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Developing effective global teams is hard work.  Reduced travel makes this harder, 

especially when it comes to developing and maintaining strong working relationships. This case 

study looks at a team development framework and how it helps fix a dysfunctional global team. 

Who better to lead us through these challenging times then our old friend and team building 

expert, Mr. Axel.1 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

 
1  Axel’s unfortunate nickname is explained in The Accidental Business Nomad and is still worth purchasing. 
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  Remember Axel, my foul-mouthed alcohol-soaked mentor, who helped me through my 

first few years of growing international teams? When it came to understanding different people 

and different markets, Axel was the king of adapting. He'd eat two lunches per day in regions 

where lunch was considered an important time to socialize and he'd down pints after work 

where that was the norm.  Axel made strong connections wherever he happened to find 

himself.  

By mid-2020, like the rest of the planet, he found himself working remotely.  I set out to 

re-connect with Axel and learn how this master of team building handled the pandemic. How 

did he build relationships without passports, lunch reservations, and happy hours? What new 

lessons did he have for the rest of us as we head into a post-pandemic world? Did he have an 

updated lunch secret? 

Shortly before Covid-19 kicked off Axel accepted a role with a Dutch manufacturing 

company. The team had close to 90 people globally and was responsible for running their 

internal supply chain software and related systems. Generally, things worked well. Markets 

were rising and the team’s routines, whether perfect or not, were considered good enough. 

The team had settled into a state of acceptable mediocrity. 

But then something changed. In addition to keeping all systems running as normal, the 

team was given the added responsibility of repackaging these systems so they could be sold to 

other companies as standalone products. Duties doubled with little change in headcount. Axel 

was hired to lead the team through this change. It was one of those thankless and nearly 

impossible jobs and Axel was perfect for it. 

For the first few months he was back in his usual form, a business nomad traveling 

across four continents visiting team members and colleagues internally as well as business 

partners. Axel realized he had a typical corporate mess on his hands. Everyone seemed to be 
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working hard but few were working smart and fewer were working together. The objective of 

the team had changed, but behaviours hadn’t, and little progress was being made in developing 

a product that could be sold to clients. 

In one example, instead of interviewing potential new clients to find out what they 

wanted out of a software system, teammates spoke with internal users they already knew. 

Rather than looking for weak links, they fiddled with systems already working. The team 

avoided tough conversations, disagreements, and difficult decisions. Individuals were unclear 

on their new roles and rather than figure this out, most chose to stick with their old ways. 

This situation was nothing shocking. It was a variation of a theme of which Axel was well 

familiar. Here was yet another global team that had fallen into a comfortable routine. For years 

the systems worked well enough, nestled comfortably within a larger bureaucracy that left 

people alone as long as nothing went wrong. That was until an external force changed things.  

“The rituals and habits that work well became problems when the shit hits the fan,” Axel 

explained. Frequently the most common response was to continue doing things the way they 

had always been done. Habits, as explored in earlier chapters, can be hard to break, especially 

bad ones.2 Axel had to break the habitual rituals that prevented the team from tackling this 

updated assignment. But where to start? 

 

Axel decided he needed to move everyone backwards before going forward. His 

diagnosis was that simply pushing for new results would not fix what had broken. He looked at 

team development in terms of phases that fit closely with the Tuckman model, a decades-old 

framework used to understand how teams evolve. Know what phase a team is in, and then 

adjust the leadership style and management tools accordingly. Tuckman’s framework is 

especially helpful when analyzing teams who face sudden internal or external shocks. In other 

words, when the shit hits the fan, check out Tuckman. 

 
2 See chapter 1, “The Beetle Battle Bottle Muddle” … when I write it. 
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The model describes five team stages: Forming, where a team comes together for the 

first time; Storming, where the team is disorganized and out of synch; Norming, where 

teammates develop trust with each other and create effective processes; Performing, where 

the team hits their stride and delivers results; and Adjourning, the final phase where teams 

separate. 

 For teams comfortably existing in, say, the Performing stage, when a shock hits like a 

change in strategic direction, teams often fall back to earlier stages. This was exactly what Axel 

had inherited – a team that had spent years comfortably in the Performing stage of the 

Tuckman model and now faced with a shock. The change of work scope, in this case, was the 

shock that had caused the team to regress back to the Storming phase.  

With pandemics, technology, globalization and economic instability, shocks – let’s call it 

“change” – happens more frequently than ever giving the Tuckman model a renewed level of 

relevance.  

