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About the Online Assessments

In order for teams to improve their performance through team 
building, it is critical for them to have accurate information on 
how they are performing—in particular, their areas of weakness. 
The Dyer Team Assessment draws on the concepts in this book 
to evaluate a team’s performance in terms of context (Does the 
team have the appropriate organizational and environmental 
support for success?), composition (Do people on the team have 
the right set of skills and capabilities?), competencies (Does the 
team display process competencies in eleven areas that predict 
effective team functioning?), and change capabilities (Does the 
team know how to make changes regularly as necessary to improve 
performance?).

The Dyer Team Assessment culminates in a report that gives 
teams insight into their specific areas of strength and weakness. 
Thus, it is an extremely useful tool for them to use as they build 
their change capabilities.

Want to assess your student or corporate team performance?
Visit www.josseybass.com/go/dyerteamassessments to get more 

information about the online assessments based on the Dyer 4 
Cs model. The Dyer Student Team Assessment is designed to 
assess student teams within the classroom. The Dyer Team 
Assessment is designed for use in corporate team settings. To regi­
ster and pay for either assessment, please visit www.josseybass 
.com/go/dyerteamassessments.

http://www.josseybass.com/go/dyerteamassessments
http://www.josseybass.com/go/dyerteamassessments
http://www.josseybass.com/go/dyerteamassessments
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INTRODUCTION

This book is for everyone concerned about effective team per-
formance. Four previous editions of Team Building have been 
well received by managers, team leaders, and team consultants. 
In fact, over 100,000 copies have been sold in several languages 
over the almost three decades since our father, William G. “Bill” 
Dyer, wrote the first edition, making it one of the most widely 
read books on the subject. Bill was the consummate social sci-
entist, trained in sociology at the University of Wisconsin after 
World War II. He had grown up in a family of seven children 
(one was his half-brother Jack Gibb, another prominent social 
scientist) in a rather poor section of Portland, Oregon. Bill’s 
father ran a small grocery store attached to their home, and it 
was there that Bill learned the importance of hard work and 
teamwork as he worked in the family store. From these experi-
ences, he also recognized that education was the key to his 
future.

After finishing his doctorate at the University of Wisconsin, 
Bill and his wife, Bonnie, moved on to Iowa State University 
and shortly after that to Brigham Young University. His early 
research studies in the 1950s were on family dynamics and role 
conflict within families. In the late 1950s, he was introduced by 
his brother Jack Gibb into the world of T-groups (the T stood 
for “training”), which at the time were largely sponsored by 
National Training Laboratories. The assumption underlying the 
T-group was that individuals—and particularly organizational 
leaders—were impaired by the authoritarian assumptions they 
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held about those they worked with and needed to change their 
assumptions about people and ways of doing work.

Organizations were largely seen as being oppressive—creat-
ing “organization men”—and stifling creativity and innovation. 
Stanley Milgram’s studies during this period pointed out that 
anyone could become a victim of authoritarianism, and Douglas 
McGregor in The Human Side of Enterprise noted that most man-
agers in organizations operated using theory X assumptions 
(people are basically untrustworthy and lazy) but should have 
been basing their actions on theory Y assumptions (people essen-
tially are good and want responsibility).1 Other writers such as 
Chris Argyris and Abraham Maslow argued that organizations as 
human systems needed to allow people to achieve their potential 
and become self-actualized. It was in this context that the group 
dynamics and humanistic psychology movement began to flour-
ish in the 1960s.

T-groups were composed of strangers led by a T-group trainer, 
whose job was to allow group members to explore what it meant 
to be part of a group that would provide them with feedback 
about their own behavior, require them to respond in an “open 
and honest” manner, and encourage group members to accept 
responsibility for their behavior, as well as be willing to engage 
in relationships based on equality rather than hierarchy or status. 
It was in this environment that Bill, as a T-group trainer, initially 
learned about the dynamics of groups and the individuals who 
were part of them.

For several years, Bill consulted with many organizations that 
wanted to use the T-group to improve the performance of their 
employees and their teams. Those within the movement believed 
that the T-group could be the vehicle to change the values of 
organization leaders and, that by so doing, these new values  
would filter down throughout the organization. Organizations in 
this way could be transformed into more humane and creative 
systems. Bill also was influenced at this time not only by Jack 
Gibb but others, such as Dick Beckhard and Ed Schein, who later 



I N T R O D U C T I O N   3

became the founders of a new field of practice, organization 
development. Moreover, famous psychologist Abe Maslow had a 
significant influence on Bill, since Maslow attended a T-group 
sponsored by National Training Laboratories in Bethel, Maine, 
and Bill was chosen to be Maslow’s T-group trainer.

As children growing up in the Dyer home, we often heard 
our father tell stories about Maslow and his wit and wisdom. 
These stories invariably had to do with the importance of being 
honest and being a “congruent” person—sharing openly what we 
think and feel—and acting in a way consistent with our values. 
One story that our father shared was about Maslow and his wife 
when they invited a friend, Harry, to stay with them. The first 
morning at breakfast, Abe’s wife, Bertha, burned the toast and 
profusely offered an apology to Harry. To which, Harry replied, 
“Don’t worry. I kind of like burned toast.” So every morning 
after that, Bertha remembered to burn the toast for Harry. Finally, 
one morning Harry had had enough and blurted out at the break-
fast table, “What’s with the burned toast? Why are you giving 
me burned toast every morning?” To this, the Maslows replied, 
“But we thought you liked burned toast—that’s what you told 
us.” Harry then came clean: “I don’t like burned toast. I only said 
that to be nice.” After that incident, when either Abe or Bertha 
felt they weren’t being completely honest with one another,  
one of them would often say, “Remember Harry’s toast.” In Bill’s 
office hung a sign that read “The cruelest lies are often told in 
silence.” Bill often talked about the importance of being a con-
gruent person and wanted his children to apply the ideas of 
personal congruence that Maslow taught him.

Growing up in the home of a social scientist like Bill also 
created some interesting opportunities for learning. For example, 
on one occasion, he had a long conversation with a friend about 
the different dynamics in their two families. The two of them 
decided that it would be a useful exercise for each of their fami-
lies to gain some deeper insights into how families functioned 
(e.g., rules about chores, homework, bedtime, and so on). To gain 
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this insight, they decided to swap a child for a week and then 
have each child report back on what it was like to be a member 
of the “new” family. Then the two families would get together 
to discuss the differences between the families. Apparently Bill 
and Bonnie felt that Mike, the second oldest, was expendable, 
so Mike spent the week with the McLean family, and we received 
Herb McLean in return. It proved to be an insightful and memo-
rable experience for us, and we remember it even forty or so years 
later.

Bill had a unique ability to share his philosophies regarding 
management in a way that others—even his children—could 
understand. On one occasion, his son Jeff commented that Bill 
wasn’t catching very many fish on a family fishing trip. The four 
Dyer boys were outcatching him—and Bill was supposed to be 
the expert fisherman. Bill proceeded to describe his role as 
“manager” of a group of Dyer children (four boys and a girl) on 
a fishing trip. He explained that in order for the trip to be a 
success, all of the members of the Dyer fishing group needed to 
experience success in catching fish. That meant that Bill needed 
to spend much of his fishing time showing each of his children 
how to tie on hooks and cast and basically coaching us in the 
art of fishing. As a result, his personal production decreased, but 
the team production increased. Collectively we caught more fish 
because the manager, Bill, was less concerned with his individual 
achievement than with team achievement. This analogy offered 
a poignant lesson on the art of management and what it takes 
to be an effective team manager.

Many of the ideas in this book come from Bill’s belief that 
groups can be used to help people learn, can bring out the best 
in people, and can create much of what is good in the world. 
Through his T-group experience, he also learned the importance 
of team skills such as problem solving, communication, and con-
flict management and how to develop those competencies in a 
team. His thoughts on these topics are central to what is pre-
sented in this edition of Team Building.
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The early 1960s were an exciting time for those involved 
with T-groups. Many felt that the T-group would be the vehicle 
that would help change the nature of authoritarian organizations 
and help unleash the human potential that had been suppressed. 
However, a study conducted by Campbell and Dunnette in 1968 
was to change most of that thinking.2 Campbell and Dunnette 
reviewed the major studies that had looked at the impact of 
T-group training on individuals and on organizations. Not sur-
prisingly, they found that the T-group did in fact help individuals 
become more comfortable with themselves and their ability to 
manage interpersonal relationships. However, the study also 
showed that T-group training had virtually no impact (and some-
times a negative effect) on organizational or team performance. 
The T-group experience often helped people become more open 
and honest, but this sometimes led to dysfunctional confronta-
tions in the team and didn’t necessarily translate into solving the 
team’s specific performance problems.

Given these findings, Bill had to make a decision regarding 
his work as a T-group trainer. It was at this point that he decided 
to create a new paradigm for working with groups—the team-
building paradigm. He wrote about this change from T-groups to 
team building as follows:

As practitioners developed more experience in applying the 
T-group methods to work units, the T-group mode shifted to take 
into account the differences of the new setting. It became clear 
that the need was not just to let people get feed-back, but to help 
the work unit develop into a more effective, collaborative, 
problem-solving unit with work to get out and goals to achieve. 
Slowly the methodology shifted from the unstructured T-group to a 
more focused, defined process of training a group of interdependent 
people in collaborative work and problem-solving procedures.3

Bill’s experience in working with T-groups proved helpful as 
he worked as a consultant to many teams facing problems, and 
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in 1977, he published the first book on team building that cap-
tured the essence of his consulting experience and his model for 
helping teams become more effective. The book was an instant 
success because the theories, methods, and exercises he described 
in the book worked. They proved invaluable to managers, team 
leaders, and consultants. Over the years, in subsequent editions, 
Bill added new material to keep up with the changing times and 
the evolution of the field.

