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2 BUSINESS CHEMISTRY

“It’s just like dating!” my colleague exclaimed as he rushed into 
the room. A recent divorcé, Brian had just discovered online 
matchmaking websites, so it was with some trepidation that I 
asked him, “What’s just like dating?” 

“Business relationships,” he replied. 

At that point I was dubious about where the conversa-
tion was heading, but then he continued, saying, “It’s all 
about the chemistry.”

Chemistry. A powerful word used to represent that magical 
something that can exist between people—and not just the 
romantically inclined. The term is applied broadly, from suc-
cessful sports teams to highly rated news anchors to popular 
political leaders. In most cases its presence is obvious, but mys-
terious. It is hard to know exactly what’s behind it. It’s just there.

Of course, chemistry is also a branch of science that explores 
what matter is made of and how those ingredients interact, 
combine, and change. As a former pre-med student, I vividly 
recall my afternoons in the organic chemistry lab, carefully 
titrating this and heating that to create the perfect cocktail 
that would bring about the particular transformation I was 
hoping for (rather than an explosion). This other defi nition of 
chemistry pertains to the precise, analytical, and measured 
(literally). And yet the result still somehow feels magical.

Brian’s words about business relationships made some-
thing click for me. He was right; chemistry is a huge factor in 
business. And not just in established working relationships, 
but in any interaction between people, whether they know 
each other well or not. Once you start looking, its presence 
or absence is noticeable everywhere. With that colleague 
you seek out when you want to riff  on a new idea versus the 
one you avoid because he’s so diffi  cult to work with. With 
the client who will work with no one but you, versus the one 
you can’t seem to click with. With the teams that achieve 
outsized success, versus those that churn and churn and 
never make progress. Time and again we’ve seen how 
chemistry can be the invisible force tilting the outcome in 
one direction or the other.

We often consider the great chemistry in these situations to 
be something we either have or don’t. We think of it like luck, 
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an abstract boon to wish for but not something to expect. 
However we rarely question whether there’s a way we 
could concoct it ourselves. What if instead we viewed 
it as a discipline, one that explores the elements 
behind human interactions and how they might be 
brought together to minimize explosions and maxi-
mize positive outcomes? What if we took a scientifi c 
view on the art of business relationships?

That question kicked off  the development of the Business 
Chemistry Project at Deloitte, which has become a seven-year 
exploration into what makes people click or clash, why 
some groups excel and others fumble, and how leaders can 
make or break team potential. What is Business Chemistry?

A SCIENTIFIC VIEW 
ON THE ART OF 
RELATIONSHIPS

• WHAT MAKES PEOPLE CLICK OR CLASH

• WHY SOME GROUPS EXCEL AND OTHERS FUMBLE

• HOW LEADERS CAN MAKE OR BREAK 
TEAM POTENTIAL

In short, it is an analytics-driven tool for understand-
ing and leveraging diff erences between people. It has 
been used by hundreds of thousands of professionals 
around the world to build healthier teams, enhance cus-
tomer engagement, and become more eff ective leaders.

• BUILD HEALTHIER TEAMS

• ENHANCE CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT

• BECOME MORE EFFECTIVE LEADERS

This book is dedicated to helping you use the principles of 
Business Chemistry to build your own powerful relationships, 
high-performing teams, and exceptional organizations.

As one of the original architects of the system, I’m writing this 
fi rst chapter to lay some groundwork for why we developed 
this tool in this fi rst place. In the rest of the book my co-author, 
Suzanne, will join me in sharing some of the most important 
ways in which people diff er, and how those diff erences can 
cause confl icts between individuals and inconsistent perfor-
mance on teams. Think your colleague doesn’t get it? Their 
working style may simply be the opposite of yours. Think some 
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of your team members lack commitment? Your team norms 
might be draining their energy and sapping their potential. 
Throughout this book we’ll provide you with practical strate-
gies for creating better business chemistry with those you work 
with, improving the performance of everyone involved. We’ll 
share ideas for how to manage, motivate, and infl uence diff er-
ent types of people. We’ll off er strategies for earning their trust 
and respect. And we’ll explore how to lead your teams so that 
everyone can excel and deliver their best performance. But in 
order to get there, it helps to understand fi rst things fi rst.

