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TEAM DESIGN CASE STUDY ï Increasing the likelihood of high performance; 
diminishing risk of team derailment 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Human Insight has developed a new approach to leadership and how to support leadership 
teams to execute strategy and deal with uncertainty, complexity and the constant innovation that 
(re)creating competitive advantage requires. 
 
Our approach adds the dimensions of strategic context, systems thinking and cultural 
independence when compared to other methods. A primary objective is to show how people can 
contribute to change rather than how people need to adjust to change. This Case Study 
illustrates this new approach. 
 
In a strategic context we are able to help individuals, teams and organizations to:- 
 

 Predict where they can be most productive in the growth cycle of a business. 

 Uncover hidden or unknown areas of risk or poor performance in execution. 

 Integrate individual growth with the development of teams and the performance of an 
organization in pursuit of the strategy as it develops over time. 

 
We do this by aligning the strengths of an organisation, and the teams and individuals within it 
to the strategic goals of the organisation. 

 
 
THE FRAMEWORK OF OUR APPROACH 
 
The purpose of all teamwork is performance. Until the advent of a proven ecological approach 
to organisation, it was difficult to find a common frame of reference and a single language that 
could connect the personalities of team members directly to their contribution to the 
performance of the team. Our approach provides this common framework and single language 
for business, people and teams to connect personality directly to performance. 
 
Further, our method of information gathering captures and organizes data in such a way that the 
connection between a strategic task and an individual and the team to which they belong is 
immediately visible.  
 
To capture and organize data about the strategic context and how it will change over time we 
use the S-curve. 
 
The process by which a new idea, a dream, an investment, a start up or a new product or 
service flows through specific stages of growth follows the pattern of an S-curve.  Growth starts 
slowly, with trial and error, then speeds up and at the end begins to slow down before decay 
sets in. It looks very much like the changing of the seasons for a farmer ï from winter to spring, 
to summer and autumn. 
 



  

 

 

Human Insight Ltd. St James House, 13 Kensington Square, London W8 5HD 

Tel: 01373 474545 email: info@human-insight.com; web address:  www.human-insight.com 

Human Insight Limited © 

 

We discovered that we can identify where people make their best contribution to the S-curve:- 
 

 at the start of the S-curve where creativity and innovation are most needed ï inventors, 
scenario planners, creators of intellectual property. 

 at the start of the growth phase on the S-curve where converting the intangible to the 
tangible and up scaling are most needed ï marketing strategists, business developers, 
programme and project managers 

 along the growth phase of the S-curve where commercial and operational excellence is 
most needed ï managers in production, operations and sales 

 at the top of the S-curve where protecting and harvesting the return on all the investment 
in earlier stages are most important ï managers of resources, assets, finances, 
accountants and lawyers. 

 
The main point is that everybody and every team will be particularly strong in one phase of the 
S-curve and relatively weak at another. Achieving growth is like a relay match ï the baton must 
be passed otherwise nobody reaches the finish: always change a winning team. 
 
The data we collect about an individual measures precisely where that individual makes their 
optimal contribution to the growth curve and also what kind of growth curve they prefer ï either 
relationship based curves described as people attached, or  curves which are based on 
technical or professional content described as matter attached.   
 
These two concepts ówhat curveô and ówhere on the curveô form the floor plane of Human 
Insightôs AEM-cube® - which is the instrument used to gather data. Using the AEM-cube® 
means that the data we gather is fundamental to an individual personality and independent of 
cultural differences: the data describe the outcome which an individual works towards and not 
how they deliver the outcome or the behavior used to deliver it. The predictability is the outcome 
and not the method. 
 
The third, vertical axis, of the AEM-cube® corresponds to the span of the contribution an 
individual can make to the growth curve. A short extension on this axis corresponds to a focus 
on only a part of the curve: the individual contributes through their specialist competencies. A 
long extension on this axis reflects a focus along the whole length of the curve, which means 
the individual, wants to invest time and energy to discuss, interact, and relate to all other points 
on the curve: the individual is more of a generalist. An individual cannot be both. 
 
