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Executive Summary 

As far as we know, what we're doing in the Leadership and Team Intelligence organization 
at Cisco is something that's actually never been done before in a large company. We're 
creating a part of HR that is focused entirely on teams and team excellence. And there are 
three principles motivating all of our work.  

1. We serve the team and the team leader in everything we do. Our focus is on 
teams—our most important organizational unit—and their leaders (because we know 
that team leaders have a disproportionate influence on how we experience our 
teams). So, we have set out to serve teams and their leaders and to help them be 
better together.  

2. We’ll find team and leadership excellence at Cisco and scale it across the 
company. We’re researching the best teams at Cisco, and figuring out what 
characterizes those teams so that we can illuminate the best teamwork at Cisco.   

3. We’ll scale that team excellence by operating at the intersection of human and 
digital technologies. We’re creating a way of working that we believe can be 
addictive; using a compelling digital tool that enhances the best of our human 
interaction and conversation, and accelerates the way we best work together. 

 
Team Space is Our People Deal in action. It is the digital technology that will amplify the 
power of our teams. It will help us understand and reveal our strengths and see the 
strengths of those we work with. It’s where team leaders can get the support they need to 
talk with us about our best work.  And it will help us create a series of rituals and habits day 
by day, and team by team, that make us better together. 
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Why Teams? 
 
We compete in two markets—the market for customers, and the market for talent. In order 
to win in each, we need to create great value for customers, and a great experience for 
talent.  And these two things, in turn, intersect in our teams—because through our teams 
we create great value for our customers, and on our teams we create a great experience 
for our people.  

 
 
We win for our customers—and with our customers—when we can offer them a great and 
distinctive experience of Cisco:  our products, our services, and our people.  And, given the 
inherent complexity of the technologies we create and the organizations we serve, the only 
way for us to do this is by working together on teams. We win in the marketplace for 
customers when we team effectively, hence all the conversations in our organization about 
agility, about collaboration, about working together across boundaries.  

Now, to win in the market for talent, we have to provide the most astonishing experience of 
work. We need to create an environment our people love because it’s fun, and interesting, 
and challenging. “Showing up” to work, whether it be in-person or online, must be a fulfilling 
experience.  

The thing, of course, that defines that experience above all else is the people we work with 
every day—our teams. We experience our organization through the people of the 
organization, and we experience the people of the organization most immediately in our 
teams.  

This notion of team is what links how we win in the marketplace for customers, and how we 
win in the marketplace for talent. If we miss on teams, we put a distinct and definite ceiling 
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on what we can do together. On the other hand, if we provide a great team experience, and 
team effectively, then we win in both markets—and the sky’s the limit.  

What Happens on the Best Teams? 
 
One way to understand what characterizes the best teams is to think about the activities we 
do at work. We can categorize these activities by asking ourselves a couple of questions. 
First, “Am I any good at this particular activity—yes or no?” and second, “Does this activity 
energize me—yes or no?” When we arrange these questions along two axes, we have four 
quadrants that help us better understand the type of activities we’re doing at work every 
day.  
 

 
 
Let’s start with the bottom left quadrant—the one that represents the activities we’re not 
good at and that don’t give us energy. That one’s easy. When we’re engaged in these sorts 
of activities we’re neither contributing at our best nor finding the experience rewarding, so 
it makes sense to avoid these activities at all costs. 
 
Next, let’s move to the top right quadrant—the bucket containing those activities that we’re 
really good at and that also energizes us. These are our strengths. This is where we want 
to spend us much time as possible, because this is where we’re at our most innovative and 
resilient, and where we make our greatest contribution. They’re also where our abilities will 
grow most rapidly—they are essentially our “development areas”.  In a perfect world, we 
get to play to our strengths at work most of the time. 
 