Bill passed away in 1997. In many ways, we have continued 
in the tradition of our father. Gibb went to MIT to obtain his 
PhD degree in management and worked closely with Ed Schein 
and Dick Beckhard. Jeff worked as a strategy consultant for 
several years at Bain & Company before completing his PhD 
work at UCLA, where he collaborated with Bill Ouchi, who 
popularized theory Z management. He then spent a number of 
years as a professor at the Wharton School. We both have had 
our own experiences in consulting with various teams that have 
found themselves in trouble. And Bill’s models of team building 
have helped us immensely as we have worked with those teams. 
In fact, on many occasions we turned to this book for help and 
advice in working with clients or have given it to others to help 
them with their teams.

A few years ago, a graduate student came to us for help. He 
was going to Mozambique on an internship to work for a non-
profit agency that was apparently in disarray due to a lack of clear 
goals and strategy and poor teamwork. After we oriented the 
student to team building and armed him with the team-building 
book, he went off to his assignment. During his stay in Mozam-
bique, he communicated with us by e-mail about his progress. 
He reported that the team-building activities that he used from 
the book had made a significant difference in the organization’s 
performance. Moreover, because the agency liked his work so 
much, he was hired permanently as director of operations in 
southern Africa. Like this student, we, too, have found Bill’s  
ideas to have had a significant impact on our clients.
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We decided to revise the Fourth Edition as a result of some 
recent changes in the world and in organizations. We have added 
a chapter on cross-cultural teams to highlight the challenges 
many organizations face today as they bring together people in 
teams that have different cultures and backgrounds. Jeff ’s work 
on innovation in organizations, which is found in his recent  
book with Hal Gregersen and Clayton Christensen, The In­
novator’s DNA, encouraged us to write a chapter on leading 
innovative teams in today’s competitive environment.4 More-
over, we’ve updated this edition with some new case examples 
and have strengthened the Four Cs framework that we developed 
for the Fourth Edition.

We believe that this Fifth Edition of Team Building will 
provide the next generation of team leaders, team members, and 
team consultants with the knowledge and skills they need to 
create effective teams in the future. We believe Bill is pleased 
that the work he started over a half-century ago is continuing 
today.





Part One

THE FOUR Cs OF 
TEAM DEVELOPMENT
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1

THE SEARCH FOR THE 
HIGH-PERFORMING TEAM

“Fired?” John Smith, president of DigiCorp, couldn’t believe it 
(all names have been disguised): he had just come from a meeting 
with Peter Davis, chairman of the board, who had asked for 
John’s resignation.

A few days earlier, several members of John’s executive  
management team had met privately with Davis to air their 
grievances about John and demand that he be fired. The execu-
tives reported that he was unable to create an “effective team 
atmosphere” for them to work in. Team meetings were unpro-
ductive, they said, and led to confusion rather than clarity for 
team members, in part because consensus about decisions was 
rarely reached. John imposed top-down decisions when many 
members of the executive team felt capable of sharing the  
decision-making responsibility. The team was afflicted with 
interpersonal conflict, not only between a small subgroup of 
team members but also between John and a couple of key team 
members. He had taken no action to address or resolve those 
conflicts. Moreover, they called John “untrustworthy” because 
he often said one thing and did another, and thus he had slowly 
lost the support of his team. Team morale, motivation, and pro-
ductivity had been dropping for several weeks. In the end, the 
team had had enough: either John would have to leave or they 
would.

A panicked John phoned us, since he knew we were team 
consultants, and explained his situation. “What should I do?” he 
inquired. “Can I save my job? What did I do wrong? What should 
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I do now?” After we asked John several questions, it became clear 
to us that at the heart of John’s problem was his lack of knowl-
edge regarding how to create and lead a high-performing team. 
Moreover, he lacked the fundamentals in diagnosing team prob-
lems as well as developing team-building skills that could have 
been used to solve the team’s problems before they spiraled out 
of control.

John Smith’s case illustrates some of the more serious prob-
lems that we have seen in teams that we have worked with over 
the years, but his situation is, unfortunately, not all that unusual. 
Many, maybe most, teams function far below their potential. 
The reasons for poor team performance are many: the team may 
not have clear goals or performance metrics; the team may be 
composed of the wrong people with the wrong set of skills  
for the task at hand; the team’s dynamics may not foster creativ-
ity and good decision making; or the team may not know  
how to solve its own problems and improve performance. Our 
experience is that poor team performance is largely due to a 
team’s inability to systematically engage in team-building activ-
ities—team processes for evaluating team performance and 
engaging in problem-solving activities that lead to improved 
team performance.

Poor team performance is a major concern because most of the 
work performed today is done in a team environment—research 
teams, product development teams, production teams, sales and 
marketing teams, cross-functional problem-solving teams, and 
top management teams. One reason that work is done more by 
teams now is that products and services have become increasingly 
complex, requiring a wide range of skills and technologies.  
No single person is capable of developing, manufacturing, and  
selling increasingly complex products, which means that teams of 
individuals with complementary knowledge must coordinate 
effectively in order to be successful. This requires teamwork. A 
second reason is that in a global economy, individuals must  
collaborate across cultural, organizational, and geographical 
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boundaries to accomplish their goals. Hence, the need for cross-
cultural, virtual, and alliance teams (teams collaborating across 
organizational boundaries) has increased in recent years. Thus, to 
be a high-performing company in today’s competitive landscape 
essentially requires high-performing work teams. The two unavoid-
ably go hand in hand.

High-performing teams are those with members whose skills, 
attitudes, and competencies enable them to achieve team goals. 
These team members set goals, make decisions, communicate, 
manage conflict, and solve problems in a supportive, trusting 
atmosphere in order to accomplish their objectives. Moreover, 
they are aware of their own strengths and weaknesses and have 
the ability to make changes when they need to improve their 
performance.

The purpose of this book is to give managers, team leaders, 
team members, and team consultants specific guidance on  
how to improve team performance. Although the team-building 
activities we propose may be particularly well suited for poorly 
performing or dysfunctional teams, they also can transform 
average or even good teams into great teams.

Determinants of High-Performing Teams:  
The Four Cs

Over the past several decades, as we have consulted with teams 
and conducted research on team performance, we have come to 
the conclusion that four factors—the Four Cs—must be under-
stood and managed for teams to achieve superior performance 
(figure 1.1):

1.	 The context for the team

2.	 The composition of the team

3.	 The competencies of the team

4.	 The change management skills of the team
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We describe each of these factors briefly here and discuss 
them in more depth in the following chapters in Part One.

Context for the Team

Team context refers to the organizational environment in which 
the team must work. Understanding context and how it influ-
ences team performance requires an understanding of the answers 
to two questions:

1.	 Is effective teamwork critical to accomplishing 
organizational goals? If so, are there measurable team 
performance goals around which we can organize  
a team?

2.	 Do my organization’s senior managers, reward systems, 
information systems, human resource practices, structure, 
and culture support teamwork?

Figure 1.1 The Four Cs of Team Performance

Change
The team’s ability

to monitor its
performance and make

changes as needed

Composition
Team members’

skills, experience,
and motivation,

as well as team size

Context
The need for teamwork,

type of team needed, and the
culture, structure, and systems

that support teamwork

Competencies
The team’s ability to solve
problems, communicate,
make decisions, manage

conflict, and so on

Team Performance
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Experience has shown that the teamwork required to achieve 
high performance is much more important when the team must 
complete a complex task characterized by a high degree of inter-
dependence. In addition, we have found that some organizations 
deploy formal organization structures or reward systems that 
become barriers to effective teamwork. For example, reward 
systems that provide strong individual incentives often create 
strong disincentives to engage in cooperative behavior within  
a team. Unfortunately, many organizations, while paying lip- 
service to the importance of teamwork, do little to encourage 
and support those who work on teams. Thus, they do not foster 
a culture in which teams can succeed.

High-performing teams manage context effectively by (1) 
establishing measurable team performance goals that are clear 
and compelling, (2) ensuring that team members understand  
that effective teamwork is critical to meeting those goals, (3) 
establishing reward systems that reward team performance (more 
than individual performance), (4) eliminating roadblocks to 
teamwork that formal organization structures might create, (5)  
establishing an organizational culture that supports teamwork-
oriented processes and behaviors (e.g., everyone in the orga-
nization understands that success is predicated on effective 
collaboration; consequently, informal norms and processes  
support team-oriented behavior), (6) creating information sys-
tems to provide the team with needed information to make  
decisions, and (7) establishing human resource systems to pro-
vide training, team member selection, methods, and so on to 
support teamwork.

Composition of the Team

The composition of the team concerns the skills and attitudes of 
team members. You have to have the “right people on the bus” 
to make things happen as a team and achieve top performance.1 
To effectively manage the composition of the team, team leaders 
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must understand that team leadership and processes differ 
depending on the answers to the following questions:

•	 Do individual team members have the technical skills 
required to complete the task?

•	 Do they have the interpersonal and communication skills 
required to coordinate their work with others?

