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COPYRIGHT

Copy this the Right Way 
You have permission to post this, email this, print this and pass it along 
for free to anyone you like, as long as you make no changes or edits to its 
original contents or digital format. Please do pass it along and make many 
copies. We reserve the right to bind it and sell it as a real book.

We Care But You’re Responsible
This whitepaper is general in nature and not meant to replace any specific 
advice. Please be sure to take specialist advice before taking on any of the 
ideas. The author disclaims all and any liability to any persons whatsoever 
in respect of anything done by any person in reliance, whether in whole or 
in part, on this white paper.
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JOHN CORRIGAN is an expert in helping individuals to bring 
their whole of mind to their daily life and increase their 
effectiveness and the effectiveness of those around them.

This expertise scales from the individual to the team to the 
organisation.

Developed from the premise that education no longer 
prepares us to live well in the modern world, how DO we live 
well?  First, shift our attention to rewire our brains.

Second, focus on the wellbeing of others.  Third, organise 
how we lead teams so as to empower and transform.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

John’s first degree is in Mathematics and he has an MBA from INSEAD.  He has been an officer 
in the Parachute Regiment and a wireline logging engineer (taking measurements in drilled 
oil and gas wells) in various parts of the world, before entering the corporate sector via 
strategy consulting and corporate planning. 

John’s interest evolved into change management in organisations where the employee-
client relationship forms a major part of the value produced including leading the turnaround 
in a major professional firm.

John has had a strong interest in how education has shaped our capacity to engage effectively 
with the world around us and set up Group 8 Education in 2003 to help in the transformation 
of our education systems.

To learn more visit:

www.gr8education.com and www.johngcorrigan.com 
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 “
MEETINGS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

When people come together they are able to achieve things they may not be able to 
do individually.  In the work place we refer to such groupings as teams.

Within companies, government agencies and schools, teams are now the 
fundamental unit of organisation. If an organisation wants to excel, it needs to 
influence not only how people work but also how they work together.

Meetings are at the core of modern, collective work practices and form the 
environment in which effective team performance can take place. It is widely 
accepted that the quality of meetings is inadequate for the immense task that lies 
ahead in realigning organisations – both their people and their work - to face up to 
an uncertain future.

It is common to hear complaints that there are too many meetings but it is not 
necessarily the number of meetings that is the issue, rather, it is the quality and 
effectiveness of the meetings that matters. If meetings were more effective, fewer 
meetings would be required and the meetings held would take less time.

It is time to reinvent meetings for the 21st Century¹.

  The time spent 
by managers 

and employees 
in collaborative 

activities has 
ballooned by 50 

percent or more.

Harvard Business 
Review 20162
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In 2012, Google embarked on an investigation - code-named Project Aristotle - to study hundreds of Google’s 
teams and figure out why some did not work well at all whilst others excelled.  Project Aristotle’s researchers 
reviewed 50-years’ worth of academic studies looking at how teams worked and then looked closely at all 
aspects of Google’s own teams.

No matter how they arranged the data it was almost impossible to find patterns — or any evidence that the 
composition of a team made any difference.

Eventually, Google came to the conclusion that there were five key dynamics – or norms – that set high performing 
teams apart.

1. Psychological safety: Can we take risks on this team without feeling insecure or embarrassed?

2. Dependability: Can we count on each other to do high quality work on time?

3. Structure and clarity: Are goals, roles, and execution plans on our team clear?

4. Meaning of work: Are we working on something that is personally important for each of us?

5. Impact of work: Do we fundamentally believe that the work we are doing matters?

WHAT MAKES TEAMS HIGH 
PERFORMING?

“WE LOOKED AT 180 TEAMS FROM ALL OVER THE COMPANY,’’ THE PROJECT LEADER COMMENTED. ‘‘WE HAD 
LOTS OF DATA, BUT THERE WAS NOTHING SHOWING THAT A MIX OF SPECIFIC PERSONALITY TYPES OR SKILLS OR 

BACKGROUNDS MADE ANY DIFFERENCE. THE ‘WHO’ PART OF THE EQUATION DIDN’T SEEM TO MATTER.” “AT GOOGLE, 
WE’RE GOOD AT FINDING PATTERNS,’’ HE FURTHER COMMENTED. ‘‘THERE WEREN’T STRONG PATTERNS HERE.’’

GOOGLE PROJECT MANAGER³
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THE IMPORTANCE OF TRUST
It is trust that underpins these five dynamics.

The first component of trust (the first dynamic identified by Google) is built 
when - whatever I say or do - people respond to me with kindness i.e. with 
a desire to enhance my wellbeing, and, as necessary, with compassion i.e. 
with a desire to reduce my suffering. Similarly, I respond in the same way 
towards them.  We are all safe.

The second component (the second dynamic) is built when I am confident 
that others will deliver high quality work in a timely way and I do the same.  
We are all dependable.

Trust is built over time by repeated good experiences.  An effective team 
member will be consistent in their response to their colleagues and in the 
quality and timeliness of their own work.

