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Who Is Team Toolkit & What Do They Do?

In 2017, a group of five engineers at MITRE’s Bedford Massachusetts location set out to explore 
ways to help people understand what innovation is and how to do it. Calling ourselves “Team 
Toolkit,” our mission was to democratize innovation and increase people’s access to tools and 
knowledge necessary to deliver innovative solutions to hard problems. 

Over the past five years, we have designed and delivered hundreds of innovation workshops, 
launched a website that features over two dozen innovation tools, wrote and published two 
books, and in 2020 we received MITRE’s highest accolade, the Program Recognition Award. 
The ITK community has now grown to include 50+ people across multiple divisions & locations. 

This paper tells the story of how we built the innovative culture that is core to our success. It 
focuses primarily on the ITK leadership team and our history, but also touches on the wider ITK 
community and our future. The paper concludes by providing some tips on how your team or 
organization can build an innovative culture too.

ITK FOUNDERS in 2018
Aileen Laughlin, Jessica Yu, Stephanie Medicke, Rachel Warshawsky, & Dan Ward
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The ITK team defines culture as “a group’s shared 
beliefs and behaviors.” So we can think about 
culture as being made of two primary elements: 
how a group of people think and how they act.

Suppose the members of a group share a belief 
that speed is important to the work they do. In that 
case, they might decide to establish processes, 
incentives, priorities, and other behavioral norms 
around rapid decision-making and a bias towards 
quick action. They may set goals related to 
reducing the time between concept and delivery of 
a product and may embrace rapid prototyping as a 
central practice. The group might then be said to 
have built “a culture of speed.” 

Beliefs and behaviors are generally expressed 
through language, symbols, and rituals. 
Catchphrases, images, and repeated practices help 

to establish and reinforce the culture. When a new 
member joins a group, they can demonstrate their 

cultural understanding by adopting the group’s 
language and symbols, and by participating in the 
rituals. Our hypothetical group with a culture of 
speed might decide to adopt Will Farrell’s 2006 
racing comedy Talladega Nights as their go-to pop 
culture reference, and the members might regularly 
quote Ricky Bobby’s slogan “I wanna go fast.”

Cultures do not emerge fully formed in a day, 
nor do they come straight from a senior leader’s 

What Is Culture?

The process of building 
a culture is iterative 
and collaborative.



pronouncement. Instead, the process of building a 
culture is iterative and collaborative. Each member 
of the group contributes to – and is shaped by – 
the culture they are building together through their 
daily interactions and decisions. 

Culture emerges when beliefs and behaviors are 
spread throughout the group and held in common. 
Every person comes to a group with a preexisting 
set of beliefs and behavior, some or all of which 
may be incorporated into the overall group’s culture. 
Team Toolkit found that reading books together and 
discussing them was a particularly effective way to 
build shared beliefs and define behaviors. Movies, 

music, and video games can all play a similar role, 
with quotes and characters serving as short-hand 
references to deeper elements.

It is important to recognize that culture is almost 
never monolithic. Co-cultures and sub-cultures 
inevitably develop alongside a group’s primary 
culture. Similarly, culture tends to be dynamic 
rather than static. It evolves over time, as 
membership changes and as the group gains new 
experiences or is exposed to new environments, 
demands, opportunities, and threats. 

Not all cultures are equally healthy and productive, 
and some are actively toxic. For example, a culture 
of grace and respect ensures all members are able 
to grow and contribute to the mission. In contrast, 
a culture that tolerates bullying and rewards 
demeaning behavior tends to undermine a group’s 
performance and restricts each member’s ability 
to contribute. And even a healthy culture has the 

potential to go sour. A culture of speed might turn 
toxic if members decide to tolerate bad behavior 
(illegal, abusive, dismissive, etc) simply because it 
is fast behavior.

Thus, one sign of a healthy culture is a willingness 
of group members to engage in collective self-
examination and to adjust beliefs and behaviors 
over time. One sign of an unhealthy culture is 
a refusal to examine or evolve our beliefs and 
behaviors. All members of the group have a role to 
play in building a positive culture and rooting out 
any toxicity.

