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BY SCOTT SCULLY

Principle #19: Every Team Needs a Captain

The Complete Implementation Guide

This white paper is a companion to Chapter 19 of The 50 Factor by Scott Scully.

Why This Growth Factor Matters

A founder sat at a high-top table at 4 Hands Brewing Company, nursing a pale ale, with an unexpected problem. The company had
grown to thirty-one people. Four new hires on the delivery team. Revenue pushing past $3.6M. Pipeline stronger than ever.

And the delivery team was struggling. Not on performance — the numbers were fine. On cohesion. The four new hires hadn't
integrated. They sat together at lunch. They asked each other questions instead of the experienced team members. An "old crowd /
new crowd" dynamic had formed, and it was getting worse. The team lead was too busy managing output to notice — or too
overwhelmed to address it.

Then the founder noticed something. On one of the other teams — a team with similar growth, similar new hires, similar pressure —
there was no dynamic at all. New and old mixed freely. The energy was unified. And the difference wasn't the manager. It was a senior

analyst named Rob. He wasn't the most technical or the most productive. But he was the one who welcomed every new hire,
organized the team dinners, took people aside when they were having a bad day, and set the tone.

Rob was a captain. He just didn't have the title yet.

Every team of five or more people needs a captain — an informal leader on the team (not managing it) who welcomes newcomers,
holds the culture from the inside, flags early warning signs, and sets the tone that management alone can't set.



Managers run the team from above. Captains run the team from within. The manager holds the standard, coaches performance, and
makes decisions. The captain holds the culture, welcomes new people, and addresses drift — the small slides in energy,
engagement, and standards that happen between 1:1s.

Teams without captains tend to fragment, especially during periods of rapid growth. New hires don't integrate. Subgroups form. The
"old crowd / new crowd" dynamic takes hold. Small problems — lateness, disengagement, gossip — fester because the manager only
sees them at scheduled touchpoints. The captain sees them in real time, because they're in the room.

The most important thing about this principle: the captains already exist on your teams. Your job isn't to create them. Your job is to
identify them and formalize what they've been doing invisibly for months or years. That formalization — naming the role, providing a

small stipend, giving them specific responsibilities, and meeting with them monthly — validates the invisible labor they've been
contributing. That validation alone is transformative.

The Three Signs of a Captain

Sign 1: People Go to Them First

When something's off — a process is broken, a colleague is struggling, morale is dipping — teammates go to this person before they

go to the manager. Not to complain. To process. The captain is the informal sounding board.

Sign 2: They Welcome Newcomers

They remember new hires' names before anyone tells them. They introduce people. They take new hires to lunch. They organize the
small rituals — birthday celebrations, Friday drinks, the group chat — that turn a collection of individuals into a team.

Sign 3: They Hold the Standard Informally

When someone starts showing up late, disengaging, or spreading negativity, the captain addresses it — not with authority, but with
influence. A quiet conversation. A direct-but-kind word. They hold the standard without making it feel like management, because it
isn't. It's peer accountability, which is often more effective than top-down accountability.

What You Do Once You've Spotted a Captain

Step 1: Name the Role Openly

Have a private conversation: "I've noticed you do something on this team that nobody asked you to do — you hold the culture,
welcome new people, and keep the energy up. I want to formalize that and give you the support you deserve." Most captains are

shocked that someone noticed. The recognition itself is powerful.

Step 2: Provide a Small Stipend

$100-150/month, or a year-end bonus tied to team health metrics. The dollar amount isn't the point — the signal is. Paying for the role
says "this matters enough to compensate." Not paying says "it's nice but not real."

Step 3: Meet With Them Monthly

A 30-minute conversation on team health, separate from their regular 1:1 with the manager. What's the energy like? Who's struggling?
What's the chatter? What do I need to know that I wouldn't hear through normal channels?

This conversation is your ground-truth channel for team culture. The manager sees the team through the lens of performance. The
captain sees the team through the lens of belonging. You need both perspectives.



Step 4: Give Them Specific Responsibilities

Write a one-page captain playbook covering: welcome rituals for new hires (first day, first week, first month), team ritual cadence

(birthdays, anniversaries, small celebrations), early-warning issue flagging (what to escalate and how), monthly check-in with the
manager, and a feedback channel to leadership.

When to Appoint Captains

Common Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Mistake #1: Appointing the wrong person. The captain isn't the most senior person, the loudest person, or the most technically
skilled person. It's the person the team already goes to. If you're not sure who that is, ask the manager: "If something was wrong on
the team and you weren't around, who would the team talk to?"

Mistake #2: Making it a management role. Captains are not managers. They don't evaluate performance, deliver reviews, or make
decisions. They hold culture. The moment you give a captain management authority, you've changed the dynamic and the team stops
confiding in them.

Mistake #3: Not compensating. Even a small stipend signals seriousness. Asking someone to do extra work without compensation
— even work they were already doing voluntarily — communicates that it's not valued enough to pay for.

Mistake #4: Not meeting with them monthly. The captain's value is the ground-truth perspective on team health. If you don't create
a channel to receive that perspective, the role is ceremonial.

Quick-Start Checklist

• Teams of 5+: Always. A team of five can fragment. A captain prevents it.

• Teams under 5: Not necessary. Everyone talks to everyone.

• During rapid growth: Critical. When you're adding 2-3 people per month to a team, the captain is the integration mechanism.
Without one, new hires cluster together and the team splits into old guard and new arrivals.