•	 Are individual team members committed to the team and 
motivated to complete the task?

•	 Is the team the right size to complete the task successfully?

Teams saddled with members who are not motivated to 
accomplish the task or lack the skills to achieve team goals are 
doomed to failure from the outset. Of course, team composition 
also refers to assembling a group of individuals with complemen-
tary skills. High-performing teams use the diverse skills and  
abilities of each team member in a synergistic way to achieve 
high performance. The members of high-performing teams clearly 
understand their roles and assignments and carry them out with 
commitment.

Team size also plays a significant role in team effectiveness. 
A team that is too large may be unwieldy and cause team members 
to lose interest due to a lack of individual involvement. Having 
too few team members may place unnecessary burdens on indi-
vidual team members, and the team may not have the resources 
needed to accomplish its goals.

High-performing teams effectively manage team composi-
tion by (1) establishing processes to select individuals for the 
team who are both skilled and motivated, (2) establishing  
processes that develop the technical and interpersonal skills of 
team members as well as their commitment to achieving team 
goals, (3) cutting loose individuals who lack skills or motiva-
tion, (4) managing the team according to the skills and  
motivation of team members, and (5) ensuring that the team is 
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the right size, that is, neither too large nor too small to accom-
plish the task.

Competencies of the Team

We have found that successful teams have certain competencies 
that exist independent of any single member of the team but are 
embedded in the team’s formal and informal processes—its way 
of functioning. High-performing teams have developed processes 
that allow the team to:

•	 Clearly articulate their goals and the metrics for achieving 
those goals

•	 Clearly articulate the means required to achieve the goals, 
ensuring that individuals understand their assignments and 
how their work contributes to team goals

•	 Make effective decisions
•	 Effectively communicate, including giving and receiving 

feedback
•	 Build trust and commitment to the team and its goals
•	 Resolve disputes or disagreements
•	 Encourage risk taking and innovation

Thus, while the context and composition of the team set  
the stage, these competencies propel it to high performance.  
If the team hopes to be extraordinary, it must develop compe-
tencies for goal setting, decision making, communicating, trust 
building, and dispute resolution. In chapter 4, we discuss these 
and other key competencies in greater detail.

Change Management Skills of the Team

High-performing teams must change and adapt to new condi-
tions to be effective over time. Factors related to team context, 
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composition, and competencies may need to change for the team 
to succeed in reaching a new goal. A team that is able to monitor 
its performance and understand its strengths and weaknesses  
can generate insights needed to develop a plan of action to  
continuously improve. Toyota, a company that we’ve researched 
extensively, uses the kaizen, or continuous-improvement, phi-
losophy to help its teams identify the bottlenecks they are facing 
and then develop strategies to eliminate the bottlenecks.2 
Toyota’s managers are never fully satisfied with their team’s per-
formance because once they’ve fixed one problem, they know 
that continuous improvement requires that they find and fix the 
next one. We have found that teams in most companies, unlike 
Toyota, are oblivious to their weaknesses. And even when they 
do recognize them, they do not have the ability to manage 
change effectively to overcome those weaknesses. It is possible 
to view change management skills as just another team compe-
tency, but this meta-competency—what we call team-building 
skills—is so important that it deserves special attention.

High-performing teams have developed the ability to change 
by (1) establishing team-building processes that result in the 
regular evaluation of team context, team composition, and team 
competencies with the explicit objective of initiating needed 
changes in order to better achieve the desired team goals and (2) 
establishing a philosophy among team members that regular 
change is necessary in order to meet the demands of a constantly 
changing world.

What Happened to John Smith?

You might be wondering what happened to John Smith, the 
CEO in trouble at DigiCorp. After John called us, we were 
engaged to conduct several team-building sessions with his team. 
The board of directors agreed to suspend John’s firing until the 
team’s problems, and John’s role in those problems, could be 
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more fully explored. Initially we conducted interviews and  
gathered data from team members and members of the board of 
directors to diagnose the team’s problems. John’s team then met 
with us in a team-building session designed to clear the air and 
develop a plan of action to improve team performance.

The problems were serious: trust had been lost, and the team 
had significant philosophical differences with John regarding 
how team decisions should be made and what the priorities of 
the company should be. However, the company was facing its 
busiest time of the year, and to avoid a total collapse, the team 
members needed to figure out a way to work together effectively 
to serve the company’s clients—at least for the next three months, 
until the busy season passed.

In the team-building sessions, team members agreed to set 
aside their differences and work cooperatively so they could func-
tion effectively in the short run. Moreover, the board of directors 
agreed to give John the opportunity to turn things around. After 
the initial data-gathering and team-building sessions, our role as 
consultants was to meet periodically with the team to monitor 
its performance. The results: the team did work together success-
fully during the busy season and served the company’s clients 
well. But at the end of the busy season, most of the team members 
decided to leave the organization: the damage had been done 
and couldn’t be fully repaired. They lacked confidence in John’s 
ability to develop important team competencies such as how to 
establish consensual decision-making processes, resolve inter
personal conflicts, and make changes in team composition and 
team processes when necessary. The resignation of most of  
John’s team gave him the opportunity to create a new, more 
effective team. He apparently learned from his previous team 
failure by hiring the right people with the right skills and motiva-
tion. Moreover, he created the appropriate context to strengthen 
his team and developed greater competencies in the team. Today 
John remains the CEO of a highly successful organization.
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In Summary

To avoid the problems that John encountered with his team, 
team leaders must create the appropriate context to support 
teamwork. Team members should also have the requisite knowl-
edge, skills, and motivation to do their individual jobs, while 
working in a team environment. Team competencies in areas 
such as decision making, meeting management, and conflict 
management need to be developed by the team. And effective 
teams should be able to monitor their performance and take cor-
rective action when needed. By paying attention to the Four Cs, 
teams can truly become high performing.
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2

CONTEXT

Laying the Foundation for Team Success

We have discovered that successful teams are found in organiza-
tions in which senior executives know how and when to 
emphasize and support teamwork and have well-thought-out 
strategies for assigning people to work in teams. Unfortunately, 
most organizations pay only lip-service to developing high-
performing teams and do little to create an atmosphere that 
fosters successful teams.

In this chapter, we discuss the first C of our Four Cs model: 
context. By creating a context for developing effective teams, 
managers are more likely to achieve the successful team dynam-
ics and team results they desire.

The Context Problem: Why Teamwork Often 
Doesn’t Work

Over the years we have surveyed dozens of personnel and human 
resource managers in both large and small companies and gath-
ered data from hundreds of managers about their organizations’ 
efforts to improve team performance. Although most report that 
their companies believe teamwork is important, only about one-
third were engaged in a serious effort to initiate team-building 
practices that would improve team performance. When the  
managers of the other two-thirds were asked why they didn’t 
spend much time and effort to improve their teams, they reported 
the following problems, listed in order of the frequency of 
response:
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1.	 I don’t know how to build a more effective team.

2.	 I’m concerned that the possible negative effects will 
outweigh the benefits.

3.	 I don’t feel that developing an effective team is rewarded 
in our company.

4.	 My subordinates feel they don’t need it, and it takes too 
much time.

5.	 I don’t have the support of my boss to spend time in team 
development.

Let’s look at each of these:

1.	 I don’t know how to build a more effective team.  With the 
business world’s emphasis on teamwork, it is interesting that  
the primary obstacle to team building is that managers feel they 
do not know how to build an effective team. Virtually every 
recent publication on organizations and management has empha-
sized the importance of effective teams in achieving high levels 
of performance. However, rarely do these writings describe 
exactly how to develop effective teams. There is almost a sense 
that because everyone agrees that teams are important and almost 
everyone has participated on some type of team, everyone must 
therefore understand how to put an effective team together.

Very few academic programs deal with understanding team 
processes and dynamics. Students—whether in undergraduate 
courses or in MBA programs—are assigned to work in teams, and 
often the team product is graded. However, few professors know 
enough or take the time to help these teams deal with the prob-
lems and group issues that often occur. Frequently in these class 
teams, a few students do the work while others coast along and 
get undeserved credit; in other cases, conflicts and problems 
arise, and because the team does not know how to handle them, 
the students wind up with strong negative feelings about team 
projects that they carry into the business world.
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To overcome this lack of skill and knowledge in developing 
teams, some organizations have a speaker come in and talk about 
team building or circulate a book or other information. However, 
most people find it difficult to engage in complex activities just 
by reading or hearing information. They need some direct experi-
ence and some clear examples of what to do. It’s one thing to 
read about how to hit a fastball of a major league pitcher; it’s 
quite another thing to actually do it yourself. This lack of practi-
cal know-how is a major obstacle. And even when people know 
how to develop teams, they still may not succeed if some of the 
other obstacles are present.

2.	 I’m concerned that the possible negative effects will outweigh 
the benefits.  Most managers are pragmatic in their approach to 
taking action: they weigh the possible gains against the costs and 
risks and usually follow a course of action designed to maximize 
benefits and minimize negative consequences. Many managers 
we have interviewed have talked about some of the negative 
effects of team-building programs they have heard about. Some 
have heard of (but very few have ever directly experienced) 
team-building efforts that resulted in a “bloodbath.” They heard 
that the entire session was devoted to unmercifully giving people 
harsh, negative feedback. The result was a lot of hard feelings 
and a drop in team morale and performance.

