
Team Up 

L i k e  it or not, innovation is a team sport. Few worthy 
innovations are accomplished alone or even by groups 
of people who have the same basic knowledge and 
expertise. Here we look at what it takes to team and 
explain why teaming is more challenging than it might 
first appear. We explore the crucial role of psychological 
safety-along with other enabling factors-in helping 
people team effectively. And because teaming across 
disciplinary lines is so vital to innovation, we'll pay 
particular attention to the types of boundaries people 
confront when teaming to innovate, and how to bridge 
them effectively. We'll start with a story that showcases 
just about every kind of seemingly insurmountable 
boundary imaginable. 
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Strange Bedfellows 

It is hard to imagine two more different thought-worlds 
than Holly w ood and the CIA But what makes the story 
of the fate of six American hostages in Iran truly gripping 
is the teaming between these strange bedfellows, and 
how it brought the hostages home. As you read this story, 
consider the types of boundaries between these players, 
the nature of the teaming that occurred, and the innova-
tive solution itself. How did teaming up across boundar-
ies produce innovation? 

Early in the morning of November 4, 1979, at the 
United States Embassy in Tehran, lran's capital city, a 
rapidly growing crowd of anti-American student pro-
testors was demanding that ousted monarch ("Shah") 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi be returned from U.S. exile. 
They wanted him to be tried by the revolutionary gov-
ernment led by Ayatollah Khomeini. The crowd rushed 
the embassy gates, chanting, "Allahu Akbar!" (God is 
great!) and "Marg bar Amrika!" (Death to America!). Soon 
students were scaling the walls of the embassy. Wtthin 
minutes, the protestors swarmed the vast compound that 
contained the ambassador's residence and staff offices. 2 1 
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Consular diplomat Martin Lijek, in Iran on his first 
consular post, hoped the adjacent visa-processing build-
ing where he worked would not be in the protestors' 
path. He hoped that no one would suspect that a small 
collection of American embassy staff, Iranian employees, 
and visa applicants was on the second floor. 22 Martin's 
group included his wife, Cora (consular assistant),Joseph 
Stafford (senior foreign service officer), Stafford's wife, 
Kathleen (consular assistant), and Robert Anders (senior 
consular officer). 

Suddenly, the building went dark as power was cut. 
Gunshats rang out in the compound. Escaping capture 
was paramount: Iranian employees had known neighbors 
who were apprehended and executed by revolutionary 
guards. As the crowd neared their building, Martin and 
his peers destroyed the plates used to make visa stamps, 
improvised an evacuation plan, and ushered both staff 
and applicants to the back door. This was the sole exit on 
the embassy compound with direct street access. 

The Iranian visa applicants exited first, in small 
groups, ahead of the American staff. One lranian group 
was captured moments later and taken back to the 
embassy. The Lijeks, Staffords, and Anders headed to 
the British Embassy, several blocks away. The American 
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escapees had almost reached the embassy when they 
encountered another demonstration. 

Eventually, the group foW1d refug e  in the residence 
of Ken Taylor, the Canadian ambassador. The six became 
known at the State Department and CIA as the "house-
guests." Aware that the lives of the Canadian ambassador 
and his so-called houseguests were at risk if the presence 
of the Americans became known, experts in Washington, 
D.C., were considering a nwnber of rescue plans, mostly 
involving overland routes by p assing roads and checkpoints. 

Tony Mendez, GraphicsAuthentication Division head 
at the CIA, was called in to come up with a plan for bring-
ing the hostages home. False identities were Mendez's 
specialty. He had spent 14 years in the CIA's Office of 
Technical Service-a real-world version of James Bond's 
"Q" branch-and had helped more than a hW1dred agents 
and others escape life-threatening situations abroad. 

The problem was that neither the Canadian nor 
American diplomarie corps leaders could conceive of a 
credible reason for any North Americans to be in Tehran 
after the hostage crisis had begun. Teachers, agricultural 
researchers, and others had all left. In the midst of the 
brainstorming, Mendez had a unique idea: to assemble a 
film scouting crew. 
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strategyfor boundarymanagementis essential. Guidelines 
are needed for specifying points at which separate team-
ing activities must come together to coordinate resources 
and decisions. Carfrae and his team thus adopted a strat-
egy for "interface management" that divided the project 
into "volumes" based on physical and temporal boundar-
ies. Each volume was owned by a subteam. An interface 
existed when anything touched or crossed a boundary. 
Regular interface coordination meetings were held to 
manage physical, functional, contractual, and operational 
boundaries. Through extensive documentation, the team 
eliminated mistakes that might otherwise have occurred 
at these boundaries-saving materials and funds, and 
sparing headaches. 




