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INTRODUCTION
About the Extraordinary Teams Inventory
The Extraordinary Teams Inventory (ETI) is an online team assessment and 
group report that supports discussions and decisions about how members work 
together to accomplish their goals. A scientifically sound, research-based tool, the 
ETI allows team members to rate their teamwork experience, focusing on the Five 
Indicators of Extraordinary Teams:

• Compelling Purpose

• Embracing Difference

• Full Engagement

• Strengthened Relationships

• Profound Learning

These essential elements help teams achieve and even surpass their desired 
tangible results and, at the same time, help members have a peak personal expe-
rience. Teams use the ETI feedback to better understand the dynamics related 
to their performance and determine whether or not they want to take action 
to move toward extraordinary performance. For teams that decide to take such 
action, they can retake the ETI to measure team progress over time.

The ETI also provides teams with:

• An aspirational framework, by motivating teams to reach a more 
extraordinary group experience.

• A clear statement of what team members can do to increase their team’s 
effectiveness, by reflecting on and discussing the behavioral statements 
that form the questions of the ETI.
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
The Development of the Extraordinary Teams Inventory
We three—Kathleen, Kevin and Geoff—have each been organization consul-
tants for more than 30 years and we share a curiosity about groups, what they 
accomplish, and how group members work together to achieve results. The first 
phase of our work to develop the Extraordinary Teams Inventory began in 2005 
when we (Geoff and Kathleen) realized that we shared a fascination with teams 
described as amazing, magical, or unforgettable. Our ongoing conversations gave 
rise to four questions:

• How is it that a few groups are described in exceptional terms, while most 
are not?

• What is an extraordinary team?

• What do these groups have in common that distinguishes them from all 
the rest?

• What can be done to create these seemingly extraordinary results more 
often?

With these questions in mind, we began a four-year pursuit that led to the 
writing of Extraordinary Groups: How Ordinary Teams Achieve Amazing Results 
(Jossey-Bass, 2009). Just as the book was published, Kevin Coray, a long-term 
colleague, asked a fateful question: “Are you guys going to do any measure-
ment on this stuff?” With his background in organizational psychology, instru-
ment development, and consulting, Kevin saw the potential for the concepts 
in Extraordinary Groups to become a powerful new survey tool for teams. In 
2009, we three began almost four years of research, testing, and writing that has 
culminated in the publishing of the Extraordinary Teams Inventory. Part Three 
of this Facilitator Guide provides a detailed description of the development and 
validation of the ETI as well as the field study that shaped Extraordinary Groups.
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What Makes a Team Extraordinary?
Building off the brief description of an extraordinary team that opened this 
Facilitator Guide (see page 3), we’d like to drill down into the particular compo-
nents of our definition. First the definition:

Extraordinary Teams provide opportunities for personal  
transformation while delivering outstanding results.

Let’s look at each of the key components of this definition.

• Opportunities for personal transformation happen as team members 
experience working successfully with one another. In doing so, they make 
large or small positive shifts in how they see themselves and teams. Signs of 
these transformative shifts include significant learning, new relationships, 
increased confidence, pride in the group’s achievement, and a greater sense 
of community.

• Outstanding results focus on the tangible benefits of exceptional 
teaming. Extraordinary teams surpass their expectations for what will get 
done, when it will get done, and how much time, money, or other resources 
it will take to get it done. Often such teams achieve more than their stated 
goals, discovering or creating unanticipated results.

These two elements of the definition of an extraordinary team are inter-con-
nected and synergistic.

When team members see themselves and teams in new and positive ways, they 
gain a new sense of personal possibilities and potential for team accomplish-
ment. This shift in perception differentiates an extraordinary team from other 
high-performing teams. For example, team members might shift their thinking 
in the following ways:

• From not being competent at a certain task to being quite able to take on 
that challenge.

• From being afraid of open disagreement to seeing exploration of 
differences as a powerful tool.

• From believing that highly structured approaches are the best way to 
organize to seeing how a light structure and spontaneity lead to greater 
engagement and highly effective results.

