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The White Paper in Brief 
The problem 
There is a compelling case for organisations to fundamentally reassess how they approach teams and leadership. 
Globally people’s trust in the system (government, corporations, NGOs and the media) is at an all-time low. Within 
organisations, fewer employees report being fully engaged than ever before – less than 10% in Western Europe. The 
training industry has failed to deliver the leaders and teams that organisations need. Meanwhile people are being 
increasingly asked to collaborate in teams, as work becomes more complex, hierarchies are removed and innovation 
and agility are more highly prized. It is time to question the fundamentals of the traditional approach to team and 
leadership development.  
 

The new science 
In collaboration with University of Sussex, we spent three years conducting a pioneering research project aimed at 
giving leaders a concrete mechanism to harness the energy and passion of their followers. It culminated in a 
breakthrough in our understanding of differences between high and low performing teams. We found that team 
identity has a dramatic impact on team performance, with the 20% of teams with the strongest identities 
outperforming the bottom 20% by a massive 53%. The research also showed that five fundamental beliefs motivate 
the members of a team to identify with it. 
 
This performance increase occurs because team members become fully engaged, committed and aligned with the 
team’s success, but it’s not just performance. Our research sits on the shoulders of four decades of study into group 
behaviour that shows people who strongly identify with their team feel more trusted, supported, resilient and 
satisfied with work. They experience lower levels of stress and sickness absence, as well as being less likely to want 
to quit. Our aim is to equip leaders with the understanding and tools to harness the power of group psychology and 
team identity in order to create teams people care about – full of passion, pride and performance.  
 

Recommendations 
We make six recommendations to organisations: 
1) Every team can benefit from a strong identity that gives it a performance edge. 
2) Team identity needs to be tangible, based on clear shared understandings and agreements.  
3) The process a team uses to create, embed and live its identity is just as important as the content of that 

identity.  
4) Leaders who understand that leading is about creating a sense of “us” and not about “me”, will be more 

successful in the modern workplace. 
5) The most successful leadership development happens when training focuses on the leader’s real teams, with 

real people, addressing real challenges. 
6) Measure the results. Only when they measure the business impact of team or leadership development will 

organisations fully embrace its potential to revolutionise their workplace.  
 

The solution 
We have developed a methodology called TRIBE, which offers teams a practical way to systematically agree and 
embed the five fundamental beliefs that motivate identification in a team, creating a strong implementable and 
performance focused identity. This new approach, gives organisations a scalable, fast and dynamic way of leading 
that will enable them to fully harness the huge energy and commitment of their people. 
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Introduction 
This White Paper is for leaders who want to create dynamic, agile, energised, committed teams and organisations, 
full of passion, pride and performance. Leaders who are frustrated that the approaches they use today don’t quite 
deliver, despite their best intentions. It offers a radical new perspective on organisational life, not plucked from the 
sky, but based on four decades of scientific research. Research that because it comes from a different branch of 
psychology, has been almost completely missed. Called the social identity approach it focuses on how being in 
social situations changes how people behave in profound and predictable ways. In collaboration with Sussex 
University, our own research has made it more accessible and applicable than ever before – because we focus on 
what leaders and organisations can actually do! Looking at organisations and the challenges they face, through this 
new lens, reveals all sorts of exciting and wonderful possibilities.  
 
This approach gives leaders a different way of thinking about people that will help them develop trust and 
alignment. Research shows it can even help them to be seen as more charismatic, inspirational and motivating. But, 
as you’ll discover, this approach is not about “me the leader”, it’s about “us the team”. As well as enabling a team 
to perform better, it will become a happier, healthier and more satisfying place to work. If that sounds too good to 
be true, read on to understand why this happens.  
 
This isn’t a flash in the pan or trendy new view based on anecdotal opinion or 
conjecture, but a grounded scientific approach now considered by most psychologists 
to be the main theory for understanding behaviour in groups. With the University of 
Sussex, we investigated 528 individuals, in 52 teams, in three countries. The research 
revealed tangible, practical steps leaders can take to inject energy and passion in 
their organisations and culminated in a breakthrough in our understanding of 
differences between high and low performing teams. Although this research is being 
published in leading scientific journals in 2017 and 2018, this was not an academic 
exercise. It was done to find practical solutions to the real problems leaders face in 
our demanding, ever changing and complex world.  
 
This paper offers a long overdue reframe of traditional approaches to teamwork and leadership. It is set against the 
backdrop of “an implosion of trust” in business, government, NGOs and the media. In 2017 the Edelman Trust 
Barometer1, an annual survey of 33,000 from 16 countries, found less than 15% of “ordinary people” trust “the 
system” is working for them. The “credibility of Leadership [is] in Crisis” Edelman claims, with only 37% of people 
thinking CEOs were credible (only 29% for government officials).  Inevitably this circumstance has shone a critical 
spot light on how leaders are developed. A 2017 survey of 500+ global executives by McKinsey2 found only 11% 
strongly agreed their leadership development interventions achieve and sustain the desired results. “There is 
overwhelming evidence that the plethora of services, books, articles, seminars, conferences, and TED-like talks 
purporting to have	the answers—a global industry estimated to be worth more than $50 billion—is delivering 
disappointing results” they concluded. We agree. 
  