In summary the information generated by AEM-cube® informs which S-curve and where on 
that S-curve an individualôs maximum contribution to growth will occur ï and how the individual 
contributes to change along an entire S-curve.   
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THE S-CURVE, GROWTH, INVESTMENT AND TEAM DESIGN 
 
S-Curve 
 
Here is the S-curve in its most simple form. 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1 Growth always goes in S-curves 

 
 
S-curves illustrate flow from an intangible idea to a viable asset. The flow is always in one 
direction, it is irreversible.  
 
This flow starts with what we call feed forward control: a process of scanning the horizon, 
collecting data, coming up with a new idea, and designing a new future not knowing whether it 
will be successful or not. It ends with what we call feedback control: a process of maximizing the 
return on the past investments which created tangible assets. 

 
Growth 
 
We use eight phases in our analysis of the strategic context in which a team works. These start 
with an investment driven design of the future. They end at a time where an organisation feels 
most successful with an optimal return on investment but with the need to anticipate and plan 
for the next growth curve. 
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Figure 2 How to sustain profitability. 

 
The opportunity for achieving the maximum return on investment comes at the top of the S-
curve. Our approach enables business leaders to understand the feed forward-feedback 
continuum and where individuals and teams sit on that continuum and how they must connect to 
create some predictability of navigating the complete growth curve and delivering the return on 
their investment. 
 
Business leaders often ask: 

 What is it I need to do to realise the growth potential of the organization? 

 How do I create the most powerful teams? 

 Where are the main risks to achieving growth? 
 

In other words the business leader wants to be in a position to create and change teams in 
order to make appropriate and well timed steps on the S-curve and leap from one curve to the 
next. 
No business leader wants the risk of working with a leadership team which can only handle one 
stage of growth in the S-curve. Our approach provides the assessment needed to ensure there 
is sufficient complementarity in the leadership teams to make successful steps along the S-
curve and create the next stage of growth. 
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TEAM DESIGN: CREATING POWERFUL TEAMS - COMPLEMENTARITY 
 
The innovation in our approach resides in our discovering how to describe and assess the 
characteristics of an individualôs personality which relate directly to their contribution in each of 
the phases of the growth curve. 
 
Further, by assembling the characteristics of the individuals in a team into one picture it is 
possible to see the complementarity. By this we mean how the contribution of each individual 
complements others in pursuit of the strategy and how it develops over time. 
 
The S-curve describes the continuous flow from feed forward steering to feedback control. The 
characteristics of each of these are described in the figure below. 

 

 
Figure 3 Personalities contribute to a respective phase of the S-curve. 

 
The characteristics on the left relate to intangibles which describe activities which point the way 
in a business cycle. For example a vision is intangible; it has meaning and gives a possible 
direction. It is an example of the feed forward phase. The characteristics on the right relate to 
tangible things which describe activities which consolidate what has gone before. Moving up the 
S-curve brings that vision into reality, step by step moving from feed forward to feedback. The 
arrow points to this subtle shift from left to right and we have used this continuum in our 
research to assess the elements of personality: we use the AEM-cube® for this. 
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Figure 4 the floor of the AEM-cube® shows where people optimally contribute to a growth curve. 
 
For example:- 
 

 A research and development team contributes to the beginning of one or more S-curves 
as they bring an exploratory focus, innovation and an intuitive style of working to dealing 
with the uncertainty at this stage of the cycle. 

 A team leading a production facility would be quite different as they contribute to the 
middle of the curve, focusing more on the short term, building scale and profit from the 
earlier innovation. 

 The mission of a finance team will be to maximize the return on investment as an 
organization moves from an innovative, investment driven phase focused on growth to 
the optimal point focused on margin, being profit driven and exploiting all the exploratory 
and development work in the early stages. 