Other horror stories include reported incidents of people 
quitting or getting fired, suffering a mental breakdown, invading 
other people’s private lives, or spending long sessions talking 
about their “feelings” but accomplishing little. Moreover, many 
managers realize that team building might improve morale but 
not necessarily improve team performance. It appears to them 
that the time devoted to team building might be better spent 
working on team tasks directly related to output. With these 
possible negative effects, coupled with managers’ not really 
understanding how to do team building or clearly seeing the 
benefits, it is easy to see why many managers do not engage in 
ongoing team development.
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3.	 I don’t feel that developing an effective team is rewarded in 
our company.  Another key obstacle is the lack of apparent 
connections between team building and formal rewards in the 
organization. For many years, a major oil company had a 
program of management development for middle managers that 
included clear instruction about doing effective team building. 
However, few of these managers implemented their team 
development plans on the job. When asked the reason, they 
overwhelmingly replied that their performance reviews by their 
bosses did not include anything about their team-building 
efforts. The team building that was emphasized in the 
management program was not included in either performance 
reviews or subsequent raises or promotions, and therefore 
managers could see no personal payoff from spending time 
building teams. Moreover, the organization did not provide the 
resources or the time to engage in a serious team-building effort 
during work hours.

4.	 My subordinates feel they don’t need it, and it takes too much 
time.  Our surveys revealed that because many people have never 
experienced working on an effective work team, they have no 
standard against which to compare their current team. Many 
describe their current team functioning as “Okay,” “We’re doing 
all right,” or “We are as good as most.” In a similar vein, many 
managers believe that team building is a kind of “touchy-feely” 
activity, not associated with getting work done. As one manager 
said, “What I need is help in getting a lot of work done with 
reduced manpower. I don’t need to waste time while people  
talk about their feelings.” When the attitude that teams are 
unimportant is coupled with the assumption that the team 
building will waste valuable working time, many managers 
understandably decide that they don’t really need team building.

5.	 I don’t have the support of my boss to spend time in team 
development.  Some managers in the organizations we studied 
indicated that although they would like to engage in team build-
ing and thought they knew what to do, they did not get any 
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support for these activities from their bosses. These managers said 
that their bosses gave the following reasons for not supporting 
team development:

“It will take too much time from our heavy workload.”
“It isn’t supported by upper management.”
“Team development is not part of the company goals or the 

performance review system.”
“We have heard that it is a waste of time.”
“We understand that it requires an outside consultant, 

which we can’t afford.”

When your boss doesn’t support an initiative, it is virtually 
impossible to feel it is important.

The Importance of Context

What we have learned from our own experience in consulting 
with teams over the years is that context matters. Without a 
team-supportive organization context, team development is dif-
ficult, even impossible. To create an organizational context that 
will support teamwork, managers should ask themselves the fol-
lowing questions:

1.	 How important is effective teamwork to accomplishing this 
particular task?

2.	 What type of team is needed?

3.	 Does the organization’s context of culture, structure, and 
systems support teamwork?

How Important Is Effective Teamwork to 
Accomplishing This Particular Task?

Although all teams represent a collection of people who must 
collaborate to some degree to achieve common goals, some tasks 
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require more team collaboration than others. Figure 2.1 repre-
sents a continuum of the teamwork or collaboration needed for 
a team to function. The continuum is based on the notion that 
the importance of teamwork will vary according to the task 
environment, notably the degree of interdependence required to 
complete the team’s tasks.1

Modular Interdependence  Sometimes the nature of the task 
doesn’t require the team to work closely together all the time 
because the team tasks are modular in nature. In these tasks, 
individuals on the team are connected through modular or pooled 
interdependence, performing tasks independently and pooling 
only the results to create a team output. For example, a golf team 
may do some general planning and share information about the 
golf course and competition, but in the final analysis, play is by 
the individual performer. Team performance is based on indi-
vidual performances that are pooled together.

Similarly, an academic department requires relatively little 
teamwork. Each professor can do most of the required work—
teach, research, write—alone. Of course, faculty members share 
ideas on how to be effective in teaching and research. But the 
performance of the department, as measured by student teaching 
evaluations or the number of faculty publications in top journals, 
is based largely on individual performance that is pooled together. 

Figure 2.1  Continuum of Teamwork
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When important decisions need to be made or departmental 
goals set that require the efforts of all department members, then 
those members must function as a decision team. However, these 
situations occur relatively infrequently.

Sequential Interdependence  Individuals on teams are 
sequentially interdependent when one person cannot perform 
his or her task until another has completed his or her task  
and passed on the results. Under these circumstances, team 
members must meet more regularly and consistently to coordi-
nate their work.

A baseball team is an example of a team that requires a mod-
erate amount of teamwork. All nine players must be on the field 
at once, but for much of the game, the effort is individual in 
nature. However, whether a batter bunts or tries to hit to the 
opposite field depends on what the previous hitters have done. 
Relay throws from outfield to home base and double plays require 
sequential coordination. Moreover, the catcher and pitcher 
interact constantly in a coordinated fashion as they try to prevent 
batters from reaching base.

An accounting or financial department requires sequential 
coordination. Everyone in such a department must work within 
a common accounting framework, and the work of one part of 
the accounting process depends on the work of other parts. The 
accuracy of the tax people depends in part on how well internal 
auditors have done their work. Although each accountant may 
be doing individual work, each sometimes may be unable to 
proceed without input from others.

Most company executive committees require a moderate 
amount of teamwork. Historically, for much of their work, the 
heads of marketing, finance, personnel, and manufacturing have 
done their work autonomously in their own areas. At key times, 
they have come together to build a common strategy, set common 
goals, and coordinate work activities, such as getting marketing 
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and manufacturing to agree on the type and amount of product 
that should be produced for the marketplace. However, effective 
companies realize that success in coordinating product devel
opment and manufacturing, or manufacturing and sales and  
marketing activities, requires reciprocal rather than sequential 
interdependence.

Reciprocal Interdependence  In some groups, the nature 
of the task requires a high degree of teamwork because tasks 
are reciprocally interdependent. Team outputs are achieved 
through work done in a simultaneous and iterative process in 
which each individual must work in close coordination with 
other team members because he or she can complete tasks 
only through a process of iterative knowledge sharing. Thus, 
team members must communicate their own requirements 
frequently and be responsive to the needs of the other team 
members.

Similarly, members of a basketball team are on the court 
together and must coordinate constantly as they run offense 
plays and play team defense. Every member interacts with 
every other member. Thus, one would predict that a basketball 
team would suffer more from the lack of teamwork than would 
a golf team or even a baseball team. Indeed, this seems to be 
the case, as evidenced by the fact that major league baseball 
teams that acquire a few free-agent stars occasionally come 
from a low ranking the prior year (even last place) to win the 
World Series. This rarely happens with NBA basketball teams, 
which must learn how to coordinate and work together to be 
successful.

Experience has shown that even having the best individual 
basketball talent on one team is no guarantee of team success. 
Consider the events that led to the historic failure of the U.S. 
basketball team in the 2004 Olympics, which included players 
like Tim Duncan and Allen Iverson, as well as in the 2006 Inter-
national Basketball Federation (FIBA) World Championship, 
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when players like Dwyane Wade and Carmelo Anthony were 
part of the team. The need for better teamwork prompted the 
United States to require a three-year commitment from NBA 
players so that they could learn to work together as a team. Since 
then, the U.S. basketball team has won the 2008 Olympic gold 
medal, the 2010 FIBA World Championship, and the gold medal 
in the 2012 Olympic Games.

Product development teams for complex products such as 
automobiles, aircraft, robotics, and consumer electronics work 
together in a reciprocally interdependent fashion. For example, 
when a commercial aircraft is being designed, decisions regarding 
the weight and thrust of a jet engine and the aerodynamic design 
of the fuselage and wings must be made taking each other into 
account.2 Team members must share information back and forth 
as they iteratively solve problems. Similar arguments could be 
made for a police SWAT team or the surgical team in a hospital 
operating room. All of the tasks are highly connected, and 
members cannot do their respective work without others doing 
theirs in a coordinated fashion.

Understanding the level of teamwork and the nature of inter-
dependence required by the task is important for three reasons. 
First, they dictate the amount of attention that managers need 
to pay to teamwork and team processes: the greater the team 
interdependence, the more important it is to make sure the  
team is working together effectively and everyone understands 
the nature of the interdependence. Second, by understanding the 
nature of interdependencies in the team, managers will have 
greater insight into why certain common problems arise and will 
know how to fix them. For example, team members of modularly 
interdependent tasks frequently feel frustrated when team pro-
cesses are designed for frequent meetings and interaction. They 
rightly want to be left alone to get their work done rather than 
be bothered by group processes. Similarly, highly interdependent 
teams often run into trouble when they are organized as virtual 
teams and have no opportunities for frequent, rich interactions. 



30  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

Third, understanding the different levels of teamwork and the 
nature of interdependence will allow managers to adapt business 
and team structures to the nature of the task and thereby prevent 
some problems from occurring in the first place.

What Type of Team Is Needed?

Once the nature of the teamwork needed for a particular task 
has been determined, decisions can be made about the type of 
team needed to accomplish that task. Although there are many 
typologies of teams that have been developed, we describe 
three generic team types that are simple yet sufficient to cover 
the important distinctions: (1) decision teams, (2) task teams, 
and (3) self-directed teams. The first two types of teams are 
manager led but differ from each other in the roles that they 
play in the organization. The third type, the self-directed team, 
is based on different authority and autonomy from the tradi-
tional manager-led team that is merely a tool of the manager 
to get work done.

