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It’s Thursday morning at 10:30am. Kim, Head of Product at 
Acme Co., confronts Kevin, CTO of Acme Co:

Kim:

“Hey, do you have a minute? We’re going to miss 

our deadline, and Adam’s pissed.”

Kevin:

“I’d love to help, but we’ve got bugs to fix, and my 

developers don’t have access to our production 

systems. So yeah, security is better, but it’s 

impossible to debug anything. On top of this, we 

aren’t tracking velocity, so I can’t even give you an 

estimate of when we’ll be ready even if I tried.”

Kim has a decision to make. Adam, CEO of Acme Co, needs an answer. The 

board is counting on her to launch in time for their industry trade show next 

month. Kim and Kevin are both smart, and they know what the roadblocks 

are. Their teams aren’t communicating and it’s preventing product from 

launching on time. What should they do?

In order to succeed, Kim and Kevin have to work together, communicate 

effectively, and plow through roadblocks.
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But the truth is: effective team communication is hard. It’s especially hard in a 

work setting like described above. After all, we come together with a group 

of people who we don’t know. And to add to that, the makeup of our team 

changes constantly as we hire and our team grows. As a result, growing tech 

teams like Kim and Kevin’s often encounter a breakdown of communication 

between product and engineering.

Yet on the flipside, improving team communication is the most effective thing 

Kim and Kevin can do this year to give their team the biggest competitive 

advantage. According to Pat Lencioni, author of The Advantage, 

“The single most untapped competitive 
advantage is teamwork.”

If you have ever been on a VC funded team, you know this is true. VCs 

invest in great teams, not in great ideas. VCs know that ideas are a dime 

a dozen. It’s the best teams that win, not the best ideas. The best teams 

share several characteristics. One big trait that successful teams share is 

that they excel at communication. In fact, Google “has spent untold millions 

of dollars measuring nearly every aspect” of team communication according 

to a recent New York Times Magazine article, What Google Learned From Its 

Quest to Build the Perfect Team. Google discovered that the single biggest 

factor in team success was team efficiency and intelligence, which result 

from effective team communication.
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Unfortunately, actually improving communication is difficult. And, it gets 

harder as you scale. Let’s say you and I are on a team. I communicate with 

you. And, you communicate with me. That’s 2 lines of communication:

And then we scale. Perhaps we raise funding. Now we’re a team of 4. 

Except, we don’t now have 4 lines of communication. In fact, we now have 12 

distinct lines of communication:
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You can see how this gets significantly more complex as we scale.

So, what’s a growing team like Kim and Kevin’s to do? I’ll take you through an 

easy to follow, 5 step process that you can use with your team today.

Step 1: Recognize Chaos
Over the years, the Greiner curve has been proven time and time again. The 

Greiner curve illustrates that all organizations go through periods of calm 

alternating with periods of chaos:

Time

Si
ze
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It is during these periods of chaos that most companies fail. The 

reason companies fail during periods of chaos is often due to poor 

communication.

So, step 1 is identifying when your team is in a period of chaos. Companies 

enter periods of chaos at different rates. A fast growing, funded tech startup 

will enter its first period of chaos sooner than a slower growing company.

Often, gut feel will tell you that things seem chaotic. If you’re not sure if your 

team is currently in a period of chaos, ask yourself how each of the following 

aspects of business seem. For example, do things seem hard or easy? Do 

people seem unhappy or happy?

Chaos Calm

Things Hard Easy

People Unhappy Happy

Procedures Get in the way Help

Management Misaligned Aligned
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The Failed Startup

A NYC tech startup successfully made it through their first period of chaos. 

Things were humming along nicely. Then, they raised a $20 million Series C 

round. Their goal - double in size from 50 to 100 in 2 years, increase market 

share from 1% to 10%, and become profitable. Three months into their plan, 

things started to break down. Folks were quitting, morale was low, every 

decision was laborious. Management was struggling to figure out what was 

happening. Just a few months ago, the same team was firing on all cylinders. 

The problem was, the company had entered their second period of chaos. 

According to Greiner, the second period of chaos:

 “emerges from a crisis of autonomy. The solution adopted by most 

companies is to move toward more delegation. Yet it is difficult for 

top-level managers who previously were successful at being directive 

to give up responsibility to lower-level managers. Moreover, the 

lower-level managers are not accustomed to making decisions for 

themselves. As a result, numerous companies founder during this 

revolutionary period by adhering to centralized methods, while lower-

level employees become disenchanted and leave the organization.”

Unfortunately, this once thriving tech startup didn’t realize what was going 

on until it was too late, and they shut their doors and went out of business.

