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The Essentials of Great 
Innovation Teams, Part II: 
Building Meaningful Missions  

by Robert Ogilvie and Jeffrey McNally

Teams need great missions. But what makes a mission great? For starters, it must be clear 
enough to communicate well (both verbally and visually). Second, it should lead to worth-
while results. Finally, it must be challenging enough to bring out each team member’s best 
while also boosting learning and development. Gone are the days when it’s sufficient for 
managers to simply say, “This is a profitable activity so staff should fall in line.” On the con-
trary, the magical circle between “What are we doing?” “Why should we do this?” and “Why 
do I personally care?” is a complex art that taps into not only mindset and soft skills but 
also the strategic acumen and exploratory prowess of managers as they try to engineer 
myriad preconditions so that people and projects can thrive. In Part II of this three-part 
Executive Update series, we explore how to build meaningful missions.
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Let’s jump off from where we started in Part I of this Update series, 
which examined building teams and addressing the invisible talent 
gap, and focus on the team mission. Here in Part II, we tackle two 
critical areas: (1) impactful visioning, which addresses the central 
need for purpose, the strategic foresight for leveraging emotional 
intelligence (EQ), the balancing of goals and mission, and mindfully 
organizing teams; and (2) motivation management, which covers 
organizational culture, the people side of needs, and the journey of 
becoming a self-governing team.

Before we break down the components of impactful visioning and 
motivation management, let’s first touch on team focus and group 
agency. Typical HR and task management tends to focus on the 
individual: who to hire, when to fire, who’s responsible, and who’s 
not. Certainly, it’s great to dig into that specificity when needed but, 
as suggested in Part I, this deeply misses the mark when it comes to 
boosting performance and setting up good organizational contexts. 
Even an ace team will flounder in a bad context! Furthermore, many 
researchers have stressed the value and impact of focusing on 
teams, validating the potent statistical importance of teams (over 
individual factors) but also weaving in the social cognitive side of 
group agency and creating shared mental models. At our evolution-
ary core, we are hunter-gatherers who love teaming up and sense-
making together.

Impactful Visioning
There are myriad reasons why visioning (or missioning) work is 
important, and some recent mega trends in play (e.g., the push 
toward digital transformation, the quest for improved agility) make 
simplified missions less acceptable. Moreover, the COVID pandemic 
has accelerated some alternate working trends, particularly the 
“new normal” focus of remote teams and Zoom meetings. These 
mega trends — working from home, in particular — highlight the 
critical value of teamwork and also slaughter the many sacred cows 
of our 20th-century zeitgeist of what the industry workplace should 
look like. Here’s where impactful visioning comes in and the four 
critical reasons why we need it:

There are myriad 
reasons why visioning 
(or missioning) work is 
important, and some 
recent mega trends 
in play make sim-
plified missions less 
acceptable.  
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1.	 Profit is now seen as a means to an end; purpose is taking cen-
ter stage to help align goals and emphasize long-term impact.

2.	 Developing strategic foresight is a matter of versatile readi-
ness across many possible futures and stresses leveraging the 
EQ competencies that drive strategy, especially optimism; this 
demands building up dynamic capabilities.

3.	 Teams need to balance “should happen” goals with the “could 
happen” mission. This requires a gut check; teams must explore 
their long-term mission to ensure it’s flexible, exploratory, and 
able to optimize what could happen.

4.	 Vision requires precision to be brought into everyday work and 
team dynamics; approaches like mindful organizing offer a way 
for teams to prepare and respond better in accordance with 
what they really value, especially in complex situations.

Post-Profit Life & Differentiation 
via Purpose
Research shows that salary increases stop making a motivational 
difference after about US $70K per year. Given that one’s survival 
needs have already been met, the added tradeoffs of how a raise 
would impact one’s workload (whether in time, intensity, or respon-
sibility) are simply not perceived as worth it. Of course, this varies 
a bit by personality; those with low agreeableness and high neu-
roticism are among the most at-risk groups for materialism and 
workaholism. The same is becoming true for organizations: on one 
hand, they just need enough revenue and profits to survive. On the 
other hand, the big impact companies hope to make (on society 
and with customers) and thus how and who they resonate with are 
becoming more important questions than ever. Classic corporate 
social responsibility (CSR) tends to approach people and ecological 
pursuits as a Band-Aid afterthought, while the “craving for purpose” 
outlook implies that the motivational and social value that true 
purpose unlocks is of primary strategic concern for managers and 
executive leaders. This interest toward a “win-win-win” strategy 
(between staff, shareholders, and outside stakeholders/impact) has 
now become a market demand and a strategic differentiator.