Defining & Building ITK’s 
Entrepreneurial Culture
This brings us to Team Toolkit’s culture. From the 
beginning, the group took a deliberate approach to 
building its culture, regularly discussing what sort of 
beliefs we shared (or wanted to share) and how to 
express those beliefs through action. Over the course 
of many conversations (and mountains of sticky 
notes), we worked to build a dynamic consensus 
about the type of culture we wanted to build.

This was not a simple straight-line process, as if 
we simply made a list of cultural attributes (see 
text box) and our team’s culture neatly fell into 
place. Culture building requires a more organic and 
iterative approach.

SOME ELEMENTS OF ITK’S CULTURE
• Collaboration

• Autonomy

• Entrepreneurism 
& Initiative

• Based on shared 
leadership 

• Thrifty

• Reading

• Failure Cake

• Centered on food

• Based on friendship

• Diversity, Equity 
& Inclusion
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Instead, we explored and experimented with a variety of attributes. We asked questions like “What does it mean to be 
collaborative?” and “How might shared leadership work?” Our list grew and shrank over time, as we tried out various 
cultural elements to see if they were a fit. Some we kept, others we discarded, and most we modified over time.

Even something as apparently straightforward as 
“centered on food” took work and creativity. Sure, 
we liked to eat tasty food together, but did we 
believe it was an important activity for the group? 
And what did that mean in actual practice? Did we 
need to bring snacks to every meeting? Enough to 
share with everyone? Did we need a signup sheet 
to keep track of it all? Or would an occasional lunch 
outing suffice?

Clearly, a group’s culture can be described 
and expressed in a variety of ways. While any 
description of a group’s culture will be incomplete, 
the next part of this paper presents some details 
about some of the specific beliefs and behaviors 
the ITK team adopted as we were forming. In 
addition to describing the language, symbols, 
and rituals we adopted for each of those cultural 
attributes, we’ll also identify ways certain parts of 
our culture have changed over time. And since 
even a small team will develop sub-cultures and 
co-cultures, it is worth noting that some members 
of the ITK team may identify with certain parts of 
the following description more than others.

A Culture of Collaboration

One of the first attributes we agreed on was that 
we wanted to be collaborative. We all felt that 
working together and supporting each other was 
an important element of how we wanted the 
team to function. We further believed that strong 
collaboration would help us do better work and 
would make the work feel more rewarding. 

Accordingly, we adopted a supportive buddy-system 
structure for most of our activities. We regularly 
reinforced the concept – in thought and in action 
– that nobody had to make any solo contributions. 
No member of the team was expected to give a 
presentation, develop a tool, or facilitate a session 
by themselves. We discouraged single-person 
efforts and actively sought out advice, support, and 

perspectives from each other on every initiative. In 
the first phase of ITK’s existence, all five members 
were involved in virtually every aspect of the work.

As interest and demand for our services increased, 
we gradually shifted to a mode where only two or 

three people might work on an effort, instead of 
all five of us. The team grew to seven and then 
nine members, which solidified the shift from “all 
hands on deck” to “some hands on deck” for any 
given activity. In its current form, some of the more 
experienced ITK members will occasionally lead an 
ITK session solo, but our general preference is still 
to have at least two facilitators for every session.
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The ITK Tool Development Process shown in 
Figure 1 provides a specific example of what this 
collaborative culture looks like in practice. More 
details about that process can be found in a March 
2021 blog post. This five-minute Idea Development 
Process video is another example of how ITK 
members work together to develop and implement 
new ideas.

A Culture of Autonomy

While the team actively decided to build a culture 
of collaboration, other cultural elements emerged 
spontaneously from the nature of the work. The 
ITK project started out as a “side-hustle” for 
each member, rather than a formally assigned 
responsibility. Even now, ITK is not anyone’s official 
full-time job, and the members of the team belong 
to a variety of different departments and work on 
a range of projects. The fact that we are largely 
independent from the company’s formal leadership 
and management structures automatically lends 
itself to a culture of autonomy. 

While this aspect of our culture was sparked by our 
circumstance, maintaining it has required deliberate 
decisions and actions. We still regularly discuss 
the possibility of becoming our own department or 
otherwise formalizing our structure to align under a 
particular leader. We still regularly conclude that we 
do not want to follow that path at this time. 

