





mpetitive with others in the company: “Ther s
you work here for any period of time . . ghyy -
happens shit” (p. 111). They alsuhcor:p?cd ";"hom ot
ever ha 5 i le. Carl Alsing, head of a su |
et m:g:iyzﬁt;:::‘hpnnc day to find that all his ﬁi‘ had ‘. 7
RS murmu were there, but the contents had vanished, It
empty shells: t::::rc he real files were, Alsing counterattacked by crey
:c?yo:;:la ﬁfli: and tantalizing the team, “Iheres erotic writing in there ang

an read it” (p. 107).
"":;f:c’;::;:: ’:nrcnmu mlcr the secrets of the gmu[‘fﬂ success, The tube
and other exchanges among group members—were more than powFEsS
They were a form of play that released tensions, created bonds, and contril
an unusual group spirit. A shared and cohesive culture, rather than a cleas,
defined structure, was the invisible force that gave the team its drive,

From the Eagle Group's experience, we can distill several important te
the symbolic frame that are broadly applicable to groups and teams;

The group was highly <°

« How someone becomes a group member is important,

« Diversity supports a team's competitive advantage.

« Example, not command, holds a team together,

o A speclalized language fosters cohesion and commitment,

« Stories carry history and values and reinforce group identity.
« Humor and play reduce tension and encourage creativity,

+ Ritual and ceremony lift spirits and reinforce values,

+ Informal cultural players contribute disproportionately to their (o
+ Soul Is the secret of success,

Becoming a Member

Jolning & team involves more than a rational decision, It is a mutual
by some form of ritual, 1n the Eagle Group, the process of bec '
‘:: called “signing up” When interviewing recruits, Alsing con
:h:.‘:l“'{ were tulumerrlng (o climb Mount Lverest without a _

BALSIUIT™ to keep up with other climbers, When the ne
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they wanted to climb Mount Everest anyway, Alsing told them they would first
have to find out whcthtr!hqmgoodmonﬂ.ltﬁnthcuhumwvm :
Alsing summed it up this way: “It was kind of like recruiting for a suicide mission. 4
you're gonna die, but you're gonna die in glory” (p. 66), :

Through the signing-up ritual, an engineer became part of a special effort and :
agreed to forsake family, friends, and health to accomplish the impossible. It was a
sacred declaration: “I want to do this job and I'll give it my heart and soul” (p. 63).

£ gt

Diversity Is a Competitive Advantage

Though nearly all the group’s members were engineers, each had unique skills
and style, Tom West, the group’s leader, was by reputation a highly talented tech-
nical debugger. He was also aloof and unapproachable, the “Prince of Darkness”
Steve Wallach, the group’s computer architect, was a highly creative maverick.
According to Kidder (p. 75), before accepting West's invitation to join the group,
he went to Edson de Castro, the president of Data General, to fipd out precisely
what hed be working on:

“Okay,” Wallach said, “what the fuck do you want?"

“I want a thirty-two-bit Eclipse;’ de Castro told him.

“If we can do this, you won't cancel it on us?” Wallach asked. “You'll leave us
alone?” : ]
“That's what T want, a thirty-two," de Castro assured him, “a thirty-t
Eclipse and no mode bit” _ =0 i el l

Wallach signed up. His love of literature, stories, and.
substructure for the technical architecture W
microcode expert, was as warm
He headed the Microkids, t
new machine. Ed Rasala, Al
hardware design team. Rasala:

T R T —————— ]




er management interference and g

Wesl .E_qm.ﬁ_ _suhnwhaumﬂ.”ﬂm.mwzm_ design. Alsing and the Micr,
group devil f.a“:__nn:smq that would fuse the physical machine with g
ated "a synaptic Ewm +to do” (p. 60). Rasala and the Hardy Boys byil the
that would tell :.s M ably, there was tension among these diverse, Zur_w,.
M»_M:____,Mﬂ__.“_”“»_.“””“ m_.osm,w. Harnessing the resulting energy galvanizeq }

into a working team. k.

Example, Not Command % Sk 3
Wallachs design generated modest coordination for .M.bm_nm pcauoacﬁ.

viduals and groups. The group had some 2.__2 but paid little attention to
Members viewed de Castro, the CEO, as a ﬁ__,ﬁ.,:,:.mcn. He was never Eﬂn i
cally, but his presence was. West, the groups official leader, rarely inte
the actual work, nor was he around in the laboratory. One Sunday m
January, however, when the team was supposed to be resting, a Hardy Bq
pened to come by the lab and found West sitting in front of one of the Prototy
The next Sunday, West wasn't in the lab, and after that they rarely saw him, t
long time he did not hint that he might again put his hands inside the machis
West contributed primarily by causing problems for the engineers to
making mundane events and issues appear special. He created an alm
less series of “brushfires” so he could inspire his staff to douse them.,
genius for finding drama and romance in everyday routine, Other m
the group’s formal leadership followed de Castro and West in creating ¢
encouraging inventiveness, and leading by example. Heroes of the mo
inspiration and direction. Subtle and implicit signals rather than concre

n%r.n:a&mn::amoq%niosmrnESn m_.ocwacmmﬂrm_.m:m&nonﬁnn
common goal. g

o

Specialized Language

Every group develops words, phrases, and metaphors unique to its
A specialized language both reflects and shapes a group’s culture. §
allows team members o communicate easily, with minimal mis
To E.n members of the Eagle Group, for example, a kludge was
solution—such a5 5 machine with loose wires held together »
canard was anything false, Fundamentals were the source of g