☐ List every team in your company with 5+ people✓

☐ For each team, identify the likely captain (ask the manager if unsure)✓

☐ Have the naming conversation with each captain this month✓

☐ Set the stipend amount and add it to payroll✓

☐ Draft the one-page captain playbook✓

☐ Schedule monthly 30-minute captain check-ins✓

☐ Define welcome rituals for new hires and assign to captains✓

☐ Define team ritual cadence (birthdays, anniversaries, celebrations)✓

☐ Review captain feedback in your monthly leadership meeting✓



Implementation Tools

Ready-to-use templates for this Growth Factor

PDF Captain Playbook Template
One-page role guide

PDF Captain Identification Worksheet
The three signs applied to each team

PDF New Hire Welcome Ritual Checklist
Day 1, week 1, month 1

PDF Monthly Captain Check-In Agenda
Team health questions

XLSX Team Ritual Calendar
Columns: Team, Captain, Event Type, Person/Date, Planned?, Notes

Get the book: The 50 Factor by Scott Scully

The Captain-Manager Relationship

The captain is not the manager's replacement. They're the manager's ground-truth channel. The relationship between the two must be
defined clearly, or it creates confusion:

The manager's job: Set standards. Coach performance. Make decisions. Run 1:1s. Hold accountability. Review scores. The
manager operates through authority — the authority to evaluate, promote, and if necessary, exit.

The captain's job: Hold culture. Welcome newcomers. Flag early warnings. Maintain team rituals. Bridge the gap between what the
manager sees in scheduled meetings and what actually happens between meetings. The captain operates through influence — the
trust and respect of their peers.

The monthly check-in: The captain and manager meet for 30 minutes each month. Not to review performance — that's the
manager's job through MAPs (Principle #18). To review team health. The questions:

This conversation gives the manager information they can't get any other way. Managers see the team through the lens of
performance. Captains see the team through the lens of belonging. Both perspectives are essential. A team that performs well but
doesn't feel like a team will eventually fracture. A team that feels connected but doesn't perform will eventually lose its best people to
boredom.

• "How's the energy on the team this month?"

• "Who's struggling that I might not see?"

• "Are the new hires integrating, or is there an old crowd / new crowd dynamic forming?"

• "What are people talking about when I'm not around?"

• "Is there anything brewing that I need to address before it becomes a problem?"



The Captain During Rapid Growth

This is where captains matter most — and where most companies don't have them.

When you're adding 2-3 people per month to a team, the existing culture is under constant pressure. New hires arrive with different

expectations, different work styles, and different social dynamics. Without a captain, they cluster with other new hires and the team
splits into two groups: the originals and the newcomers.

The captain prevents this by being the integration mechanism. They're the first person who introduces themselves to the new hire.
They're the one who invites them to lunch. They're the one who explains the unwritten rules — not the playbook rules (that's the
manager's job) but the cultural rules: where people eat lunch, what the Slack norms are, which meetings have an informal pre-game,

how birthdays get celebrated.

These seem trivial. They're not. A new hire who feels integrated by the end of Week 1 is 4x more likely to be retained at Month 12
than one who still feels like an outsider at Week 4. The captain's welcoming work is retention work — and it costs nothing except the
instinct that your best culture-carriers already have.

Scaling the Captain Program

At 20-30 employees, you might have 3-4 captains. At 100 employees, you might have 10-15. At 500, you might have 50+.

As the program scales, two things need to happen:

Captain-to-captain community. Bring your captains together quarterly for a 60-minute meeting. They share best practices, discuss
common challenges, and build a peer network of culture-carriers. This community becomes one of the most powerful culture-
transmission mechanisms in your company — because captains learn from each other and raise the standard across all teams.

Captain development as a leadership pipeline. Many of your captains are future managers. The captain role is a natural proving

ground: can this person hold a standard, welcome newcomers, have difficult conversations, and maintain team energy? If yes, they're
demonstrating management readiness without the formal title. When a management position opens, your captain bench gives you
internal candidates who've already been leading — informally — for months or years.

Not every captain wants to be a manager. Some prefer the influence role to the authority role. That's fine — the captain seat is
valuable on its own. But for those who do want to grow, the captain role is the best audition you could design.

Warning Signs a Team Needs a Captain (Urgently)

If you see three or more of these signs, the team needs a captain — and probably already has one who's doing the work invisibly.
Find them. Name them. Support them.

• New hires feel lost past Week 2 — they don't know who to go to informally.

• The team has a visible "old crowd / new crowd" dynamic.

• Interpersonal friction surfaces only to the manager during 1:1s, not being resolved internally.

• Team rituals — birthdays, celebrations, Friday traditions — have quietly disappeared.

• When the manager goes on vacation, the team's energy drops visibly.

• Gossip or negativity is spreading and nobody is addressing it peer-to-peer.

• The manager is spending significant time on cultural maintenance that used to happen naturally.



The ROI of Captains

The cost of a captain program is minimal: $100-150/month per captain in stipend, plus 30 minutes of monthly check-in time. For a
company with 10 teams, that's $1,000-$1,500/month.

The return: reduced first-year turnover (captains improve new hire integration, which is the #1 driver of early retention), faster problem
detection (captains see issues between 1:1s that managers miss), and cultural consistency during rapid growth (captains prevent the
fragmentation that kills team cohesion).

One avoided departure per quarter — attributable to the captain's integration and culture work — saves $15,000-$25,000 in
replacement costs. The program pays for itself with a single retained employee.

The Discovery Moment

Most founders, when they first identify their captains, have the same reaction: "They've been doing this for months — maybe years —
and I never noticed." The captain has been welcoming new hires, organizing team lunches, having quiet conversations with struggling
colleagues, and holding the standard informally — all without a title, without compensation, without recognition.

The naming conversation is powerful precisely because it validates work that's been invisible. "I've noticed you do something on this
team that nobody asked you to do — you hold the culture, welcome new people, and keep the energy up. I want to formalize that and

give you the support you deserve." Most captains are stunned that someone noticed. The recognition itself — the act of seeing what
they've been doing — transforms their relationship with the company.
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