Origins
The truth is, that early conversation I had with Brian catalyzed 
a mass of existing interest around this topic within our team. 
We had noticed that certain people in our organization were 
consistently outperforming the average, a trend that stayed 
true even when they switched from one client to another. So 
we embarked on an eff ort to better understand what made 
these individuals special and whether we could help others 
to perform like them. Our corporate sleuthing revealed that, 
for the most part, what these outliers were doing was similar 
to everyone else. They performed the same types of work, on 
the same size projects, with the same level of expertise. What 
wasn’t the same was their approach to working with others. 
These star performers weren’t just delivering services, they 
were building relationships—with clients, with their teams, 
and with one another. Not only that, but it seemed they 
were what you might call relationship naturals. They didn’t 
appear to consciously think about why they should build 
relationships or how to build them, they just did it and did it 
well. They each seemed to be highly attuned to their clients’ 
individual needs, and would frequently talk about “walking in 
their clients’ shoes.” When we spoke with their clients, they 
couldn’t really identify why the relationships were so strong. 
They would say things like, “He just gets me” or “We com-
plement one another.”

We suspected that the secret sauce for each of these indivi-
duals was empathy. Decades of studies have shown that 
empathy is integral to eff ective human connection1, and recent 
research further demonstrates links between empathy and
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leadership performance2 3, as well as commercial success 
at the organizational level.4 Our high-performing people 
seemed to have an extra dose of this important quality, 
which translated into great chemistry with their clients, 
colleagues, and teams.

So our hypothesis about empathy was all fi ne and good, but 
now we were up against a daunting challenge. We were an 
organization of well over a hundred thousand people, and 
growing. If we wanted to scale the success of our high-em-
pathy stars, we’d need to rely on something more than just 
natural empathic ability. But it wasn’t immediately clear what 
we should do next. After all our digging, we wondered if our 
investigation had reached a dead end. But it turns out the 
answer, dear readers, was elementary.

Diamonds are a fi rm’s 
best friend
Sadly I’ve forgotten much of what I learned in my college 
science courses, but my conversation with Brian about par-
allels between business and dating did unearth one relevant 
gem of knowledge from the depths of my brain, specifi cally, a 
fact about diamonds. See, organic chemistry hinges around 
the core element carbon. And in its pure state, carbon has 
two well-known forms, coal and diamonds. (Let’s hope Santa 
doesn’t confuse the two when he visits my house this year.)

Naturally occurring, the diamond form of carbon has always 
been highly valued due to its rarity. As a result, people have 
long been experimenting with how to transform lesser forms 
of carbon into high-worth diamonds. The earliest recorded 
attempts to do so date back to 1797.5 Then fi nally, in 1954, 
GE created the fi rst commercially successful synthesized 
diamond.6 The interesting thing about these cultivated 
diamonds was that they weren’t imitations; they were the 
real deal, pure carbon crystallized in isotropic 3D forms. In 
fact,  these synthetic diamonds actually possessed some 
properties that made them superior to naturally formed dia-
monds, particularly for industrial applications, which require 
hardness, thermal conductivity, and electron ability.
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Thinking about these various forms of carbon, I realized that 
our outlier performers were “diamonds in our midst.” They 
possessed something highly valuable and naturally occur-
ring: gem-grade empathy. But if we wanted to raise the 
performance of all our people to their level, we couldn’t rely 
on nature; we needed to follow the example of the synthetic 
diamond innovators and fi gure out a way to cultivate it. And 
like lab- created diamonds, our cultivated empathy would 
not only be authentic, we hoped, but superior to organic 
empathy for business applications. With that clarity, we set 
off  on a journey to fi gure out how we might help our people 
become more empathic.

A matter of style
If you’re going to try to cultivate empathy, it helps to fi rst 
be clear about what you mean by it. We defi ne empathy as 
understanding and identifying with another person’s perspec-
tive. It was this ability we wanted to nurture in our leaders 
and professionals across the organization. But like bumper 
sticker advice, this seemed easier said than done. Unless 
you know someone really well (which often isn’t the case 
in a business environment), you may not even be aware 
of what their perspective is, let alone really understand or 
identify with it. And as for coming straight out and asking 
someone to tell you all about how they see and experi-
ence the world? Awkward.

What we needed was a simple way to help people develop 
empathy—some clue they could detect in a business envi-
ronment without asking a lot of questions. Something they 
could directly observe that would correlate strongly with 
an individual’s distinct perspective. That clue turned out 
to be working style.

