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The ‘X’ in the title of this book refers to the external focus of the teams studied by Ancona and Bresman. They contrast this external focus with the internal focus that they attribute to most team development activities and writings. Their premise is that this inward looking produces teams who get on well together, but do not necessarily deliver.  Having thus differentiated themselves from the majority of other books and research on teams, they then – in my opinion – fall into the same trap as many popular texts in that they focus on the successes of a few, senior level teams involved in major organisation change activities.  This makes a good read, but often leaves the average reader – who is working in a less exhaled or visible role – unable to relate to the messages. It is a similar problem where books on leadership often focus on the stories of some charismatic political, business or military leader which is beyond the comprehension of most managers and team leaders.

For the writers, who are professors at, respectively, MIT’s Sloan School of Management and INSEAD, an X-team differs from a traditional team in three ways – its high levels of external activity coupled with extreme execution inside the team and flexible phases of activity moving from exploration through exploitation to exportation. Whilst being descriptive and creative, this repetitive – and sometimes contrived – use of the ‘X’ in the descriptions might affect some more sensitive readers!

The case study examples are broadly based and informative. The organisations profiled include Microsoft, Motorola, BP, Proctor & Gamble, Oxfam and Meryll Lynch, covering a range of industries and situations that show the application of the ideas. There is no doubt that X-teams produce creative results and are very proactive in getting them implemented, providing that intrapreneurial spirit that organisations have been seeking for years. There is also no doubt that there are some significant lessons to be learned from this research into how teams need to have a balance of external and internal focus in order to be fully effective in today’s fast-paced business environment. I would have liked a little more made of these lessons and how the average team leader could take them on board and improve their own performance. But for someone who is willing to put in the effort to translate the messages to their own environment, this is a useful challenge that will help break out of more traditional thinking.
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