Decision Teams  All teams have a basic activity and a goal. 
Many teams in organizations have as their basic activity making 
decisions. People on these decision teams meet to make decisions 
about a whole range of matters: defining goals, developing  
strategy to achieve those goals, giving assignments, allocating 
resources, cutting or expanding resources for various functions, 
preparing budgets, setting schedules and deadlines, and so on. It 
is important for a decision team to understand that the quality 
and acceptance of their decisions can have an immense impact 
on many other people. For example, if a top management team 
is making decisions about downsizing or restructuring and if that 
group is not open to all information—both hard data, such as 
the profit picture, and soft data, such as morale—its decisions 
may be resisted and resented and cause serious problems through-
out the entire organization.
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Task Teams  By contrast, members of a task team must 
together perform a set of interlocking tasks in order to accom-
plish an end result—a certain product, service, or activity.  
Examples are a production unit that is making the total product 
(such as a Volvo automobile), a SWAT team, a surgical team in 
a hospital, and a utility company service crew. Obviously task 
teams also must make decisions, and the quality of those deci-
sions will have an impact, positive or negative, on the team’s 
work. The ability to make effective decisions is thus a key element 
of all teams. But the task team has the additional function of 
physically coordinating efforts to achieve a given goal.

Self-Directed Teams  Much of organization restructuring in 
recent years has been based on the desirability of allowing work 
teams to have more authority to deal with the issues that they 
face. Such self-directed work teams are also called autonomous 
or semiautonomous work teams.

An autonomous team does not have a formally designated 
leader. It can select its own leader, rotate leadership among 
members, or operate without a leader—a kind of “leadership by 
committee” process during which leadership functions are 
assigned to different members of the team.

A semiautonomous team, by contrast, does have a designated 
leader with a formal title and position, but the leader’s role is 
defined in such a way that the team makes its own decisions and 
takes actions independent of the leader. This has led to one of 
the dilemmas of the semiautonomous team: determining the role 
of the leader if the team has the right to function without the 
direct influence and control of that formal leader.

Organizations that have successfully adopted semiautono-
mous teams have begun to redefine the role of the formal leader 
in some combination of the following:

•	 The leader functions primarily as a training resource or 
facilitator to help the team examine how it is working and 
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give the team the needed training, coaching, or 
facilitation.

•	 The leader spends most of his or her time dealing with 
issues with other units or with upper management. Or the 
leader may increase the interaction and relationships with 
customers.

•	 The leader acts as a consultant to the team and can be 
asked to help deal with team problems, conflicts, problem 
members, or other concerns.

•	 The leader may attend all team meetings or attend only 
when invited. The leader may formally open the meeting 
but then turn over the activities of the meeting to team 
members.

It is apparent that some teams are autonomous or semiau-
tonomous in name only; that is, the formal leader is not willing 
to relinquish power and continues to function in the traditional 
leader role of having all activities flow from and through the 
leader. It should also be apparent that the team can find itself 
beset with a multitude of problems if team members have never 
had training or experience in how to work together as a team. 
Sometimes teams are asked not only to plan, schedule, and  
coordinate work but also to make decisions about hiring, termi-
nations, allocation of pay raises or bonuses, vacation schedules, 
training needs, or awarding time off to attend meetings or other 
activities. These issues, which are central to a number of personal 
concerns of team members, have proved difficult even for expe-
rienced teams, and an untrained autonomous or semiautonomous 
work team can get buried under a load of activities it is not pre-
pared to handle.

We know of one organization using semiautonomous teams 
that even made budget cutting and layoff decisions as a team, 
decisions typically reserved for senior management. When the 
business experienced a serious downturn, the organization’s 
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senior management gave the work teams data on the kinds of 
budget cuts that were needed to help the business survive, and 
the teams were then given the autonomy to decide how they 
would reduce costs, the bulk of which were in payroll. The teams 
came up with some creative solutions: some team members 
decided to take unpaid vacations, others decided to job-share or 
work part time, and still others who wanted to leave the company 
and had other opportunities were let go, with relatively few bad 
feelings. By allowing the team to use its autonomy and creativity 
in the face of a difficult situation, the company was able to 
weather the crisis and emerge even stronger.

Identifying the Team Needed  These descriptions of deci-
sion, task, and self-directed teams suggest that managers must 
think through the type of team they need to accomplish their 
goals. Should the team be focused on making quality decisions 
to improve performance, or should its role be to carry out certain 
tasks of the organization? Furthermore, does the team need clear 
direction and leadership from a strong manager, or does it need 
autonomy to be flexible to adjust to various contingencies that 
may arise? By answering these questions, the manager can help 
the team understand what role it is to play in the organization 
and understand what degree of autonomy it has to do its work.

Does the Organization’s Context of Culture, 
Structure, and Systems Support Teamwork?

Three of the most powerful factors in shaping the context for 
team development are the organization’s culture, structure, and 
systems.

Culture is probably the most significant factor in team 
development. While powerful, culture is often difficult to detect 
and change. An organization’s culture represents the basic 
shared values and assumptions held by most people in the orga-
nization. It defines what things are viewed as right or wrong, 
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what is valued, how one gets into trouble, and how people are 
expected to see the whole corporate world. It is critical to the 
collaborative team organization that the shared culture empha-
size that teamwork is essential and that people at all levels get 
into trouble if they do not collaborate with others and respond 
readily as members of the total team. If the culture is either 
openly or passively resistant to the importance of teamwork, 
any attempts to foster collaboration, participation, or involve-
ment will be seen as a temporary action or a management 
manipulation.

In one organization we studied, the culture was permeated by 
one key assumption or basic rule: no one does anything without 
checking with Fred, the CEO, first. The rule was clearly demon-
strated each time an employee walked past the thermostat in the 
hall and read the sign: “DO NOT ADJUST THIS THERMO-
STAT WITHOUT FRED’S PERMISSION!!!” In an atmosphere 
in which one must wait for the boss before taking any action, it 
is difficult to encourage teamwork and collaboration.

Structure refers to the basic design of the organization as 
represented in an organization chart. It reflects authority, com-
munication patterns, and the responsibility for certain functions 
in the organization. Organization structure largely determines 
who works with whom and whether teams are designated for-
mally to carry out organization tasks. Although all organizations 
have informal groups that form for a variety of reasons, the formal 
organization structure can encourage and support teamwork, or 
it can make it much more difficult for teams to form and function 
effectively.

We have found that organizations that rely on an organiza-
tion structure that fails to account for the teamwork that must 
occur across the various functions (engineering, marketing, man-
ufacturing, and so on) tend to foster conflict, miscommunication, 
and poor coordination. To illustrate, Chrysler experienced team-
work problems in developing new cars up through the early  
1990s when it was organized around functional silos in engineer-
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ing, manufacturing, finance, marketing, and purchasing. New 
cars were developed in temporary project teams that pulled indi-
viduals from each of the functional areas. However, using this 
organizational structure, Chrysler took six years to develop a new 
car, while its Japanese competitors, Toyota and Honda, were 
consistently developing new cars in four years. The teamwork 
required to quickly develop new car models simply wasn’t there.

To address the teamwork problem, Chrysler reorganized 
around car platform teams: large car, small car, truck, and minivan. 
In this way, individuals from the different functional areas worked 
together consistently within the same team over long periods  
of time. This structure even brought supplier partners onto  
the team—giving the supplier “guest engineers” desks and work 
space within the platform team. This reorganization improved 
teamwork and coordination within the product development 
teams at Chrysler. Within three years, they were developing new 
car models on a four-year basis, just like their Japanese competi-
tors. Chrysler’s experience shows that organizations that are 
designed based on a team concept can use organization structure 
to bring people together in formal, and sometimes informal, 
teams to accomplish the organization’s goals.

Systems are the agreed-on methods for doing work in the 
organization. These integrated agreements, or systems, regulate 
almost all aspects of organization life. Pay systems, evaluation 
and promotion systems, decision-making systems, and manage-
ment information systems are all examples of this component. It 
is critical that the systemic aspects of the organization support 
team development. People encounter major problems in a 
company that is attempting to build teamwork into the orga
nization when the pay system is based entirely on individual 
performance, or if information is given only to individual senior 
managers rather than all team members.

In one cell phone assembly plant, the work was done almost 
entirely using an assembly line with no emphasis on teamwork 
among employees on the line. Costs were high and quality was 
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low, and top management gave the plant an ultimatum: fix the 
problems, or we will shut down the plant.

The plant manager brought in a consultant who redesigned 
the assembly-line system, putting employees into semiauto
nomous work teams. Just as important, the teams were given 
information, heretofore kept secret, on costs and quality and 
given the authority to make changes as needed. As a result, the 
teams came up with over a thousand suggestions for improve-
ment in the first year after the changes were made. Not surpris-
ingly, quality improved significantly, and the plant recognized 
cost savings of more than $7 million over a one-year period. Jobs 
were saved and employees rewarded for improving performance. 
In this case, changes in the culture, structure, and systems led to 
improved teamwork, which resulted in significant productivity 
gains.