The model is easy to understand but frequently misused because leaders fail to adapt 

their strategy when change occurs. Teams fall back through the framework while team leaders 

panic and focus on driving forward. Axel did not fall into this trap. 

His approach was to change how he managed. When under attack, fall back. In Axel’s 

case, he decided to fall back by fixing the underlying problems before pushing for new results. 

His strategy was to slow everything down and get groups talking the same talk. The Storming 

phase requires relationships and systems be built, or re-built. This is where bad habits get 

stomped out and new habits born.  

To do this, Axel took the lead by listening to teammates ideas and then making firm 

decisions. “This is when I turn into a hardass and people have to do as I say.” Once processes 

strengthen, Axel slowly changes his leadership style and puts more emphasis on building 

confidence across the team. “I get it set up and then they need to take the lead. I switch from 

hardass to softass.” At this point his team is moving into the Norming phase.  



5 
 

Norming is where team members begin communicating better across silos or different 

offices and start coming up with creative ways to solve problems. To make this happen, the 

now kinder and gentler Axel set out to get teammates across offices to know each other better 

and update how they cooperate. Axel focused on getting individual members to feel 

comfortable taking responsibility and re-designed how the team provided feedback to one 

another.  

This stage includes the development of leaders across the team rather than overly 

relying on top-down guidance. Here is where Axel’s skills at adapting shone through. He pivoted 

from being an autocrat to diplomat, focusing on flattening hierarchies and empowering all team 

members.  

The norming stage takes time and that is why Axel requested double the travel budget 

for the upcoming 2020 to encourage more face-to-face interactions across the team. This 

request was not universally appreciated with most of the upper management and ended 

whatever honeymoon phase existed between Axel and his bosses.  

In fact, it quickly became clear that this was a company calcified by bureaucracy. 

“Corporate politics are always bad, but I used the bureaucracy to help protect my team 

from the crap rolling down from above. My boss would never speak directly to my people, he 

followed the unwritten rules of hierarchy and only talk to me. I used that to get a lot done 

without him knowing how bad our output was looking because he never spoke with anyone 

further down the foodchain.” 

The first half a year his team’s numbers were worse than before he joined. This is a 

short-term consequence to a long-term plan. “I wanted to make it clear to my team that this 

was my ass and eventually, our 2019 numbers came out and I had to own them. As we say in 

the Netherlands, ‘when you burn your ass, you need to sit on the blisters.’”  

Behind this lovely Axel expression was a strategy of protecting his team and giving them 

the confidence and breathing room to get things fixed.   
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In a move that to many would seem prescient, one of Axel’s first acts was to get 

everyone using Zoom video conferencing calls. His previous teams had used this tool for years, 

he even got me using it years earlier.3  In September of 2019, asking people to download Zoom 

was unusual but he saw the value in easy and frequent face-to-face interactions across offices 

and regions, especially as a short-term fix while he begged for more travel budget. This vision of 

increased travel in 2020 and beyond was … not so prescient. 

Over several months, team trust strengthened, and individual accountability rose. The 

short-term effect was poor results as measured by the progress of the new assignment. Axel 

took the heat from above and sat on his blisters.  

But by February of 2020 the team was Norming and well on their way to Performing. 

Axel had dismantled a lot of the bad habits that had limited the group’s success. That’s when 

the pandemic struck.  

“Everyone got sent home and for us, yeah the virus was scary and unknown, but the 

team was in good shape.” In re-building his global team and breaking apart the power-distance 

and bureaucracy, Axel had unintentionally trained them for the shock of a world-wide 

pandemic.  

Other teams who had never worked from home did not even know if their computers 

had cameras and speakers. Axel’s team found themselves oddly prepared and spent much of 

their time helping other business units adjust to the world of remote work. But while his team 

was in good shape, they could not operate in a vacuum and quickly the problems from the rest 

of the company began to crack Axel’s newly built structure. 

Employees were laid off and others got sick. Some never recovered.  

“We hired a lot of new people in the 2nd half of 2020 and that brought back the 

confusion from earlier.” While in better shape than the previous year, Axel’s team had once 

again reverted to Storming, and arguably back further to Forming since there were so many 

new faces popping up on video calls. Even though his team was performing well, a shock is a 

 
3 He recommended stocking up on Zoom accounts, not buying the stock, unfortunately.  
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shock and they found themselves falling back through the Tuckman model. Once again there 

was a need to re-define how they were going to work together.  

Getting back to Norming required a lot of communication and collaboration. How did 

Axel do this with zero travel? 

