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At Mercy Corps, our experience and work on adaptive management has shown time and again 
that managers are key to creating a team culture where individuals are encouraged to 
collaborate, learn and adapt. We are now training managers and their teams in four specific 
practices to foster this adaptive culture. The premise is that: 
 
 

If managers show they care deeply, build trust in and empower their teams through using 
the four practices of People with Possibility, then people will speak up, challenge each 
other and embrace smart risk so our people are enabled do the best work of our lives, and 
achieve greater innovation and impact in our work. 

 

 



 

THE FOUR PRACTICES  

From deep research into neuroscience, behavioral economics, cutting edge management theory 
and Mercy Corps experience, we have identified the following four practices as a foundation to 
building trust and empowering teams to innovate. They are called practices because they need 
to be practiced regularly! 

Promote wellbeing  

Show your team that you ‘care deeply’ about their work and well-being. 
Be specific in acknowledging progress. Be present/observant and notice 
how people are. Set rules/norms for care (e.g. times of emails, holiday 
and R&R usage).  

Have candid conversations  

Build a team culture of asking for, giving and acting on feedback. Be a 
good coach. Notice what needs to be said, and be courageous in having 
difficult conversations. Pay attention to each other and speak up to 
stimulate ideas. ‘Diversity is powerful’ if ‘every voice matters’.  

Build ownership  

Trust your team to try, fail and learn. Share a clear vision. Delegate work 
and decisions, not just tasks. Set clear expectations. Do not 
micromanage, but coach and co-create solutions. Provide constructive 
feedback and acknowledgement. 

Make time to reflect and adapt  

Pause work to reflect on what’s working and look for patterns, hurdles 
and opportunities. Source different perspectives. Use learning to make 
decisions about if, where and how to adapt.  

 

PRACTICE MOMENTS 

To help catalyze the integration of these practices into daily work life, we have identified specific 
‘practice moments’ where managers and team members can always find ways to apply the 
People with Possibility principles: onboarding, one-to-one meetings and team meetings.  

 



 

A DIFFERENT KIND OF TRAINING 

Our goal is to grow our teams through our managers. We are working with managers to 
introduce the four practices to their teams, so all our people are equipped to embody our 
culture and do the best work of their lives. Instead of sending managers to a training only to 
come back to the “same old” ways of working, we’re having them facilitate discussions and 
create agreements with their teams around the four practices and the neuroscience they’re 
based on, usually by holding a one hour-long People with Possibility discussion with their team 
per week. 

The discussions are presented as part of a suite of activities and materials concerning the four 
practices which support managers and team members at all levels to apply and practice them 
including videos, discussion guides, templates and tip sheets. 
 
 

THE PROCESS 

A kick off workshop for managers in a region or working group creates shared meaning, 
introduces basic neuroscience concepts, and gives managers the experience of embodying and 
propagating our culture. 
 
Videos for team incorporation allow managers to share practices with teams during 
team meetings, facilitate a discussion, and co-design how they will be practiced in the team. 
 
Reminder email templates help managers keep the discussion going throughout the 

week without taking time away from their busy schedules.   ll 
 
Social learning through platforms such as Workplace and other communication media 
allow team members to live the new language of People with Possibility with each other and 
across regions and teams. This is supplemented with additional resources and media that can 
be shared. 
 
lll 
PILOTS 

In the true spirit of working adaptively, pilots have been happening in Myanmar, Jordan, 
Portland, OR, London and Edinburgh at different levels to test the material, the dynamics, and 
the learning process. We use blended, on-the-job learning that taps into neuroscience, 
behavioral economics and theories of social learning. By tracking metrics and receiving regular 
feedback, we’ve been able to find and make important changes to ensure lasting culture change 
at Mercy Corps.  
 
 
 

 