We believe that our autonomy is a benefit for our 
team, and we put that belief into practice by building 
a team that spans multiple departments… and by 

respectfully declining the occasional invitation to 
create an ITK department under a single division or 
organization.

A Culture of Entrepreneurism 
& Initiative

Entrepreneurship is a choice, not a position. Nobody 
gets hired or assigned to be an entrepreneur. 
Similarly, the ITK project has never been a formal 
assignment for anyone. Instead, it is something we 
all volunteered to do. This naturally led to creating a 
culture of initiative and action-taking. 

The only way anything was going to get done on 
this project was if one or more of us volunteered to 
make it happen. We adopted the phrase “invitations, 
not obligations” as a way to describe this aspect 
of our culture. We explicitly decided to not appoint 
one person as the “CEO of ITK,” or the person in 
charge of making executive decisions for and about 
the group. Instead of adopting a permission-seeking 
posture, we encourage people to take the initiative to 
make decisions and implement actions. This culture 
of entrepreneurial initiative blends with our culture of 
shared leadership, discussed below.

Recent team growth has led us to revisit this 
particular aspect of ITK’s culture. We are exploring 
the possibility of bringing some “obligations” to the 
work, as ITK becomes more widely adopted across 
the company and more regularly integrated into 
MITRE’s work. It is possible that our invitation-not-
obligations model will need to evolve in the future, to 
ensure we are able to follow through on requests and 
meet our commitments. Perhaps the team will need 
to introduce – and accept – obligations, as both the 
team and the demand signal grows.

A Culture Of Shared Leadership

One of the first structural decisions the ITK team 
made was to adopt a shared leadership structure. 
We believed that shared leadership was possible 
and productive, and it is how we chose to organize 
ourselves. In practice, that meant we shared two 
things: authority and information. 
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In terms of authority, any member could make 
virtually any decision about the group or for the 
group, without having to seek permission from 
anyone else. This worked nicely for several reasons. 
We trusted each other to make sound decisions, 
and we backed each other up on each decision. 
Plus, the small scope of the work meant the cost 
and consequence of each decision was fairly limited. 

On top of that, there was just a lot to do, and we 
believed the benefits of having everyone weigh in on 
every decision would not exceed the costs of delays. 
We also felt that encouraging everyone to follow 
their passion and do the work they care about, in 
ways that make sense to them, was a reliable way to 
unlock talent and direct everyone’s creative energies.

Was this leadership structure inspired by the 2012 
season finale of the hit ABC sitcom The Middle, 
where Axl Heck and his friends decide to start a 
company called Boss Co, where everyone is a co-
equal boss? Maybe a little.

In addition to fostering a culture of autonomy and 
action, this shared leadership structure involved 
keeping each other informed of opportunities, 
developments, ideas, etc. Nobody made decisions 
in secret or in isolation (see previous section about 
collaboration), and we regularly informed each other 
of any decisions we were considering or had made.

Over time, the ITK community grew to its present 
size of more than 50 people, and “shared 
leadership” took on a different meaning. Rather than 
trying to share equal authority and information with 
all 50 people (many of whom were not particularly 
interested in receiving that much authority or 
information and whose involvement with ITK was 
limited), we created a small leadership team that 
operates under a model similar to ITK’s early 
days, but with somewhat more formal processes. 
We continue to experiment with how to express 
this particular aspect of our culture, and remain 
committed to a collaborative leadership approach.

A Culture of Thrift

When ITK first launched, we had no funding or 
formal support. Although we have more resources 
today than we started with, we continue to operate 
with a culture of thrift. Early on, we began describing 
ourselves as “happy to be scrappy,” a phrase 
we learned from Dave Moody (one of our initial 
champions, supporters, and funders).
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We regularly seek out ways to reduce, reuse, and 
recycle our resources. We tend to round down our 
estimates, and to ask “how little can we get by 
with” instead of “how much do we need?” While 
the amount of resources we have access to has 
increased in absolute value, this culture of thrift 
continues to shape our thoughts and actions.

