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TEAM INNOVATION



Have things changed much since you have been in the military?  Maybe just a little?  You are probably thinking, “What hasn’t changed!”  You have been assigned to different locations, worn different uniforms, attending various levels of professional military education, worked with many different people, changed your rank, maybe even changed career fields.  You have had many supervisors, subordinates, co-workers, and peers.  You have served on numerous committees and groups and performed duty in different types of organizations, in different commands, serving in different counties.  You have been a part of many different teams.  The members have changed, the focus of the groups may have changed, and you have probably experienced a multitude of shifts in priorities and focus.  Think about one team or committee you have been involved with – perhaps the Chief’s Group, First Sergeants’ Council, Base Advisory Committee, Air Force Sergeants Association or Noncommissioned Officers chapter, any group inside or outside your duty organization.  Change is not always easy.  Sometimes the complexities of the individual personalities within the group made the changes even more difficult.  What causes people to behave they way they do in a group setting?  How can you pull a group of individuals together into one, cohesive team striving towards the same goal?  A little harmony would be nice.  Assisting teams to work together more productively begins with asking the question, “Why is change so stressful?”
The reason is simple:  We are all creatures of habit and routine.  When our habits and routines are disrupted, when we are asked to change our thoughts/behavior and think/behave in new and different ways, we feel uncomfortable.  It does not matter whether the change is an idea, concept, process, or a perception.  We sometimes drag our feet even when the change is something good or involves something we want to do.

This reading begins with a brief overview of how individuals typically deal with change.  How we deal with change impacts our ability to work together in groups or teams.  In order to maximize your ability as a Chief Master Sergeant to lead productive teams or committees, it is important you understand your preferred role within a team setting.  This will help you to identify the preferred behaviors of others within the group setting.  Understanding and applying your knowledge of change and the complexities of team innovation will help you to achieve your mission as a senior leader and manager.
JANSSEN’s MODEL OF CHANGE
Janssen’s model of change is explained by Marvin R. Weisbord in Toward Third Wave Managing and Consulting:  Productive Communities Managing and Consulting for Dignity and Meaning within the Workplace.  According to this model we go through four stages of change:  Comfort, Denial, Confusion, and Renewal.  Although these stages represent the sequence of feelings we experience, we do not spend the same amount of time in each stage.

We begin by moving from Comfort, where things are routine, to a state of Denial.  When we’re forced to confront external change, we go through a state of resistance where we’d just as soon not deal with the new, but stay with the old.  We believe if we deny change, we will have less stress.  Yet the opposite is actually true.  The more we resist change or procrastinate, the more stress we inevitably experience.

















































After the Denial stage we enter the stage of Confusion.  This is where we accept the change and begin to grapple for ways to proceed from the known to the unknown.  Confusion is a normal reaction to change.

Finally, we enter the stage of Renewal where we accept the change.  We may not like the change but we have accepted it.  We do this either by simply accepting the change that is imposed on us or by conceiving/implementing new ideas that may be different from the way we have thought of or done things in the past.  From Renewal, we then cycle right back to the first stage, which is Comfort.  

This is a very general overview of how people respond when they’re faced with change.  This efficiency will allow us to focus the bulk of our energies on positively managing and leading rather than negatively “dealing with personalities.”


In order to positively manage and lead groups of people in a team effort it is important to tap into the strengths of each individual, be aware of any weaknesses, then carefully make the most of the abilities and personalities that make up the group.  Each team or group member has their own preferences for working in a team setting.  For instance, some members of your team or group may enjoy working with others, while a few members may prefer to work alone.
Our dilemma as senior leaders is that although our mission or position on an innovation team or committee may be to focus on creating solutions for external problems, we often spend much of our time and creative energy working through our own internal issues which are caused or further complicated by complex group dynamics.
The more we think and behave in a certain way, the more ingrained these tendencies become until, over time, we find we have developed a particular pattern of approaching things.  When we work together as members of an innovation team, our approach is reflected in the type of role we feel most comfortable performing.