What this paper presents is a new way. A way of getting people to want to do things by building teams that form 
an emotional link between “who I am”, “who we are”, and “what we can achieve together”. Rebuilding trust and 
making work a happier, more sustainable and more profitable experience for everyone. 
 
 
 
Jeremy Holt & Will Thomas 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This approach will 
open up a whole 
different way of 
thinking about people 
that will enable you 
to become more 
trusted, charismatic, 
inspirational and 
motivating. 
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The Case for Change 
We believe there is a compelling, indeed overwhelming, case for organisations to fundamentally reassess how they 
approach teams and, as a consequence, leadership. This case has resulted from the emergence of three trends: first 
a proliferation of teamworking in organisations, second an increasingly disengaged workforce and third the 
growing realisation amongst CEOs that leadership development is not producing the leaders they need.  
 
The proliferation of teamworking 
As business becomes more complex, teams have become more and more important. They are where the real action 
happens, where innovation and ideas are tested, where employees form relationships and have their work 
experiences.   

The amount of time managers and employees spend on collaborative work has increased – they now spend 80% of 
their time in meetings or answering colleagues’ requests according to the Harvard Business Review’s report by 
Professors Cross, Rebele and Grant 3 – that’s 50% more than two decades ago. They suggest that “As business 
becomes increasingly global and cross-functional, silos are breaking down, connectivity is increasing, and teamwork 
is seen as a key to organizational success”. Whilst the benefits of collaboration are well documented, Cross and his 
colleagues conclude that the costs often go unrecognized: “When demands for collaboration run too high, or aren’t 
spread evenly through the organization, workflow bottlenecks and employee burnouts result”.  
 
Hand-in-hand with this increase there has been an explosion of “multi-teaming”. An INSEAD survey4 of more than 
500 managers in global companies found 81% of those working in teams worked in more than one concurrently. 
Senior-level managers were flipping between seven or more projects in a single day and as many as 25 in a given 
week. They concluded the constant entrance and exit of members weakened group cohesion and identity, making it 
harder to build trust and resolve issues. Individual employees paid a big price as well. They often experienced stress, 
fatigue, and burnout as they struggled to manage their time and engagement across projects.  
 
The challenge for organisations is to ensure that as teams become more important they drive engagement, 
resilience, well-being and performance, rather than undermine it.  
 
A more disengaged workforce 
Just 15% of adults who work full time for an employer are engaged – i.e. highly involved in and enthusiastic about 
their work and workplace – according to Gallup’s5 worldwide survey. Whilst engagement varies considerably by 
country and region, in no country does the proportion exceed 40%. In Western Europe, it sinks to only 10%. 
 
Disengaged employees have a direct and measureable impact on organisational performance. As Gallup explains, 
these figures “imply a stunning amount of wasted potential, given that business units in the top quartile of Gallup's 
global employee engagement database are 17% more productive and 21% more profitable than those in the 
bottom quartile”. 
 

The great training robbery  
All of this puts more pressure on organisations to develop better leaders and CEOs know it. Almost two-thirds of 
500 executives asked by McKinsey identified leadership development as their number one human capital priority6. 
But only 7% of senior managers polled by a UK business school thought their companies developed global leaders 
effectively, and around 30% of US companies admitted they had missed international business opportunities 
because they lacked enough leaders with the right capabilities.7 Harvard Business School estimated that in 2015 
companies spent more than $360bn globally on a training industry that had failed to make a discernible difference, 
prompting Professor Michael Beers to describe it as “The Great Training Robbery”.8  

What needs to change? 
Our understanding of how humans think and act has changed immeasurably. Advances in social psychology, 
neuroscience, behavioural economics, “big data” analytics, decision science, and more, have highlighted how 
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misguided it is to try to change the behaviour of leaders and, by extension, their teams to comply with a relatively 
static set of requirements. The critical weakness of most leadership development programs is they view leaders as 
sets of competencies, not humans.9 “Most of us act as if behaviour is solely a function of the person. It is actually a 
function of the person and the situation”, explains Professor Grinzel of the University of Chicago’s Booth School of 
Business in “Leadership Development’s Epic Fail” published in the MIT Sloan Management Review. 
 
Our research reinforces the need for a paradigm shift. Our experiences developing leaders in business, the military 
and sport over the last 18 years, along with the research we are funding at University of Sussex, has simply 
provided more evidence that an alternative is needed – a new science for leading teams and organisations to 
greatness. An approach that helps leaders to understand and influence how group dynamics create a mindset that 
drives engagement. All this in the context of their real teams, doing real work and striving to achieve real results.  
 
The widespread fascination with the lives of “great leaders” and particularly the individual psychology - personality 
traits, characteristics and ritualistic behaviours (competencies) - that separates them from mere mortals, makes for 
wonderful reading and earns a lot of money for the training industry. But it is deeply flawed as a window into how 
leaders can create teams full of passion, resilience, pride and performance. The “Great Man” approach to leadership 
is based on a myth. 
 