The two remaining quadrants are a bit less straightforward. Let’s look at the quadrant on 
the bottom right. These are the activities that we’re not great at, but they do give us energy—
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they’re activities we really enjoy, but our ability is lacking. We should probably call these 
hobbies—they’re activities where we can spend all the time we want, as long as there isn’t 
very much on the line.  
 
This last quadrant, the one on the top left, is the most misleading of the four. These are the 
activities that we happen to be really good at, but they in fact drain us of energy. These are 
the activities that we dread. When they’re on our list, we leave them to the last possible 
minute. Perhaps we even resent the fact that we’re so good at these activities that we are 
asked to complete them again and again—the mere thought of having to do them weakens 
us. Which is why, even though we’re good at them, we call these activities weaknesses. 
 
So, what happens on the best teams?  As far as we can tell, the single most defining 
characteristic of the best teams is that, over time, team members spend less time engaging 
in activities that weaken them, and more and more time in activities that strengthen them. 
The frequency with which team members play to their strengths increases, slowly and 
continuously.  And this shift appears to be accelerated by the team leader. Team leadership, 
at its most fundamental, is a process of orchestrating the strengths of the team so that each 
person is operating with maximum energy and ability most of the time.   
 
But there’s a challenge here. While it’s easy to see what someone is good at—someone’s 
level of ability—it’s much harder to figure out their level of energy in doing a particular task. 
Ability is visible; energy, for the most part, isn’t.   
 
And so the first critical feature of any technology designed to serve a team must be that it 
reveals energy—that it enables those we work with to understand our strengths, by making 
them visible. 

Team Space 
 
The first of its kind, Team Space is a tool designed from the ground up to serve the needs 
of the team and the team leader, and focused exclusively on what we know about those 
needs, as the research reveals to us.  As we learn more over time, we’ll evolve the tool to 
reflect that growing knowledge. 
 
These are the five components that make up the Team Space platform. 
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StandOut Assessment 

If we're going to achieve team excellence and become more like the best teams, over time 
we’re going to need to play more and more to our strengths. The challenge with this is that 
our level of energy in doing a given activity is invisible to anyone other than us. The first 
thing we need to do in Team Space is to be able to make our strengths—our energy at 
work—visible to us, our teammates and to our team leaders.  

The StandOut assessment in Team Space does exactly that. StandOut is a situational 
judgment assessment, which means that it presents us with a series of hypothetical but 
realistic scenarios, presents us with some choices as to how we would proceed, and then 
looks at what we choose to do.  Because all the choices are equally good, and because it’s 
impossible to tell in the moment what a given choice signifies, what StandOut essentially 
measures is how we jump in a series of different situations when we don't know what the 
jump signifies. It’s looking for repeated behaviors, as those are the best indicators of future 
behaviors—which is to say, it’s looking for those choices we’re instinctively drawn to and 
energized by.  In this way, it’s measuring our strengths.   

StandOut is different from Strengths Finder, Link-up I.D. and other common assessments, 
in that it’s not interested primarily in how we see ourselves—it’s not concerned with what 
sort of a person we think we are.  Of course, there are interesting insights to be gleaned 
from these sorts of self-assessments, but StandOut is instead after how we’ll repeatedly 
act. This is the information that is most important to our teams and team leaders. They need 
to know which way, predictably, we are going to jump. StandOut tells us just that by 
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revealing to us our top strengths, and allowing us to share those strengths, and so making 
our energy visible to the people around us. 

My Snapshot 

There are good secrets to keep in the world and there are bad secrets to keep in the world. 
We won’t talk about the good secrets, but here's a bad one: what's great about you at work. 
That, we should shout from the rooftops! My Snapshot in Team Space helps us do exactly 
that. 
 
My Snapshot allows us to make our energy visible to the people around us. We can share 
our accomplishments, passions, aspirations and strengths. It’s a good place to showcase a 
particular piece of work that we’re proud of, or something we’ve read that we’re interested 
in. And it’s where we’ll share our genius with our teammates and team leaders, letting them 
know when they should and shouldn’t come to us, and how we can work more effectively 
together.  