There are many tools available to the leader to help assess and strengthen the relationships between team members.  One instrument that starts with assessing personal preferences for working with teams, which can be used to deal more effectively with the many personalities within a team, is call the Team Dimensions Profile.  You will be administered the profile during class time.

It is important to keep in mind that the Team Dimensions Profile is not a self-development tool.  It is a team development tool that helps you define and assess your contributions to a team.  After all, innovation is an end-product of the team process.

The Team Dimensions Profile is a self-scoring assessment instrument.  It is not a test you can pass or fail, and there are no right or wrong answers.  This is because there is no one approach or role that is most effective or productive in every organization, team, committee, or group.  The success of any innovation team depends on the participation and contribution of each member to the innovation process.

The Team Dimensions Profile helps us identify creative, original thinkers as well as team members who can recognize, critique, and effectively implement good new ideas.  By completing the Team Dimensions Profile, we can

· identify our natural approach and most comfortable role in the team process,
· develop strategies to help us work on a team in creating, refining, advancing, and implementing new ideas, and
· determine effective ways to facilitate teamwork by balancing, integrating, and capitalizing on the different strengths of our fellow team members.

FOUR APPROACHES
The Team Dimensions Profile helps reveal our most comfortable role in the team process, based on the way we most naturally think and behave.  When thinking and behaving preferences are combined, they reveal the approach we prefer to use when we work with others to accomplish a specific purpose or task.
By understanding how these various approaches are used by individuals in the team process, we can identify and define the roles of each team member.  This enhances the team innovation process and results in higher team performance.  In terms of our most natural thinking and behaving preferences, there are four approaches:  Conceptual, Spontaneous, Normative, and Methodical.  

Someone who prefers a Conceptual Approach:

· Likes to come up with new ideas

· Is good at exploring alternatives and discussing concepts

· Is good at visualizing the master plan

· Prefers to focus on the future

· Develops theories, principles, and ideas

· Is good at recognizing alternatives

People who take a Conceptual Approach, for example, would be helpful in a brainstorming session that requires coming up with a lot of ideas and understanding how those ideas fit into the big picture.

Someone who takes a Spontaneous Approach:
· Wants freedom from constraint

· Tends to move from one subject to another

· Focuses on many things at once

· Likes to have respect and influence

· Lets their feelings guide their decision-making

Someone who takes a Spontaneous Approach is likely to move quickly and may be recognized as a leader when an innovation team needs to act or move forward.

Someone who takes a Normative Approach:

· Prefers to put ideas into a familiar context

· Relies on past experiences to guide them

· Likes to see consequences before acting

· Prefers to let others take the lead

· Tries to fit in with others

Someone who takes a Normative Approach is likely to move forward in a careful manner, making sure they have the necessary experience to guide them to success.

Someone who takes a Methodical Approach:

· Prefers order and rationality

· Tends to follow a step-by-step process

· Examines the details and thinks things through before acting

· Focuses on what they can prove to be true

Someone who takes a Methodical Approach is likely to move in a very orderly fashion, making sure all the details have been covered.

ROLES

When we combine two or more of the approaches, we identify a role that we are most comfortable fulfilling, based on our most natural thinking and behavioral tendencies.  These roles represent the key roles that people perform on a successful team, roles that involve tasks necessary to turn an innovative concept into an actual innovation.

The first four basic team roles are:  “C” for the Creator, “A” for the Advancer, “R” for the Refiner, and “E” for the Executor.  One final role in the profile is the Flexer.  What characterizes Flexers is their ability to work effectively in several different roles.  

Bear in mind that none of us is locked into any one role; in fact, we may often find ourselves performing roles that are less natural for us when we work on a team.  The key is understanding how important it is to know where our strengths and weaknesses lie so we can take the appropriate measure to complement and integrate our contributions with those of other members on our team.