In Summary

To create the right context to support high-performing teams, it 
is important to:

•	 Identify the type of teamwork needed for success
•	 Determine the type of team needed to accomplish team 

goals
•	 Ensure that the organization’s culture, structure, and 

systems support teamwork

Without the proper context to support teamwork, it is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to develop effective teams. We have found 
that our efforts to do team building are often undermined by an 
unfriendly team context. Improving team performance without 
the proper contextual support is like paddling a canoe upstream 
through rapids: you might eventually get to your destination but 
not without expending a lot more effort than necessary.
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3

COMPOSITION

Getting the Right People on the Bus

If the organizational context is supportive of teamwork, the next 
task is to determine the appropriate size of the team, who should 
be on it, and how they should be managed depending on their 
skill set and motivation.

In this chapter, we discuss the importance of getting the right 
people on a team, as well as the optimal team size. To illustrate 
the importance of both team composition and context, we 
examine the practices of Bain & Company, a management  
consulting firm that has achieved superior results through the 

effective management of team 
context and composition. We also 
provide an assessment instrument 

for evaluating team composition and context.

Team Composition and Performance

For a team to succeed, its members need two things: the skills 
and experience to accomplish the task and “fire in the belly,” 
that is, the motivation to succeed. Team leaders play a critical 
role in identifying and attracting people with those attributes to 
the team. Beyond that, we have found that effective team leaders 
have the following characteristics:1

•	 Clear vision of the team’s goals and the metrics that will 
accurately measure team performance

•	 Ability to set clear direction for the team with regard to 
how to achieve team goals

www.josseybass.com/
go/dyerteamassessments
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•	 Ability to motivate and inspire team members as they 
pursue team goals

•	 Ability to teach and coach team members in developing 
the skills necessary to complete team tasks

•	 Ability to make each team member feel that she or he is 
valued and an important contributor to the team

•	 Ability to hold team members accountable for their 
contributions to team performance

•	 Ability to include and listen to team members when 
making decisions that affect the team

•	 Ability to manage conflict and solve team problems 
effectively

•	 Ability to gain support and resources for the team from key 
executives and other constituencies

We often find that team leaders do not receive adequate training 
and as a result are ill equipped to lead the team.

In addition to effective leaders, successful teams need 
members who have the following characteristics:

•	 Strong technical skills, knowledge, or experience related to 
accomplishing the team’s tasks

•	 High motivation to be an effective contributor to the team 
effort

•	 Effective interpersonal and communication skills
•	 A willingness to help and support other team members in 

their efforts to achieve team goals
•	 Good conflict management skills (i.e., they are capable of 

working through disagreements)
•	 Ability to adapt to new situations
•	 Dependability and ability to take initiative to help the 

team achieve its goals
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Effective team leaders understand that the way they manage 
the team and individual team members is strongly influenced  
by the degree to which team members are skilled and motivated 
(see figure 3.1). In some instances, team members may not  
have the necessary skills or may not be properly motivated to 
work on the team. When team members are neither skilled nor 
motivated, team leaders may be wise to drop them from the team 
because the challenge of building their skills and motivating 
them is simply too daunting. When team members are skilled 
but not motivated, the team leader’s role is largely a motivational 
one. We have found that empowering skilled team members with 
greater responsibility for team tasks and performance can be an 
effective way to increase a team member’s commitment to the 
team and its goals. Naturally, it is preferable if team members are 
intrinsically rather than extrinsically motivated. In fact, when 
selecting someone for the team, try to determine to what extent 
the person has a passion and love for this kind of work and to 
what extent she or he is committed to the team goals.

Finding people who are passionate about the work and inter-
nally committed to the organization’s goals can save team leaders 

Figure 3.1 Team Composition: Evaluating and Managing 
Team Members Based on Skills and Motivation

T
ea

m
 M

em
be

r’
s 

Sk
il

ls
:

T
ec

hn
ic

al
 a

nd
 I

nt
er

pe
rs

on
al

Provide incentives
and use

motivational techniques

Drop from team

Team Member’s Motivation

High

Low

HighLow

Share power and
responsibility

Provide training
and develop skills



40  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

headaches down the road. However, in some cases, it may be 
necessary and desirable to motivate through increased pay, rank, 
or other perks. The key, of course, is to understand what moti-
vates the particular team member to give his or her best effort 
for the team.

In contrast, when team members are motivated but not 
skilled, the leader’s task is largely one of coaching and skill build-
ing. This requires that the leader play the roles of educator and 
coach. It also means that assessments of skill deficiencies are 
necessary so that an individual development and training program 
can be established to ensure that the person develops the techni-
cal skills necessary to be effective in completing the team’s tasks.

Finally, when team members are both skilled and motivated, 
the wise team leader will share power and responsibility with the 
members, since they are capable of assisting the leader in devel-
oping team competencies and motivated to achieve the team’s 
goals.

As teams are formed, team leaders should meet with potential 
team members before selection to ascertain their ability to con-
tribute to the accomplishment of the team’s goals as well as their 
motivation to be part of the team. Offering a meaningful team 
goal or significant performance challenge generally can rally 
individuals to a team and motivate them. When team members 
believe they are being asked to contribute to something 
important—something that counts, that has vision—they are 
more likely to give their best effort than will people who  
are asked to serve on another team or committee that seems to 
serve little purpose.

Amazon.com, the Internet discount retailer, is known for 
attracting and retaining some of the best and brightest technical 
talent around. It does this in part by maintaining one constant 
in its selection process: “Does this candidate have a strong desire 
to change the world?” Leaders are looking for people who want 
to achieve something important. In addition, job applicants are 
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interviewed by teams of Amazon employees—in many cases, by 
the entire team that they will join. The team interviews help 
ensure that new employees bring diversity to the team (which is 
critical for innovation and is an explicit goal of the team inter-
views) and tests whether the recruits have the collaboration 
skills necessary to succeed in Amazon’s team environment.

Team Size

There is no clear answer as to the size of an optimal team because 
size is determined in part by the nature of the task. Some manag-
ers like large teams because they believe that these teams gener-
ate more ideas and call attention to the importance of a project 
or functional area. Moreover, some managers think that putting 
people on a team is a good experience, and they don’t want to 
leave anyone out. However, in general, small teams are prefera-
ble to large teams, and there are rules of thumb and certain 
pitfalls to avoid in determining team size.2

We find that large teams (typically over ten people) have 
lower productivity than smaller teams. Research reported by 
Katzenbach and Smith in their book The Wisdom of Teams sug-
gests that “serious deterioration in the quality and productivity 
of team interactions sets in when there are more than 12 to 14 
members of the team.”3 The greater the number of team members, 
the more difficult it is to achieve a common understanding and 
agreement about team goals and team processes. Large teams lead 
to less involvement on the part of team members and hence 
lower commitment and participation, which leads to lower levels 
of trust.

Although team size clearly should be determined by the 
nature of the task, much of the research suggests that the most 
productive teams have four to ten members. In summarizing 
research on team size, researcher Glenn Parker notes, “Although 
optimal size depends on the specific team mission, in general, the 
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optimal team size is four to six members, with ten being the 
maximum for effectiveness. It is important to remember that 
many team tools in decision making, problem solving, and  
communicating were created to take advantage of small-group 
dynamics. Consensus, for example, just does not work as a 
decision-making method in a team of twenty members.”4

Amazon.com has experienced an explosion of growth 
throughout its short life and employs more than ten thousand 
people. However, it typically deploys its workforce into “two 
pizza” teams (the number of people who can be adequately fed 
by two pizzas) to promote team identity and foster commitment, 
accountability, and innovation within the team. Because two 
large pizzas typically feed eight to ten people, you rarely find 
larger teams within Amazon. Thus, the rule of thumb is to choose 
the smallest number of people possible that will still allow the 
team to effectively accomplish its mission.

Effective Team Context and Composition:  
The Case of Bain & Company

Bain & Company, a top-tier global consulting firm, has made 
team development a high priority. Although the company and 
its teams certainly have their problems, most organizations can 
learn some valuable lessons from Bain’s team development efforts. 
(Jeff Dyer experienced the impact of Bain’s team culture person-
ally as a Bain consultant for several years.)

Bain’s ability to develop productive teams hinges largely on 
a program that includes the following key elements:

•	 A strong team culture that features:
○  A team orientation explicitly stated in the company’s 

mission statement
○	 Promotion and rewards for those who demonstrate team 

leadership skills
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○	 Team processes that emphasize interdependency as 
exemplified by the mantra: “A Bainie never lets another 
Bainie fail”

•  Attention to team dynamics and structure, including:
○	 Lean and flat semiautonomous teams with high 

responsibility
○	 Attention to complementary team skills and team 

chemistry
○	 High priority on personal and leadership skill 

development
•	 Systems that measure team satisfaction and performance on 

a monthly basis

Getting the right people on the team is a critical first step, 
and Bain focuses its recruiting efforts at top universities around 
the globe that it has determined do an effective job of finding 
(and sometimes preparing) individuals for management consult-
ing. Bain also invests heavily in two rounds of interviews with 
recruits as it looks for three skill sets: analytical and problem-
solving skills, client and communication management skills, and 
team collaboration skills.

