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Bioteaming: Natural Models for Virtual Teams

a presentation by:

Ken Thompson
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• Why virtual teams need to look to nature
• Introduction to bioteaming
• What can we learn from……

– Ants: Group Messaging
– Bird Flocks: How to swarm
– Food Webs: Team Networks 
– Sticklebacks: Collaboration Strategies
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The Problem with teams
Lots of statistics… but more fun to just look at the news archives…

Freeloading
YouGov poll of 2,500 employees reports that 8 out of 10 staff are unhappy about 

“dead wood” colleagues

Motivation
In a recent ICM survey, three-quarters of people said they would stop working if 

they won the lottery. 

Leadership
The Wall Street Journal reports that US managers see their management role as 

limited to one of staff control with no place for mentoring and coaching

Overwork
Fortune Magazine, describes the angst many are finding with work-life balance. 

“When vacations are merely a change of work venue then something is badly wrong”
“Businesses need to be 24/7 but individuals don’t”

“The volume of electronic interactions is headed towards infinity”

© Ken Thompson June 2006� �� � � � � �� 	 
 �� � � 
 � � ��� � � � �� ��� � �� �� � 
 � ��� � � � �

© Ken Thompson June 2006� �� � � � � �� 	 
 �� � � 
 � � ��� � � � �� ��� � �� �� � 
 � ��� � � � �

The Problem with virtual teams
• Commitment

– Research shows it is easier to break a (virtual) commitment 
to someone you rarely meet than a (physical) commitment

• Focus
– Non-business-related web activity in the workplace is 

consuming up to 40% of the working day

• Technology
– According to research the image of executives managing 

their lives through PDAs is hugely exaggerated – only one in 
seven use them

• Leadership
– Research report concludes “Managers of flexible workers 

manage in a different way than traditionally and have a 
different competence profile.”
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Biomimicry
from the Greek bios; life and mimesis; imitation

• Nature as model
– Study, imitate or take inspiration from natures 

models to solve human problems

• Nature as measure
– Use ecological standards to judge the 

‘rightness’ of our innovations

• Nature as mentor
– The true value of nature is not what we can 

extract from it but what we can learn from it
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The social biologist Carl Anderson has been able to observe 
4 different types of teamwork in biological teams:
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Humankind did not invent teams
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The Cell Nervous Systems Ants Bees Termites

SongbirdsWolvesDolphins

Ecosystems Gaia

Sticklebacks

Crocodile Bird

The most successful teams on the planet are not human teams

Geese
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www.bioteams.com: biomimicry (biomimetrics) in area of team dynamics
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Lead:  Every team member a leader

1: Info not Orders 
2: Team Intelligence
3: Permission Granted

Connect:  Connect to team, partners and networks

4: Always On
5: Symbiosis
6. Cluster 

Execute: Experiment, co-operate and learn
9: Genetic Algorithms
8: Tit-for-Tat
7:  Swarm

Organise: Establish sustainable self-organisation
12. Emerge
11: Porous Membranes
10: Autopoiesis (Self-Organising Networks)

The Essential DNA of
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What is it like to be an ant?
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