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INTRODUCTION
Successful innovation relies on the ideas and feedback of real people, either internal to 
your organization or external stakeholders, such as current or prospective  
customers. Every person has unique skills and abilities that can be leveraged in the 
innovation process from understanding customer needs, brainstorming, and building 
product concepts.

Particularly important are the cognitive styles of those on the innovation team.  
Understanding each style and how to leverage them during the innovation process 
can significantly improve engagement, contributions to your process, and overall team 
alignment.

Knowing your own cognitive style also encourages self-reflection. When you make 
someone aware of their natural impulses, they are more likely to keep those in check, 
especially during tasks that are outside their comfort zone.

THE FOUR ARCHETYPES
The science of cognitive styles is based on the work of Carl Jung, a Swiss psychiatrist 
and psychotherapist who founded analytical psychology. Jung proposed and  
developed the concepts of extraversion and introversion and behavioral archetypes. 
His work has been influential in psychiatry and in the study of religion, philosophy,  
archeology, anthropology, literature, and related fields. He was a prolific writer; many of 
his works were not published until after his death.

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), a popular psychometric instrument, was  
developed from Jung’s theory of psychological types. There are a number of adapta-
tions of the MBTI including our process, TEAMBUILDER.

Most psychometric assessments based on Jung produce a four-letter result. For  
example, on the MBTI, I am an INTJ, or Introvert, Intuitive, Thinking and Judging. Our 
TEAMBUILDER process also yields a four-letter result. 

For brevity, I’m going to focus on the middle two letters—in my case, NT. The middle 
two letters are a measure of dominant cognitive style, or how you process information. 
Understanding this is critical in team situations because everyone approaches problem 
solving differently.
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Our process classifies each person into four archetypes: The Storyteller, The Creative, 
The Implementer, and The Problem Solver. Among U.S. adults, The Storyteller is the 
most prevalent style and skews significantly toward females. Together, The Creatives 
and The Problem Solvers make up a quarter of the adult population. Research shows 
that each style is not balanced along gender, and significant differences exist by  
occupation and ethnicity.

THE FOUR TEAMBUILDER TYPES

STYLES AND INNOVATION TEAMS
When working with client teams on innovation projects, we use our TEAMBUILDER 
process to assign individuals to the best task.

An integral part of innovation is understanding customer needs. Internalizing needs 
requires active listening and a high degree of empathy. A skilled interviewer can also 
ascertain the relative importance of needs and pain-points by observing body language 
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and detecting changes in voice tone. While great interviewing is a learned skill, some 
people are more naturally gifted at doing this.

Did you know that there is a cognitive type that is hard-wired to sense and internalize 
customer needs? It’s true. TEAMBUILDER would classify this person as an “SF”, which 
stands for Sensing/Feeling. We call them Storytellers.

When working with client teams, we identify the Storytellers and assign them the role of 
“Needs Champions.” His or her job is to internalize customer needs and make sure that 
they don’t get lost in the innovation process.

The world needs organized people. Admittedly, some days I’m better at this than  
others. According to Jung (and TEAMBUILDER), the Implementer accounts for nearly 
3 in 10 adults and tilts toward males. He (or she in some cases) is very process driven 
and is the perfect choice to keep the internal team on task.

This person can be a great addition to any innovation team but has specific needs to 
stay engaged. Most importantly, Implementers need a process, agenda, and success 
metrics to navigate the fuzzy front end.

When we facilitate client ideation sessions, we strive to have at least one Creative and 
one Problem Solver in each break-out group. These two styles excel at generating 
original ideas, and their presence will actually help those in the group who find brain-
storming more difficult.

During concept building and refinement, the Problem Solvers are at their best. This 
process requires a lot of small-group work and, when possible, you want the Problem 
Solver to lead the break-out session. He or she is excellent at synthesizing ideas and 
will help bring others along.

At the beginning of an innovation assignment, we recommend testing your project team 
for their styles. This gives the project lead insight on how best to leverage each team 
member throughout the process. We always make sure that each person knows his or 
her style and that the full team understands how the styles work best together. When 
team assignments are based on leveraging unique gifts and abilities vs. things like  
tenure, position, or technical expertise, it goes a long way in building team cohesion.

Cognitive styles testing also encourages self-reflection. When you make someone 
aware of their natural impulses, they are more likely to keep those in check.  
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The Implementer, for example, can find ideation very frustrating because at times it 
seems like a lot of spaghetti being thrown at the wall. Well, it is supposed to feel that 
way. If the Implementers knows why they feel the way they do, they are more likely to 
“let it go” than disrupt the flow.

The best workshops and team meetings are designed to accommodate and maximize 
every style in the room. Activities can be designed that activate the left and right sides 
of the brain and tap into the potential of each person. 

If everyone feels connected to the process, and it accommodates their individual 
needs, this goes a long way in building team cohesion.

In your next innovation assignment, don’t forget the brains in the room. Everyone on 
the project team has an important role to play both technically and creatively.  
Individuals approach problem solving differently, and a good team leader provides the 
the right balance of structure and freedom to accommodate the various styles.

Background information on Carl Jung was adapted from the following Wikipedia citation. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Jung
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