In this White Paper, we will demonstrate that coordinated collaborative action – teamwork - does not happen 
because of who the leader is-their personality; it is not to do with their attributes. Instead it happens when the 
leader’s actions create a shared understanding of “who we are”. Collective beliefs that bind the team together and 
become deeply internalised into the members’ sense of self - their identity. More importantly, that this process is 
predictable and, when armed with a practical understanding of how to make it happen, anybody can lead a team to 
greatness.  
 

 

Identity  
Who are you? 
When Lance Corporal Matthew Croucher, a Royal Marine operating in Afghanistan in 2008, put his foot on a 
tripwire during an operation he had less than seven seconds to decide to throw himself on top of the bomb, risking 
sacrificing his own life to save the members of his troop. What was it that made him throw himself onto that IED? 
From an individualistic psychological or behavioural economic perspective, this kind of behaviour cannot be 
explained. It’s only when we begin to understand ourselves not only as “me” and “I”, but also as “we” and “us, that 
Croucher’s actions begin to make sense. In those seven seconds, Croucher did not think of himself as an “I”, he 
defined himself as a “we” – as a Royal Marine. Being a Royal Marine was part of his sense of who he is, and by 
throwing himself on the grenade he was acting in the best interests of that group, which was all that mattered. 
This group identity was not more important than him, it was indivisible from him – the self he was serving at that 
time was his collective self. So, while the question of ‘Who are you?’ might sound philosophical, it is actually a very 
practical question that is fundamental to understanding people, groups and leadership. 
 
Extreme examples like Croucher, willing to sacrifice himself for the group, highlight the incredible power that group 
identities have on how people think and act. You too derive part of your sense of who you are, your identity, when 
you categorise yourself as belonging to a group. For instance, at work you may see yourself as reasoned and 
impartial but recognise that, if supporting a sports team on the terraces, you can be passionate and biased.  
 
Which is the real you? The truth is they both are and if you want to lead people you need to understand how social 
identities affect them. Humans are dynamic, complex, wonderful creatures and, in any given social context, your 
sense of who you are and therefore how you should behave is dependent on the group you are identifying with at 
that moment. Understanding the psychological shift is essential for leaders who want to motivate people to the 
highest level of commitment. The commitment that motivates personal sacrifices for the good of a team and 
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organisation, to defy the odds on the sports pitch and even to throw themselves on grenades making the ultimate 
sacrifice. Once you realise the power of these social forces many possibilities open up.  
 
Leadership, therefore, is not about the special characteristics that only a few possess that elevate them into a 
position of power. It’s about how leaders and followers come to see each other as part of the same ‘identity’. It’s a 
process of social influence that involves establishing beliefs that motivate followers to identify with a group and its 
shared goals. To understand exactly what this means, where it comes from and how it works, we need to look to 
the social identity approach.  
 
Matthew Croucher was awarded the George Cross for his actions. He suffered superficial injuries, but survived.  
 

Social identity approach  
Understanding of behaviour has been transformed over the last 40 years by a dynamic conception of identity in 
which individual behaviour is understood as the contemporary product of social and psychological forces. This 
became known as the Social Identity Approach10,11 and has done extraordinarily well in predicting how people 
behave in social situations, explaining everything from the nature of influence and persuasion, how leadership 
works, to the formation and influence of group stereotypes. It is supported by well over 10,000 peer reviewed 
publications and is now considered the main theoretical model for understanding behaviour in groups.  
 
According to this approach, when I categorise myself as belonging to a group, for 
instance the Royal Marines, a political party, or a work team, I internalise my 
understanding of the group and it becomes integrated into my sense of who I am – 
part of my identity, my social identity. This social identity has a powerful impact on 
how I think, feel and behave when my membership of the group is salient. When I think 
of myself “as a group member” I begin to “think like a group member”. I change my 
behaviour to fit with my stereotyped view of what group members do; I emphasise our 
similarities and exaggerate the differences between us and other groups. Most 
importantly, identification creates an emotional tie between me and the group because 
it has become a part of who I am, such that when its status goes up, so does my own status and self-esteem – I 
feel good!  
 
If I categorise myself as, for instance, a Spurs fan (author Will Thomas does!) I internalise my understanding of 
what it means to be a Spurs fan and it becomes part of my identity. When I am watching a match and Spurs win, I 
feel good, not just in an abstract way but in a palpable, visceral way, the neurology of which can be seen under an 
MRI scanner, or measured in my serotonin, dopamine and oxytocin levels in my blood. I cheer and shout and exhibit 
behaviour I would not use in other situations. But when the match is over and I think of other things, Spurs is less 
salient and my membership of other social groups will move to the fore and influence me e.g. being a parent. 
People have many social identities that are salient in different situations and combine to make them the dynamic, 
changeable, complex and fascinating creatures we are. Social identities are not an abstract concept but a lived 
experience that forms part of our everyday lives.  
 
Although social identities affect me as an individual, they cannot be reduced to my own individuality. Being a Spurs 
fan only becomes powerful when everyone who categorises themselves as such shares the same beliefs about what 
this means and this shared meaning is dynamically socially constructed. When the beliefs are unambiguous, 
strongly held and shared by all, the social identity becomes more compelling in a virtuous self-reinforcing loop. This 
explains how coherent group actions emerge through reference to shared beliefs, rather than personal beliefs. 
Therefore, a strong team identity exists when all the team members strongly identify with it.  
 
