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What does it really take for  
teams to produce brilliant,  
creative work over and over? 
Is it talent? Is it the result of having a vibrant, fun culture? 
Is it just sheer will and hustle?

While all of those things play a part, none of them is sufficient  
to sustain great work over time. Even the most talented teams will  
burn out if their pace is unsustainable. A fun, vibrant culture can  
feel frivolous when deadlines are stalking you. Sheer will and hustle  
won’t produce a great idea when you need it most.

So what do creative teams need most in order to produce their  
best work? In the course of my conversations with creative pros  
and leaders over the past several years, two themes consistently  
emerged: stability and challenge.

Creative teams need stability
A commonly held myth about highly creative people is that  
they just want complete freedom. They don’t want to be fenced  
in. However, for most experienced creative pros this isn’t really  
true. They recognize that they need boundaries, because without  
them they can’t effectively channel their time and attention. As  
Orson Welles once famously quipped, “The absence of limitations  
is the enemy of art.” 

However, many leaders overstep their role and try to control the  
work of their team. When this happens, their team is likely to push  
back on the overly-constrictive boundaries, which creates conflict  
and frustration, and probably sub-par work.

Leaders need to provide clarity about expectations, process, and  
strategy, then allow the creative people on their team to do what  
they do best. They also need to protect their team’s time and  
attention from the endless parade of meetings, out-of-date policies,  
and pointless requests. These things only rob their team members  
of the precious attention they need to solve the problems they’re  
actually being paid to solve.
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Creative teams need challenge 
Stability alone isn’t sufficient, because with too much of it highly  
creative people will grow bored. They also need to be given permission  
to take risks, to experiment, to develop their craft, and to tackle  
new and more challenging work. They need to know that their leader  
has faith in them, and that they’ll be protected if they fail. 

In short, challenge is about establishing expectations, clearing the  
path, then getting out of the way and allowing your team to do what  
it does best. And providing the resources, coaching, and support  
they need along the way. 

The problem is that stability and challenge exist in tension with one  
another. As you stabilize the team’s work, you also tend to increase  
predictability, which lowers the degree of challenge. And as you amp  
up the challenge, you tend to de-stabilize the environment. Managers  
are uniquely positioned to be able to dial in the right amount of  
stability and challenge for members of the team, and to ensure that  
they aren’t burning out or getting bored. The potential effects this  
can have on individual team members look something like this:
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This makes it difficult for many  
organizations to keep their  
team appropriately challenged  
while simultaneously providing  
the stability they need in order  
to thrive. When a team lacks  
the appropriate amount of  
either stability or challenge, a  
troublesome and unhealthy  
culture can emerge. Worse,  
it is likely a culture that is  
hostile to the creative process  
of talented people. 
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But it’s not just  
about the people 
It can be tempting to compartmentalize.  
We think, “Yeah, all that stability and challenge  
stuff sounds nice. Maybe we’ll get around  
to that someday.” We put our heads down,  
get back to business, and ignore this reality:  
organizations that don’t strike this balance with 
their people will ultimately imbalance their  
entire organization. In other words, there’s a 
layer we can put on top of the matrix above  
to illustrate the impact each quadrant has on 
the organization as a whole. 

the Shooting Star Organization
When there is a high degree of challenge, but a low degree of  
stability (top left), a team might produce a lot of effective and  
publicly recognized work for a season. They rise to the occasion  
and do whatever it takes to please the client or organization.  
However, because their pace, chaotic process, and uncertainty  
surrounding their work are unsustainable, they eventually begin  
to experience fatigue, frustration, and burnout. We call these  

“shooting star” organizations because they often burn brilliant  
and bright for a season before flaming out. They certainly had  
the talent necessary to continue producing great work, but  
they lacked the stability necessary to ensure their sustainability.

The remedy for organizations in danger of becoming a “shooting  
star” is to do an analysis of their culture and process and to ensure  
that the team leaders have the authority to make decisions, to  
protect the team’s time and energy, and to prune unnecessary  
commitments from the team’s schedule so that they have the  
necessary space to approach their work with their best effort. 
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The Sweatshop Organization
When there is a low degree of challenge, combined with  
a low degree of stability, it’s difficult for talented creative  
pros to find any meaning in their work. They show up every  
day and do their job, but they are perpetually looking for  
something that will allow them to practice their craft toward  
a more meaningful end. Organizations that combine a  
chaotic process with repetitive and uninspiring work will  
have a difficult time attracting and retaining creative talent,  
which only creates a kind of “doom loop” of degenerating  
work, culture, and organizational morale.

The key for an organization that senses it’s drifting toward  
being a “sweatshop” is to first stabilize the process, and then  
to try to identify some sort of passion project that can unite  
the team and help them feel a sense of meaning in the work.  
Without a degree of challenge or a sense of eventual purpose,  
talented creative people will seek better horizons. 

The Summer Camp Organization
When there is a high degree of stability, but a low degree of  
challenge, an organization is in danger of becoming a “summer  
camp”. This is often what happens to teams that prioritize  
creating a fun culture, filling the environment with amenities,  
and over-ensuring that everyone on the team has plenty of  
capacity for the work they’re doing. On the surface none of  
this is harmful. But, without being challenged to push into  
uncomfortable-yet-valuable places, the team will grow bored  
and begin looking for something new. 

One contributor to the “summer camp” vibe in many organizations  
is an insecure leader who prioritizes being liked over being  
effective. This leader is unwilling to make difficult decisions, to  
push the team to stretch beyond what’s comfortable, to hold  
them accountable for their failures, or to challenge them to keep  
working even after they think they’re finished. They play the  
role of “camp counselor”, encouraging team members but never  
pushing them to strive for new heights. Again, highly talented  
creative people will eventually grow bored in such an environment  
and will seek better horizons.
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The Sustainable Organization 
Of course, when you attain the right mix of challenge and stability  
within your team, you are in the sweet spot. Your team has the  
clarity of process necessary to make decisions and take risks. They  
also feel challenged to stretch themselves, to push the work in  
new and unexpected directions, and to develop their craft so that  
they are poised to take on new and more difficult challenges. 

Notice the distinction (hint: it’s in the name). Sustainable. Of all four  
creative organizations, this is the only one that is sustainable long- 
term. Sooner or later, whether you’re a shooting star, a sweatshop,  
or a summer camp, the imbalance catches up with you. This is  
the only kind of organization that can thrive over the long haul.

The problem for attentive leaders is that the proper mix of stability  
and challenge is not a static target. Your team as a whole, as well  
as individual team members, must be monitored continuously for  
signs that they are spinning out into instability or feeling stretched  
beyond what they’re capable of delivering. As a team leader, you  
need to keep your finger on the pulse of your team to ensure that  
you’re providing them with the stability and challenge necessary  
for them to thrive.

So, as you consider your team’s current work environment, are  
you providing the right level of stability? Is there a clear playing  
field, and have your expectations been concisely communicated? 
And are team members being challenged by their work and feeling  
permission to take risks and grow their skills?

If you get these right, you’re creating an environment in which  
creative people can thrive.
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