The “craving for pur-
pose” outlook implies 
that the motivational 
and social value that 
true purpose unlocks is 
of primary strategic con-
cern for managers and 
executive leaders. 
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There is a growing number of standards and operations certifi-
cations around sustainability, talent engagement, and good gov-
ernance (e.g., benefit corporation “B corp” status, Reporting 3.0 
standards). But the most frequent use case is actually not large 
enterprises with physical products reducing their ecological waste 
but rather the small firms (often agencies under 50 staff) of intellec-
tual workers that are deeply committed to specific outside causes 
(e.g., the clothing company that plants trees, the food producer that 
donates breakfast to needy schoolkids, the agency that gives 5% of 
its capacity to community charity projects) and socially broadcast 
that purpose. Why? For these tiny yet mighty small-to-medium 
enterprises, it’s not about “greening up” but rather about finding 
a just cause worth fighting for. That purpose becomes a beacon 
to attract the right talent and keep the caliber and engagement of 
their human capital high. 

Indeed, visionary thinker Simon Senek’s work has shifted from the 
big “start with why?” questions to a long-term leadership attitude of 
the “infinite game.” He rightly notes the value of having both a just 
cause that is impactful and inspiring as well as the existential flexi-
bility to adapt and reinvent strategy over time. Great leaders must 
be perseverant enough to commit to impactful, just causes despite 
obstacles and flexible enough to spot emerging trends and change 
direction, as needed, in order to create sustainable win-win-win 
plans. 

Seeing Preferred Futures 
via EQ: Willpower, Optimism 
& Noble Purpose
According to a competency-based model of EQ — the Six Seconds 
Emotional Intelligence Assessment, or SEI — three EQ factors com-
prise our overall drive: intrinsic motivation (and willpower), opti-
mism, and the pursuit of noble goals. These factors affect how well 
we can engage in the strategic management and foresight work at 
hand. Engaging intrinsic motivation means “to be energized and 
driven by personal values and commitments rather than by external 
forces,” and having the willpower (or grit) to persevere and enact 

Great leaders must be 
perseverant enough to 
commit to impactful, 
just causes despite 
obstacles and flexible 
enough to spot emerg-
ing trends and change 
direction, as needed, in 
order to create sustain-
able win-win-win plans. 
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them into the world. This is true, too, for organizations with clear 
short-term interests to survive and goals to fulfill. Certainly, achiev-
ing small goals that match the team’s values can feel empowering 
and occasional sprints of intense work can even enhance team 
building, be motivating, and catalyze new visioning. However, overly 
striving for these small goals and continually demanding grit “as the 
answer” without seeing the big picture leads to burnout and risks 
myopic fixed thinking. Intrinsic motivation also locks us into operat-
ing in single-loop learning mode, where we are only able to improve 
tactical efficiency but are not interested in alternative options or 
creating new capacities. Of course, this can be useful if a clear and 
effective plan and purpose/direction are already in play.

Optimism, on the other hand, allows us to conceive good potential 
futures and buffers us from daily stressors. Exercising optimism 
means “taking a proactive perspective of hope and possibility.” 
Modern positive psychology would contrast this against naive and 
insular tactics to queue false confidence or ignorantly only look 
at the bright side, avoiding evidence that contradicts that view. 
This optimistic capacity to explore and freshly reconsider oppor-
tunities based on actual data, people, and environment enables 
new options and operational choices — clearly the lifeblood of 
successful industry, from scrappy entrepreneurship to large enter-
prise product development. Optimism also reminds us that we do 
not have to do everything at once because good options abound 
and are systematically created over time, allowing complexity 
to be managed through ever better available choices. Exercising 
optimism gets us operating in the double-learning loop, explor-
ing options and managing short-term versus long-term capacity 
choices; thus, it’s the realm managers should be spending most of 
their time within. This dual function of optimism — as both a drive 
factor and an element that impacts our decision making through 
seeing better options — makes it perhaps the most potent EQ com-
petency to cultivate, for operations or strategy work. 

