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Bas de Baar: Some people think that we can learn a lot from nature. For example, how we run our teams or how we manage groups. On of those i Ken Thompson. He's the author of bioteams, and he's my guest in episode number 30 of project shrink.

I'm your host in this podcast, the project shrink podcast in which we discuss leadership in virtual and global worlds. And in this episode, we are going to talk about bioteams, stuff we can learn from nature about our teams. And I'm going to talk with Ken Thompson, who is a former software engineer and project manager, and an expert on bioteaming and virtual enterprise networks. He wrote two books on these topics, and he is also the CEO of a start-up called swarmteam. You can find him blogging on bioteams.com.

So Ken, first of all, how did you get into bioteams? 

Ken Thompson: Well, way back I used to manage a lot of software teams. And none of my projects ever seemed to deliver properly. And I thought that it was just I that was a bad project manager. But then, in the bar afterward when I talked to other people, they told me that it happened to their projects as well. So I realized that everybody's projects and everybody's way of working with teams was a bit of a mess. And I used to ask people, do you ever get the same excitement from your team that you got from a football team or a music band? They just laughed in my face. 
So, I knew there was something wrong with teams. And I came to the conclusion that the problem was command and control. No matter how people dress it up, most teams are command and control. It was developed by the army, and the purpose of command and control is to get people to do things they don't want to do. But the other side of command and control is that if you don't get a command, what do you do? You do absolutely nothing. So command and control is great for compliance, but it's pretty awful for agile action and getting commitment. So I realized that command and control was a problem, I needed to find some other solution to it. 
I researched different models of teams, and very quickly found that nature, strangely enough, had the alternative to command and control. Which is instead of one leader, almost all of natures teams everybody can be a leader at any point in time. So it's collectively led rather than individually led. And the more I started to explore nature, the more I find interesting learnings from nature about how we do teams and how we could communicate. 

Bas: So, take communication, how do you organize the flow of information when there is no central point? 

Ken: Well, one of the principles of bioteams is that everyone's a leader. So if everybody's a leader, anybody can originate good information. And if I come back to my software project days, you'll probably laugh when I tell you this story. I believe that in a software project there is a line. At some point in the project that line is crossed. And usually the line gets crossed when everybody's looking out for everybody else. And then there's a team meeting and it all goes wrong, and someone gets a lot of blame. And so everybody then says I'm not going to look out for everyone else anymore, I'm just going to look out for myself. So, on the left side of the line, everybody's playing for collective success, but on the right side of the line, they're playing to avoid individual blame. Nobody says the line has been crossed, but basically the team has switched off their early warning system. Everybody's just looking out for themselves. So in a bioteam you don't do that. Everybody looks out for everybody else. If anybody has useful information, they share it with the whole team. People are trained not to share trivia and waste everybody's time. And people also are trained to know when they need to share it with the whole team, or to just share it with one person. And also the bioteams philosophy is very much from the ants and the bees, short message is better than a long message. Long messages get misunderstood, they don't get read. Lots and lots of short messages are a much better way to coordinate than one big long message. So there's lots of stuff we can learn from the insects and the bees about how we should communicate in teams. 

Bas: So, it's better to send multiple short emails on different topics, than to send one large email with multiple topics? 

Ken: Absolutely, there's really two bits of information that you really have to share. One is, is this a threat, if there is a threat to the team, or is there an opportunity? And that information really can be shared. That's all bees and ants do. I'm sure you know, when you send out an email-message, people usually don't read more than a few lines of it anyway. And that's almost universal behavior, not reading emails properly. So there's a lot to learn there. 

Bas: So in a bioteam, how do you make sure that everyone is working towards one goal, the same goal?

Ken: Well, that's a very good question, a challenging one. I sometimes talk about bioteams as herding cats, and I'm now talking about herding black cats on a moonless night, even more difficult. So, with ants and bees, they all point in the same direction automatically, because they're stimulus response engines. Human beings are very different. When you make a stimulus, the response depends on the persons belief systems. You don't get demotivated ants or lazy bees, but you do get that with humans. So one of the things I talk a lot about is the importance of belief systems. You do need to get the team all pointed to the same direction. Passionate about something. But you don't over-prescribe the goal, you need to leave space for them to be flexible. One of the things I do is that I work with the team to get high level-goal. Then, instead of agreeing a detailed plan, we agree appropriate behaviors. Like for example, if I find out something useful to my other team members I'm gonna tell them immediately. So we focus more on goals and styles and behaviors, rather than plans and deliverables. You need to leave the space for the autonomy, to operate. And does make it a bit more messy sometimes. 

Bas: Is there a place for a project manager or a manager in bioteams?

Ken: Yes, absolutely. The bioteams theory is that everyone is a leader in the team, but people are leaders in different domains. For example, a key aspect of running a team is managing the budget and the political space. So that is a key role that has to happen. If it doesn't happen the team are gonna be unsuccessful. But in the traditional team, that's all given to one person. Where as in a bioteam, the leadership role is broken up and distributed round in the team more. 

Bas: So how does this leadership get distributed to the right people? 

Ken: The process is interesting. It's kind of facilitated self-organization. For example, I have a technique I call the team karma, and karma means that you get out of life what you put into it. In proportion. But, in teams, most people think they can get more out than they put in. And particularly in networks, people want to come to networks and get stuff out but not put stuff in. So I have an exercise I go through called the team karma. As a team we agree the objectives, we then decide what would need to happen to achieve those objectives. And then, individually I ask people, we got a list of key task areas. I ask everybody three questions. "Would you lead that task? If you wouldn't lead it, would you be a team member?" And the third question is a trick question. "If you wont lead it and you wont be team member, would you help out if you have the time?" And that basically means you're not committed at all. So I ask everybody those three questions about the main responsibilities of the team. And I present the results back to them. It shows that we have huge leadership gaps in the team in a number of areas. Then, I have a philosophy a friend called me called "Go ugly early". We say to the team, "look, if you're going to try to operate a team in this manner it's going to fail, so we might as well stop now". And out of that, it generally generates / prompts people to volunteer and eventually you get the leadership gaps filling. But that's one of the most difficult aspects, getting people to all stand up to the distributed leadership model. 

Bas: And that concludes my chat with Ken Thompson. You got to love that term, facilitated self-organization. 
If you want to know more about Ken Thompson and bioteams, you can visit his blog and website bioteams.com. Thank you for watching this episode of the project shrink, in nature!