More than 40 years of research has shown just how important social identity is in changing how we think and 
behave in group situations. More importantly, the Social Identity Approach has provided a theoretical model that 
allows us to predict and have influence over this process. Teams are no more than groups with an organising 
purpose and so in teams it is social identity that really matters.  
 

“If you rely exclusively 
on personality 
approaches to 
leadership you are 
making a very, very 
big mistake”  
Professor Alex Haslam 
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Applied in practice 
The power of the Social Identity Approach to predict and inform behaviour in groups has meant its use in many 
different contexts all over the world. Following the massacres in Rwanda and the war in Bosnia negotiators used it 
to guide the peace and reconciliation process. The police use it to inform crowd and riot control policies. It informs 
counter-insurgency tactics used by the UK intelligence services to destabilise opponents in the “war on terror”.  
And, in the summer of 2016 Professors Alex Haslam and Steve Reicher used social identity theory to conduct a 
forensic analysis of American politics that accurately predicted the success of Donald Trump. 
 
At the Centre for Team Excellence, we have been using the Social Identity Approach to develop teams and their 
leaders. For the past 10 years we have trained senior military officers from the UK and NATO, to understand the 
approach and use it to develop high performing teams. We have worked directly with some of those leadership 
teams, for instance in Joint Helicopter Command and for the Surgeon General, as well as with the Royal Marines to 
help them better understand their identity. We have applied it in teams of many shapes and sizes across industries.  
 

Driving performance 
Classical management theory has often treated teams as a necessary evil, a source of poor decision making 
(groupthink) and low productivity (social loafing). But there is growing evidence teams only achieve less than the 
sum of their parts if they are not psychologically meaningful to their members. From sales representatives in 
Taiwan12 to Olympic swimmers13, creating a more meaningful team with a stronger identity has been linked to 
increased productivity, organisational citizenship behaviour and team performance.  
 
Research by Haslam and Reicher (2006)14 showed that decreases in team identity led to heightened tensions 
between members and elevated cortisol (stress) levels that were associated with impaired performance and 
increased burnout. In contrast, in teams where identity increased, individuals experienced less stress and showed 
increased resilience.  
 
When a team fails to create an identity, they don’t have a framework in place to make the right choices. When you 
can articulate your team’s identity so that you know how the team creates value, everything becomes easier, 
aligned and clear, especially when under pressure.  
 
The benefits of team identity do not stop there. When a team has a strong and powerful identity, in which members 
internalise the team into their own sense of self, a number of things happen: 
 
 
 
 

Increased Decreased 
Ý Learning15 

Ý Wellbeing16 

Ý Resilience17 

Ý Innovation18  

Ý Job satisfaction19 

ß Stress20 

ß Cliques and in-fighting21 

ß Selfish behaviour22  

ß Turnover intentions23 
ß Sickness absence10 
 

 
 
 
Team identity has been shown to have a real and measurable impact on teams in many ways, but gaps in 
understanding still exist, particularly about how to create a compelling team identity and the importance of this for 
performance.  
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The New Science  
It is one thing to make assertions about the central role of team identity in great teams. It is quite another to 
provide empirical evidence to back up those assertions and to give leaders a practical methodology to do it in the 
real world. To achieve this, we first asked two fundamental questions:  
 
1) What is the relationship between team identity and team performance? Great teams have strong identities, but 

what comes first? Does team identity occur because a team is performing well, or does having a strong team 
identity cause a team to become high performing? 

 
2) How can leaders create a strong and compelling identity for their team? By understanding what motivates 

people to identify strongly with a team, we can give leaders the methodology to build strong identities that 
inspire followers.  
 

To answer these questions, we worked with the University of Sussex to undertake a number of research studies. For 
the University, the purpose of the research has been to test theory and further knowledge. For us, it is to provide 
leaders with a roadmap for creating powerful and enduring identities in their teams.  
 
The first three studies are either recently published in scientific journals, or in the submissions review process – 
making them cutting edge in this field. In the overview of these studies that follows, our aim is not to go into the 
nuances of the theory, but to provide a high-level summary of the main findings and their implications.  We 
researched sports teams partly because the scoreboard means there is always an agreed, transparent, performance 
measure. Because the focus of the research is the underlying psychological factors regardless of the task the team 
is performing, the findings are transferable to teams in other contexts.  
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Research Study One: 24 
Impact of Team Identity on Team Performance  
 
Anecdotally, great teams and organisations have identities that drive performance, but is this true? Does a strong 
team identity really lead to better team performance or is it that when teams perform better their identity becomes 
stronger? We set out to test the direction of effects with a study of 45 teams, with 369 players from 14 different 
sports, that measured changes over six months. The large sample size and repeated measurements meant we could, 
for the first time, investigate cause and effect relationships between team identity and team performance. 
 

Research findings 
The longitudinal research design enabled us to use statistical tests to establish whether team identity came before 
and caused team performance, or the other way around. Team identity and perceived team performance (i.e. how 
well the players thought the team was performing in relation to their expectations) were measured with a 
questionnaire. Actual team performance was evaluated using a combined measure that enabled us to make 
comparisons across different sports. We found:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Conclusions  
Team identity has a profound impact on both perceived and actual team performance.  
 