In the first round of interviews, recruits are largely tested on 
their analytical and problem-solving skills as they are asked to 
solve business cases during the interviews. The second round 
focuses more on whether recruits have the client and communi-
cation skills necessary and whether they will be effective team 
players. As part of the client and communication skill evaluation, 
interviewers assess whether the person has the appropriate degree 
of confidence and optimism without showing arrogance. (Arro-
gance is the kiss of death.) They also assess whether a recruit can 
comfortably communicate with all sorts of people, from shop 
foreman to CEO. Finally, recruits must pass the airplane test: “Is 
this someone I would want to hang out with for six hours on an 
airplane?” “Is this someone I want to work on my team?”
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Another key way that Bain gets the right people on the bus 
is to watch them perform on a Bain team before they are hired 
as a full-time consultant. To do this, Bain invests heavily in a 
summer intern program, bringing in a large percentage of MBA 
students to work over the summer between the first and second 
years of their program to see whether they have the “right stuff” 
(i.e., analytical skills, communication skills, and team collabo-
ration skills). Thus, Bain puts potential team members on a  
simulated “bus ride” before putting them on the bus for good.

According to Mark Howorth, senior director of global recruit-
ing for Bain, roughly two-thirds of new consultants hired have 
either worked at Bain as summer interns or as analysts (associate 
consultants) after graduating from college. This dramatically 
reduces the risk of getting the wrong people on the bus. Once 
Bain has determined that a person has the ability to be successful, 
it brings that person into an organizational environment that 
supports effective teamwork in the following ways.

Cultural Characteristics: A Team Orientation

Bain understands what it means to foster a culture that supports 
teamwork. Most organizations just talk about it, but at Bain it is 
not just talk. The importance of the team is highlighted in the 
company’s mission statement as one of three keys to success. The 
statement reads (italics added for emphasis):

Bain & Company’s mission is to help our clients create such high 
levels of economic value that together we set new standards of 
excellence in our respective industries. This vision demands:

•	 The Bain vision of the most productive client relationship and 
single-minded dedication to achieving it with each client.

•	 The Bain community of extraordinary teams.

•	 The Bain approach to creating value, based on a sharp 
competitive and customer focus, the most effective analytical 
techniques, and our process for collaboration with the client.5
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Extraordinary teams is a term often heard within Bain & 
Company. Historically, one of the senior directors in the firm  
had responsibility for researching and understanding what made 
an extraordinary team. He then gave his report at the annual 
company meeting on the company’s progress in this area. An 
extraordinary team was selected and featured in the biannual 
company newsletter with a description of how and why the team 
was extraordinary. These teams were also recognized at company 
meetings and celebrated with a team event. All teams within the 
company are encouraged—and given the resources—to celebrate 
successful projects or particularly effective teamwork. Celebrat-
ing can range from a team dinner to a weekend of skiing together. 
The company wants to let the team know that it appreciates a 
job well done.

Promoting Team Leadership Skills

No one is promoted to manager at Bain without clearly demon-
strating the skill mix necessary to be an effective team leader. 
The company has adopted a promotion process that essentially 
results in the flip side of the Peter principle. Rather than promot-
ing people to their level of incompetence, Bain requires that 
prospective managers demonstrate the full complement of mana-
gerial skills, and particularly intellectual leadership, in a case 
team leader role before they are promoted to manager.

Just like any other manager or partner, they receive a monthly 
evaluation from the team regarding their leadership performance 
(more on this in a moment). Over time the company has studied 
what makes for an effective team leader. In the early days in the 
firm, they found that extraordinary teams (as measured by quan-
tifiable results for the client) were led by team leaders who 
exhibited great “intellectual leadership.” Intellectual leadership 
might best be defined as the ability to create and communicate 
a clear vision for the team, as well as to brainstorm and  
generate value-added ideas. Although this is still important, 
more recent studies of employee satisfaction have found that the 
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most effective team leaders are those who “motivate, inspire, and 
value” their team members. In other words, just being smart isn’t 
enough to inspire a team of individuals who are mostly from the 
Gen X or millennial generation. These practices have resulted 
in a core of managers who are generally highly effective at build-
ing productive teams.

Team Process Emphasizing Interdependency  
and Productivity

Bain’s approach to emphasizing interdependency and productiv-
ity is unique. At the beginning of each project, a “blank slide” 
presentation is created that is essentially a structured problem-
solving method that clearly outlines the data and analysis 
required to solve the problem facing the team. This represents 
the manager’s hypothesis (with input from the partner, or senior 
manager, and team members) on the key aspects of the problem 
being addressed and is the manager’s vision of the logic and 
structure behind the final presentation (product). Consequently 
the team understands the working hypothesis and knows  
precisely what the overall team objective is from the very 
beginning.

The team goal is to do the analysis that proves or disproves 
the hypothesis and leads to a set of recommendations. Each 
person is responsible for a piece of the puzzle and understands 
how this piece is vital to the success of the combined team effort. 
This is a strong motivating factor for team members because they 
know that their work is critical to the team’s final product and 
that they will be held accountable.

The presentation is divided among team members, and the 
manager develops a work plan with each member to ensure that 
he or she understands what is expected. Because of the interde-
pendent nature of the work, Bain tries to ensure that a “Bainie” 
never fails. This philosophy is shared at every recruiting event 
that the firm holds and is frequently mentioned within training 
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and other company events. This saying boldly reinforces the idea 
that “we are a team” and “we need each other.”

Team Dynamics and Structure: Lean, Flat Teams  
with High Responsibility

Bain’s internal study of extraordinary teams found that lower-
performing teams were generally larger and had multiple  
reporting relationships. Consequently, efforts are made to keep 
teams small and structures flat. The logic is that people work 
harder and are happier when they are given heavy responsibility 
and are not burdened by layers of management. Moreover, on a 
small team, individuals have more direction from supervisors and 
are less likely to get lost in the shuffle and end up frustrated and 
unproductive. Therefore, teams are generally organized to consist 
of only four to six members. These individuals report to a manager, 
who then reports to a partner, the end of the line of authority. 
All are closely involved in the work and are held accountable 
for team performance.

Attention to Team Chemistry

Bain devotes significant time to determining the right mix of 
people given the demands of the team project and the profes-
sional development needs of potential team members. The team 
assignment process begins with a discussion among the office 
staffing officer, partners or managers, and potential members. 
The staffing officer typically discusses the skills required to be 
successful on a particular client project with the partner or 
manager. Three issues are generally reviewed when a person is 
considered for a team:

•	 Does this person have the skills and experience necessary 
to help the client be successful in this particular 
assignment?
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•	 Does this project fit with this person’s skill plan and 
professional development needs?

•	 Will this person work well with the client, manager, and 
other team members?

The staffing officer in charge of case team assignments speaks 
with managers and potential team members before an assignment 
is made to make sure the fit is good. In most cases potential team 
members can refuse an assignment if they make a strong argu-
ment that they cannot answer these questions with a “yes.”

By taking time in advance to consider these issues, Bain 
ensures that team members are considerably more committed  
to the team and are less likely to become frustrated and unpro-
ductive. As a result, management saves time by avoiding team 
problems down the road.

High Priority on Personal Development

This may seem paradoxical but although creating extraordinary 
teams is the overall goal, Bain doesn’t lose sight of the fact that 
extraordinary teams are composed of successful and productive 
individuals. To ensure that individual needs are considered,  
professional development is a company priority. Managers and 
team members jointly develop skill plans to outline the skills that 
the team member needs to develop in order to advance in the 
organization.

Skill plans are prepared every six months, with the manager 
providing coaching and feedback. Most managers also conduct  
a monthly or bimonthly lunch with each member to discuss  
professional development needs. The system is supported by  
a professional development department whose primary respon
sibility is to help employees with their personal growth and  
development. Team “buddies,” or colleagues, are assigned when a 
new member joins the company to ensure that he or she is prop-
erly integrated into the team. Remembering the individual is 
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Bain’s way of keeping its turnover among the lowest in the con-
sulting industry.

Monthly Measurement of Team Satisfaction  
and Performance

Overall team satisfaction and team leadership effectiveness are 
evaluated every month through a formal review process. Members 
fill out a survey and rate their satisfaction on such issues as these:

•	 Value addition and impact of work
•	 Ability of team leaders to motivate and inspire team 

members
•	 Clear and prompt downward communication
•	 Reasonable time demands
•	 Upfront planning and organization
•	 Fun, motivation, and a sense of teamwork
•	 Interest level of work
•	 Clear performance expectations
•	 Level of responsibility
•	 Opportunities for professional growth and development
•	 General level of respect for each person

The data are compiled and given to both the team members 
and the team’s leaders (manager and partner). The team then 
meets alone, without the leader, to discuss the results and develop 
recommendations regarding what could be done to improve team 
satisfaction and performance. Team leaders also meet to develop 
their own recommendations. Then the members and leaders 
meet together to discuss each other’s recommendations and 
determine what should be done to improve team satisfaction  
and performance over the next month. If the team satisfaction 
scores are particularly low, a facilitator meets with the entire 
team in a team-building discussion.
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Team satisfaction and performance scores are posted publicly 
each month for all to see, so there are strong incentives for team 
leaders to ensure that they are taking actions that improve  
team satisfaction if their scores have been low. When asked 
whether monthly reviews were too frequent, Krista Ridgeway, 
director of HR for the consulting and business operations, said: 
“We used to do reviews every two months in the Chicago office 
and thought that was enough. But the other offices started doing 
it every month and we eventually decided we would give it a try. 
We discovered that we were able to discover and respond to team 
problems much more quickly when we did it monthly. Problems 
were less likely to escalate. And it really only takes people about 
five minutes to do the evaluation, so we’ve found that it is defi-
nitely worth the effort.”