 
Thus the floor of the AEM-cube® informs how individuals think, react to change and make 
decisions. 
These positions are formed early in life. They should be seen as a given - time and money 
should not be wasted on trying to change them. 
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It follows that the business leader should examine the complementarity in a leadership team to:- 
 

 be satisfied that the team has the strategic diversity (Fig 5) to handle the strategic task, 
and  

 

 to change that team as the challenge shifts:- 
 

o through innovation and entrepreneurship 
o to the need for operational excellence  
o and then to the support and control needed to achieve the return on investment. 

 

 
 
 
Figure 5 Strategic diversity: a successful team pattern 
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The vertical axis of the cube relates to the perspective an individual has on either the whole 
curve or the point at which their personality will contribute most. (Fig.6) 

 

 
Figure 6 the vertical axis in the AEM-cubeÈ shows a personôs perspective of an S-curve 

 
It further follows that the business leader should look quickly at the perspective in a leadership 
team to be satisfied that there is sufficient focus and competence on specific points on the curve 
to propel the organisation forward at each stage, but also the wider perspective to integrate 
these activities and help the organisation make well timed steps up the curve and to transform 
to the next stage of growth. 

 
BUILDING POWERFUL TEAMS 
 
This ability to analyze where a team and the individuals in it can best contribute to the strategy 
opens up a new approach to team building. We can now start by building the strategic context 
for the team and allow the team to be designed so that the team as a whole matches the 
business purpose and individuals within it take on the roles where they can best perform. 
 
Trust is an important outcome of team building, but on its own it cannot guarantee performance 
improvement. In this new approach, trust is built into the process but it is not where to start. 
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Individual growth and team development are important factors in building strong teams. But the 
time window to improve performance may not be enough to accommodate a phase of 
development. In this new approach there is no need to invest time and money before results are 
achieved. 
 
The advantage of this new approach is that individual growth and team development are 
integrated into the organizationôs pursuit of its strategy and goals.  

A BUSINESS CASE 

This business case is taken from a project carried out at a telecom company. It demonstrates:- 

 how the mission of a team can be analyzed into no more than six result areas 

 how teams can be designed to combine essential competencies with the strategic 
complementarity necessary to execute strategy 

 how hidden risks can be mitigated 

 how personal growth can be built into the process without delaying the achievement of 
results. 

 
Background 
The company is a supplier to large European business clients, providing services to them 
globally. Their competencies are in terminal server services, connectivity, datacenters and 
consultancy.  Following their acquisition by a global telecom two years before, they form a key 
business unit with turnover of 2.7 billion Euros and with some 15,000 employees.  
 
The project took place following a restructuring in which two data centre companies in the group 
were merged and the Vice President in charge wanted to design the teams to run the new 
business unit, known as DataCenters. The business comprised four functions ïInfrastructure, 
Product Management, customer solutions and hosting solutions.  
  
For legal and strategic reasons a timescale of eight weeks was needed. The project would 
involve around 100 of the top executives who made up the General Management Team, the 
four reporting teams and the third tier of management. They would have no more than a half 
day each to contribute to the programme. The process had to comply with employee council 
and union requirements and follow standard ethical guidelines.  
  
The approach was focused on the short term integration of the two companies and in the long 
term on the sustainable development of the organization. 
 
The Approach 
The approach was as follows:  
 

 All participating managers were informed by e-mail about the goal, sense of urgency, 
usefulness, approach, role of HR and external consultants and the ethical conditions 

 All participating managers were invited to answer the AEM-cube® questionnaire (self-
assessment and feedback-assessment)  

 External coaches debriefed the AEM-cube® reports to the managers and used other data 
available to reflect on their position, future wishes and ambitions, such questions as: 
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Where are you now in your career? Are you working from your strength? 
What do you see in the next three years? 
What development do you want? 
What career? 
What personal development do you think is essential? 

 The total picture of the assessment-coaching session was used during the discussions 
designing the teams, with the addition of all other information available from the HR staff 
managers. 

 A preparation workshop with the HR staff, the VP and General Management Team was 
organized. This meeting was designed to create a charcoal sketch of the vision, mission, 
result areas and priorities of the team. As such this was the basic blueprint used to match 
the managers to team missions. 