 
  

Team Identity Team Performance

53% 
better 
performance 
 
 

1. Team identity causes a highly significant 
increase in perceived and actual team 
performance.  

 

2. Over time the differences in team identity and 
team performance polarised such that those 
teams with strong identities became stronger 
and performed better, whilst those that 
started weak became weaker. 

 

3. After 6 months the 20% of teams with the 
strongest identities outperformed the 20% 
with the weakest identities by a massive 53%. 
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Research Studies Two25 & Three26 : 
Factors That Motivate People to Identify with a Team 
 
Our next studies explored what motivates people to identify with a team. We wanted to 
understand the psychological building blocks needed to create a team identity. Study 
Two investigated amateur teams while Study Three looked at elite teams at the top of 
their sport nationally, or internationally, from football, rugby, handball, volleyball and 
three Olympic sports. A total of 52 teams with 528 members from 3 countries took 
part. We believe this represents the most comprehensive evaluation of identity motives 
in the scientific literature.  

Research findings 
Players were asked about the beliefs they held about themselves as team members and their beliefs about the team 
as a whole. The relationship between their beliefs and the strength of their identification with the team was 
analysed statistically. 
 
We found just five beliefs, when shared across the team, motivated people to identify with their team, accounting 
for a massive 89% of the difference.  
 
These motivating beliefs are about: 
 
Continuity: When members believe that the team provides continuity from 
past, to present and into the future they are more likely to identify with the 
team 
Meaning: When members believe that the team is meaningful beyond an 
aspiration to win, they are more likely to identify with the team. 
Distinctiveness: When members believe that the team is distinctive, 
different and stands out from other teams, they are more likely to identify 
with the team.   
Belonging: When team members believe that the team is cohesive and 
unified, without cliques or factions, they are more likely to identify with the 
team.   
Efficacy: When members believe that the team is competent and capable of achieving its objectives they are 
more likely to identify with the team.  
 
The analysis also showed that when an individual’s self-esteem was raised by belonging to the team it motivated 
them to identify, but this belief did not need to be shared and so it appears it is sufficient for it to be a personal 
belief. 
 

 

Conclusion  
To create a strong team identity leaders need to establish five deeply held shared beliefs. To achieve this, we have 
developed a pioneering team development methodology called TRIBE, which we describe in detail later in the White 
Paper.  

  

Identity Motives              Team Identity Team Performance

89% of the 
difference in 
identity 
 

528 people 
52 teams 
3 countries 
3 years 
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Recommendations for Organisations 
Based on our research insights into the importance of team identity and those from others into the failings of 
leadership development, we make six recommendations to organisations.  
 

1) Every team will benefit from having a strong identity that gives it a performance 
edge. 

Teams without a compelling identity underperform, that is clear. Creating a passionate aligned work place, full of 
energy and enthusiasm cannot be achieved with targets, bonuses and perks alone. The modern workforce has 
changed. To be fully committed, people need to know “who we are”, to feel that they are part of something “bigger 
than me”, that they are “one of us”, to have something to fall in love with. Identity isn’t some abstract construct, 
it’s a lived experience that has clear predictable components that matter for team members, leaders and 
organisations. Our first recommendation is that to become great, every team and organisation needs a clear 
compelling shared identity. 
 
What is more, at the heart of this identity there needs to be an idea that gives the team an edge; an unfair 
advantage that helps it to achieve success. Something that makes it stand out, distinctive and desirable. Without a 
performance focus an identity does not necessarily lead to purposeful action. 
 

2) Team identity functions when it is tangible, based on clear shared understandings 
and agreements.  

Often the terms used to describe variables that effect teams and organisations are vague and ambiguous - culture, 
values and identity are made to appear mystical and intangible, sometimes deliberately. This smoke and mirrors 
perpetuates the myth that organisations need expensive experts to fix complex problems that they cannot be 
grasped by the untrained. But our research suggests this is not true. In fact, it is possible to very precisely define 
organisational and team identity and to make it tangible and measurable. 
Moreover, it is possible to use a process that enables teams to create a 
tangible and implementable team identity. Without this, the cynicism that 
some hold about the “fluffy stuff” will rightly continue.  
 
To deliver a tangible outcome, we get teams to produce a team canvas; a 
one page summary of the agreements and understandings that make up its 
identity. The canvas concept comes from business modelling and its 
advantages are that apparently unconnected abstract ideas are simplified 
into a small number of logically connected statements that underpin the 
team. The statements have to be clear, concise and focused on what really 
matters. We will take you through the canvas in more detail later.  
 

3) The process a team uses to create, embed and live its identity is just as important 
as the content of that identity.  

You cannot just copy another team’s identity. It won’t work, because the process of developing a team identity is 
just as important as the content of that identity. Nor can you hire a consultant to tell you what your identity is no 
matter how creative they are, or how much research they do. Identification with a team involves team members 
developing shared understandings and agreements and this happens through a process of discussion and shared 
experiences. The process cannot be replaced with a slick video or PowerPoint presentation. Historically, this has 
been difficult because it was not clear what experiences and beliefs mattered. Now our research has given more 
clarity about what is important, it is possible to design a process that takes team members through a structured 
series of discussions and experiences to create and embed those beliefs and strengthen identification.  
 