Finally, we have the last drive factor: noble purpose. Building clear 
missions that truly “see the future” requires tremendous sensem-
aking and storytelling skills, particularly at the C-suite and board 
levels. Pursuing noble goals is simply “connecting your daily choices 

Optimism reminds us 
that we do not have 
to do everything at 
once because good 
options abound and are 
systematically created 
over time, allowing com-
plexity to be managed 
through ever better 
available choices.
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with your overarching sense of purpose.” In working with complex-
ity via the two practical realms of the Stacey Matrix, the “expert 
sensemaking” approach requires robust data and better models to 
deeply yet adaptively understand the nuanced long-term system 
forces and trends in play, while the “people collaboration” approach 
requires unifying trust building and needs clarifying among an ever 
larger group of engaged stakeholders. Weaving together these two 
halves — the big vision of what’s ultimately worth doing and all 
those served by that impact — is hard enough, and linking it to daily 
choices might be the hardest part. Pursuing noble goals gets us 
operating in the triple-learning loop, questioning deep assumptions 
and getting us to what exactly the greatest big-picture win could 
and should look like. This style of learning is crucial when new strat-
egy and change management is required but can also be intangible 
and even endless such that you do not want normal operations to 
visit this realm too often.

Now, we can envision how these EQ drive factors might interact in 
teams and strategy. For example, when contrasting various futures 
against each other, the team must explore new strategic pathways 
and then narrow down its field of worthwhile options, using opti-
mism and then intrinsic motivation. This is often the place for good 
scenario-building work, such as using four quadrants that map pos-
itive and negative trajectories of the two most critical issues. When 
faced with unprecedented, quick, tactical choices, knowing which 
type of big impact the team and organization prioritizes is incred-
ibly useful when navigating intrinsic motivation with clear noble 
purpose. More commonly, middle management is full of optimism 
and noble-purpose demands as they metabolize big-picture plans 
into operational choices and refactor people and infrastructure in 
new directions. Combining noble purpose and optimism is also the 
best combination to unlearn no-longer-needed habits and remove 
technical and operational debt as new directions are set, and accu-
mulated processes can be easily removed as needed.

Strategic planning is a perfect use case for futures work. This appli-
cation area is technically called “foresight work” because it focuses 
on future options along with the EQ of an organization and its pre-
ferred futures (in lieu of, say, trendspotting, designing prototype 

Combining noble pur-
pose and optimism 
is the best combi-
nation to unlearn 
no-longer-needed hab-
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as new directions are 
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removed as needed.
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solutions, or building up perspective via specific stakeholders or 
technical lenses). What makes foresight work different than typ-
ical strategic planning is that classical strategic planning typically 
focuses on “one big idea” and finding reasons and methods in 
which that idea could work. Fueled by EQ, particularly good opti-
mism, we not only have more drive but are in a much better place 
to do good foresight work. 

Releasing Tension via Balancing 
“Should Happen” Goals with 
“Could Happen” Mission
The tension between short-term and long-term goals is continu-
ously in play, whether or not we are conscious of it. On the mission 
side of the equation, even when we can feasibly lay out the specific 
project/mission at hand, the larger vision is typically so overloaded 
that it fails to provide any useful strategic clarity or sense of deci-
sion-making priorities in the short term. So is a mission just a long-
term goal? Although the mission taps into a longer time horizon, it 
may fail to capture the impact and flexibility within a specific strate-
gic direction. One of the gifts that Agile brings is the ability to man-
age complexity, including technical debt and direction of a business 
product. The tension between what could be built long term and 
what should be built short term lies at the heart of why conceiving 
a mission is important. That long-term sense of what really moves 
the needles forward provides better strategic value. This is crucial in 
pulling teams and operations out of the trap of busyness and blind 
productivity. So gut check: how flexible, exploratory, and able to 
optimize what could happen is your long-term mission?

Powering Complex Work 
via Mindful Organizing
So what can make a missioning or visioning exercise better? 
Mindfulness. General research in the mindfulness community 
shows that preplanning out larger goals (as individuals) and being 
reminded of those goals later on when doing our daily work is 

Although the mission 
taps into a longer time 
horizon, it may fail to 
capture the impact and 
flexibility within a specific 
strategic direction.
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beneficial — first, it boosts motivation; second, it helps prioritize 
decision making. It turns out that this is true in teams as well; this 
is what we call “mindful organizing.” This approach works through 
both proactive/preventative mechanisms (that might nudge us 
to remember top priorities or common risks to anticipate when 
working) and recovery/resiliency mechanisms (mostly around how 
swiftly, clearly, and cooperatively the team responds) while the 
team works. Whether the focus is on safety or innovation, or all 
manner of adaptations, the point is that complex environments 
seem to benefit from mindfulness; thus, this practice among teams 
is widely needed and useful. But this requires the team to create 
good, healthy, adaptive norms that they can be reminded of by 
their team member peers; this is the team’s operational level of 
mission and vision. Once in place, a team that follows mindful orga-
nizing is better able to anticipate and adapt the complex challenges 
of work ahead.

