
Hoffman began our podcast 

by relaying this story as an 

example of NASA?s focus on 

teamwork at its best and how 

much had been learned since 

the tragic disaster of the 

Columbia Shuttle, just six years 

prior, "[NASA] had many of the 

same people in the room for 

those two events. But what was 

different dramatically was the 

dynamics of how we work 

together in terms of the team. 

And it was one of those 

epiphany moments you get as 

an organization.?

In the Space Shuttle 119 case, 

with the risks of failure being 

high and the pressure of the 

tentative launch date 

approaching, Hoffman 

It?s January  2009 at the Kennedy 

Space Center and in the control 

room are Ed Hoffman and 

hundreds of NASA?s leaders and  

members of the project team, 

astronaut corps, engineering, 

and safety. They?re there 

because one of the four valves 

might not be operating correctly, 

and everyone in the room is 

evaluating whether to give the 

launch of the Space System 119 a 

?go? or ?no go?.

This week marks the 50th 
anniversary of NASA?s Apollo 11 
moon landing, a success that is 
still unparalleled half a century 
later. 

In honor of this anniversary, 
Shift?s Teams of Tomorrow 
Podcast spoke with NASA?s Dr. Ed 
Hoffman. Ed was most recently 
NASA?s Chief Knowledge Officer, 
and prior to that was the director 
of the NASA Academy for 
Engineering Leadership.

Ed?s been a lifelong advocate 
for teamwork, one of NASA?s four 
core values, and helps leaders of 
complex projects find ways in 
which teams can collaborate 
better and become more efficient.
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"[NASA] had many of the same people in the room 

for those two events. But what was different 

dramatically was the dynamics of how we work 

together in terms of the team."

describes how William Gerstenmaier, the Associate 

Administrator for Human Exploration and 

Operations, handles making the 'go' or 'no go' 

decision the ?highlight of his [Hoffman's] career?.

Gerstenmaier went around the room and asked 

every party ?What do you see?? and ?What are the 

issues?? Hoffman describes Gerstenmaier?s approach 

with admiration.  Through asking these questions, 

Gerstenmaier was able to engage everyone in an 

open and collaborative discussion to find a solution. 

?It was just an example of a tremendous team effort,? 

Hoffman explains with a remaining sense of awe in 

the outcome. ?The decision was to delay the launch. 

They did put about 1000 hours of effort into working 

the question that had come up, but they actually 

patented a new engineering technique for 

non- invasive inspection, and [Space Shuttle 119] 

launched successfully a couple of weeks later?.

Hoffman explains how reflecting on that day 

lead to the eureka moment drove his career 

dedication to teamwork. ?...this one was one of the 

proudest moments of my career, I felt exhilarated 

because we worked together well. And it really 

came as a team.?

 Within the six years between the Columbia 

Shuttle and Space Shuttle 119, NASA leadership 

had put an emphasis on investing in people and 

teams. A culture that was exemplified through 

Gerstenmaier and ultimately paid off. Hoffman 

reflects, ?It's about the people, leadership had 

learned. The importance of talking and 

communication...performance will happen for 

good or for bad, based on how you design your 

team, based on how you take care of your people, 

based on how learning and collaboration and 

networking takes place.?

Building Momentum and 

Cult ivat ing the Team 

Culture 

Even with his Tale of Two Shuttles, Hoffman?s 



any bumpy roads that may lie 

ahead. 

     By setting aside the time with 

your team, you can collaborate 

and set expectations, which 

Hoffman declared to be key 

factors in generating the 

innovation necessary for 

change. NASA?s focus on teams 

allows the organization to be 

forward- thinking and has led to 

many discoveries. He 

emphasized that the key to a 

team?s ability to innovate is 

having a high degree of 

psychological safety, stating,  

?psychological safety, the safety 

of being able to bring up 

anything, it's the ability to be 

able to innovate, and to be able 

to do things that you know 

haven't been done before. And... 

it's working with people that you 

like, it's having that 

collaboration, that sense of 

respect, and inclusion to be 

their management wants them 

to do.? 