Trust is foundational to good team performance.

What can we do in an organisation with less than ideal levels of trust?

When you form a team, why do you try to form a team? 
Because teamwork builds trust and trust builds speed.

Russel Honoré, US Army Lieutenant General, retired
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HOW TRUST FITS AT THE 
ORGANISATION LEVEL

“In the long history of humankind (and animal kind, 
too) those who learned to collaborate and improvise 

most effectively have prevailed.
Charles Darwin

Although we are looking specifically at team performance 
it is worth seeing briefly how the dynamics that drive such 
performance are developed and amplified when there is trust 
at the three key levels within a corporation, business or other 
institution.  This also raises the question of how effective an 
individual team can be if its members have 
low trust in the key areas beyond the team. 

Strategy – Organisation – People
When employees trust the people running 
the organisation to make the right strategic 
decisions – to do good work in a timely manner 
and take decisions that are in all stakeholders' 
best interests - then we have good strategy.
When employees trust processes that are 
well-designed, consistent and fair and the 
organisation delivers on its promises – does 
good work in a timely manner to the benefit 
of all stakeholders - then we have good organisation.
When employees trust their manager and each other to care 
for each other and do good work in a timely way then we have 
good people.
These three types of trust are distinct but reinforcing.

Meaning – Impact – Clarity
The final three dynamics identified by Google are connected by 
the intersections between strategy, organisation and people.
When good strategy – where the institution is heading - aligns 

with good people – ready and able to do good 
work - then it provides the opportunity for 
meaning in people’s work.
When good strategy aligns with good 
organisation – the processes that frame 
organisational life - then people can have real 
impact.
When good organisation is aligned with good
people then there is clarity around how action 
is taken and outputs created.

When all five dynamics are in place then, 
as Google found, high performance is the 
result.

Inspired by HBR: The Enemies of Trust Robert M. Galford and Anne Seibold 
Drapeau - February 2003 Issue
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In an environment where levels of trust are not high then 
building trust becomes a key driver for improving performance.

Historically, when teams came together the main purpose 
was coordination and management (‘vertical coordination’) 
of the team and its individual members.  In this setting, 
communication was typically one way with no time – and 
even less concern - for developing trust.  It was assumed that 
people would simply do as they were told.

Although vertical co-ordination continues to be important, we 
now want teams to innovate and create the new.  Collaboration 
(‘horizontal coordination’) amongst diverse team members is 
fundamental to this shift, and collaboration is based on trust.

When vertical coordination was the main purpose for a 
team to come together then the ‘meeting’ was the form of 
organisation that was most appropriate.

This is no longer the case.

Trust is built through conversation, through listening and 
being heard.  Meaning, clarity and the desire to have an 
impact emerge from collaborative work focused on resolving 
key questions that the team faces.

CHANGE THE MEETING, CHANGE 
THE CULTURE4

Teams now have more organisational options:
• Conversations are used to develop understanding 

and trust

• Meetings are used for coordination, decision-
making, maintaining forward momentum

• Workshops are used to answer specific questions 
using the diverse knowledge of team members (e.g. 
“what should we focus our attention on?”; “what 
have we learnt from the last project?”; “what is the 
best way to achieve our goal?”)
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Conversations is the area with the most diversity, in terms of possible ways to organise people.

We can classify conversations as those without a starting agenda (i.e. conversation as conversation), 
conversations that take place during a meeting (where we can suspend the agenda) and 
conversations in workshops (where they play a particular role in the workshop process).

Conversations can take place at different levels from banter and small talk at one end to deep 
discussions about important topics on the other.  Here we are concerned about conversations 
that stimulate collaboration - conversations that reveal deeper thoughts and truths.  To go to 
deeper levels of conversation we need trust, at the same time trust is built by going to deeper 
levels of conversation.

Traditional formal conversations have been of the one-to-many (hierarchical) type featuring 
telling, selling, presenting, negotiating and influencing.

Collaborative conversations that are the foundation of working together effectively are of the 
many-to-many type featuring listening (especially with the other person’s wellbeing in mind, free 
of any personal agenda), dialogue, trusting, and reflecting.

Story is at the heart of a fruitful, deeper conversation and stories require some level of self-
awareness.

Since the mid-1990s new scalable, self-organising conversation 
tools - especially World Cafe9, Dialogue10, Open Space Technology11 
and Appreciative Inquiry12 - have introduced new possibilities for 
conversations. These new tools enable higher levels of participation by 
a larger number and a wider range of stakeholders and shift the focus 
from a facilitator to the participants, opening the door to complex, 
high stakes workshops.

CONVERSATIONS

Conversation:  
a talk, 

especially 
an informal 

one, between 
two or more 

people, in 
which news 

and ideas are 
exchanged.

Oxford English 
Dictionary5

“ 
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Meetings have tended to be one size fits all. Traditional meetings are highly variable in 
quality – something we have learned to tolerate – and the experience for participants is 
directly related to the attitudes and skills of the meeting leader. There is a big gap between 
a ‘good’ and a ‘bad’ meeting and because of this there are more meetings than necessary 
to get the work done.