Inevitably, teams are concerned about finding the time to do this, so we use a lean process that moves quickly from 
the areas where there is already good understanding, to focus most time on the higher risk areas.  

“Every person in 
your company is a 
vector. Your 
progress is 
determined by the 
sum of all 
vectors.”   Elon Musk 
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4) Leaders who understand that leading is about creating a sense of “us” and not 
about “me”, will be more successful in the modern workplace. 

Leadership training has focused too much on the leader, involving introspection and self-analysis and not enough 
on how and why people are motivated to coordinate their effort to achieve extraordinary things. The inevitable 
consequence is leaders are taken away from their teams to learn about themselves, where they focus on “who am 
I?” rather than “what do I need to do to create us?”  
 
Our research supports the idea that the focus needs to be reversed. We do not claim that self-awareness and 
emotional intelligence are unimportant, but that they have been given far too much prominence. Leaders who 
understand social group processes and know what to do to influence them are much more successful. Indeed, you 
need look no further than the success of Donald Trump to realise that self-awareness and emotional intelligence 
are not pre-requisites for leadership success. Whilst Trump’s success is inexplicable to those who see leadership as 
being about the individual qualities of the leader, it is entirely understandable to us, looking at him as a leader of 
identity. Visit our blog for a detailed analysis of the rise of Donald Trump.   
 
Therefore, we recommend that leadership development is rebalanced so that leaders learn what to do to harness 
the motivational value of powerful group processes.  
 

5) The most successful leadership development focuses on the leader’s real teams, 
with real people, addressing real challenges. 

Leadership development should be conducted in context. Instead of leaders going on training courses, which 
decouple reflection from their real work and real team environment (i.e. personality inventories, case studies, etc.), 
the focus needs to be on the leader’s real teams and the real challenges of real team members.  
 
We recommend giving leaders a clear framework to understand how to create team identity and asking them to 
learn by applying it to their own team. Before training they collect data from their team, during the training they 
learn how to use it and after the training they implement these actions. This allows them to experience at first-
hand the power of the approach and their role in it.  
 

6) Measure the results. Only when they measure the business impact of team, or 
leadership, development will organisations fully embrace its potential to 
revolutionise their workplace.  

Measuring the ROI of leadership training is notoriously difficult and so it is rarely done. But when organisations fail 
to track and measure changes in leadership performance over time, they increase the odds that improvement 
initiatives won’t be taken seriously. Too often, any evaluation begins and ends with participant feedback; the 
danger here is that trainers learn to game the system and deliver a syllabus that is more pleasing than challenging 
to participants. Yet targets can be set and achievement monitored. Just as in any business-performance program, 
once that assessment is complete, leaders can learn from successes and failures over time and make the necessary 
adjustments. 
 
The problem of measurement goes away when the outcomes of training are tangible. If the output is a clear plan of 
action that leads to an outcome (for instance a team canvas) then it is simple to measure whether these actions 
were taken. If the actions are taken then it is relatively simple to measure whether they had the expected impact 
on performance (e.g. KPIs, revenues, etc.), as well as engagement, sickness absence, intention to leave, or other 
measures.  
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Our Approach: TRIBE 
 
We took our research findings and built a practical methodology that enables a leader to systematically create, 
embed and reinforce the identity motives in their team to create a strong performance enhancing identity. It 
enables a leader to influence, in a structured and progressive way, the deeply held beliefs about what it means to 
belong to their team. The methodology is called TRIBE which is an acronym for the beliefs that motivate team 
identification.  
 

Traditions – Our Golden thread. How past events have shaped the team, 
connecting the past to the present and future. 

Relevance – Our purpose. Why what the team does matters, is meaningful and 
relevant.  

Identity – Our edge. The distinctive edge, the “magic” that gives the team an 
“unfair” advantage? 

Belonging – Our glue. What holds the team together, so members feel included and 
accepted. 

Effectiveness – The capabilities the team needs to succeed. 
 
We have developed teams and leaders in 40+ organisations’. Beyond corporations, TRIBE has been part of senior 
officer strategic leadership training in the British Army, Royal Navy and RAF and we have run numerous team 
development offsites for 2-star Generals, Admirals and Air Vice Marshals and their teams. More recently sports 
teams have begun to use TRIBE, including the GB Women’s Hockey team, Gold Medallists at the Rio Olympics and 
voted team of the games by the International Olympic Associations. It is used because it works!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A lean process 
One thing is certain, leaders and teams are already incredibly busy. If the number one reason teams fail, is they lack 
an identity members care about, then the second biggest reason is they do not have the time to create one. To help 
leaders and teams address both challenges, we developed a lean process based around the “TRIBE canvas” (see next 
page). If you have been involved in entrepreneurial business modelling you may be familiar with the use of a 
canvas.  
 