 

One of the more noteworthy surveys that came out of the middle of the pandemic was 

the 2021 Work Trend Index that looked at over 30,000 remote workers across 31 countries. The 

report found that the shift to remote work had scrambled interactions and communication4 and 

unsurprisingly suggested that leadership was more out of touch with their employees than 

before Covid-19. Perhaps the most interesting finding from the report was that employees 

were spending more time with those they knew and liked and less time with anyone else. That 

was good and bad news. Sure, more communication within small groups was a plus, but the 

report validated one of the biggest concerns of remote work, many working relationships 

suffered.   

Axel did not need this study to understand what was happening and he made specific 

efforts to chip away at these small virtual silos and broaden peoples’ networks. He tried to 

improve relationships across the entire team by connecting teammates from across the world 

who shared similar interests unrelated to work.  

To be clear, this was not new. In fact, a lot has been written about hosting online team 

events like trivia night, virtual happy hours and virtual escape rooms. For the first few months 

of lockdown, a lot of these were “fun” because no one knew what else to do. But screen fatigue 

quickly set in, and it didn’t take long for team building invites to be received with an eye-rolling 

type of resignation. Great, more time sitting in front of my computer doing mandatory events. 

Online orders for silly hats and scotch soared. 

 
4 The Next Great Disruption Is Hybrid Work—Are We Ready? (microsoft.com) 
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Axel avoided these team building efforts calling them “box checking, bureaucratic B.S.” 

These were more of the same sanitized top-down initiated corporate programs that tried to 

find short-term answers to long-term challenges. The real problem was that team members 

didn’t own these initiatives and if it wasn’t their idea, it didn’t have the same level of impact. 

This was a key lesson from the pandemic: distributed teams require distributed approaches 

towards solving problems.  

This did not mean scheduling more meetings, it meant removing them. If employees 

were burned out with too much screen time, it was better to get them away from the screen 

than mandate a virtual class on how to spend less time in front of screens.  

Rather than hosting relationship building events, Axel seeded ideas across the team to 

see which ones took off and which ones died. This was a Darwinian approach to remote team 

building. Let ideas evolve within the team and see what survives and thrives. This was his virtual 

lunch secret. It was a bottom-up leadership approach that ignored any corporate planning 

committees and allowed the team to find what worked best for them.  

Building connections remotely across global teams does not happen on its own. 

Developing ideas from the bottom up required nudging and Axel started inserting topics into 

conversation with the hope that individuals would run with ideas they liked. He attempted to 

get people talking about non-work topics like cooking, kid’s online schooling, video games, 

exercise and Netflix shows. What struck the biggest chord - a distorted one at that - was grunge 

music. It turned out that 2021 was the 30th anniversary of Nirvana’s Nevermind, one of the 

decade-defining albums of the 1990s. A Dutch teammate mentioned this as an aside during a 

team call, saying how that album had changed her life and turned her into a die-hard music fan. 

Someone else spoke up and shared their story about seeing the band live and from there things 

took off. Discussions and debate sprung up, sometimes to the point where work wasn’t getting 

done. 
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There were several classic rock fans. There was another group who was into classical 

music and others passionate about musicals. Suddenly the familiarity of workplace silos 

subsided as new tribes formed around music genres. While it did not bring everyone together 

into one happy family, it did manage to shuffle deck and heal a few workplace 

misunderstandings.  

One case found an American project manager, Joe, who had ongoing battles with 

teammates out of the Philippines, especially his main point of contact, Angelo. The Joe and 

Angelo feud had been a relationship of mistrust and frustration. That was until they both found 

out they were die-hard fans of early 90’s grunge music. Comparing notes, they discovered they 

had both seen the same bands perform live and began debating their best and worst albums. 

While this new bond did not solve all the working disagreements, it did make it easier for the 

two of them to talk through problems.  

Groups used Spotify to build playlists that were shared discussed and debated. Less 

noisy and popular, but still effective, was a group focused on cooking recipes. Axel got 

personally involved when a conversation turned to cocktail recipes. An employee out of 

Auckland, a former bartender taught teammates around the world how to mix red wine into 

drinks such as bloody marys and gin and tonics.  

For Axel, the pandemic will always be remembered as the time he mixed red wine and 

gin while listening to grunge music. 

It was important to admit that building relationships virtually had its limitations. There is 

something about face-to-face interactions that can’t be replicated and that is why throughout 

2020 and 2021, Axel kept fighting for his giant travel budget. The minute travel restrictions 

lifted, he wanted his people together face-to-face.  

He may not have defined it this way, but by initiating these relationship building 

channels, Axel had done his best to bring a virtual global team through the Norming stage. 