On an innovation team, the Creator is the person who generally has the original ideas and fresh concepts.  This, of course, is not to say that we do not all have good ideas occasionally or that we are not all creative at times.  What sets Creators apart from others on a team is their tendency to come up with more and generally better ideas than their teammates on a consistent basis.  They simply love the process of creation.

It is important to avoid stereotypes here.  We should not assume that Creators are natural leaders or heads of teams simply because they feel comfortable thinking up original ideas.  Nor should we assume they are eccentric, odd, temperamental, absentminded, or any of the other ways creative people are often depicted.  Also, creators will not always come up with the best or most ideas because we all have creator abilities.  It is situational based on circumstances.

While Creators enjoy coming up with new ideas, Advancers tend to enjoy taking these ideas and putting them into a familiar context.  Because they also use a Normative Approach, Advancers tend to proceed in a fairly “safe” manner as they move ideas forward.

When Advancers hear a new idea, their first thoughts are, “How can we implement it?” and “What experience do we have that we can use to ensure successful implementation?”  They get a lot of satisfaction from promoting ideas with determination and careful planning.

Of course, we all have advancing tendencies at times.  But pure Advancers thrive on recognizing good ideas in their early stages.  They tend to be enthusiastic, persistent, and supportive proponents of the thoughts of others.

Again, we need to be careful about stereotyping or labeling Advancers as salespeople or public relations types.  It is true that Advancers are often adept at working with people.  In order to implement ideas, they need to be able to overcome obstacles posed by different people and use past experiences to guide their success.  In fact, in some situations Advancers may be so focused on implementing an idea that they fail to communicate with others on the team and, in effect, leave their teammates in the dust.

By insisting people think about a concept more thoroughly, Refiners provide a valuable service in the innovation process.  They tend to challenge concepts and point out problems or weak spots that no one else on the team saw or wanted to see.  By creating order, Refiners are able to improve the process by which ideas are implemented.

We all have refining tendencies.  There are times when we resist being swept away by our enthusiasm for an idea, and we force ourselves to examine the idea more closely and analytically.  There are times when we insist on exploring options and alternatives and use a systematic process to solve problems.  There are times when we focus not only on the benefits of an idea but also on the possible risks.

The stereotype to avoid here is that of nay-sayer, critic, or analytic.  Refiners are essential on a team because they do precisely what their name implies:  they refine concepts, ensuring they are feasible, viable, and well thought out in an orderly manner.

Keep in mind that strengths can also be weaknesses.  If a Refiner is too dominating the innovation process could be hindered.  Let alone, it is possible the Refiner will keep the refinement process going indefinitely, meaning the ideas are never actually implemented or allowed to be fully implemented.
Executors turn ideas into reality.  This is very important to the innovation process.  Without Executors, ideas may be advanced and refined, but they will not become innovations.  The Executor’s attention to detail and focus on ensuring the implementation process proceeds in an orderly manner is critical to successful implementation.

Executors are professionals who love to carry out the will of the team and finish the job.  Unlike Advancers, who get excited about removing the roadblocks to implementation and enjoy championing the benefits of an idea, Executors prefer to wait until the idea has been carefully thought through and is ready to be implemented.  Once they know what has to be done, they excel at completing the job as smoothly as possible.

We all have times when we need to think and behave like Executors.  There are times when we just roll up our sleeves and get the job done and there are times when we want the tremendous sense of accomplishment achieved by producing tangible results.

The stereotype or label to avoid here is of obedient administration people.  Executors are, in fact, often quite eager and assertive on the job, and they enjoy being entrusted to get a job done on their own.  What they need, however, is a sense of direction and a final plan or process to follow.  They then pride themselves on their ability to meet objectives professionally and efficiently.