If you are in a period of calm, be happy and carry on. Refer back to this 

ebook later on when your team is in a period of chaos. If you are in a period 

of chaos, read on.
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Step 2: Change It Up
The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again. Yet, 

many companies fail to realize that during periods of chaos, they must make 

a change. It’s a mistake to think, “I’ll just put in extra hours.” That rarely, if 

ever, works. So, if it’s time to make a change, here are the top 4 things to 

consider changing that will make a big difference:

Change 1: Change Meeting Rhythms
Meetings. Love ‘em or hate ‘em, they are a necessary part of team 

communication. I’ll never understand why so few teams run retrospectives 

on meetings. Just because a meeting was valuable 6 months ago 

doesn’t mean it will still hold the same value today. I recommend doing a 

retrospective on meetings every 6 months. Start by taking a snapshot of your 

current meetings. Create a Google spreadsheet with the following headers: 

Meeting Name, Frequency, # Hours. Share with your team and have them fill 

it in. I was shocked to learn that my team had 25 distinct meetings.
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Here’s a sampling:

Meeting Name Frequency # Hours

Leadership Team Weekly 1

People Weekly 1

Tech Leadership Weekly 1

Sales Weekly 1

1:1 Deb/Adam Weekly 1

1:1 Deb/Brett Weekly 1

1:1 Deb/John Weekly 1

Internal Operations Bi-Weekly 1

Quarterly Strategy Quarterly 8

Monthly Strategy Monthly 8

Performance Review with Manager Bi-Annual 1

Chances are, if you are in a period of chaos, you need to alter your meetings. 

Ask your team which ones they think should stay, go, or get changed in 

some way. Don’t limit your thinking to adding or deleting meetings. Consider 

altering the frequency of meetings and the attendees. We changed some of 

our weekly meetings to bi-weekly and changed some 60 minute meetings to 

30 minutes. I personally stopped attending the Internal Operations and Tech 

Leadership meetings. Try the new meeting rhythms for 3-6 months, and then 

assess again.
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Change 2: Change Roles
Similar to meetings, roles need altering in periods of chaos. Every time 

your company doubles, ask yourself, “Which new roles do we need?” 

Don’t limit this to your team, think about the entire organization. Roles like 

HR, Marketing, Finance, Product, and more are needed at various stages 

in company growth. The best way to do this is to pretend you have zero 

employees. Identify the roles you need given your current size. For example, 

maybe your tech team just grew from 5 to 20. Maybe you need a VP 

Engineering and a Product Owner. Try your best to resist the urge to fill in 

your existing team members into these roles.

For example, if you have a technical co-founder who currently wears both 

the VP Engineering and Product Owner hat, don’t say, “Oh, we only need a 

VP Engineering because Matt can also do the Product Owner role.” This will 

get you into trouble. Once you identify the roles truly needed, then, and only 

then, can you fill in your current team. Figure out who owns each role now. 

And then, take a look at the gaps. Bonus points for taking an honest look at 

the skills of the people currently filling the role. For example, if Matt is the 

Product Owner and the VP Engineering, which is he better at? Which does 

he love doing? Which does he want to do? The more honest you can be 

here, the better.

Then, you have your hiring needs laid out for you. It’s definitely possible 

to fill a gap with an existing team member, so look internally as well as 

externally to change roles.
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Change 3: Change Humans
Based on Change 2 above, figure out if you have ‘the right people on the 

bus” and if you “have people in the right seat on the bus,” as Jim Collins, 

author of Good to Great, would put it. The cold hard truth is: as companies 

evolve through the Greiner curve, it’s common that different humans are 

needed in the roles. This is true for all roles, including the CEO. In fact, less 

than half of founders retain the CEO title after 3 years. Take an honest look 

at the performance of the team members and identify if any are struggling 

to meet their goals. If anyone isn’t the right person for the job, take steps 

to correct this, either by transitioning this person to another role in the 

company or by transitioning them out of the organization.

Change 4: Get a Business Coach
Having someone who isn’t in the weeds day-to-day, yet knows the team 

and has relevant experience to guide and give advice, is priceless. I’ve 

personally worked with about half a dozen business coaches throughout my 

career. Each is different, and finding a coach is a very personal decision. Find 

one that works for you and your team. And, identify if you want a personal 

coach or a business coach. A personal coach will focus on you, both at work 

and at home. A business coach focuses on team strategy and on helping 

grow the organization.
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Step 3: Communicate the Why
After you admit you are in a period of chaos and make some changes in 

meetings, roles, and humans, step 3 is “communicate the why.” Simon 

Sinek’s Ted Talk Start With Why is the gold standard for this concept. 

Sinek found that the greatest leaders of the world, folks like Steve Jobs, 

Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Wright Brothers, inspired teams to achieve 

remarkable things by focusing relentlessly on the “Why.” In contrast, most 

people start with the “What.”