A Culture Of Reading

The ITK founders first met through a co-mentoring 
group called the Green Pen Squad (GPS). At each 
GPS meeting, participants were invited to say a few 
words about whatever book they were reading at the 
time, sharing any insights and whether they would 
recommend it to others. Thus ITK members came to 
this project with a pre-existing foundation of regular 
reading and sharing. 

As the project matured and we got access to a small 
amount of funding, one of the first things we did 
was establish a little lending library. We purchased 
a collection of titles that had influenced us, books 
we loved and learned from (and in a few cases, had 
written). We made them available to anyone who 
might be interested.

We still believe that “the team that reads together, 
stays together.” Accordingly, when Team Toolkit 
was starting out, we all read Dan Coyle’s book The 
Culture Code and discussed it frequently. Naturally, 
that was one of the books we included in our library. 
This book had the added advantage of being about 

culture, which further accelerated the development 
of ITK’s culture by providing a common vocabulary 
and some suggested practices.

To be clear, a culture of reading doesn’t mean 
everyone reads all the same books at the same 
time. Far from it! Instead, we express this aspect of 
our culture by reading a wide variety and sharing 
what we learn with each other. We quote books and 
recommend books, and only rarely do we all dive 
into the same book.

It should come as no surprise that Team Toolkit 
eventually wrote and published two books of our 
own – a fictional story told in a Choose Your Own 
Adventure format titled The Toolbox of Innovation, 
and a non-fiction guide for ITK facilitators called 
the Innovation Toolkit Handbook. Both are available 
through our website as free downloads or low-cost 
printed versions. As further evidence of this aspect 
of ITK’s culture, several members of the wider ITK 
community started their own book club which ran 
for several months.

The Failure Cake Ritual

Failure is an inevitable part of any team’s life, and we 
developed an interesting ritual around this experience. 
It’s called a Failure Cake, and it pretty much is what it 
sounds like: when we try to do something but things 
don’t work out, we buy ourselves a cake like the one 
shown here. 
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As we eat it together, we discuss our recent failure. 
What went wrong, and did anything go right? What did 
we learn and what might we do differently next time? 
This little ritual has several positive effects.

First, it takes a little of the sting out, and boosts our 
morale, because cake is delicious. It’s hard to be 
too glum if you’re sitting around with your friends 
and eating cake. It also creates space for us to think 
about, process, and learn from the experience. While 
cakes are celebratory, we are not exactly celebrating 
our failure. Instead, we are celebrating the attempt, 
the willingness to try something even though it didn’t 
work out. Our discussions over failure cake are 
inevitably productive and insightful. And of course 
it sets the stage for future action – with bellies full of 
sugar, we’re ready to take another swing.

This led us to adopt the phrase “the worst thing that 
can happen is we get cake.” Since cake is a pretty 
good “worst thing,” this helped to boost the team’s 
resilience and boldness. It’s a lot easier to take some 
risks and try new things when we know the worst-
case scenario is that we’ll get to share delicious baked 
goods with our friends.

Centered on Food

ITK got its start in the cafeteria, not the 
conference room. Our initial work may have 
involved whiteboards and sticky notes, but the 
real teambuilding required plates and utensils. 
Particularly in the team’s early stages, we did a lot of 

our scheming and strategizing during lunchtime or 
brief coffee chats. This was partly because we had 
no real resources to speak of (see also the Culture of 
Thrift section), and partly because food was just an 
important part of how we worked together. We had 
dinner at each other’s houses a few times (see also 
the Culture of Friendship section), and even met up 
at a local restaurant for an early morning breakfast 
or two (to say nothing of the aforementioned Failure 
Cakes). This was a reflection of our belief that food 
matters – good food, in particular. 

Build on Friendship

One of our favorite tools is the Premortem, which 
involves leading a project team through a facilitated 
discussion where the group imagines a futuristic 
worst-case-scenario. The purpose of this tool is to 
help the team get clarity and consensus around 
what success looks like for their project. When 
members of Team Toolkit ran through a Premortem, 
one participant described a future where “we’re not 
even friends anymore.”