Executors are a lot like speakers on a stereo system.  The system may be great, but if the speakers aren’t good, the sound won’t be good either.  
There is a fifth role that greatly complements the four basic roles.  Anytime there are multiple roles performed, it is imperative that someone keep track and pull together all the efforts of the individual team members.  The Flexer is vital to the connectivity of any group or team.
Flexers monitor the contributions of team members and keep the process moving in the right direction.  Much like a Project Manager, the Flexer can be essential to the overall productivity of the team, as this person is able to play at least three of the four team roles.  Flexers objectively view the team process and step in as needed to keep the team moving toward its objectives.
Flexers are often quite adept at assuming different approaches and roles when necessary and appropriate.  For example, if a Creator and a Refiner are in conceptual gridlock, constantly coming up with and refining new ideas, a Flexer might assume the role of an Advancer and suggest that they get beyond the conceptual stage and focus on ways to implement the best idea.

An ideal innovation team should have a Flexer, or someone with Flexer tendencies, or someone with the ability to perform the role of a Flexer (maybe a fine, upstanding Chief Master Sergeant??) to ensure all roles are being filled in the team process.

In addition to the main roles (Creator, Advancer, Refiner, Executor, and Flexer), there are four combinations of these roles (Creator/Advancer, Advancer/Executor, Refiner/Executor, and Creator/Refiner).  There are also two Axis patterns, the Advancer Axis role, and the Refiner Axis role.  These two roles take on the tasks of Advancer and Refiner, respectively, but in different ways.

Ideally, a team or group has an equal representation of Creators, Advancers, Refiners, Executors, and one Flexor.  When this is not possible, the Flexer fills in as needed.  As a Chief Master Sergeant you are expected to fill the Flexer role to the best of your ability, even though this may not be your preference or your greatest strength.
They understand the cycle and process for truly innovative teams, we should review the PEP Cycle and the Z Process before proceeding.
PEP Cycle

“P” is for Panic.  Panic is the first stage of the PEP Cycle.  Panic during the innovation process is as natural as the state of confusion we experience briefly whenever we experience change.  
“E” is for Elation.  Elation is similar to a feeling of “What a great idea!”  There is a sense of satisfaction.  Something definite is possible or some type of action can now take place.  
So after we’ve felt elation, we have time to sit back and ponder our idea.  We think through the plan or idea.  And then it happens.  Panic!  It is very normal to revert back to a state of panic, the final “P.”  This occurs when we suddenly realize we might have to share our ideas with others in the group or the team.  We think, “How will others react to this idea?  What if the idea doesn’t work like I think it will?”  “Will I be able to pull it off?”  At varying degrees everyone goes from Panic, to Elation, to Panic.

When we work on a team, committee, or staff consisting of Creators, Advancers, Refiners, and Executors, all members experience the panic-elation-panic of the PEP cycle as they perform their different roles in the process.  Whether it’s preparation for an inspection visit, planning a retirement ceremony, managing a training program, or preparing a unit for deployment, groups/committees/teams can profit from your thorough understanding of the PEP cycle.  By realizing just how common the PEP cycle is, we are able to understand why others may be thinking and behaving the way they do on the team.  It is important that we see panic and elation as a natural response when people are asked to perform roles in the innovation process.

THE Z PROCESS
The Z process incorporates the PEP Cycle with the team roles.  Starting with the Creator, ideas are passed to the Advancer.  The Advancer passes to the Refiner.  Then the Refiner passes to the Executor.





Let’s begin at the start of the Z with the Creator.  Creators experience elation when they generate new ideas.  A successful innovation team works in an open environment where Creators are encouraged to express their ideas and made to feel new concepts are both welcome and valuable.  This helps short-circuit the typical state of panic people feel about disclosing their ideas.  As soon as Creators present their ideas the Advancers can see the ideas in a familiar context.  So at this point, the idea goes from Creator to Advancer in the Z Process.

Advancers see the possibilities of these ideas and run with the ball.  They immediately move the innovation process forward by serving as champions, key proponents, and promoters of the ideas.  In their elation, Advancers do what they can to ensure the ideas are feasible and acceptable to the organization, as well as to customers.  The Advancer may foresee a snag and pass the ball back to the Creator, who will return a slightly modified idea back to the Advancer, or the Advancer may pass the idea on to the Refiner.  So the Z Process continues.