Motivation Management
Flow psychology research reminds us that work is our best chance 
for a peak experience since it is the best place for us to deeply use 
our best skills, be challenged, and learn. But motivation is com-
posed of many elements — short- and long-term goals, personal 
and contextual reasons, essential and hierarchical levels — so 
finding ways to boost engagement and motivation is a huge, ongo-
ing issue with several dimensions (hence, it’s a complex adaptive 
system). To have a fighting chance of managing motivation well,  
we must consider three core points about organizations, people, 
and teams:

1.	 Organizational culture is like an iceberg with the formal vision/
mission/values concept barely breaking above the surface, so 
getting staff, and particularly leaders, to see clearly and reflect 
upon their culture (a requirement to actually change it) is inher-
ently defense-provoking.

2.	 People are driven by five basic needs and a personal vision of 
what will make them happy.

Finding ways to boost 
engagement and 
motivation is a huge, 
ongoing issue with 
several dimensions.

https://www.cutter.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flow_(psychology)
https://wglasser.com/quickstart-guide-to-choice-theory/#basic-needs


EXECUTIVE UPDATE
Business Agility & Software Engineering Excellence, Vol. 22, No. 3

©2021 Cutter Consortium, an Arthur D. Little company | 9

3.	 We need to move from manager-led teams to those that 
self-govern, especially as company environments shift to 
increased remote work and virtual teams. 

Culture Goes Deeper 
Than Vision & Values
As we aim to link up projects to accomplish small “g” goals to big “V” 
vision, we stumble into familiar territory — mission, vision, values 
— but does this trio of elements truly help? Usually not, for a few 
reasons. 

First, many common attempts to measure culture (or values), 
whether by internal HR managers and organizational leaders 
or external coaches/consultants, are problematic because they 
attempt to shoehorn culture as if it’s a natural and fixed derivative 
of personality (with boxed-in traits and oversimplified types). This 
often makes acquiring data about culture simply an exercise of 
“garbage in, garbage out.” Included within this poorly conceived 
exercise is the (now typical) high-growth startup faux pas to sim-
ply use “culture” as an offhand way to inadequately outline role 
requirements (which we tackled in Part I in describing poor job 
design and a classic case of manager confirmation bias causing 
cultural groupthink).

Second, asking an organization to accurately describe its culture by 
means of a broad qualitative or “pick from a list” rubric isn’t much 
better, according to expert practitioners on trust and engagement. 
Even value assessments that try to skirt around “observer bias” 
with hidden mechanisms (e.g., Barrett Values, where you select 
10 values from a list of 100) make effective reassessment, which is 
needed for ongoing apples-to-apples measurement, impossible. 
Moreover, aside from formal measurements, merely describing or 
reporting on the culture of an organization always has some small 
(or large) degree of pushback. Just as humans are self-affirming in 
their instrumental rationality, groups of humans (i.e., organizations, 
teams) do not fully appreciate when assumptions thought to be off 
limits are brought up for discussion.

As we aim to link up 
projects to accomplish 
small “g” goals to big 
“V” vision, we stumble 
into familiar territory — 
mission, vision, values 
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Thus, stating your vision and its accompanying values is not suf-
ficient to create an engaged culture. Culture is a complex living 
system comprising expressed and implicit norms and values, which 
informs staff members on how to survive in your organization, how 
to get rewarded, and how to avoid punishment. Everything that you 
do and don’t say creates the assumptions and beliefs that fuel the 
culture. For example, if you say that you value innovation but then 
point out failures on a daily basis, the underlying assumption is that 
in order to avoid punishment, staff members believe that they must 
succeed in any innovative endeavors undertaken. The result: a drop 
in risk tolerance throughout the organization and an unwillingness 
to take responsibility for experimental projects. When you don’t cre-
ate an engaged culture where personnel is comfortable in its envi-
ronment, you can’t support innovation. This is why you should care 
about culture in a way that goes beyond vision and values. People’s 
level of engagement is influenced by the culture in which they work. 
If you are not currently getting the performance or results you 
want, then the answer likely lies in the culture you have created.