The rord realistically typically prefaced flights of fantasy. “Give 1
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meant tell me your thoughts. A stack overflow meant

that an engineer’s memory
compartments were too full, and a one-stack-deep mind indicated shallow think-
ing. “Eagle” was a label for the project, and “Hardy Boys™ and "Microkids® gave
identity to the subgroups. Two prototype computers received the designations

“Woodstock” and “Trixie”

Shared lingo binds a group together and is a visible sign of membership. It
also sets a group apart and reinforces unique values and beliefs. Asked about the

Eagle Group’s headquarters, West observed, “It’s basically a cattle yard. What goes
on here is not part of the real world” Asked for an explanation, West remarked, m
“Mm-hmm. The language is different” (p. 50), ;
stories Carry History, Values, and Group Identity u
In high-performing organizations and groups, stories keep traditions alive and !

provide examples to channel everyday behavior, Group lore extended and rein-
forced the subtle yet powerful influence of Eagle’s leaders—some of them distant |
and remote. West's reputation as a “troublemaker” and an “excitement junkie” |
spread through stories about computer wars of the mid-1970s. Alsing said of West
that he was always prepared and never raised his voice. But he coolly conveyed
intensity and the conviction that he knew the way out of whatever storm was cus-
rently battering the group. i
West also possessed the skills of a good politician. He knew how to develop
agenda, build alliances, and negotiate with potential SUpporters or opponents. e
When he hada particular objective in mind, he would first sign up senior executives. R
Then he went to people one at a time, telling them the bosses lik: ea and
asking them to come on board: “They say, ‘Ab, it soun
abag on the side of the Eclipse; and Tom'll g
than that, we're really gonna build this fucke
lightning. He tells them, ‘We're gonna do i
Stories of persistence, i
beyond themselves, addin
the group neared compls
ect. Jim Veres, one of 1




o [ilie] system coneole Setched oy, g

d fuih acrs the room annd bavk again xoveral Hmes, You .,:___r;_
wonld Hui

| descrijtion of American Wistory < on 1t Veres st i the aaa
.__“;__1__. .,_“.__ ﬁ_.__a of the sholat P exarifned 10 Atk e farns to Py
chaos, the plv

found 16 he " (p 207),

strgaming out of {he cartlape

r and Play
u“__”._”. ofteln focus stngle mindedly on the taak, shunning anything no
s :

work: relited. Serioushess peplaces godiiness as a candinal virtue, Fifective
Bl e wertousness Wit play il humor Sugieal teams, :..r_.::ai-.-_ﬁ
ather groups have learned that joking and play ful Banter are essential
(vention and team gpirit Humol polenses tension and helps resolve e
fron day to-day rontines as well as from stidden emetgencies, 3
Play aisong the members of the Bagle profect was an innate patt of th
process, When Alsing wanted the Microkids to fearn how to manipulate the
puter known as Trixie he made up o game. Ax the Microkids came on b
Ie told each of them to figure how (o wiile @ program in Trixies assemb
guage, The progiam had to fet hoand print contents of a file stored _.
computer. The Microkids went to wurk, learned their way around the w
and felt ::,.: satisfaction - until Alsing’s perverse sense of humor :__._.&

Through such play, the Mic :.r_.__. _..___ :E_ to use the computery conles
a team, and practiced negotiating thelr new technical environment.
learned that thelr playfuil leader valued creativity.
Humor was a continuous thread as the team struggled with it for
Humor often stretched the boundaries of good taste, but that too i-
groups identity,

[Alsing] drew his chair up to his terminal and typed a few E
short cade that put hin tn touch with Trixie, the machine re

the use of his micro coding team, “We've anthropomor phis
1o a ridiculous extent,” he safd,

He typed, WHO,

On the dark-blue screen of the cathode: ray tube, s.:?..
answer appeared: CARL, .
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WHERE, typed Alsiing.