Would the results follow? 
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“At this point, I usually get out of everyone’s way and let them get on with their work 

but with a pandemic, nothing is normal.” Had his team been able to work on their own, they 

would have overshot all targets and expectations, but that’s not how things worked out. The 

teams were dependent on outside groups and pandemic life outside of work took on 

unexpected twists and turns for each person.  

 

“I felt I had to be much more involved in terms of managing things and that is always 

tricky,” he said.  

Performing for Axel, meant both getting out of the way and doing deep dive work with 

anyone who needed help. Help, it turned out, was needed both professionally and personally. 

Remote work was easier for some than others. Axel’s role as team leader had turned from 

manager to therapist, something he was never trained for.  

“In the past I would have a lot of one-on-one meet ups with people when I visited their 

office. When everyone went remote, those moments stopped, and it was easy to do nothing 

and assume people would reach out if they wanted to talk. But people aren’t like that!” Axel 

carved out hours each day to reach out to team members for chats. There were no agendas for 

these calls. Some found it great and for others, it was awkward.  

“I’m not close with everybody. Nobody is.” Behind the scenes Axel worked to connect 

team members where he didn’t have a positive rapport. “Morons like you who don’t have a 

sense of humor don’t always like me, if you can believe it, so it’s important to find channels for 

everyone.”  He initially tried to spend unused travel budget on coaching and mentoring 

programs, but when that was denied, he developed an unofficial support network across the 

team.  
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The Performing stage for Axel’s team during the pandemic was a cautious success story 

in that overall, the team managed to step up and deliver on their targets. The challenge was 

that the pandemic was anything but consistent across team members.  

     This won’t come as any surprise but surveys I conducted with clients showed team 

members having opposite reactions to how they felt about working remotely during the 

pandemic. One woman declared she would never go back to a commuting lifestyle again while 

her counterpart yearned for the peace and quiet of a daily train ride into, and out, of the city. 

Some loved working from home while others hated it. Some found they could be more 

productive and creative while others felt restricted and unable to think clearly.  

The Performing stage for newly remote teams, in other words, was a delicate affair that 

required constant attention. Axel was able to handle this by spending time navigating wildly 

different personalities across his team by building self-sufficient groups who developed 

stronger bonds of trust through non-work activities. He treated distributed challenges with 

distributed solutions.  

The final stage of the Tuckman model is Adjourning describing how teams separate once 

a project is finished. Axel was strangely familiar with this stage not because his teams’ finished 

projects and “adjourned”, but because throughout his career he would frequently upset 

executives higher up the food chain and get pushed out. It would be hard to find a manager 

more beloved and respected by those who reported to him and well as having a track record of 

results. But Axel’s corporate Achilles’ heel was that his success came from unconventional 

techniques that distributed power down to the individual team members, and he did a poor job 

of managing up - a topic we will look at in more detail in later chapters.  

By early 2022 as the team had found a steady cadence and was delivering both internal 

support and putting the final touches on a product that could be sold into the market, Axel was 

put on gardening leave and replaced by someone with a long track record of effectively telling 

upper management exactly what they wanted to hear. His beloved, but unused, travel budget 

was slashed. 

“This isn’t exactly the happier ever after ending most case studies have,” I told Axel. 
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“Work isn’t about everyone living ‘happily ever after’. Instead, we should celebrate the 

little happy endings along the way.” 

 And with that Axel ended our zoom call and headed to the airport, off to find the next 

dragon to slay in a world more interconnected, remote, hierarchical and flat.  

● Use the Tuckman Stages of Group Development model to determine your team’s current status. 

o Forming: The first stage where the structure of the team comes together. Be on the 
lookout for team members feeling ambiguous and avoiding due to low levels of trust. 
Team members look to a group leader for direction and guidance.  

o Storming: This stage occurs when the teammates use their own processes rather than 
an agreed upon structure. Interpersonal conflicts are common. Leadership, power, and 
structural issues dominate this stage. 

o Norming: Team members create new ways of working together. Leadership changes 
from ‘one’ teammate in charge to shared leadership. Team members learn they must 
trust one another for shared leadership to be effective. 

o Performing: True interdependence is the goal of this stage of group development. The 
team is flexible as individuals adapt to meet the needs of other team members. This is a 
highly productive stage both personally and professionally. Hierarchies across the team 
are now flatter.  

o Adjourning: Projects end, teams split up and we start all over again. 
● When in trouble, the best path forward may be to start by going backward. 

● To keep distributed teams performing requires distributed decision making rather than top-

down edicts. Germinate don’t dictate.  


