
Effective Peer Teamwork

Photo: Syed Abulhasan Rizvi, Karachi, Pakistan



Background

Larry keeley
Teamwork presentations by ID faculty member and Doblin president

Student-initiated “team team”
Survey conducted Spring 2006

Teamwork Independent Study
Chris Bernard, mdm 2006 — may become a class

Your feedback
This is step one in a community learning effort

	 September 7, 2006	 Teamwork Effectiveness at ID  	�

Larry Keeley has been giving very helpful teamwork presentations over the last few years. But because we haven’t always been able to 
schedule them at the start of the school year, we end up going into teams blind. Frustrations with the teamwork experience led to a 
student initiative last Spring, and coincided with a research project that will become a prototype class.



Most of us expect 
teams to be an 
essential part of our 
design careers.
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According to a survey taken Spring 2006. 



Most of us disagree 
with the statement,  
“ID does a great job  
preparing me for teamwork.”
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After all, it’s not the “Institute for Teamwork.” Some instructors provide some coaching, but mostly, it’s sink or swim. Usually “swim”—half 
or more of your teams may work out great. But many of us find nearly a quarter of our team experiences to be quite frustrating.
The reasons are many, but for starters, teams at ID function very differently from teams you’ve probably experienced elsewhere.



Typical Team Experiences
(outside of ID)
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Let’s take a look at some of the teamwork experiences most people come to ID with.



Teamwork Experiences  

team of one
Undergraduate design
Independent consultants

›
›
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When you’re working alone, you can be in charge of everything. Praise or blame all falls to you.



Teamwork Experiences  

OUTSIDE LEADER
Sports teams with coach›

:A
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A team with an outside leader can be easily coordinated—it’s clear who is in charge.



Teamwork Experiences  

inside LEADER
Most corporate teams›

E

	 September 7, 2006	 Teamwork Effectiveness at ID  	 �

Most teams in the professional world have some kind of leader, often within the team. While that person is also working with the team, 
the buck ultimately stops with him or her.



Teamwork Experiences  

PEER TEAM
ID
Collaborative teams  
in the real world

›
›
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But at ID, we have “peer teams.” It doesn’t matter how much or how little experience you have—everybody come into a team equal. Which 
can be great…



Teamwork Experiences  

PEER TEAM
ID
Collaborative teams  
in the real world

›
›

EE E
E E

EE E
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But it can also mean that each person on a peer team may feels like they should be the leader, of all or part of the project…



Teamwork Experiences  

PEER TEAM
ID
Collaborative teams  
in the real world

›
›

EE E
E E

EE E
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Which can lead to the team being pulled in different directions.



Team Experiences at ID
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To take a closer look at what Peer Teams look like at ID, we’ve used Personas and Scenarios to represent some common peer team 
challenges. Important note: these personas have been carefully composed of common clusters of attributes, but they do NOT represent 
any particular person. All the same, you may find these descriptions illuminating.



Eddie enthusiastic

Eddie just completed an undergraduate degree in design, and is thrilled to 
be at ID. He wants to try everything, and plans to spend most of his time in 
the studio, being a consummate artist.

Strengths
The enthusiasm and passion of a true artist
Familiar with latest design thinking
Still in the mode of academic work
Has the energy to pull all-nighters

	
Weaknesses

Lack of experience
Used to working alone
Sometimes lets things slide until the last minute, waiting for 
inspiration to strike

›
›
›
›

›
›
›

Types of Team Members  
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Wendy webster

Wendy is 27 and is making a lateral move from a job in web design (which 
she didn’t particularly like, despite her software engineering degree) 
towards strategic communication design. 

Strengths
Knows how to get things done in the real world
Motivated to make ID work for refocusing her career
Used to working on a team

	
Weaknesses

Used to a structured process; design seems fuzzy by comparison
Had become dependent on clear direction from a team leader
Trained to make things look “cool & pretty”—strategic and user-
centered thinking is still new

›
›
›

›
›
›

Types of Team Members  
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Iris International

Iris has been working as a product designer in her home country, and is 
taking a brave step to broaden her skills by coming to ID.  

Strengths
Breadth of experience
Brings new cultural perspective to design challenges
Focused on mastering particular methods and approaches to product 
design

	
Weaknesses

May be less comfortable communicating at ID
Day-to-day challenges of living in Chicago at least initially take up time 
and mental energy
(Focused on mastering particular methods and approaches to product 
design … maybe less interested in non-product issues)

›
›
›

›
›

›

Types of Team Members  
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martin manager

Martin is a successful lead designer in his company, and is getting an MDM 
to move into senior management.   

Strengths
Experience using design skills
Has practical insights into user needs
Knows how to run a team

	
Weaknesses

Because he is used to running a team, he may tend to take charge
Confident in his abilities, he may not always recognize the areas he 
needs to learn from
In his stage of life, he has less free time (clients, family, etc.)