INCEHE OAD, WEHERE ELEE! Triste repliod

HOW

PO rendd e fvesange on the s peer

O e 1 Forgt” saled Alsiog, ol he fyped, FLEASE HOW
THATR FOIRUS TO KNOW AND YOU 1O PIND OUT
Alsting seeniedd aattafied with dhat, and s typed, WHEN
UG FUCKING NOW, wiote e msehine

WY, wiote Alsing

PO ALSE WIELIKETO CARL [pp. 96 91)

Hyrotngthont (e year ared o half it ook o bl et nev masine, sogineees of
e Faple project velted on play and humor s a sourve of elaxation, silmulation,
enlighteniment, and spieitual renewal.

fitual and Ceremaony

titvals and cerermonies are expressive occasions, As parenthieses in an ordinasy
wotkday, they enclose and g:-iﬁgaigi‘!
on the suiface te not nearly as important as the ig
beneath discernible happentgs. With little time for
tske of building the machine, the E}aa-_:i
tance of symbolic activity, Fram 5-
Ceremony.

As oie example, w--_n-i om
that changes In public
activity allowed efforts |
pdate was an occasle
sense of the i__a?
iHto once i
Vagles leader
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1 of command; they helped keep the. '-

al chai :

d rewarded outside the s i
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uccess : g

soul Is the Se : sEagle Group Was the actual secret of its success, Its '%f

The symbolic ¢ o machine: “Ninety-eight percent of the thrill cop.

or culture, €T ted ‘]']e thing you designed works, and works almost the mfli !!’
from k!'lo' tl:t;f[hal happens, part of you is in that machine” (p. 273).08

e Wcmb ' ¢ of the Eagle GroWP put something of themselves into the pg,

er

dual efforts went well beyond the jo'b, supportt’:d bya u‘“lq““# -
: d each person 10 commit to doing something ofsignlﬁq%‘
of life that encour‘:fge t and unwavering spirit jelled in the ritual of Signing' ¢
Their deep chom'i'-’::::]:;e 4 and expanded by diversity, exceptional leaders, %{
Both I\Z:eu :g‘;:mrie& rituals, ceremonies, play, and humor. In the best sense
E:r:.vordg, the ;Zagle Group was a team, and the efforts of the individual mem
were interwoven by symbolic fiber. Cultural elements were the heart and soul
Y S.
the'fg}:::f;;::izcnecse of the Eagle Group is not an outlier. After extensive r
on high-performing groups: Vaill (1982) concluded that spirit was at the €0
every such group he studied. Members of such groups consistently “felt the spirit
a feeling essential to the meaning and value of their work. Bennis (1997
have been writing about the Eagle Group when he concluded, “All Great G
believe that they are on a mission from God, that they could change the wor
make a dent in the universe, They are obsessed with their work. It becomesnot
a job but a fervent quest. That belief is what brings the necessary o
energy to their work” (p. 1).

More and more teams and organizations, like the Eagle project of
Six, realize that culture, soul, and spirit are the wellspring of high p
The US, Air Force, in the aftermath of the Vietnam War, embar :
(:hu: ;_f?f:n:ﬁ;afﬁ;? ;r:ditionf and rebuild its culture, The air v
pijCCt V:’am;: ::m ; C‘)hcs“m. ]f g Prmdplc i Wal'” i list

'eht heroes—living and dead—forward as visit

the ri i
; lght.stuﬂ‘. The Air brce also instituted a “reblue-ing” ceremo
cooThmltment 10 its traditryns and values |
€1 organizati ]
: :gamzatlons have aken similar steps, In 2006 Starb
¢8an 10 slide, then dip, i .

Y 2\007, the Company‘s stock Prl - hac

computer. Indivi

42 percent. In February, Starbucks Chairman Howard Schultz sent a confidential
memo o top executives linking the downturn to slippage in the firm’s culture:
«Over the past 10 years, in order to achieve the growth, development and scale
pecessary 10 g0 from less than 1000 stores to 13,000 stores and beyond, we have
had to make a series of decisions that, in retrospect, have led to the watering down
of the Starbucks Experience, and what some might call the commoditization of
our brand” (p- 23).

The “confidential” memo became public, and bedlam reigned at Starbucks.
schultz resumed his former role as CEO and took immediate steps to breathe new
spirit into the company’s once vibrant way of life:

. A brainstorming meeting of company leaders to ponder the question: what is
the soul of Starbucks?

. A ritual evening closing of 7,100 Starbucks outlets nationwide for an evening
o refresh baristas in the texture and magic of a perfect espresso

. A meeting of top executives and managers to review, refine, and revive the
company’s values

. A large meeting of shareholders featuring, with dramatic panache, new prod-
ucts, a frequent customer reward program, and a new espresso machine

« A meeting in New Orleans of almost 10,000 Starbucks managers—a gigantic
celebration with themes of “Onward” and “Believe; a recommitment 0 the

company’s cultural history, values, and ways; and, to seal the deal, a rousing
speech from Bono i

Both examples, the Air Force and Starbucks, confirm an important nt truth: to0
much emphasis on sorties flown or qu '  from

other successful com
asked, “How much

PP W, g






