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What’s the fastest way to communicate with people on your team, or on other teams? Hint: it’s 
not email. Yes, email travels virtually instantaneously anywhere in the world, but it’s not the 
fastest way to communicate.  
 
Face-to-face contact is faster, richer (in information), and far more effective—even if you’re in 
Dallas and you’re working with someone in Dubai. I knew this when I was running my startup 
footwear company. When we needed to push our shoes through development, there was nothing 
better than going to Korea to review samples, make changes, and work through technical issues. 
We could see the changes the next day.  
 
Had we done this by email, it would have taken a week. Fact is, sometimes people are out of the 
office for a day or two. It also takes people time to read their emails, ask you follow up 
questions, interpret what you want, and actually do it. If you’re not present at the gemba (the 
place where the work is done, as they say in lean), other issues, other meetings, other problems 
will almost certainly preempt your work—and the thing that you accomplished in one day will 
take five.   
 
One company I know does something very interesting when it maps out its product development 
process. First they make a typical process map, with departments listed in swim lanes, and major 
milestone listed across the top. They also add arrows indicating information flow throughout the 
process—so you can see, for example, that product management hands off to design, design 
hands off to development, and then it goes back to product management. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Product Mgmt                     X                                                                      X 

Design                                             X                                              X 

Development                                                                     X                      X 
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This is where it gets interesting. When the arrows indicate an iterative process where two (or 
more) teams use each other’s feedback to refine their initial request, the company plans a 
collaborative event for the two teams: 
 
 
 
 
 
Product Mgmt                     X                                                                      X 

Design 
                                            X                                               
                                                                                             X 

Development                                                                     X                      X 
 
 
Long before the product development process even starts, the various teams know when they’ll 
be together for a few days to work through the issues in real time. No phone tag, no lost email, 
no miscommunication, no delays. 
 
To be more nimble and faster to market, you have to consider ways to improve communication 
and collaboration within and among teams. Email is easy, cheap, and fast—but it’s not the fastest 
or best way to foster that communication. When it comes to complex processes, the speed of an 
electron pales in comparison to the speed of propinquity.  
 
 
 

(Like this newsletter? Read my weekly blog post here: http://goo.gl/2SXM9) 
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