and action for Impact, 146–147. 
See also Leadership

F

Facilitating groups: leadership for, 
168–169; tips for, 185–186; your role 
in, 95–96

Facing adversity and resistance, 118–120
Flexible plans, 116–117
Full engagement in groups, 18, 24–26

G

Goals: achieving, 116–117; linking 
group purpose to, 171

Ground rules for groups, 163
Group loop: about, 101; confl ict and 

creativity, 99–101; dynamic between 
Purpose and Bond, 35, 39–42, 81–82, 
88–91, 92–101; illustrated, 81. See also 
Bond; Purpose

Group Needs model: Acceptance and 
Potential dynamic, 34, 36–38, 67–69; 
applying to differences, 159–161; 
Bond and Purpose dynamic, 35, 
39–42, 88–91; cross-loops of, 123; 
designing meetings around, 135, 
184–188; elements of, 12; feeling 
energized, 49, 50–51; illustrated, 35, 
53; interaction of loops in, 46–47; 
marginal icon of, 13; pairs of needs 
in, 34–36; Reality and Impact 
dynamic, 35, 42–44, 112–113; rela-
tionship among loops of, 106; Self, 
Group, and World pairs in, 34–35; 
sense of connection to group, 49, 51; 
transformation in, 47–49. See also 
Group loop; Self loop; World loop

Group-shifts, 55
Groups: changing meeting location, 162; 

cultivating differences, 140–142, 
156–157; curiosity in, 108–109; 
defi ned, 11; designing meetings for 
Group Needs, 135; encouraging 
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transformation in, 55–56; examin-
ing beliefs about, 150; examples of 
extraordinary, 6–11; facilitating, 
95–96; facing adversity and resis-
tance, 118–120; forming, 181–184; 
ground rules for, 163; group identity 
and Bond, 83–84, 145; helping oth-
ers embrace differences, 156–165; 
how transformations happen in, 
53–56, 124; human need for, 33–34, 
192; identifying outside infl uences 
on, 180–181; importance of small, 
14–16; issues of space and control in, 
154–156; keeping together, 120–122; 
leadership for, 168; lightness and 
humor in, 96–98; linking Purpose to 
goals, 171; maintaining positive bias 
toward, 149–151; needing each other 
to make Impact, 111; playing part in, 
84–85; potential of, 191–192; prepar-
ing individuals to embrace, 147–156; 
refreshing meeting design, 162; setting
goals for, 116–117; shifting roles within,
162–163; six needs of, 34–35; structures 
to hold differences, 161–165; studying
dynamics of, 4–6; understanding 
power of, 111; value of differences 
in, 139–140; working through differ-
ences, 144–147. See also Extraordinary 
groups; Facilitating groups

Growth, 66–67

H

Head and heart, 54
Hopeful feelings, 49, 51–52
Human needs: need for groups, 33–34, 

192; paired in Group Needs model, 
34–35

Humor: contributing in group, 96–98; in 
extraordinary groups, 25–26

I

Icons of Group Needs model, 13
Impact: Bond and Purpose joined with, 

131–132; defi ned, 43; in Group 
Needs model, 12, 35, 42–44, 
112–113; improving the world, 
110–111; as key to transformation, 
53–54; naming larger, 170–171; 
needing each other to make, 111; 
overview of, 106–107; Potential and 

Purpose joined with, 132–134; setting 
group goals, 116–117; statements 
refl ecting, 110–111; understanding 
power of group, 111; using intention 
and action for, 146–147. See also 
Reality

Improving the world, 110–111
Individual Support groups, 22, 106
Individuals: accepting Reality and 

Impact, 145–147; benefi ts of extraor-
dinary groups to, 15–16; bonding 
with groups, 125–128, 245; counting 
on each other, 87–88; embracing 
group differences, 147–156; focus-
ing on strengths, 74–75; fulfi lling 
potential, 66, 70–72, 145; gaining 
sense of identity and belonging, 
83–84, 145; infl uencing each other, 
87; knowing and appreciating self, 
144–145; maintaining positive bias 
toward group, 149–151; moving in 
same direction, 87; need for learning 
and growth, 66–67; personal ease 
of, 64–65; personal nature of trans-
formation, 55; playing our parts in 
groups, 84–85; responding to Group 
Needs of, 159–161; space and control 
issues for, 154–156; strengthened 
with group Bond, 128–129; taking 
risks, 113–116, 153–154; transforma-
tion of, 54–55; transformative effects 
of groups on, 60–61

J

Journals, 13

K

Keeping groups together, 120–122

L

Leadership: about group, 168; collabora-
tive, 22–23, 182; discussing group 
differences, 175–178; facilitative, 
168–169; framing inspiring Purpose, 
170–172; leaders in extraordinary 
groups, 188–189; light touch for, 
172–175; managing world around 
group, 178–181; selecting right 
team, 181–184; style of, 174. See also 
Facilitating groups
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Learning: fi nding excitement in, 75–77; 
from group differences, 151–152; 
need for, 66–67; pursuing in group, 
93–95; tracking in journals, 13; 
unexpected, 18, 28

