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We are working in volatile, 
uncertain, complex and  
ambiguous (VUCA) systems.

Mastering this challenging environment depends on the  
collective intelligence of our people.

Our deepest fear is that harnessing the potential power  
of our people is an impossible goal.

In complex systems, we can waste precious time and  
energy on interpersonal breakdowns that reduce  
efficiency of processes and increase opportunities for risk.

The interconnectedness of the system is often broken by  
silos and infighting.

This is exacerbated and maintained by some leaders  
who are focused on their own area of work rather than  
looking sideways into the bigger picture or upwards  
to the organisational goals.

It takes a remarkable organisation to master VUCA well.



Combative or absent  
communication.

 

Research is consistently showing that group psychology is the mediator of 
successful culture. Specifically, topics such as psychological safety, trust and 
boundaries are clearly emerging as key indicators of innovation, quality, risk  
and efficiency (Edmondson,1999, 2004). 

Psychological safety is defined by the safety felt by a group of people when  
they are together. In Project Aristotle, Google named it the number one  
dimension that determined a team’s performance. When absent it can  
undermine the contributions that each individual makes and therefore lower  
the diversity of thinking and the capability to report.

When psychological safety is low or conversations are combative or avoided  
our collective intelligence is poor. It is consistently demonstrated as either  
a cause or a mediator of organisational performance, operational risk,  
learning ability and innovation.

Even more disturbing impacts come from the studies on workplace  
distress. Psychological safety at work impacts psychological injuries at  
work. Currently 6% of all workers comp claims are for mental disorders  
with the cost to the typical business cost per claim being $22,000  
(compared with physical injury claims of $8,000). 



Collective intelligence  
beats average intelligence.

There is evidence to suggest that regardless of the capability 
of the individuals, it is the way a team functions that will determine  
their success in implementation.

High performing teams have 22% better performance when it comes  
to implementation and 6.5% greater profitability (Zak, 2017).  
Information processing, innovation and better service will be negatively  
impacted by ineffective communication, poor accountability to each  
other and lack of clarity over the direction of the team. 

A core need for teams and cultures is to maximise the collective  
intelligence.and a team must learn how to maximise it.

 “Can collective intelligence  
save the planet? It’s the only  
hope we have” 

- Patrick Joseph McGovern 



Courageous and polite  
communication. 

 
Humans often rely on hierarchy or politically strong people to temper their  
contributions in communication. This is the impact of psychological safety. In  
other words, we may say one thing in a meeting and another thing when we are  
out the room. This keeps the conversations polite face to face, and duplicitous or  
sabotaging when out the room. 

Our capacity to effectively communicate is reducing while our need to do so  
increases. David Grossman reported in “The Cost of Poor Communications”  
that a survey of 400 companies with 100,000 employees each cited an  
average loss per company of $62.4 million per year because of inadequate  
communication to and between employees .

The goal must be to have a collective that while respectful and empathic,  
their communication can be courageous. The culture must be able to have  
a core of people who can point out risks, raise concerns, tell the truth,  
voice mistakes, ask for help, say they don’t understand etc. 

Cultures of remarkable achievement are characterised by loops of  
courageous conversations.



How much are your cultures 
and teams achieving? 
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We need  
faster decisions,  
smoother implementation  
and greater quality control.

And we need all that,  
with less angst  
for our people.
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In order to maximise collective 
intelligence we must focus on 
the psychology of individual 
behaviour and the psychology 
of group behaviour.



Responsibility to 
the collective.

 
We cannot expect that employees will care more about the organisation 
than themselves. But we can understand the levers that help to pull people 
into a place of caring for the organisational goals more than their individual 
role goals. This is what promotes responsible thinking around client 
satisfaction and quality service. 

Without it we get siloed thinking, unhelpful competition and broken 
communication. In order to be responsible to the collective, we must 
understand the value of teaming.



Triggering our best selves
and expanding our tool set.

 
Understanding of what triggers our best self as 
opposed to our worst self. It is the key to our performance and our 
resilience. We need to know how to move from reaction to response when 
our buttons pushed, our blind spots are not seen, or we are 
challenged to change. Being able to understand the ways in which 
we can control our thinking and behaviour for the good of our goals, 
is essential for us to understand how to collaborate effectively.

Being able to understand the ways in which we can control our thinking and 
behaviour for the good of our goals, is essential for us to understand how to 
collaborate effectively.

Individuals need to understand what tools they have available to handle 
different situations, what habits they have that keep them stuck and how 
to increase the range of options they have to trigger their best self in group 
tasks and situations.

“Exceptional leaders distinguish 
themselves because of superior  
self-leadership.”
- Daniel Goleman (2005)



Triggering others 
best self.

 
Taking responsibility for the impact our behaviour has on others is essential 
to influence. 

In studies that compare teams that have high trust to those who have low 
trust, the results are startling. Those who have high trust are shown to have 
74% less stress, 106% more energy, 50% more productivity and are 73% 
more engaged.

Driving the trust between each individual is core to a team functioning well. 
This relies on the individuals taking responsibility for assessing and then 
driving trust. Highly effective communication then maintains this.

Individuals must recognise the importance of trust to the speed and quality 
of work, take accountability for the trust they create with each individual they 
encounter, and know how to drive the improvement of that (Covey, 2006).



To reduce risk and drive quality, we must  
maximise the human intelligence of a group.

There are important stages for all teams to go through to drive the collective intelligence.  
At the three levels of group behaviour (self, interpersonal, collective) we need vision, decision 
and action. It is crucial that each individual understands the active role they have in increasing 
or decreasing the collective intelligence. 

In a whole system of teams, this process is essential for each team, before it is taken into a 
cross business unit space. Each team must understand and feel secure in their own team first. 
Like a positive virus the message and language must infiltrate the culture till it is the norm. 

The goal is that each team provides The Safe Space and becomes therefore the  
‘home base’ to which to return in the crazy world of change. From this strong position it 
becomes easier to do cross team work to reduce silos and drive connection, speed and  
quality of work. 

A network of high functioning teams relies on each team recognising how to maximise 
its collective intelligence. 

Self Aware    Responsible Flexible

Interpersonal Influence Trust Focus

Collective Purpose Consideration Process

Vision Decision Action

1 4 7

2 5 8

3 6 9
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