   When asked for the ideal time 

for an organization to pivot their 

focus and dedicate effort and 

resources on teams and 

collaboration, Hoffman 

recommends, ?When you're 

under pressure, you're under 

costs, and you want to do things 

fast? He goes on to describe how 

times of crisis, when reinvention 

is most needed, should be the 

signal that it is time for the 

organization to take a step 

back, realign with its associates 

and invest in stable and effective 

teams who are ready to take on 

"The leadership, the senior 

executives have a lot of 

responsibility for creating 

an environment where 

[team]s are valued."

ideology on the focus of teams 

has been questioned and 

challenged by leadership 

throughout the organization. His 

response? He always asks each 

skeptic to describe their latest 

problem or biggest failure, and 

he?s noticed, ?in almost every 

case the human dimension, the 

team dimension was faulty.?

 Hoffman preaches to 

organizational leaders that it?s 

not enough to just buy into a 

culture around teams, but that  

?the leadership, the senior 

executives have a lot of 

responsibility for creating an 

environment where [team]s are 

valued.? When leaders practice 

exhibiting a team mentality in 

their day- to- day lives as 

Gerstenmaier did, it will trigger 

a domino effect across all levels 

of the organization, ?Because at 

the end of the day... people in 

organizations do what they think 



effective?.

     Hoffman stressed that innovation 

can take on many different forms in 

many different industries. Particularly, 

when he has been challenged by the 

risks associated with innovation, 

Hoffman empathizes saying, ?In my 

career, I was being asked to talk at a 

lot of places, over and over again, 

military, oil and gas, pharmaceutical 

[organizations]. I started realizing, 

what they have in common with NASA 

is that they're also environments where 

if things go really bad, you could be 

talking about life or death?. Yet he 

encourages leaders in those industries 

to open their minds around the word 

?innovation? and find an appropriate 

risk profile that allows for a safe- to- fail 

environment. ?I think in all 

organizations, you have to take the 

time to think about your risk profile. You 

have to say, in our portfolio, what is one 

of the things that we're doing that we 

can fail at? How can we fail fast and 

where can we take chances? Can we 

do it low cost, and can try things out?? 

Hoffman speaks about the triumph of 

the Mars Pathfinder and how this 

mission was identified as a low- risk 

robotic mission where team members 

were encouraged to try new things. In 

the end, the team successfully met all 

the mission objectives of reaching Mars 

within the allocated budget and 

timeline.

Navigat ing the 

Future of Teamwork

 Dr. Hoffman describes one of his 

favorite team- building activities is ?to 

get young professionals, the 

next- generation employees, to share 

their stories about what they're worried 

about what it's like to start [at the] 

organization, and then have 

experienced people in the room share 

their stories of what it was like for 

them?. 

     He is now practicing this exercise by 

taking all of his career- long learnings 

and sharing them with the next 

generation of students at Columbia 

University?s Professional Studies for the 

Master of Science in Information and 

Knowledge Strategy program, where 

he is a Senior Lecturer. 

     Hoffman describes his classroom as 

an eclectic group of future leaders 

from around the globe. His excitement 

was uncontainable as he described his 

students? backgrounds, ?they're 

working in pharma, they're working in 



healthcare, there's a lot obviously in 

finance, and then consulting and 

government and military.? By exposing his 

class to different frameworks, models, 

and theories Hoffman hopes to help his 

students build a toolbox filled with 

templates like the Business Model Canvas, 

and solutions such as Shift?s Align, 

Perspective, and Habits to help them 

navigate their future workplaces 

successfully.

     Through his students, Hoffman sees 

the next generation?s desire to be a part of an effective team within an organization that values 

teamwork. As this new generation enters the workforce, and workflows stray away from individual 

contributors and pivot towards agile methodologies, organizations must create environments that 

foster effective teams.

     As we signed off with Hoffman, he pulls it all together, ?It's about the importance of team, it's the 

importance of adaptability, it's the importance of experimentation and feedback.? Hoffman closes 

reiterating that the organizations that will prevail in our complex and uncertain future are the ones 

who embrace, and invest in teams.?

If you'd like to hear the full podcast, learn more 

about Shift or star t a tr ial of Shift 's tools, visit: 

www.chooseshift.com

Shift's suite of tools

Parker Mitchell

CEO of Shift & Host of  Teams of 
Tomorrow's Podcast
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