Light touch: creating Purpose with 
humor and, 96–98; leadership with, 
172–175

Location, 162

M

Mead, Margaret, 14
Meetings: changing location of, 162; 

designing with Group Needs 
model, 135, 184–188; refreshing 
design of, 162

Micro-Credit Summit, 6–9
Modeling communication, 157–159
Moving in same direction, 87

O

Openness, 157, 177–178
Organizations: benefi ts of peak group 

experiences for, 15–16; groups as 
meeting ground with, 14

P

Patterns: considering judgment, 
151–152; examining beliefs about 
groups, 150

Personal vitality: feeling energized, 49, 
50–51; transformation and, 48–49

Potential: defi ned, 36; fulfi lling individ-
ual, 66, 70–72, 145; in Group Needs 
model, 34, 36–38, 67–69; Impact and 
Purpose joined with, 132–134; join-
ing with Purpose, 129–130; as key 
to transformation, 53–54; learning 
about own, 70–72; need for learning 
and growth, 66–67; as part of Self 
loop, 61–62; pursuing excitement in 
learning, 75–77; statements refl ect-
ing, 65. See also Acceptance

Practicing what you read, 13
Purpose: about, 18, 21–22; achieving 

transformation with, 79–81; counting 
on each other, 87–88; creating with 
lightness and humor, 96–98; defi ned, 
39; framing inspiring, 170–172; in 
Group Needs model, 12, 35, 39–42, 
88–91; Impact and Bond joined with, 

131–132; infl uencing others with, 87; 
joining with Potential, 129–130; as 
key to transformation, 53–54; linking 
groups to goals, 171; moving in same 
direction, 87; overcoming differences 
with, 142–143; Potential and Impact 
joined with, 132–134; shifting group, 
89–91; statements refl ecting, 85–86. 
See also Bond

Q

Questions: about communication, 158, 
177; about confl ict, 99–100; about 
resistance, 118–119; applying to 
stories of transformation, 124–125; 
assessing Reality and Impact, 
114–115; for choosing team members, 
183; considering commitment to 
group, 148; determining group mem-
ber needs, 121; engaging group dif-
ferences, 163–164; examining beliefs 
of groups, 150; exploring control and 
space issues, 155; expressing individual’s 
Group Needs, 159–160; facilitating 
meetings, 186; fi nding excitement in 
learning, 76; focusing on strengths, 
74; identifying outside infl uences on 
group, 180; linking group Purpose to 
goals, 171; personal potential, 70–71; 
on pursuing service and learning, 
93–94; refl ecting patterns of judg-
ment, 151–152; refl ecting self-
acceptance, 73; reviewing group 
participation, 95; thinking about 
leadership style, 174; on willingness 
to risk, 153

R

Reality: being alert to, 108; curiosity 
and, 108–109; defi ned, 43; examin-
ing in group, 145–146; facing adver-
sity and resistance, 118–120; group 
acceptance of, 109; in Group Needs 
model, 12, 35, 42–44, 112–113; join-
ing with Bond, 126–128; linking with 
Acceptance and Bond, 128–129; 
overview of, 106–107; risk taking 
and, 113–116, 153–154; setting group 
goals, 116–117; statements refl ecting, 
107–109; transformation and, 53–54. 
See also Impact
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Relationships between group 
members, 29

Resistance: actions facing, 119–120; 
examples of, 104; questions about, 
118–119

Respect: Bond based on, 41–42; for 
diversity, 26–27

Results of extraordinary groups, 18, 
29–32

Risk taking, 113–116, 153–154
Roles, 162–163
Rules for groups, 163

S

Safety, 27, 84
Self, Group, and World pairs: about, 

34–35; interaction in Group Model, 
46–47

Self loop: about, 61–62; Acceptance in, 
63–65; dynamic between Potential 
and Acceptance, 34, 36–38, 67–69; 
illustrated, 61; Potential in, 61–62. 
See also Acceptance; Potential

Self-Acceptance. See Acceptance
Self-knowledge and acceptance, 63–64
Shared leadership: dynamics of, 22–23; 

extraordinary groups and, 18
Shifts in Bond and Purpose, 89–91
Space and control in groups, 154–156
Structure: in extraordinary groups, 

18, 24; holding group differences, 
161–165

Synergy, 21

T

Task-oriented groups, 21–22
Transformation: change created in, 

49, 52–53; defi ned, 11, 47–49, 
123–124; differences contributing 
to, 142–144; encouraging, 55–56; 
energized feeling with, 49, 50–51; 
feeling deep connection to group, 
49, 51; four feelings of, 49–53; as 
heart-felt experience, 54; hopeful 
feelings of, 49, 51–52; by individu-
als, 54–55; possibilities of, 193–194; 
process of group, 53–56, 124; stories 
exemplifying, 124–134; transforma-
tive shifts, 11–12, 47–48, 193–194; 
when Purpose and Bond achieves, 
79–81

Trust: collaborative teams and, 182–183; 
fostering, 27; open communication 
and, 177

V

Virtual group connections, 
191–192

W

World loop: dynamic between Reality 
and Impact, 35, 42–44, 106–107, 
112–113; illustrated, 106; Impact 
in, 110–111; meeting needs of, 
113–122; Reality in, 107–109. 
See also Impact; Reality
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Why are some teams described 
in such exceptional terms, while 
most are not? 