The agreements and understandings that exist in great teams have been condensed into the one-page TRIBE 
canvas. You may recognise some of the boxes, for instance most teams have an action plan and many have a vision, 
or audacious goal. But you will also notice some boxes are unfamiliar to you; for instance, many teams are unclear 
about the “glue” that creates a sense of belonging, or the “edge” that makes their identity distinctive and drives 
their success. All these ingredients are important to develop a powerful identity based on shared understandings 
and agreements. The coloured TRIBE agreements are created in the context of the team’s environment, captured in 
the white boxes. Boxes to the left focus attention on how the environment effects the team. Those to the right are 
about how the team effects its environment.   
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In an established team, some of these 
agreements will already exist. The lean 
process enables these teams to quickly 
establish where they have clarity and 
agreement and to focus their effort on those 
agreements that are missing, ambiguous, or 
high risk. In a new team, the structure helps 
them to lay the foundations for performance 
quickly and time efficiently.  
 
The canvas becomes a one-page summary of 
the team’s narrative about who it is, what it 
stands for and how it will achieve success. It 
is an easily accessible and practical reminder, as well as an easy way to explain the team to others. It speeds up 
induction, drives accountability and maintains alignment. Using it as a working document, a team can drive 
improvement by conducting experiments to test whether changing the agreements can improve performance. It 
offers a structure to measure progress and keep on track.    
 

On-line data collection and support 
To help leaders we have created an online resource where they can invite their team members to answer questions 
about their current beliefs about the team’s TRIBE canvas. Their responses are collated into a team report, which 
forms the basis for discussions. The website also contains resources to help the team leader understand and 
implement the TRIBE process.   
 

Training and coaching 
We offer comprehensive scalable training and coaching services for leaders or teams. Coaching can be for the 
leader or team and face-to-face or virtual. Training can be bespoke, to your organisation or through open 
programmes.  
 

Benefits 

Proven 
A proven approach to creating great teams.  

Real 
The foundations for excellence are achieved by focusing on the team’s real challenges and creating a practical plan 
for what to do. No navel gazing, just highly motivating real practical agreements, addressing current, real-life 
challenges.  

Transferable and scalable 
Because the TRIBE canvas is a practical and memorable process it is appropriate for all levels in an organisation. 
Indeed, a UK Junior School used the TRIBE canvas with classes of 8-9 year olds to increase their classroom 
commitment and understanding of the society they live in. We can provide materials, guidelines and training to 
support leaders and/or internal coaches to transfer and cascade its use across the organisation. 
 
To find out more visit our online team development portal at www.great-teams-academy.com. 
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Concluding Thoughts  
 
By using scientific evidence and cutting-edge research, we have tried in this White Paper to provide leaders with a 
broad understanding and specific insights into why team identity matters and how to create one. In doing so, we 
have shown that the psychology of teams isn’t mysterious or abstract, it’s a concrete mechanism that leaders can 
leverage to influence team performance.  
 
If leaders succeed in creating a strong team identity, many of the problems they face will reduce, or disappear. 
Cliques, infighting and selfish behaviour will decrease, while learning, wellbeing, resilience, creativity and 
ultimately team performance will all increase.  
 
Many leaders want help to put in place the best strategies, systems and processes to construct a powerful identity 
that is the lifeblood of their team. If you want our help in getting this right, contact us now.  
 
 
Dr Will Thomas 
Centre for Team Excellence & University of Sussex  
will@cfte.co.uk  
 
Jeremy Holt 
CEO Centre for Team Excellence  
jeremy@cfte.co.uk 
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Our Services 

 
Team development 
Members of great teams behave, think 
and feel differently to those in 
ordinary teams. They have a level of 
trust, collaboration and commitment 
that is the lifeblood of exceptional 
performance. Through offsites and 
team coaching we help teams to find 
their greatness.  

 
Large group events 
Sometimes the best way to solve 
problems, identify opportunities and 
build commitment is to get everyone 
impacted by the situation in the room at 
the same time. We have run many large 
scale (up to 400 people), high-
involvement group interventions. Good if 
you value ownership, commitment, 
alignment and speed. 

 
Leadership development 
Public and in-company leadership 
training, one-to-one coaching and 
leadership team development. The 
focus is on enabling leaders to use 
team dynamics and the golden thread 
of TRIBE, to understand their role as a 
leader in creating and embedding a 
high-performance identity that will 
make their team great.  

 
Great Teams Academy online 
Great Teams Academy is a new online 
digital resource for leaders who want to 
make their team’s great. It uses our 
proven TRIBE methodology and captures 
our 18 years of experience of developing 
great teams. 
 
Visit: www.great-teams-academy.com  

 
Organisational development & 
culture change 
Identity is at the heart of 
organisational culture and teams are 
the arteries through which it flows. 
Expertise with teams and a deep 
understanding of identity means we 
are uniquely placed to help you 
change culture and develop your 
organisation. 

 
Team Assessment 
TeamMARK is our pioneering online team 
assessment tool. The report gives you an 
accurate and comprehensive profile on 
the strength of your team’s TRIBE 
foundations. You will find out about your 
legacy, your challenges, your aspirations 
and benchmark your current capabilities 
against high performing teams from 
business, sport and the military. 

 
Facilitator training 
TRIBE facilitation training will give you 
entirely new insights into how teams 
work, enabling you to facilitate 
meaningful and sustainable change 
with individuals and teams using the 
TRIBE methodology. 