 A second workshop was organized two days later where the VP, General Management 
Team, HR staff and the external coaches discussed the basic patterns for the teams. Every 
individual was discussed and appropriate decisions made. These decisions could range 
from definite positions to ñletôs have a talk with him or her to discuss the optionsò 

 
This process was the core of the programme. All necessary information was available around 
strategy, mission and people. The initial focus was on the teams leading the four functions. The 
other teams were completed in the following weeks, unit by unit with the same process. 
 
At the outset, each member of the General Management Team nominated the people seen as 
indispensable to their teams - their membership was not negotiable. These individuals were 
then plotted in the AEM-cube® to give a first anchor for the team design. From that point 
onwards the discussion was about creating the right strategic complementarity to match the 
mission; this resulted in the executive office and the staff being satisfied that the risks for failing 
teams were now minimized. 
 
The openness was such that the top five teams were shown to all those involved explaining the 
reason for the choices. (This openness and speed of execution created an easy implementation 
process for the third tier teams.) 
 
Having started with performance and strategy the teams then worked on priorities, cooperation, 
and building trust.  

Analysing the Mission 

The approach does not start with the people, but with the characteristics of the purpose and 
mission.  
 
The first step of defining the pattern of a team mission is to formulate it correctly, then to map it 
onto the S-curve and to decide its characteristics ï relationship driven or content driven.   
 
This means deciding between a mission which can be characterized as:- 

 creating, maintaining, managing and leading relationships with people, or 

 a mission characterized by dealing with issues of content, like technology, knowledge, 
etc.  
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This is meant in the broadest sense. A focus on people relationships means everything like 
dealing with the relationship aspects of customers, alliances, employees, suppliers, 
stakeholders, partners etc. A focus on content relationships means everything dealing with 
technological issues, from software, chemical, biological, legal, financial, and engineering 
matters etc. In other words, how much are the result areas of the team related to either building 
and developing relationships or building and developing content. 
 
This analysis can be plotted on the floor of the AEM-cube® which will subsequently help to 
combine the mission with the appropriate people. (Fig.7) 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 7 mapping the value chain to the floor of the AEM-cube® 

 

The Data 

Below is the data about the teams, their missions and the organization.  

 The General Management Team 

 Unit: Data Center Infrastructure 

 Unit: Product Management 

 Unit: Customer Solutions 

 Unit: Hosting Solutions 
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The General Management Team 
Mission: This team must be focused on the mission of ñoperational excellenceò. DataCenters 
wants to create a safe, efficient, innovative environment with their partners where clients can 
have permanent access to their data and improve their own business performance. Such a 
team has to cover the whole range of activities of an S-curve, including the transformational 
aspects. 
 

 
 

 
This picture was established through discussion, in about an hour.  For each part of the 
business, three questions were asked: 
 

1. Where does its mission optimally contribute to the growth curve? 
2. Is it a people or a content mission? 
3. How mono versus multi-disciplinary is the specific mission? 

 
Answers to questions 

 1 & 2 determined the missionôs position on the ófloorô of the AEM-cube® 

 3 determines the vertical axis. 
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Prediction about 
performance 

 Team has a reasonable 
distribution for a general 
management team 

 All aspects of the S-curve 
seem to be covered 

 Operations may be a 
weakness 

 Risk of derailment: low 
 

Points of improvement 

 Be alert to the possible 
operational weakness 

 Keep on focusing on 
people ï because this 
team tends to be quite 
content driven 

 

The match with self-images 

 Is fairly good 

 The trend is towards being 
perceived as more focused 
on people and change 
management 

 This might minimise the 
risks, reflected in the team 
Self-image 

 Risk of derailment: low 
 
Prediction about performance 

 Team has a reasonable 
distribution for a general 
management team 

 All aspects of the S-curve 
seem to be involved, even 
more people focused in 
feedback 
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 Data Center Infrastructure 

Mission: Is to deliver 100% reliability of the entire physical and electrical infrastructure - 
continuity, reliability, and ódisasterô proof (events like grid failure). 
 