Refiners enjoy analyzing ideas and identifying problems, suggesting revisions, and proposing alternative solutions.  Refiners achieve a sense of satisfaction, even elation, at clarifying ambiguity and planning the implementation process.  Of course, they too may panic if they run into problems that require a fresh approach, in which case they may need to turn back to the Advancer or, in some cases, the Creator.  Once the Refiner is satisfied, the idea continues through the Z Process and is passed on to the Executor.
Finally, the Refiner tells the Executor the basic implementation plan, and after the typical initial sense of panic, the Executor pulls everything together and gets the work done.  Elation again!

A quick way to keep in mind how this process works is to think of the expressions “forness” and “moreness.”  Team members first focus on why and how they are for a concept or idea.  They then concentrate on what more they can add to an idea to move it forward to implementation.

The Flexer’s role throughout this process is to ensure the process is working in an orderly fashion and to step in as needed to fill gaps on the team.  This is why we call the ideal team innovation process the Z Process.  It is a natural democratic process of checks and balances.

The key to the Z process is, of course, the quality of the hand offs.  We need to know when and how to turn to our fellow committee, group, or team members and hand off an idea or task to them.  The most effective hand offs occur when we are able to capitalize on the natural strengths and tendencies of the rest of the team.
The quality of the hand off is critical.  Even two relay teams of equal speed will have different overall times if one of the teams demonstrates better, more efficient hand offs.  The Z process works in the same way.  We can go much further and faster and accomplish much more as a group than as individuals.  What is important is to avoid being proprietary about our “baton” and knowing when to let it go and let our fellow teammates run with our ideas.

On a final note about the Z Process, communication between team members is just as critical as the baton hand off.  As you can imagine, the typical innovation team will rarely follow this model without a certain amount of backtracking.  That is only to be expected as we revisit and reexamine our ideas before implementation.  In face, the Z Process can often zigzag to and from Refiner to Creator or Advancer before passing to the Executor.

DEALING WITH DIFFERENCES

People naturally form alliances when working on an innovation team.  Often, people who approach things the same way as others find they have more in common with each other.  For example, Creators and Advancers both use a Spontaneous Approach, while Refiners and Executors are more comfortable with a Methodical Approach.

But as we know from our own personal and professional experiences, people are a complex mix of attributes and characteristics, and there is no sure fire way of predicting who will get along with others.

Dealing with Creators.  Creators are always seeking Advancers to promote their ideas.  They often see Refiners as devil’s advocates, obstructionists, or even “wet blankets” who slow down the interchange of ideas by constantly bringing up practical and detail considerations.  Creators see continual “reality checks” as disruptive and discouraging during the process of creation.

While Creators are prone to emotional bursts of ideas, Refiners are typically methodical individuals who are concerned about the order of the process being used and having people get carried away with enthusiasm before examining things carefully.  Refiners are more focused than Creators on the viability of ideas and the planning of specific tasks.  The Creator is impatient, while the Refiner patiently creates order out of chaos.

Creators tend to get along with Executors as long as they’re not pressed for too many details or directions about implementing ideas.  Creators may find it frustrating to deal with people who expect everything to be clear and well-defined.
Dealing with Advancers.  Advancers are always seeking fresh and unique ideas that will help them distinguish products or services from those of the competition or meet their organization’s challenges.  They’re attracted to Creators because Creators provide them with the ammunition for their presentations.

Advancers are mainly concerned with achieving objectives and earning respect and influence as the result of their efforts.  They take advantage of past experiences, knowing what will be successful and what roadblocks they might encounter.  They often get along well with Executors, who share their tendency to be results-oriented and select proven methods.  Advancers need Refiners to flesh out the process of implementation and interpret the implementation rules Advancers set.

Dealing with Refiners.  Refiners are continually seeking improvements during the innovation process.  While they might, from time to time, contribute potentially valid hypotheses, they are primarily synthesizers.  They enjoy the intellectual challenge of producing order from chaos.