• From believing that management would never accept the suggestions of 
a team of workers to knowing that such recommendations can influence 
senior level decisions.
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The intangible “wow” factor that is always part of an extraordinary team experi-
ence comes when team members shift how they see their own potential and the 
potential of teams.

Because of these powerful new perceptions, team members act in ways that 
naturally promote high performance and the continuing development of the 
team and all of its individual members, including themselves. Their actions nour-
ish a continuous positive cycle of high performance and transformation for indi-
viduals and for their team.

Characteristics of the interplay of high performance and personal transforma-
tion include the following:

• In an extraordinary team, because of the way members work together, they 
discover potential in themselves and their teams. This shift in perception 
can be profound and it opens up a sense of personal  possibility and team 
power that had not existed before. For many, this shift of perception is 
transformational, meaning that it changes their view of themselves and 
teams at a core level.

• Such transformational shifts in perceptions are sometimes visible to 
others, sometimes not. For example, a person might decide to change jobs 
or take on a new role because of what  
she/he experiences on a great team. Another person might gain an 
increased sense of confidence or feel more connected to a set of 
coworkers. These shifts are less obvious but still powerful. The point is that 
the shift accelerates positive action, expands future choices, and enhances 
a sense of well-being.

• Transformational shifts do not happen to groups, they happen to 
individuals. If a group experience triggers a positive shift for one person, 
however, it’s not uncommon that it will do the same for other team 
members.

• There is a difference between how people feel about the tangible 
results of an extraordinary team and the intangible aspects of 
Personal Transformation. Members are very proud of their tangible 
accomplishments but they treasure the intangible and transformative 
shifts that can occur because of the way the team does its work. This is 
the aspect that causes people to say that a group experience was amazing, 
unforgettable, or even life-changing.
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The Extraordinary Teams Model
One way to visualize the components of an extraordinary team in action is through 
an enhanced five-pointed model, as shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. The Extraordinary Teams Model

The Extraordinary Teams Model links the two prominent aspects of an excep-
tional team—outstanding results and personal transformation—with the Five 
Indicators of Extraordinary Teams, explained in depth on the following pages. 
Outstanding team accomplishment is the external, visible, and more typically 
understood aspect of an amazing group at work. Personal transformation is the 
internal, often invisible, and frequently neglected dimension of an exceptional 
team experience. These two balance each other and are achieved because of the 
presence of the five indicators measured by the ETI. The indicators are distinct 
but are interactive and interdependent. Of the five indicators, Compelling 
Purpose is placed at the apex because it is usually the reason why people come 
together in a team structure.

The ETI Profile, the Workshop, and the Workbook offer team members opportu-
nities to learn about and reflect on each element of this model, understand the 
relationships between the elements, and consider action steps that can enhance 
the team’s effectiveness.
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Five Indicators of Extraordinary Teams
In our research, we found that five characteristics form the central profile of an 
extraordinary team. The ETI asks members to think of their teams in light of 
these factors, which we refer to as Extraordinary Team Indicators:

• Compelling Purpose

• Embracing Difference

• Full Engagement

• Strengthened Relationships

• Profound Learning

Compelling Purpose
In an extraordinary team, there exists an inspiring and shared understanding of 
why the team comes together. An inspirational purpose sets the context for the 
team’s work. It is often bold, cutting-edge, or linked to a larger, noble cause that 
people see as a greater good. Since this purpose is shared, members understand 
that each person is motivated to make the team’s work a high priority and they 
understand each other’s motivation. On a practical level, when a team considers 
a strategy or decides on an action, members discuss how they see the strategy or 
action fulfilling the team’s purpose. Members decide their own courses of action, 
they often ask: How will this strategy or this action support us in fulfilling our 
team’s purpose?

The ETI asks team members to assess or rate the degree to which:

• The team has a compelling purpose.

• Members are inspired by the team’s purpose.

• Members talk about the impact of their work and find  
that motivating.