In this important book, Geoff rey Bellman and 
Kathleen Ryan reveal that people instinctively 
sense when a group experience is something spe-
cial, something diff erent from the ordinary, some-
thing that surpasses their expectations in a positive, 
remarkable, and hard-to-describe way. Th ese are 
extraordinary groups that achieve outstanding 
results. Members of extraordinary teams—individ-
ually or collectively—experience a profound shift 
in how they see their world. Th ey are transformed.

However large or small, visible or intangible, 
such transformations happen because the group 
experience satisfi es core needs that members 
intuitively bring to any group they join. Based on 
an extensive fi eld study and fi lled with illustrative 
examples, Extraordinary Groups presents Bellman 
and Ryan’s tested Group Needs Model. Seeing the 
world of groups through this elegant framework 
allows readers to nurture extraordinary experiences 
in their teams. Bellman and Ryan’s model reveals 
six core group needs forming three pairs: One pair 
relates to the individual, one to the group, and the 
third to the world in which the group exists. 

Th ese six elements combine to form the Group 
Needs Model: 

• Acceptance of self while moving toward 
one’s Potential

• A Bond with others that grows while 
pursuing a common Purpose

• Understanding the Reality of the world 
while collectively making an Impact

No matter if the group or team gathers at work, 
at home, or within the community, when a group 

experience meets two or more of these needs, 
it will stand out as something special for all the 
members of the group. 

Written for managers and executives, facilitators 
and trainers, and all others who lead or participate 
in groups, Extraordinary Groups is an invaluable 
resource to achieve outstanding team results time 
and time again. 

Geoffrey Bellman is a recognized thought-
leader on organizations, leadership, life, and 
change. He has written six books including Ā e 
Consultant’s Calling from Jossey-Bass. His private 
sector work has focused on renewing large, mature 
corporations. In recent years, he has given more of 
his attention to community-based organizations.

Kathleen Ryan is co-founder of Th e Orion 
Partnership, a fi rm that focuses on culture change, 
team development, executive on-boarding, and 
coaching. As one client has said, “She is an organi-
zational consultant with an instinct for translating 
complex human behavior into practical concepts.” 
Ryan is the coauthor of Ā e Courageous Messenger 
and Driving Fear Out of the Workplace, both from 
Jossey-Bass.

Praise for Extraordinary Groups
“Th is book off ers a useful model for being a great group leader or member—no 
small undertaking. Groups are the essential structure for making a diff erence in the 
world, and this book adds to our capacity to create something important together. 
An easy read with a clear structure. I happily recommend it.”
—PETER BLOCK, partner, Designed Learning, and author of Community: 
Ā e Structure of Belonging

“Th is is a must-read for leaders looking to achieve transformational results in their 
organizations. Th e authors not only make a compelling case about the power of 
engaging small groups, they give us a pragmatic blueprint to move groups to ever 
higher levels of performance.”

—PHYLLIS CAMPBELL, chairman, JPMorgan Chase, Pacifi c NW, and 
former CEO, Th e Seattle Foundation

“Organizational leaders will appreciate Bellman and Ryan’s approach for igniting 
energy in group process and adding value to the business, eff ectively and quickly.”

—BARBARA MAGUSIN, senior vice president, Human Resources, 
Premera Blue Cross 

“In fi fty years of consulting and facilitating, never has a book about groups so com-
pletely captured my interest or provoked such deep refl ection and insight as Ex-
traordinary Groups. Geoff  Bellman and Kathleen Ryan not only capture the magic 
each of us feels in the presence of a deeply fulfi lling group experience, but they also 
provide a map that can be followed by anyone seeking to create such experiences.”

—ROGER HARRISON, consultant, author, and adjunct professor, California 
Institute of Integral Studies

“Extraordinary Groups provides a blueprint for building the relationships that must 
occur as we fi nd the synergies needed for problem solving and breakthrough.”

—PATRICIA MCLAGAN, chair, Desmond Tutu Peace Foundation

$27.95 U.S. | $33.95 Canada

www.josseybass.com
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“An extraordinary book…. To do truly amazing work in groups, this is the place to start.”

—JIM KOUZES, award-winning coauthor, The Leadership Challenge
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