We all agreed this was a horrifying thought… and 
an outstanding Premortem input. It highlighted 
the fact that friendships within the team are an 
important part of ITK’s success. Five years later, we 
still talk about that moment of insight. We believe 
that friendships are an important part of the ITK 
experience, and we put that into practice spending 
casual time together, celebrating each other’s 



birthdays and generally making sure we build and 
maintain our friendships. We were already doing 
some of that before our Premortem, but now we do 
it deliberately and explicitly. 

This is another area where our team’s growth is 
driving change in our culture. As a co-located team 
of five people, building and maintaining friendships 
with the entire group was fairly straightforward. 
Now that we are a geographically dispersed group 
of nearly 50 people, we express this aspect of our 
culture a bit differently. We still encourage personal 
connections and friendships, but we also recognize 
that we might not even get to meet all the members 
of ITK IRL, let alone be friends in any meaningful 
sense. It is still important to build and maintain these 
personal connections with other members of the 
team, even if we can’t do that with every member.

In terms of specific practices, we generally try to 
make a little time at the start of each meeting or 
session to check in with people, hear about their day 
/ life / mood / etc. We describe this as “connection 
before content,” and the goal is to build a few links 
among participants before we dive into the specific 
tool or agenda. These connections help to foster 
and maintain the friendships that still matter a lot on 
Team Toolkit. 

A Culture of Diversity, Equity, 
and Inclusion

Like several other aspects of ITK’s culture, this one 
was partly the result of deliberate choice and partly 
the result of the nature of this team and our work. As 
you may have noticed in the original photo of Team 
Toolkit, our team’s demographics look a bit different 
than the rest of MITRE. In addition to skewing 
younger, we have a larger percentage of women and 
people of color than is typical.

While our team makeup was not a deliberate design 
decision – we gathered serendipitously and then 
noticed our collective was more diverse than is 
typical – our diversity is something we embraced 
and valued. One of our guiding beliefs is that 
diversity contributes to innovation, and so we made 
a point to pursue as many dimensions of diversity 
as we could. This led us to adopt behaviors and 
practices that aimed to create broad invitations, 
and we took steps to reduce and remove barriers to 
participation. We also updated several of our tools 
with an equity lens, to make them more accessible 
and inclusive, and that work continues today. 

While Team Toolkit’s demographics differ from the 
rest of the company, our desire to build a culture 
of DEI lines up very closely with MITRE’s stated 
goals. To use the words of a MITRE training module, 
we aim to create “a work environment in which all 
team members can actively engage in sharing their 
diverse ideas and perspectives while collaborating 
on achievement of objectives.” That training goes on 
to talk about identifying and applying “techniques to 
promote inclusive practices,” to “Ensure equitable 
distribution of opportunity and resources,” and to 
model “inclusive practices and recognize that valuing 
differences leads to innovation and better results.” 
So this is one area where ITK’s culture is closely 
aligned with our larger company.

While we describe ITK as having a culture of 
diversity, equity, and inclusion, we also recognize 
that we are not experts on this topic. And so we 
have all taken classes and read books about DEI, 
engaged with experts, and generally made a point 
to learn as much as we can from those who know 
more about it than we do. We also aim to learn 
experimentally, by putting DEI principles into 
practice, however incompletely or imperfectly.
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Thoughts On Culture Building
When Team Toolkit first got together, we had no 
idea what the future might hold, or how our little 
crew might grow and change over time. In the face 
of this ambiguity, we decided to focus on building 
a very specific type of culture, one that would allow 
us to experiment and explore new ways of working, 
and to adapt to a changing environment.

Speaking of change, we hope this paper did not 
create an impression that everything is rainbows 
and unicorns here in ITK land. Our journey has 
been bumpy and messy at times. These cultural 
elements are aspirational as well as descriptive, 
and our reality doesn’t always line up with our 
hopes. That’s a big part of our story too, and will 
likely be a big part of yours.

On the topic of your team, the best culture for your 
situation might have little in common with Team 
Toolkit’s. But no matter what kind of culture you 
want to build, the following steps and principles may 
be a helpful pattern to follow.