• The team’s purpose guides decisions.

• The team is proud of its achievements.
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Embracing Difference
In an extraordinary team, members see, value, and engage their diverse back-
grounds. Differences in education, culture, gender, race, perspective, learning 
style, personality, and upbringing are viewed as assets that help a team fulfill 
its compelling purpose. Members are respected for their unique perspectives 
and capabilities. Group members lean in to their various viewpoints, challenge 
each other’s thinking, and explore conflicts—all to help the team reach its goals. 
Members change their points of view as a result of the open exploration of their 
differences. When teams truly embrace differences, their meetings and conver-
sations are not necessarily polite, but they certainly are passionate and honest!

The ETI asks team members to assess or rate the degree to which:

• Members explore the issues to help make progress when  
conflict arises.

• The team makes progress because members challenge each other’s ideas.

• Members explore their differences as a way to help the team move ahead.

• Members speak up when they see problem behavior on the team.

• Members don’t try to control the discussion.

Full Engagement
In an extraordinary team, members enthusiastically participate in the team’s 
work. Energy and focus characterize team meetings. Members come prepared 
and on time; they don’t get distracted by phone calls or email. Spontaneous, play-
ful humor is balanced with serious thinking. Members speak passionately about 
their points of view. Because they have a sense of personal responsibility for the 
team’s success, they initiate action. They work hard and intensely when deadlines 
are near.

The ETI asks team members to assess or rate the degree to which:

• Members each work intensely to meet deadlines.

• Members take initiative to get the team’s work done.

• Members make the team’s work a priority even when it’s  
difficult to do so.

• The team contributes to the goals of the whole organization.

• Members pay full attention at team meetings.
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Strengthened Relationships
In an extraordinary team, trust, respect, collegiality, and friendships often grow 
among team members. People get to know each other better through working 
and taking risks together on behalf of their compelling purpose. Deeper bonds 
are created when members share things about their personal lives or socialize 
with each other outside of the team’s work. These new or strengthened relation-
ships build members’ personal and professional networks and sometimes set the 
stage for future collaborations.

The ETI asks team members to assess or rate the degree to which:

• Members are friends with others on the team.

• Socializing with other team members has deepened relationships on the 
team.

• Members have grown closer because they have shared things about their 
personal lives.

• Members have developed stronger relationships with others on the team.

• Members make efforts to get to know others on the team.

Profound Learning
In an extraordinary team, individual and collective learning exceeds expecta-
tions, reaching beyond the work of the team to members’ careers, communities, 
families and friends. Members are often surprised by how much they learn from 
their team experience. They learn about new topics or subjects, increase their 
skills, and discover new ways to help teams become more effective. They also 
learn a great deal about the power of teams. This personal learning links directly 
to the transformational impact of participating in an extraordinary team.

The ETI asks team members to assess or rate the degree to which:

• Members have learned more about themselves through this team.

• Members have learned things in this team that they did not expect to 
learn.

• Members are surprised by what they have learned in this team.

• Members sense that they are different in important ways because of 
membership in this team.

• This team experience has opened members to seeing the world in new 
ways.
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The Bellman and Ryan Field Study:  
Background for the Extraordinary Teams Inventory
Early in the process of writing Extraordinary Groups, we (Kathleen and Geoff) 
decided we needed to understand more than our own experience and views 
about peak-performing groups. To do so, we began a two-year field study involv-
ing in-depth interviews with more than 60 people who declared they had been a 
part of an amazing group—at work or play, at home or in the community. As our 
ideas developed, we shared them in conferences and workshops. The perspec-
tives of over 500 executives, managers, and consultants helped to shape and 
refine the core content of our book, Extraordinary Groups: How Ordinary Teams 
Achieve Amazing Results (Jossey-Bass, 2009).