›
›
›

›
›

›

Types of Team Members  
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Different workstyles
Different priorities
Different skill levels
Different expectations

Team Conflict  

Eddie Eager Iris International Martin Manager wendy webster

potential 
for conflict
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Here, you can easily tell the story of an ID team. At the first meeting, Martin the Manager immediately sees a good path to take, and 
proposes it. Eddie is willing to take direction from Martin, but soon begins to wish he could work at his own pace. Wendy feels like the 
project isn’t turning out as “professional” as she would like—she really wants good portfolio pieces to help transition out of web work. 
Martin doesn’t want portfolio pieces—he just wants to explore the new concepts, so they’re both frustrated. Meanwhile, Iris has had a lot 
of good ideas, but can’t get a word in between Martin and Eddie, who keep using American football metaphors.



“Compromise” is not the answer. 
Differences are the strength of teams—  
and a strength of ID.

Team Conflict  

Eddie Eager Iris International Martin Manager wendy webster
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This is an important concept. “Compromise”, in the sense of ending up with the solution everybody hates the least, is not what teamwork 
at ID is all about. While you may need to be flexible in your expectations, teams really should be about each person drawing on their 
unique perspective and strengths to push the team to the best it can possibly do. In fact, in some classes where you can pick your own 
team, if you pick all people like you, you may have an easier time, but you may also find your solutions less broad and robust, because 
there’s been less diversity in developing them.



ID Teamwork Core Principles
Based on ideas from Rhoda Pitcher and Bix Bickson at Doblin,  
extended and adapted by the ID Team Team.
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Larry has shared some of the approaches and concepts Doblin has used to support effective teamwork. ID students have taken these ideas 
and applied them specifically to the Institute of Design, and to the unique nature of peer teams.



Align.
Alignment ≠ Agreement.
Kickoff meeting, all cards on table.

“I’m just not feelin’ it.”

Teamwork Core Principles 

Key Enabler

Magic Words
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[For each of the following slides, the principle is presented, followed by a practical application (“key enabler”), and “Magic Words” that 
everybody should learn—used in a unique sense at ID to signal one of these core principles.]
Alignment is a way to move the project forward without having to fully agree. You can be aligned, and working toward a common goal, 
while still exploring alternatives for consideration later. Signalling a lack of alignment, by saying, “Guys, I’m just not feelin’ it,” is an 
important statement that needs to be heeded by the whole group.



Commit.
Never let your team down.
Faciliatator who summarizes and reminds.
q	 “I have a request for you…”
a	� Yes, I can commit to that   

…or  No  or   Tell me more

Key Enabler

Magic Words

Teamwork Core Principles 
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We are all busy, and it’s very easy, in the course of a team meeting, to express an interest in doing something, then forget about it, and 
leave your teammates disappointed at the next meeting. First, it’s important to have an assigned role on the team of a facilitator, who 
reiterates, clarifies, and reminds of specific task assignments—IN WRITING. For example, “OK, we agreed that this week, Lisa will 
interview users, Bart will collect photos, Maggie will write the design principles, and they will all give everything to Homer by Thursday to 
put in a draft presentation.”  When you hear the workds “request”, pay attention! You also don’t have to do it: but either say YES or NO so 
it’s clear.



Build.
No sidebar conversations. Instead, coach.
Constructive, appropriate feedback.

“May I make a suggestion?” [while affirming 
what the person is doing well] 

Teamwork Core Principles 

Key Enabler

Magic Words
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It is very understandable to come away from a frustrating team meeting and vent to others. But it’s completely unproductive—it 
just makes you feel superior. Learn to constructively share feedback directly with a team member. Put yourself in their shoes, and 
without being mean (in fact, including positive statements about what is working), suggest ways to move forward. The words “May I 
make a suggestion”, combined with positive comments, signal that feedback is coming. (And learn to trust that such feedback is well 
intentioned—try to embrace it.)



Teamwork Core Principles 

Align q Commit q Build
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Can you remember the Key Enabler and Magic Words for each principle?



Assign roles
But don’t always do what you’re already good at

Meet regularly
Set an agenda… and anyone can ask for a process check

Use templates
Don’t kill yourself on things not central to the class

Try online tools
Lots of workgroup resources have already been created

Have fun
Lighten up, already!

›

›

›

›

›

Some Practical Suggestions
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Some additional suggestions from ID folks who’ve been through teams before.



Additional Motivation

Avoid guaranteed problems
Operating on your own schedule
Remaining quiet
Dominating the group

Expect to be graded
In some ID classes, team member evaluations could make  
a letter-grade difference

Learn about yourself
Meyers-Briggs or other personality profile tools can help you identify 
your own strengths & weaknesses in working on a team

Be generous
Earn a reputation for being a supportive team member…  
people will remember it long into your career

›
›
›

›

›

›
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Never let your team down.
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A final reminder.