It's really a place for anything that helps shed light on our awesomeness, because that 
shouldn't be something that anyone tries to keep secret.        

Weekly Check-Ins 
 
Weekly check-ins are the most powerful ritual of the best teams and team leaders. They 
are the master lever of team effectiveness, nourishing the very best relationships between 
team members and team leaders.  
 
So, what exactly is a check-in?  
 
The essence of check-ins is really simple: they are frequent, future-focused conversations 
about the work. Because we’re having these conversations so frequently—once a week, 
even if it’s just five minutes—our check-ins should be very tactical in nature, and grounded 
in the work that’s in front of us in any given week. This way, as team members, we share 
our priorities for the week with our team leaders, and let them know what we need to be at 
our very best while executing those activities. As team leaders, we get to know the people 
on our teams, what they’re working on, and where they need our help—and, over time, we 
can help them understand how to bring the best of themselves to the work at hand.   
 
We’re busy people. So, while check-ins are quite simple in theory, trying to find time to 
check-in every week—especially as team leaders with many direct reports—sounds nearly 
impossible. But this isn’t in addition to the work of the team leader: it is the work of the team 
leader—it’s the most important part of the job.   
 
We know that the frequency of these conversations has a direct and proportional impact on 
individual and team performance. The research tells us the more, the better.  So, let’s aim 
for once a week.  And remember that five minutes a week is always better than 15 minutes 
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every third week—when it comes to paying attention to the work of the team, frequency 
trumps duration.  
The Team Space platform helps us with this, by allowing us to capture priorities, share the 
activities we loved and loathed throughout our week, and request the help we need from 
our team leader. We share this with our leader in the tool before our check-in conversation 
so that the conversation can be focused on what we know matters the most. 
1

 

Note that we are by no means asking our team leaders to be micromanagers. The check-
in is actually the absolute opposite of micromanagement. It's not a team leader scheduling 
the interaction and setting the agenda. It's the team member’s responsibility to schedule 
the conversation, and to use the Team Space platform to tee up that conversation by saying, 
"Here are the things that are top of mind for me right now that we would benefit from talking 
about together." Each of us has to take ultimate accountability for our performance at work, 
and the check-in is designed to give us the tools to do so. 

Engagement Pulse 
 
We should be able to give teams a sense of how they’re doing, and in a way that each team 
can act on the data. This means we need to get information to a team quickly, and we need 
to be measuring only those things which matter—those things which research has shown 
lead to enhanced team performance. 
 

                                            
1 © The Marcus Buckingham Company 
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The Engagement Pulse in Team Space is eight questions, distilled from years of research 
(which we’re validating at Cisco), that we know best predict team performance.  We know 
that if we can move the needle in these areas, then we move the needle on team 
performance.   
Team leaders can deploy the Engagement Pulse with a single click and within a few days 
have results to share with their teams and begin acting on.  
 
2

 
 
 
Results are benchmarked against teams around the world via a global index, against the 
median team at Cisco, and against the top 10 percent of Cisco teams. And, results are 
benchmarked against each team’s own scores over time—because the most important 
thing to know is how the critical elements of our team environment are trending. 
 
Engagement Pulse results for any given team are not visible outside that team: the scores 
will not be used to evaluate anyone. They are just for the team and the team leader. We will 
aggregate at higher levels, to get a sense of team performance in larger units of the 
company—but no-one other than the team leader will see that team’s score. 
 
Team leaders can trigger an Engagement Pulse for their formal hierarchy or dynamic team 
at any time, and we’ll trigger one centrally once a quarter so we can collect an ongoing flow 
of data, again, at higher levels of aggregation so that each team’s score is kept private. 

                                            
2 © The Marcus Buckingham Company 
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Performance Snapshot 
We rely on our team leaders to create a great team experience, and that’s what the Team 
Space platform is designed to help with. At the same time, we also rely on our team leaders 
to provide us with their judgment of the talent on their teams, as one of a number of inputs 
into various talent-related decisions. 
 