1. Focus on beliefs and behaviors.

Make an initial list of beliefs and behaviors 
that you want the team to exhibit. Discuss 
it with the members of the team, and ask 
detailed questions about how those thoughts 
and actions might play out. You may start 
with beliefs and behaviors that are already 
established in your group, and discuss whether 
and to what extent you may want to maintain 
or modify them. Next, look for any beliefs and 
behaviors that are not present in your group yet 
but which might be positive additions.

2. With, Not To

Every member of a group contributes to the 
group’s overall culture whether they know it 
or not, by the way they talk, behave, decide, 
and act. Thus, culture building is intrinsically 
a collaborative act, and should be done “with, 
not to” your colleagues. Thus, it is a good 
idea to deliberately invite each member of the 
group to join in the conversation and be part 
of the building activity. Simply dictating “Our 

culture is X” without creating space for creative 
engagement is an easy way to make sure the 
culture you’re trying to build won’t actually stick.

3. Iterate.

In our innovation workshops, ITK members 
often point out “there is a 0% chance we’ll 
get this 100% right on the first try.” This is 
equally true when it comes to culture building. 
As you consider which beliefs and behaviors 
are right for your team, take an experimental 
and iterative approach. Make space to try 
various cultures temporarily, give yourselves 
permission to get it a little bit wrong, and use 
those experiences to make tomorrow’s culture 
a little bit better than yesterday’s.

4. Look inward.

ITK’s first project involved consulting with a 
mobile dentistry start-up, an experience that 
continues to shape ITK’s culture today. Long 
before we even thought of ourselves as a 
group, this engagement helped to define the 
culture we would eventually build. The projects 
was little bit weird, certainly different than the 
military technology projects that most of us 
worked on. We enjoyed the weirdness, and it 
soaked in to our team dynamic. That experience 
helped contribute to a team culture that not 
only accepted the unusual or unexpected, but 
actively sought it out. So take a look at what 
brought your team together in the first place and 
see what that might tell you about the culture 
you have already begun to build.

Give yourselves 
permission to get it a 
little bit wrong, and 
use those experiences 
to make tomorrow’s 
culture a little bit 
better than yesterday’s
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5. Look outward.

It is always easier to build something when you have a model to follow. So look around and find some 
organizations or groups whose cultures you can imitate, in part or in whole, and learn from. Identify the 
specific beliefs and behaviors they exhibit, then explore ways to adopt and integrate those elements into the 
culture you are building together.

6. Look sideways.

For all its independence, Team Toolkit is still part of a larger company, and thus ITK’s team culture has 
a relationship with MITRE’s overall cultures. The influence flows in both directions, and the two groups 
have to find a certain degree of commonality and integration. So as you build your team’s culture, be sure 
to pay attention to any adjacent connections, perhaps with a parent organization or another professional 
ecosystem. The adjacent cultures do not have to be identical, but they should have some points of 
compatibility.

7. Let it change

As mentioned previously, culture is not static. So do not be surprised when your team’s culture changes 
over time. Be surprised if it doesn’t change. Change can come from a wide range of sources – new 
technologies or new team members. New experiences and new discoveries. Rather than waiting for these 
changes to happen, take a proactive approach. Pay attention to shifts that may have cultural implications, 
and talk about them with the team. Did we recently adopt some new tools and methods? Did we bring in 
some new people? Has there been a shift in the demand signal or the pace of change? How about a series 
of big wins (or big losses)? Discuss how those changes might affect the team’s beliefs and behaviors. Do we 
have a different perspective about risk? About growth? About learning?

The real world is messy, and even the healthiest groups will occasionally find situations where some 
members beliefs and behaviors are misaligned with even the most well-established, mutually-agreed-upon 
cultural elements. That doesn’t mean the misaligned individual needs to get voted off the island. It bears 
repeating that healthy groups are able to make space for co-cultures and sub-cultures, and to adapt and 
change over time.



A Final Thought

There is no magic formula for building a healthy culture, nor is there a universally right answer 

for what a culture should look like (although we do suspect that “respect for others” is an 

important part of any culture). Nevertheless, we hope the story in this paper helps shed a light 

on how one team built its culture – not just the specific things like collaboration and reading, 

but also the general method of working together and iterating. We hope this story helps spark 

some ideas that you can use as you build a culture of your own.