Jobs could have said, “We’re building computers,” but instead he said, “What 

we’re trying to do is remove the barrier of having to learn to use a computer.”

In study after study, data shows that one of the factors that most influences 

employee happiness and productivity is developers feeling their work is 

meaningful. Communicating the “Why” to each employee goes a long way in 

ensuring your team is bought into why you are asking them to do the things 

you ask them to do.

HOW?

WHAT?

WHY?
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A Lost Team

A client of mine got acquired by a multinational conglomerate. As a 

result of the acquisition, there was a flood of incoming work for the 

engineering team. But, it was unclear what priority the new work 

had relative to their existing backlog. To make matters worse, there 

wasn’t any transparency regarding what stakeholders wanted and 

why. Three months into the acquisition, 55% of the engineering team 

had quit, and the morale of those remaining was in the gutter. No one 

took the time explain the “Why” to the team, and falsely assumed that 

the increased workload would be the motivating factor.

Step 4: Prioritize Team Productivity
Once steps 1, 2, and 3 are in place, step 4 is focused on team productivity. 

Team productivity is distinctly different from individual productivity. Every time 

I hear someone say, “If I work from home, I save an hour commuting and I’m 

more efficient,” I cringe. It’s not about individual productivity, it’s about team 

productivity.

Yes, yes, I know that sometimes when we need a quiet place to write or 

think through something, or when we need flexible hours to be parents and 

caregivers, then working from home is beneficial. And yes, yes, I also know 

that with all of the remote working tools like Hangout and Slack, that remote 

teams are more productive today than ever before.
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But, a company is not merely the sum of its parts. Collaboration is key 

to fostering team productivity, and in-person collaboration is king. There 

exists no form of communication that fosters team productivity more than 

in-person collaboration. To this point, the same New York Times Magazine 

article I cited earlier goes on to say that the most effective teams share two 

important traits:

1. Each team member speaks in roughly the same proportion over time.

2. Each team member can sacrifice an item they want in exchange for 

something the team needs.

To ensure effective team communication, prioritize team productivity over 

individual productivity, and aim to be part of a high functioning team that can 

sacrifice personal interests for the good of the group.

Step 5: Protect Team Health
Once you’ve made it through steps 1 through 4, step 5 wraps it all together. 

Aggressively protect the health of your team to ensure ongoing, efficient 

communication. One of my favorite books of all time, The Five Dysfunctions 

of a Team by Patrick Lencioni, goes into detail on how to achieve team 

health, and the perils to avoid.
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The foundation of team health is trust. If team members don’t trust each 

other, that’s a blocker to everything else. Trust is a tricky thing. As it turns out, 

when we ask ourselves if we trust a team member, we are actually asking 

two questions:

1. Do I trust this person CAN DO their job?

2. Do I trust this person WANTS TO DO their job?

If the answer to either question one or two is no, there’s a trust issue. It’s 

imperative that you address trust issues head on and immediately. My 

philosophy is -- my team has two choices:

• We all trust each other, or

• Someone has to be transitioned off the team

The Toxic Employee

We’ve all worked with the person who is absolutely qualified to do 

the job, but truly just doesn’t want to be at the company any more. 

Take a good hard look at your team. If you’ve got one of these folks 

on your current team, have a talk with them. It’s likely better for both 

them and the team if they either transition to another role in the 

company, or leave the company altogether.

http://www.stridenyc.com
https://twitter.com/home?status=Improve%20your%20team%20communication%20with%20these%205%20steps.%20http%3A//bit.ly/2lfdUOT
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A//www.stridenyc.com/improve-team-communication-with-5-easy-steps
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Having a trust fissure on a team is like a volcano waiting to explode. Trust 

me when I say, there will come a time when the team is tasked with solving 

a hairy urgent problem together, and that’s when the distrust will rear its ugly 

head. People will take sides, dig in their heals, and you will have endless 

debate with no productive outcomes. I’m sure you have experienced this at 

least once in your lifetime. It’s no fun for anyone.

So, we start with trust. Trust then enables healthy conflict. Healthy conflict 

leads to commitment, which leads to accountability and ultimately, results. 

Illustrated nicely in the Five Dysfunctions pyramid as such:

TRUST

HEALTHY CONFLICT

COMMITMENT

ACCOUNTABILITY

RESULTS
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Summary
In summary, communication is hard, yet it’s vital to success, and if done 

well, will in fact be your biggest competitive advantage. To ensure you 

are maximizing team communication effectiveness, follow this easy 5 step 

process:

1. Recognize when you are in a period of chaos

2. Make changes in meeting rhythms, roles, and humans

3. Communicate your team’s purpose, the “Why”

4. Prioritize team productivity over individual productivity

5. Protect team health by starting with a strong foundation of 
trust
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