The Performance Snapshot allows us to do this—to capture the quick subjective judgement 
of a team leader at a moment in time about the performance of each person on their team.  
It allows us to see performance data over time, from the perspective of those we work with 
every day, and those who have a ringside seat to our performance—which, again, is why 
we look to our team leaders.  
 
It consists of four simple questions that tell us what decisions a team leader would make 
with respect to each person on the team, and is designed to capture this judgment reliably. 
And because it’s only four questions long, it takes just moments to complete.  
 
We’ll collect a snapshot on everyone once a month. This approach is very different than 
rating systems of old in which we all ended up with a single number—a label that determined 
our fate in a given year, generated in response to some sort of required distribution process. 
There are no distribution requirements on Performance Snapshots, and each of us will have 
multiple data points over any given period of time.  This chain of simple data points will 
become one of many pieces of information our business leaders use to inform talent 
decisions. 
3

 

                                            
3 © The Marcus Buckingham Company 
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Dynamic Teaming 
The formal org chart is only one lens into how we actually team to get work done.  We know 
that in addition to our “static” or “hierarchy” teams, we work in dynamic teams, sometimes 
focused on a particular project or initiative, sometimes lasting a week, sometimes six 
months, sometimes spanning across organizations, sometimes across levels.  
 

 
 
 
In order to serve every team at Cisco, we need to capture these dynamic teams in the Team 
Space platform in addition to the formal teams. So, while Team Space is pre-populated with 
the formal hierarchy teams, anyone can form a new team and invite employees to join it—
and having done this, they can then see the strengths and priorities of their dynamic team 
members, if those team members choose to share them.  
 
Team Space aspires to be a platform for EVERY team at Cisco. 

 
Deployment and What’s Next 

As organizations work through change, they often go after what is easy to do for a given 
level of impact.  That’s not what we’re after here.  No one wins in the marketplace by doing 
what’s easy, because those are the things everyone is doing. And our aim is to win. 

Getting teams right is a hard thing to do. It's why no one's taken it on. While our competitors 
are busy focusing on the easy stuff that they think has a big impact, we’ll be winning in the 
marketplace, for our customers and for talent, by doing what’s hard and has a big impact. 
Our bet is that substantial progress on the toughest challenges offers a sustainable 
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advantage for us, in a way that doing easy things never will. And Team Space is the 
technology that will help us do just that; ever evolving—as we continue our research—to 
support our mission to serve the journey of our teams and team leaders, to achieve team 
excellence, and to continue making Our People Deal a reality. 

 

 
 
 
We’re rolling out Team Space in phases through FY17. We’re using a phased approach so 
that we can understand how this will work best across all functions, and to be sure that the 
technology, both web-based and mobile, will scale to meet our needs. Our work doesn’t 
happen tethered to a desk or even a laptop. Like our teams, our work is mobile. That’s why 
Team Space will ultimately be available on any device, at any time. As we grow Team 
Space across Cisco, we’ll grow the mobile experience for all of our teams. 
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In the meantime, if you want to take the next step on the journey to team and team leader 
excellence, there’s one simple thing, one simple ritual for you to embed in your weekly 
routine.  It is, of course, to talk to people, lots, about the work. Remember, it’s the ritual all 
the best teams have in common. 

Ask people what's in front of them in the next few days. Don't ask for the exhaustive list, but 
ask for their top three or four priorities. Ask how they're going to go about those things, ask 
how they think they can bring the best of them to each of those tasks. And ask them what 
they need from you to help them bring their best to work every day. 

Choose the frequency over the length of the conversation. It's much more important to touch 
everybody once a week than it is to touch everybody for half an hour. Talk to people, lots, 
about the work, and help them bring their best every day. 
 
Have those conversations week in, week out with as many people as possible on your team, 
and watch us all be better together. 
 