Changing company culture is a coaching problem that will require 
figuring out what’s working and what’s not. This is best done 
through a hybrid approach consisting of both validated team and 
organizational assessments alongside the qualitative investigation 
of group facilitation to make change happen. A good assessment 
example is the Six Seconds Vital Signs tool, which looks at five driv-
ers that compose outcomes around strategy, organizational agility, 
operational results, and client/staff satisfaction, and the facets 
that compose them, allowing for baseline and remeasurement. 
Top criteria for a team coach/group facilitator includes a coaching 
designation (e.g., Associate Certified Coach [ACC] or Professional 
Certified Coach [PCC] from the International Coaching Federation 
or a European Mentoring and Coaching Council [EMCC] designation 
more popular in EMEA regions), eclectic training in a few methodol-
ogies for both effective methods and the required agility approach, 
ability to measure and weave data into the coaching process, a live 
sense of professional presence and a trusting rapport, and a pre-
emptive ability to clarify what reasonable outcomes could look like 
(which often means gently reframing lofty or vague expectations). 

When you don’t create 
an engaged culture 
where personnel is 
comfortable in its 
environment, you can’t 
support innovation. 
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Only then can you perform the team coaching work that aligns 
behavior to embody the values that actually support your mission.

5 Basic Needs & Personal Vision
Your team is a collection of human beings driven by physical and 
psychological needs. They seek a specific working environment —  
a team of colleagues, an organizational culture, a worthwhile pur-
pose — that lets them (attempt to) fulfill these needs.

Social cognitive psychologists have studied human needs and the 
concept of “self” for decades. Choice Theory streamlines this area of 
social development by describing five basic needs of all individuals: 

1.	 Survival — gaining stability, having appetite for risk and com-
fort, raising a family 

2.	 Love and belonging — the full spectrum of intimacy, affiliation, 
and relatedness

3.	 Power — being influential, effective, recognized, and upholding 
good status 

4.	 Freedom — to make choices (in work or life), seeking fairness, 
living our values and a purposeful life

5.	 Fun — playing, learning, experimenting, and having variety —  
a known spice of life!

Although the level of each of these personal needs doesn’t change 
much over time, the means through which each need gets met does 
over a lifetime. This means that, over time, we usually get increas-
ingly better at fulfilling our needs. This is true whether we’re just 
starting our career and building up signature skill sets to enter our 
chosen field, building up the business generalist and soft skills that 
all managers require, or envisioning great futures and shepherd-
ing brilliant strategies that today’s executives are demanded to do. 
Thus, the elements of our personal vision expand bit by bit and 
change over time. 

Since the same set of choices could fulfill various needs, we must 
continually ask ourselves, “What’s the best way to get my needs met 

Your team seeks a 
specific working envi-
ronment — a team 
of colleagues, an 
organizational culture, 
a worthwhile purpose — 
that lets them (attempt 
to) fulfill these needs.
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now?” This helps in composing a personal vision meant to guide 
our choices. The five basic needs are straightforward and even 
quantifiable; the ongoing qualitative question of how we fulfill them 
through our personal vision, however, is endless. Thus, an import-
ant question to ask yourself as a leader is: how does your team 
mission serve in satisfying these basic needs?

Moving from Manager-Led 
to Self-Governing Teams
Creating a sustainably great team — developmentally, opera-
tionally, strategically — takes time and many factors to come 
together. Richard Hackman’s Authority Matrix (manager-led teams 
 self-managing teams  self-designing teams  self-governing 
teams) is a reminder that there are stages beyond simply being able 
to do a task well without the manager’s supervision (see Figure 1). 
We want teams to be able to specify and create the context around 
them so they can enable great work and thrive in doing their tasks. 
Moreover, we eventually want teams to understand value deliv-
ery, strategy, and adaptive opportunity enough that they become 
self-governing. As we now rightly shift to evermore remote work 

Figure 1 — Richard Hackman’s four-stage Authority Matrix.
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and virtual teams, it’s these organizational support and business 
strategy drivers that will separate the good remote teams from the 
truly great ones. Simply knowing which self-management stage your 
remote teams are currently at should help direct the kind of ques-
tions, learning, and processes that can help teams further develop.

From Meaning to Teaming
We all crave more purposeful work and have less and less patience 
for companies and industries that cannot put our human needs 
front and center. This demands for us to know ourselves, our needs, 
and what personally is driving us. Being able to find and especially 
create the kind of work context that taps into that meaning is the 
hard part. Building up our willpower, optimism, and noble purpose 
is the best chance to make this happen.

In Part II, we will touch on team and process factors, which contrib-
ute 30% to overall performance. We’ll also explore the perfect-sized 
team to focus on: big enough that you can make a difference, yet 
small enough that you can get a handle on things and show signifi-
cant progress in weeks and months — not quarters and years.
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