Modern meetings involve people taking turns to speak so that all voices, no matter how 
small, are heard, decisions get made by involving the people who will be affected by the 
decision.  The meeting itself follows a standard system not dependent on the individual 
leader - anyone can lead a meeting.

The meeting agenda is ‘dynamic’ allowing concerns and issues to be brought onto the 
agenda up to and during the first stages of the meeting.  Such meetings are often called 
Dynamic Meetings as a consequence.

Dynamic Meetings allow for decision-making, maintaining momentum, setting or re-setting 
direction and making adjustments to planned actions.

MEETINGS

Meeting:  

An assembly 
of people for 

a particular 
purpose, 

especially 
for formal 

discussion.

Oxford English 
Dictionary6

“ 

“Our meetings are held to discuss many problems 
which would never arise if we held fewer meeting.

Ashleigh Brilliant, author and cartoonist
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Workshops is the area of most complexity.
The commonest and simplest workshop form has its origins with ‘brainstorming’, a term 
coined by Madison Avenue advertising executive Alex Osborne in 1950.  Brainstorming 
produced a participative way of working together to find creative solutions to problems. 
This has played out mostly in card based methodologies that - today - use post-it notes, 
system cards and other special purpose paper shapes on walls, pin boards, etc.  At its heart 
this is a facilitator-centred design.
Newer scalable, self-organising conversation tools – World Café, Dialogue, Open Space 
Technology and Appreciative Inquiry – allow much greater flexibility in workshop design. 
Generically, these new approaches can be called ‘collaborative workshops’ versus the 
simpler ‘brainstorming workshops’.
Workshops are designed to answer a question – a ‘big energising question’ – and usually 
follow a sequence of introducing the energising question, using scalable conversation 
tools to reflect on the current environment, using scalable tools to tease out possible areas 
for future action, invite volunteers to take ownership of potential projects and actions, 
volunteers develop plans to take action and move forward. 

WORKSHOPS

Workshop:  

A meeting at 
which a group 

of people 
engage in 
intensive 

discussion and 
activity on 

a particular 
subject or 

project.

Oxford English 
Dictionary7

“ 

All projects begin with a workshop with the ‘big energising 
question’ inviting team members to contribute to 
developing the work that the team will do, in the context 
of the project, that is meaningful, can have high impact 
and where the steps to move forward are clear.
Done well, a collaborative workshop will energise a 
team to perform.
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When a team comes together select the right organisational 
form:

(Dynamic) meetings to get decisions made, to keep up 
momentum through co-ordinating actions, set or re-set 
direction and make adjustments to planned actions

Conversations to build understanding and trust both as 
a standalone activity and as a significant component of 
workshops 

(Collaborative) workshops to answer key questions that the 
team needs to resolve to do meaningful work that can have 
real impact in the workplace

Projects should always start with a workshop, this will build 
trust – through embedded conversations – and develop 
meaningful work for the team to commit to.

CREATING A CULTURE OF TRUST

“Teamwork is essential, that is what makes a 
team work, a company work, a society work, a 
civilization work.

Vince Lombardi, American Football player and coach
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Conversations

Introduce conversations into team meetings e.g. ‘think, pair, share’ or a simple 
dialogue circle to raise issues that team members may have.  As a leader step back 
a little and listen more to what is being said.

Workshops 

Look to design some team meetings as workshops: develop a key energising 
question and design some conversation-based activities that will resolve the 
question.  Continue refining your approach.

Meetings

There are too many meetings in organisations both from the point of view that 
existing meetings are often ineffective – thus meeting time is wasted - but also 
from the point of view that meetings are used when conversations (to build trust 
and understanding) and workshops (to resolve or answer key questions) would be 
better used.  Meetings are ideal for taking decisions, coordination and to maintain 
momentum in projects and other group activities.

Training leaders to choose the right mode and then how to run each mode well is 
the key step.

HOW DO WE GET THIS MOVING?
“You never 

change things 
by fighting 

the existing 
reality. 

To change 
something, 
build a new 
model that 
makes the 

existing model 
obsolete.

R. Buckminster 
Fuller8
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Some quick queStionS?
Some quick questions to ask yourself and your colleagues 
1. What it would mean to have a culture that maximizes team performance, a culture of 

trust at all levels?

2. What impact would it have if team activities were simply more effective across the 
board?

3. What difference would it make if there were fewer but more effective meetings taking 
place?

4. How are you inspiring your leaders to build trust systematically in their teams?

For more information contact 
John Corrigan

on +61 418 432 316 or 
jcorrigan@gr8education.com  

WE ARE 
AT A CRUCIAL 

POINT IN HUMAN 
DEVELOPMENT. 

 WE CAN MOVE FORWARD 
WITH COURAGE OR WE 

CAN RETREAT BACK 
INTO ANXIETY.  

THE CHOICE 
IS OURS. 
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