The Interviews
From the beginning of our field study, we used structured interviews, asking 
consistent questions in a consistent way to find out about people’s experiences. 
We interviewed people who said they had an amazing group experience, then 
met with each other to discuss what we learned. We revised our questions and 
did more interviews, five times. Throughout, we maintained a consistent and 
appreciative inquiry core in the interview questions: Tell me about your great 
group experience. And then, What were the factors that enabled it to be so power-
fully positive? Through this approach, we searched for the foundational elements 
of exceptional teams.

Eventually the components of the Group Needs model emerged; this model 
forms the basis of our book (although it is not included in these ETI materials). 
At interview 14, we began asking questions about the elements of this model. At 
interview 19, we settled on a final set of questions that lasted through interview 
60, giving us the ability to test the elements of our model in 46 interviews. A 
select 20 stories illustrate the key concepts in the book. In some cases, we inter-
viewed additional members of those groups.
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Interviewees were found by networking online. The selected stories all centered 
on experiences in which a group of 2-20 people came together for a stated 
purpose and the following elements were present:

• The results achieved and the experience itself surpassed expectations.

• Those involved described what happened with words such as wow, a big 
win, huge, surprising, meaningful, or amazing.

• The setting was in a workplace, volunteer organization, family, or spiritual 
or personal growth community.

• The group met face-to-face or virtually (by virtually, we mean at least 75% 
of the work done by the group relied on technology to connect people).

No time limits were imposed on when the story took place as long as it met the 
criteria listed above and interviewees recalled the details of what happened.

The Range of Experiences
People aged 17-70 responded to the request because at an intuitive level, they 
connected a vivid group experience to words like wow, outstanding, or amazing 
(in the interview request email, people were asked to respond if they had a team 
experience that they would describe with similar superlatives). Here are some 
examples of the extraordinary team experiences that were reported:

The world of paid work. Twenty-seven of the reported experiences occurred in 
major corporations, health care organizations, government agencies, and educa-
tional institutions. Examples include a successful campaign to save 200 lives in 
a hospital, the development of a software security system and a youth pastor 
taking a group of junior high students to Mexico for a week.

Community volunteering. Eleven of the groups mentioned in the responses were 
volunteer groups. They included coaches building job interviewing skills in a 
public high school, a grass roots effort to screen school board candidates, and 
organizers of a one-day conference for 600 people whose work was reported to 
the Dalai Lama.



EXTRAORDINARY TEAMS Theoretical Background

13                                               Copyright © 2014 Kathleen D. Ryan, Kevin E. Coray, PhD, and Geoffrey M. Bellman. All rights reserved.

Experiences from personal life. Twelve stories were personal in nature, rang-
ing from the recommitment of a long-married couple, to a group of family and 
friends who supported a dying woman and her children, to ten college friends 
and their children who took a 17-day raft trip in a remote part of Alaska.

Virtual experience. Ten respondees described groups that relied heavily on tech-
nology. Set in people’s work, community, or personal lives, these groups had such 
goals as implementing a corporate culture change program in 160 countries, 
participating in an online support group for parents of bipolar children, or send-
ing a container of educational supplies to benefit women and children in rural 
Kenya.

These four categories served as the primary clusters for analyzing the stories. 
Most of the stories had a project-focused quality to them, meaning that the 
group in question had a specific objective. Some, however, had more ongoing, 
longer-term commitments: a women’s book club, a personal/professional support 
group; and a cancer research center’s diversity committee.

Data Analysis
Once the stories were categorized in these four ways, counting and clustering 
began. Question by question, we considered things like what did people say and 
how many people said the same thing, and what patterns emerged among the 
clusters? Three colleagues were asked to analyze the six questions related to 
the Group Needs model, in order to bring greater objectivity to the task. In the 
end 59 cross-cutting themes emerged. Only items that appeared in more than 
half of the experiences were examined as base components of the profile for 
an extraordinary group. This list of eight characteristics is the foundation for 
the five indicators upon which the ETI is built. The eight characteristics are: a 
compelling purpose, shared leadership, just enough structure, full engagement, 
embracing differences, unexpected learning, strengthened relationships, and 
great results.
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