Refiners tend to work very well with Executors and are good at specifying the parameters of the tasks and an orderly process that needs to be completed to assure a smooth process flow.  Refiners also like to work with Creators at the conceptual level, improving ideas and plans.  Refiners tend to get frustrated with Advancers at times, but they recognize their importance in the innovation process.

Dealing with Executors.  Executors are focused implementers who prefer to keep changes to a minimum and work effectively within the system.  They take pride in punctuality, dependability, and predictability, and at completing the tasks at hand.

Executors tend to work well with Refiners but may shy away from working with Creators.  This is because Creators often provide ambiguous and conflicting directions, which upset the typically detail-oriented Executors.  Executors tolerate Advancers because Advancers think through the implementation process using past history to create a sound plan that Executors carry out.
All members of an effective team are dependent upon each other.  This is why, instead of focusing on how we are different as individuals, we should concentrate on how our differences make us stronger as a team.

One common reason many teams fail is because members fail to respect or value the contributions of each other.  Time is lost and energy is wasted while individuals defend their own turf, champion their own contributions, deny and resist change, and attempt in one way or another to undermine or sabotage the efforts of others.
Finding a Balance.  Balancing a team can be challenging.  This is especially true if we have only a small pool of people from which to draw.  A cross-functional team, one where people come from different areas of an organization (such as Personnel, Communications, Security Forces, and Transportation) is by no means a guarantee that the people represent the diverse Team Dimensions roles we want on our team or committee.

One way to determine what each member’s strengths are is to find out what role in the organization they are most comfortable performing.  This can give us some insight into the kind of contributions they may be likely to make on our innovation team.  For example, Creators are likely to be most comfortable in the planning stages of a project.

Keep in mind that “role” does not mean “job” or “position.”  We each assume different roles in the performance of our jobs.  As we learned earlier when we discussed the Team Dimensions Profile, we do best when we perform the roles we find most natural.

Another point to keep in mind is that many of us have overlapping areas of strength.  Our profile, for example, may show that we have a combination pattern.  Our flexibility may thus make it possible for us to serve effectively in more than one role on an innovation team or even swap roles or tasks with other members.

Finally, once we bring together several team members, we can identify those areas in which our team is weak.  If no other internal team members are available, we can consider bringing in internal or external members with the strengths we need.  Outsiders, whether other unit personnel, contractors, or civilians, can always assume definite roles and participate on our innovation team on a project-by-project basis.

As we assemble our innovation team of diverse patterns reflecting an assortment of different strengths and capabilities, we need to keep in mind that our differences are what make a team effective.  A team that thinks and behaves exactly the same way is likely to be a team of one.

On the other hand, a team that is balanced with people whose strengths are those of Creator, Advancer, Refiner, Executor, and Flexer has just the right mix of ingredients to work together successfully and turn a new concept into an innovation.

As a Chief Master Sergeant you will not always have total control on who is assigned to your organization or which individuals are part of a committee you chair.  Your charge is to complete the mission, doing the best you can with what you have.  Whether it is bringing a group of pre-determined individuals into a group setting or hand-picking the team makeup yourself, being aware of your personal preferences when working with teams will help you to make the most of the strengths each team member brings to the table.  Understanding the preferred roles of your team is another tool for your toolbox as a senior leader in your quest to work smarter, not harder.
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Strategic Leadership begins with a basis in organizational values, standards and ethics.  These concepts are the foundation of our profession.  


Upon this foundation, the officer develops an abstract body of expert knowledge based primarily on experience.  Continuing education can influence, expand, and accelerate development.  


Next, the officer is exposed to command responsibility and accountability.  This phase is vital in that it is here the officer gets the first real taste of consequential decision making. 


Further education in strategic thinking skills helps prepare the officer to become competent in strategic thinking.  In each of these areas, an officer could have opportunities to exercise strategic thinking skills in support of a strategic leader.  


Ultimately the officer will participate in strategic decision-making and become the strategic leader. 
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