 
Keynote presentations 
Jeremy Holt and Dr Will Thomas speak at 
conferences and events about great 
teams and their experiences working 
with sports, business and military teams. 

 
  



 

 
Centre for Team Excellence, Ó2018 www.cfte.co.uk info@cfte.co.uk +44(0)1903 814 259  18 

References  
                                                        
1 Edelman (2017). Edelman Trust Barometer. Accessed from: https://www.edelman.com/trust2017/ 
2 Feser, Nielsen & Rennie (2017). What’s missing in leadership development? Only a few actions matter, and they require the CEO’s attention. 
McKinsey Quarterly  
3 Cross, Rebele, & Grant (2016). Too much teamwork exhausts employees and saps productivity. Here’s how to avoid it. Harvard Business Review. 
4 Mortensen & Gardner (2017). The Overcommitted Organization. Why it’s hard to share people across multiple Teams - and what to do about 
it.” Harvard Business Review. 
5 Gallup (2017). State of the Global Workplace. Accessed from: http://workplace.gallup.com/215921/employee-engagement.aspx 
6 Cross, Rebele, & Grant (2016). Too much teamwork exhausts employees and saps productivity. Here’s how to avoid it. Harvard Business Review. 
7 Gurdjian, Halbeisen, & Lane 2014. Why leadership-development programs fail. McKinsey Quarterly  
8 Beer, M., Finnstrom, M., & Schrader, D. (2016). The great training robbery. 
9 McNulty, E. J. (2017). Leadership Development's Epic Fail. MIT Sloan Management Review, 58 (4). 
10 Tajfel, H. (1978). Differentiation between social groups.  
11 Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. C. (1979). An integrative theory of intergroup conflict. The social psychology of intergroup relations, 33(47), 74. 
12 Chen, Y. C., Chi, S. C. S., & Friedman, R. (2013). Do more hats bring more benefits? Exploring the impact of dual organizational identification 
on work-related attitudes and performance. Journal of occupational and organizational psychology, 86(3), 417-434. 
13 Hüffmeier, J., & Hertel, G. (2011). When the whole is more than the sum of its parts: Group motivation gains in the wild. Journal of 
Experimental Social Psychology, 47(2), 455-459. 
14 Haslam, S. A., & Reicher, S. (2006). Stressing the group: social identity and the unfolding dynamics of responses to stress. Journal of Applied 
Psychology, 91(5), 1037. 
15 Van Der Vegt, G. S., & Bunderson, J. S. (2005). Learning and performance in multidisciplinary teams: The importance of collective team 
identification. Academy of Management Journal, 48, 532–547. 
16 Haslam, S. A., Jetten, J., Postmes, T., & Haslam, C. (2009). Social identity, health and wellbeing: an emerging agenda for applied 
psychology. Applied Psychology, 58, 1-23. doi:10.1111/j.1464-0597.2008.00379.x 
17 Morgan, P. B., Fletcher, D., & Sarkar, M. (2013). Defining and characterizing team resilience in elite sport. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 14, 
549–559. doi:10.1016/j.psychsport.2013.01.004 
18 Hirst, G., Van Dick, R., & Van Knippenberg, D. (2009). A social identity perspective on leadership and employee creativity. Journal of 
Organizational Behavior, 30(7), 963-982. 
19 Haslam, S. A., van Knippenberg, D., Platow, M. J., & Ellemers, N. (2004). Social identity at work: Developing theory for organizational practice. 
Psychology Press.  
20 Haslam, S. A., O'brien, A., Jetten, J., Vormedal, K., & Penna, S. (2005). Taking the strain: Social identity, social support, and the experience of 
stress. British Journal of Social Psychology, 44(3), 355-370. 
21 Van Vugt, M., & Hart, C. M. (2004). Social identity as social glue: the origins of group loyalty. Journal of personality and social 
psychology, 86(4), 585. 
22 Fowler, J. H., & Kam, C. D. (2007). Beyond the self: Social identity, altruism, and political participation. Journal of Politics, 69(3), 813-827. 
23 Van Dick, R., Christ, O., Stellmacher, J., Wagner, U., Ahlswede, O., Grubba, C., ... & Tissington, P. A. (2004). Should I stay or should I go? 
Explaining turnover intentions with organizational identification and job satisfaction. British Journal of Management, 15(4), 351-360. 
24 Thomas, W. E., Brown, R. J., Easterbrook, M., Vignoles, V. L., D’Angelo, C., Manzi, C., & Holt, J. (2017). Team level identity predicts perceived and 
actual team performance: A longitudinal multilevel analyses with real teams. Manuscript submitted for publication, University of Sussex.  
25 Thomas, W. E., Brown, R. J., Easterbrook, M., Vignoles, V. L., D’Angelo, C., Manzi, 147 C., & Holt, J. (2017). Social identification in sports teams: 
The role of personal, social and collective identity motives. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin. 
26 Thomas, W. E., Brown, R. J., Easterbrook, M., Vignoles, V. L., & Holt, J. (2017). Athlete identification with elite sports teams. The role of personal 
and social identity motives. Manuscript in preparation, University of Sussex.  

 