 
 
 
This picture was established through discussion, in about an hour.  For each part of the 
business, three questions were asked: 
 

1. Where does its mission optimally contribute to the growth curve? 
2. Is it a people or a content mission? 
3. How mono versus multi-disciplinary is the specific mission? 

 
Answers to questions 

 1 & 2 determined the missionôs position on the ófloorô of the AEM-cube® 

 3 determined the vertical axis. 
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This team came about after the VP had combined individuals who were seen as indispensable 
to the function with some extra team members. Because the feedback-profile showed a higher 
pattern of spread on the plane of the AEM-cube® this team was deemed ready to go. 

The prediction about performance 

 This team will perform very 
operationally, reliably & predictably 

 There doesnôt seem to be enough 
diversity in the team to prevent this 
team locking up 

 It needs to be able to connect with the 
more outward oriented commercial 
units 

 Risk of derailment: low to medium 
Solution 

 Create slightly more diversity 

 Understand the issue and use this 
knowledge to compensate the inward 
focused nature of the team (which is 
still suited to the mission) 

 

The match with self-images 

 There is some difference in this team 
between self-image  & feedback-by-
others 

The prediction about performance 

 This team will perform very operationally, 
reliably & predictably 

 There is enough diversity in the team to 
prevent this team locking up 

 It should be able to connect with the 
more outward oriented commercial units 

 Risk of derailment: low 
The conclusion and solution 

 We decided to live with this team as it is.  
In the feedback, a more outward people 
focus is evident 

 Most of the people were non-
negotiables: even so, core competencies 
are at risk of being lost if this team were 
to be changed carelessly 
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Unit: Product Management 
 
Mission: This team has a lot of client interaction, but is more technical. Product management 
needs constantly to connect the technology to be delivered to the interface with the client. The 
smooth interaction between Customer Solutions and Product Management was seen as 
essential for an optimal achievement of sustainable profit. 
 

 
 
This picture was established through discussion, in about an hour.  For each part of the 
business, three questions were asked: 

1. Where does its mission optimally contribute to the growth curve? 
2. Is it a people or a content mission? 

Answers to these questions determined the missionôs position on the ófloor of the AEM-cube® 
The third question was; 

3. How mono versus multi-disciplinary is the specific mission? 
The answer to this question determined the vertical axis 
These patterns were used to determine the people-profiles 
 
 



  

 

 

Human Insight Ltd. St James House, 13 Kensington Square, London W8 5HD 

Tel: 01373 474545 email: info@human-insight.com; web address:  www.human-insight.com 

Human Insight Limited © 

 

 
 

 
 
The General Manager of the team received differences between his self-image and feedback-
image. Although by nature a commercially forward-looking personality, he was forced to do far 
more operational work than he should.  The new design achieved complementarity here. 

The prediction about performance 
 

 Will perform both operationally & 
commercially 

 Match with mission: strong 

 Chance of derailment: low 
 

 

 

 

 

The match with self-images 

 There is a small gap in the 
operations area 
 

The prediction about performance 

 Will perform both commercially & 
operationally  

 Based upon this feedback, it looks 
like the team will perform more 
operationally than commercially 

Solution strategy 

 Take care for the balance 
commercial operations versus 
commercial 

 Keep tight communications and a 
connected value chain with 
Customer Solutions 
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Unit: Customer Solutions 

Mission: The role of this unit is focused on people-relationships and feed forward thinking, i.e. 
being in the first half of the growth curve. 
 

 

 
 
 

 This picture was established through discussion, in about an hour.  For each part of the 
business, three questions were asked: 

4. Where does its mission optimally contribute to the growth curve? 
5. Is it a people or a content mission? 
6. How mono versus multi-disciplinary is the specific mission? 

Answers to questions 

 1 & 2 determined the missionôs position on the ófloorô of the AEM-cube® 

 3 determines the vertical axis. 
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This team was able to start focussing on its task right away. 
 