WORKING STYLE IS ESSENTIALLY YOUR 
PERSONALITY MANIFEST IN A BUSINESS SETTING.
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Working style is essentially your personality manifest in a 
business setting. It’s a composite of how you process informa-
tion, make decisions, connect with people, and a multitude of 
other facets that refl ect your unique perspective. By observ-
ing whether someone’s working style is more spontaneous 
or structured, more diplomatic or direct, more conceptual or 
concrete, you can start to get a pretty clear picture of their 
perspective on things. And while it seems obvious that indi-
viduals’ working styles diff er in signifi cant ways, people often 
overlook these diff erences, or see them as nuisances to be 
tolerated rather than clues to be understood, appreciated, 
and leveraged. To cultivate empathy, you need to recognize 
these diff erences for what they are—useful signals about an 
individual’s perspective, and the building blocks of powerful 
working relationships.

But in order to fuel that magical chemistry of great busi-
ness relationships, you need gem-grade empathy. That 
requires going beyond simply acknowledging dif-
ferences and building understanding, to acting on 
that knowledge. As it turns out, those kindergarten 
lessons to treat others the way you want to be treated 
only go so far in an environment where the way you 
like to think, behave, and work is diff erent from what 
I like. With the kindergarten’s Golden Rule in mind, we 
often default to our own personal working styles and 
assume others process information, make decisions, and 
connect with people the same way we do. Then we wonder 
why that yields mostly frustration, misunderstanding, 
and wasted potential.

We developed Business Chemistry to highlight some of these 
important diff erences in the name of empathy-building. 
Our goal was to help our people quickly identify someone’s 
working style, understand how it's diff erent from or similar 
to their own, and then to act on that knowledge by fl exing 
their own style relative to the other person. In other words, 
treat others as they want to be treated. That’s gem-grade 
empathy. Ultimately, with Business Chemistry we created 
a working style assessment and framework that makes 
practical the seemingly magical practice of crafting power-
ful work relationships.

GEM-GRADE EMPATHY
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Building a better 
mouse trap
Ok, we get it—the idea that people have diff erent person-
alities, working styles, and ways of being is not exactly new. 
Since the ancient Greeks, at least, humans have tried to cat-
egorize and catalog thoughts and behaviors, feelings and 
preferences. And we realize that in today’s modern times 
there is no shortage of systems, assessments, and tools 
available for classifying people’s styles, whether in the work-
place or in more personal realms, and whether serious and 
practical or fun and frivolous. (How many online quizzes did 
you take last month?) We’re very aware of the ubiquity of 
these sorts of surveys and we often start with the following 
request when introducing Business Chemistry to a group: 
“Raise your hand if you’ve taken a personality or working 
style assessment before.” Rarely does a hand fail to rise.

But then we ask a question: “How many of you, regardless of 
the assessment you took, can remember what type you are 
and what that means?” About half the hands go down and 
the previously self-satisfi ed expressions turn a bit sheepish. 
And then we throw out one more question: “How many of 
you could guess the type of the person next to you, based 
on a few key observations, and would know how to tailor 
your interactions accordingly?” At this point eyes look down, 
heads begin to shake, and perhaps just one or two hesitant 
hands remain raised at half-mast.

Right. So the concept isn’t new, and most everyone has been 
exposed to these kinds of tools before. However, we’ve found 
that: 1) many people don’t remember what they learned 
about themselves much less what they learned about 
others, and 2) most people don’t know or can’t remember 
how to apply that information to create chemistry in their 
own work relationships.

This is why we set out to develop a new system—one that 
would be both memorable and actionable. What you’ll fi nd 
is that Business Chemistry is powerful not because it inval-
idates existing theories or reveals some groundbreaking 



THE POWER OF CHEMISTRY 9

new discovery about human nature. Quite the opposite, 
in fact. This system is powerful because it takes a fresh 
approach to an age-old topic. Built for business, it’s pur-
posely designed to be practical and sticky, distilling an often 
murky subject down to the essence of what really matters 
for people in a work environment.

The basics of 
Business Chemistry
The Business Chemistry types are the focus of the rest of 
this book, so you’re about to learn all about them. For now, 
though, I’ll tide you over with a quick summary. Do you recog-
nize yourself or your colleagues in any of these descriptions?

Pioneers value possibilities and they spark 
energy and imagination. They’re outgo-
ing, spontaneous, and adaptable. They’re 
creative thinkers who believe big risks 
can bring great things.

Guardians value stability and they 
bring order and rigor. They’re practical, 
detail-oriented, and reserved. They’re 
deliberate decision-makers apt to stick 
with the status quo.

