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Optimal Team Performance: Lessons from Jazz

The Jazzthink model for teamwork is built around an acronym for TEAM: Talent, Enjoyment, Alignment,  
and Manifestation.

Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith, in their seminal research on teams, defined teams as small groups of people 
“with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, set of performance goals, and approach for 
which they hold themselves mutually accountable.” That’s a pretty good definition of a great jazz group as well. 
Katzenbach and Smith found 8 approaches shared by successful teams, whether they are performing in the workplace 
or in the jazz club. Let’s see how these approaches fit into the Jazzthink model. The K&S approaches are numbered 
in brackets below.

Talent 
K&S found that great teams selected their members for skill and skill potential, 
not personality (1) and constantly challenged that talent with fresh facts and 
information to keep members engaged and growing (2). Jazz combos are constantly 
testing and honing the skills of their members. They call for a commitment to 
grow your talent, increase your proficiency, and develop your ability to improvise 
as new situations and possibilities emerge.

Enjoyment
K&S found that great teams spend lots of time together (3) and learn how 
to use the power of positive feedback, recognition, and reward (4). Jazz 
musicians who perform well together enjoy each other’s company and 
stimulate each other’s growth through encouragement and appreciation. It 
doesn’t mean that suggestions for improvement are not offered candidly 
and directly, but they are accepted as a means of increasing the enjoyment 
of the use of the talent. 

Alignment
K&S found that great teams established a sense of urgency around performance standards and direction 
(5) and set some clear rules of behaviour to ensure that the performance standards were met and the 
group moved together in the direction chosen (6). Jazz groups are keen to align their diverse talents 
around the performance of the chosen tune. All of their different instruments, experiences, and 
abilities must be focused on playing the same tune, so that their unique ideas about how best to 
play that tune can align to create a great performance. That’s true improvisation and innovation.

Manifestation
Talent, enjoyment, and alignment form a manifesto of what is to be done. Doing the performance 
is essential. Otherwise, there is no teamwork or jazz of any significance. In manifesting the 
performance, K&S found the great teams paid particular attention to their first meetings and 
actions (7), focusing on a few immediate performance-oriented tasks and goals to get things 
off to the right start (8). What carefully chosen actions will build the right momentum for 
the performance desired? That’s a crucial question for teams and jazz groups as they seek to 

enjoy the manifestation of their aligned talents.

For more on the 8 approaches to successful teams, see  
Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith, “The  

Discipline of Teams,” Harvard Business 
Review, July 2005.
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