 

 

Prediction about performance 
 

 Will perform with a customer, 
change and development focus 

 Match with mission is strong 

 Risk of derailment: low 
 

 

The match with self-images 
 

 No fundamental differences 
 
The prediction about performance 
 

  Will perform with a customer, 
change and development focus 

 Match with mission: strong 

 Risk of derailment: low 
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Unit: Hosting Solutions 

Mission: The mission of this unit is to see that clientôs experience of using the software is a 
smooth, reliable and efficient one. 

 

 
 
 
This picture was established through discussion, in about an hour.  For each part of the 
business, three questions were asked: 
 

1. Where does its mission optimally contribute to the growth curve? 
2. Is it a people or a content mission? 
3. How mono versus multi-disciplinary is the specific mission? 

Answers to questions 

 1 & 2 determined the missionôs position on the ófloorô of the AEM-cube® 

 3 determines the vertical axis. 
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Left unchanged, this profile - left of the middle axis - would have the tendency to implode (or to 
explode if it were right of the middle axis). A team with very good people, with a high level of 
experience and competency still could fail because of its exaggerated strength ï experiencing a 
costly derailment. 

The prediction about performance 
 

 Will perform operationally: control & 
content-driven 

 Match with mission too strong: no 
complementarity 

 Risk of derailment: high 
 
Solution strategy 
 

  Must have: 2 ï 3 members in 
people-attached area: this will 
complement the required client and 
change management focus. 
 

 

The match with self-images 
 

 No fundamental differences.  No 
different or extra conclusions 

 
The prediction about performance 
 

 Will perform operationally: control & 
content driven 

 Match with mission too strong: no 
complementarity 

 Rick of derailment: high 
 

Solution strategy 
 

  Must have: 2 ï 3 members in 
people-attached area; this will 
complement the required client and 
change management focus. 
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The Business Unit manager, choosing the people believed to be indispensable, was convinced 
the team was being designed with sufficient strategic complementarity. But the assessment 
showed that - both in self-images and in feedback ï the people, who might appear to be very 
different, were in fact very similar regarding their position on the feed forward-flow and, as a 
consequence, similar in the way they deal with decision making and performance. This type of 
team would lead to large problems. It would become internally oriented, far too task oriented 
and would neglect real client needs and people implementation issues. 
 
The analysis of Hosting Solutions shows that the manager had designed a team with ñlook 
alikesò. Members of the team like and understand each other well; share the same interests and 
emotional priorities regarding their work. This is a common problem ï and is a significant one 
because it is not perceived as such. 
 
After a short debate, the individuals agreed with their AEM-cube® results and that the hidden 
risk existed and the team was redesigned to include with two more people with complementary 
positions:- 
 

 a program manager was added to focus on special programs, which required client and 
account focused approaches, and  

 an experienced high potential team assistant was added for one year.  
 
This created a team with just enough balance to keep it focused enough on clients and change. 
A coaching programme was also implemented to create enough tension, confrontation and 
challenge to reach a higher level of quality and performance in the team. The team profile, after 
the corrective actions, is shown on the next page:-  
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Unit: Hosting Solutions Unit: re-balanced 

 
 

 
 
 

 
The prediction about performance 
 

 Will perform operationally: control & 
content driven 

 Match with mission: strong 

 Some complimentarity 

 Rick of derailment: low 
 

Solution strategy 
 

 Team is now balanced towards 
customer and change management 
focus 

 This focus is not strong, but just 
enough ï as long as the team is 
aware of this and takes care for 
teambuilding and process 
facilitation once in a while 

 

 
The match with self-images 
 

 No fundamental differences.  No 
different extra conclusions 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 
The VP of this organization and the direct staff showed surprise with the ease of 
working and the speed of delivery. Teams were performing quickly and easily as 
predicted, the integration was completed with little hardship.  
 
The process had started with the strategic context. 
 
Using the predictability provided by the data the top teams had been designed with the 
strength to achieve their missions. 
 
Hidden risks had been identified, especially with Hosting Solutions, and necessary 
action taken.  
 
A foundation was laid for building a more strategically focused HR activity, whereby 
individual growth and team development could be aligned with strategy and execution. 
Results were achieved in a timescale independent of the development needs. 