Drivers value challenge and they generate 
momentum. They’re technical, quanti-
tative, and logical. They’re direct in their 
approach to people and problems.

Integrators value connection and they draw 
teams together. They’re empathic, diplo-
matic, and relationship oriented. They’re 
attuned to nuance, seeing shades of grey 
rather than black and white.

© 2018. Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited
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Of course, we don’t all fi t neatly into one of these categories. 
In fact, we are each a unique combination of all four, and 
depending on the context or situation in which we fi nd our-
selves, we may demonstrate behaviors associated with any 
of the types. Yet most of us fi nd that in general we strongly 
associate with one or two of the types and that our behav-
ior will be relatively consistent across various situations. For 
ease of use in this book we’ll refer to these four types, and to 
people resembling them, by using the simple labels of Driver, 
Integrator, Guardian, and Pioneer. We trust that you, as our 
readers, will understand that we’re using a shortcut. When 
we refer to someone as a Driver, what we really mean is a 
person with lots of characteristics closely associated with the 
Driver type, who thinks and behaves like a Driver much of the 
time. While the former isn’t perfectly accurate, the latter is 
prohibitively awkward. We thank you in advance for remem-
bering that we’re simplifying. (And speaking of simplifying, 
I know that some of you are really interested in the details 
about how the system was created and the specifi cs behind 
its application. You can fi nd all of that in the appendix.)

Activating the 
power of diversity
Ultimately, the magic of Business Chemistry is not in the 
types individually, but in their combinations collectively. As 
you may have already discerned, Guardians and Pioneers 
have opposite working styles, as do Drivers and Integrators. 
Business Chemistry can be particularly valuable with diver-
sity like this, helping people work across these kinds of stark 
diff erences. But even when diff erences are more subtle, 
understanding how to reconcile them and use them to your 
advantage is crucial for creating great chemistry.

Diversity in the broadest sense—of thought, background, or 
experience—is often lauded as a driver of performance.7 And 
most teams and organizations have some level of diversity 
to draw upon. But even when many diff erent perspectives 
are represented, leaders often treat people as if they’re all 
the same (that good old kindergarten lesson we mentioned 
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earlier). As a result, they fail to tap into diversity’s powerful 
potential. Furthermore, they inadvertently foster environ-
ments that marginalize or neglect to nurture those who are 
diff erent. And we fi nd they often don’t realize they’re doing 
this and don’t recognize the negative impact it’s having.

In our work with thousands of executives and professionals, 
we’ve seen this challenge over and over again: A CEO beats 
her head against the wall because her team keeps derailing 
and can’t deliver on the strategy. A VP doesn’t understand 
why her team members constantly undercut one another’s 
eff orts. A CFO feels his own contributions aren’t being valued. 
These situations could be attributed to sub par talent, incom-
petent leadership, or poor organizational models, but they 
could also be caused by unrecognized and underleveraged 
diff erences between working styles.

Contrast those scenarios with leaders and teams that actively 
manage diversity: An executive team dramatically increases 
eff ectiveness by tapping into complementary strengths. A  
CHRO improves performance by letting individuals tailor 
their work environments to their needs. A director becomes 
a key contributor to the leadership team by shaping his inter-
actions with others according to their individual styles. In 
these stories of success, people appreciate diversity, and 
adapt to make the most of it.

The most successful leaders and teams we’ve worked with 
take it one step further. They don’t just respond to the 
working style diff erences around them, but they actively 
cultivate diversity—in leadership pairings, within teams, and 
across organizations—bringing together complementary 
strengths through thoughtful management. They go beyond 
fl exing on a one-on-one basis to actively appreciating and 
leveraging the multi-dimensionality of their teams. They 
create environments that both empower and compel people 
to make their very best contributions.

WHILE THE BENEFITS OF DIVERSITY ARE REAL, 
THEY’RE FAR FROM AUTOMATIC; THEY MUST 
BE ACTIVATED.
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This is the true mission of Business Chemistry. To provide 
a simple, practical way to identify meaningful diff erences 
between people’s working styles. To grasp where others are 
coming from, appreciate the value they bring, and determine 
what they need in order to excel. And fi nally, to off er ways 
to act upon that information in order to be more eff ective 
as individuals and as leaders. Because while the benefi ts 
of diversity are real, they’re far from automatic; they must 
be activated. Each style must be recognized, valued, nur-
tured, and integrated to create an overall environment 
where all can thrive.
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