Bain has found that productive teams can pay big dividends 
for both itself and its clients. It has grown rapidly from a small 
Boston Consulting Group spin-off to one of the largest and most 
prestigious strategy consulting firms in the world with nine years 
straight as Consulting magazine’s “Best Firm to Work for” and 
fourth place on a list of MBAs’ Top 50 Dream Companies.6 More
over, Bain consulting teams have helped clients achieve stock 
price appreciation four times greater than that of the S&P 500, 
an indication that Bain’s team approach helps get results for 
clients.7

Assessing Context and Composition

Bain & Company’s experience demonstrates what teams can 
achieve when an organization takes both team context and com-
position seriously. Because context and composition are indeed 
the foundation for team success, we believe that organizations 
should periodically do an assessment to see if their context  

and methods for assigning team 
members support team develop-
ment. Figure 3.2 provides an 

assessment for determining whether that foundation is in place.

www.josseybass.com/
go/dyerteamassessments



C O M P O S I T I O N   51

Creating the Context and Composition  
for Team Performance

Almost all organizations and teams will likely be deficient in 
some way related to providing the right context and composition 
to create a high-performing team. In summarizing this chapter, 
we suggest the following ideas and actions that we have found 
useful for managers in creating the appropriate context and com-
position for teamwork.

Provide Clear Top Management Support  
for Team Development

In any organization, people at lower levels respond to cues from 
upper management about what is truly important to the organiza-
tion. A key role for leaders is to create a vision for others of what 
is possible for the organization to achieve. A company with a 
clear team-related mission statement will assign a top corporate 
officer or group to monitor how well teams are functioning. This 
sends a clear signal that teams are fundamentally important  
and that to succeed, everyone must learn to contribute to the 
team effort. Too many organizations give some emphasis to team 
building in a middle management seminar or training program, 
but there is little evidence that upper management takes any of 
this seriously. Bain & Company is a good example of an organiza-
tion that clearly states in its mission and goals the need for 
teamwork.

Create Organizational Rewards to  
Support Teamwork

Managers must be able to see that if they develop a successful 
team, their efforts will be rewarded. This means having some 
criteria of team effectiveness and having those criteria empha-
sized in the performance review system. Managers at all levels 



Instructions: Using your observations of your organization and work unit or team, circle the number that applies to each question (on a scale of 1 to 5).  

 1. Is teamwork needed for your team to accomplish its goals (that is, is reciprocal interdependence important for the team to succeed)? 

 

2. Is the team’s role in the organization clear (that is, is it clear whether the team is a decision team or task team or plays some other role)? 

3. Does the team have the authority needed to accomplish its goals?

 

2 41 3 5

It is somewhat important. No, not really. Teamwork is critical to success.

  

 

2 41 3 5

No, the role is unclear. The role is somewhat clear. Yes, the role is very clear. 

 

2 41 3   5 

No, the team has little authority. It has some authority, but not all that is needed. Yes, the team has the authority it needs.

 
 

 

 

 

4. Does the team have the resources it needs to accomplish its goals?

 

5. Does the organization’s culture (its rules and values) encourage teamwork?

  

6. Does the organization’s structure (organization chart, roles, job descriptions, and so on) support teamwork?   
 

 2 41 3 5

No, more resources are needed. Some resources are available.  Yes, the resources needed are available.

  2 4 1 3 5 

No, teamwork is not
encouraged.

Teamwork is somewhat encouraged. Teamwork is encouraged as part of
the organization’s culture.

 2   41 3 5

No, the structure hinders teamwork. The structure somewhat supports teamwork. Yes, the structure supports teamwork.

7. Do the organization’s systems (compensation, appraisal, information, and so on) support teamwork? 

1 2 3 4 5 

No, the systems undermine teamwork. The systems somewhat support teamwork. Yes, the systems support teamwork. 

Figure 3.2 Team Context and Composition Scale



 
 

 

  9. How effective is the leadership in the team?

 

  1  3 4 5 2    

 
 

The leadership is not effective. The leadership is somewhat effective. The leadership is very effective. 

 

10. Does the team have the necessary technical skills, knowledge, and experience to achieve its goals?

 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

 

No, it needs more skills,
knowledge, and experience.   

It has some of the skills,
knowledge, and experience it needs.  

Yes, it has all the skills,
knowledge, and experience it needs.

 

11. Do team members have the interpersonal skills needed to work effectively as a team?

1 2 3 4 5 

No, they don’t have the
 interpersonal skills needed.  

They have some of the
interpersonal skills needed.  

Yes, they have the interpersonal
skills needed to work well as a team.

12. Is the team the appropriate size to accomplish its goals?

1 2 3 4 5

No, it is either too
large or too small. 

The team might need to
add or subtract a member or two.  

Yes, the team is the right
size for the task. 

13. Are team members motivated to help the team achieve its goals?

1 2 3 4 5

No, there is little
motivation. 

There is some motivation
on the part of team members.  

Yes, team members are highly
motivated to achieve team goals.

   8. Does your organization have a well-thought-out method for assigning people to be on a team?

 

  1 2 3 4  5 

No, team assignments
are rather haphazard.

Some thought goes into
team assignments.

Yes, careful thought is taken
before making team assignments.

A score of 3.75 or higher indicates that the organization’s context and team composition generally support team performance. Scores between 2.50 and 3.75 indicate 
moderate support for team performance. Scores between 1.00 and 2.50 indicate some serious problems related to context and composition that are hindering team 
performance.
   If responses to even one or two items are very low (1 or 2), this suggests that action may need to be taken soon to improve the context or team composition. 

However, if the response to item 1 (the need for teamwork) is low (either a 1 or 2), which typically means that the interdependence of team members is largely modular 
or sequential, then the mean score may not need to be as high as on a team in which teamwork is essential to achieve its goals (in other words, when there is a need 
for reciprocal interdependence).

Scoring: Add up your score and divide by 13.



54  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

should monitor and be monitored on what is being done to build 
effective teams, and organizational resources need to be made 
available to support such action. Teams should not only be 
allowed but also required to take time out regularly to critique 
their own team effectiveness and make plans for improvement. 
Effective teams should be singled out for praise in company  
meetings and in official publications, and organizations should 
recognize effective teams with some clear, special rewards.

It is not necessary to always connect pay to team perfor-
mance, although this is possible, and such rewards are being used 
with increasing frequency. Regardless of the nature of the reward, 
it is important for managers to see that they are being rewarded 
for engaging in team development activities that result in effec-
tive work.

We often find organizations today using multiple criteria—
individual, team, and organizational—to determine pay raises 
and bonuses. For example, an organization might base its bonuses 
using the following percentages: 40 percent on individual 
achievement, 40 percent on team achievement, and 20 percent 
on the achievement of organizational goals. Thus, someone 
would receive 100 percent of his or her bonus if the goals were 
achieved in all three areas. The bonus would decrease by the 
corresponding percentage if performance was unsatisfactory in 
one or more of the areas. In this way, organizations can focus an 
employee’s attention not only on individual achievement but on 
achieving the goals of the team and organization.

Make Time Available for Team Development

Managers must feel that team development is a high-priority 
activity and that the organization supports time spent in  
team-building activities. If managers believe that upper-level 
management views team development as a frill that prevents 
people from getting work done, few will be inclined to spend 
time in this area. There is some advantage to taking the team 
away from the work setting for development activities. This is 
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not a requirement, however, and time can be saved if team build-
ing is done at the workplace.

One of our clients, a large credit union, was having difficulty 
in coordinating the activities in its branches to serve its custom-
ers. When we asked employees why they didn’t spend time in 
team meetings to solve their problems, they replied, “We don’t 
have time—we just can’t close the branch office to solve those 
problems. We have to wait on customers.” When asked why they 
didn’t come to work earlier or stay later after hours to discuss and 
solve their problems, they replied, “The president would never 
pay us to spend time as a team working on these issues.”

To test this assumption, we met with the president and 
informed him of his employees’ desires to spend time in branch 
problem-solving meetings. His response was, “If it will improve 
performance, let’s do it.” The president made the decision to give 
all employees one paid hour per week to meet as a branch team 
to discuss problems in the branch and make plans to take cor-
rective action. Most branch teams decided to meet one hour 
before their branch opened on Friday. The results were almost 
instantaneous: problems were solved, customer service was 
improved, and employee morale was strengthened.

Regularly Assess Whether the Organization’s Culture, 
Structure, and Systems Support Teamwork

One reason for poor team performance is the lack of congruence 
between an organization’s culture, structure, and systems and 
team development. To avoid this problem, an organization should 
periodically assess how these three factors are affecting teamwork 
in the organization. The assessment in figure 3.2 could be used 
for this purpose. The organization needs to be designed to support 
teams, conduct compensation and performance reviews that 
encourage teamwork, and demonstrate that it values the work of 
those who participate in teams. After such an assessment, man-
agement can take corrective action to ensure that these three 
factors support teamwork.
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Develop a Systematic Process for Making  
Team Assignments

Without the right players (those who are motivated and have 
the right skills), a team is unlikely to succeed. Thus, organiza-
tions need to develop clear methods and criteria for making team 
assignments. In this process, the organization should identify (1) 
the goals for the team; (2) the knowledge, skills, and experience 
that the team leader and team members need for the team to 
achieve its goals; and (3) the optimal number of members needed 
for the team to achieve its goal. Moreover, after identifying those 
who should be on the team, team members should be “signed” 
up by the team leader (possibly with the assistance of others  
in senior management), and the team assignment should be 
explained along with the importance of this assignment. In this 
way, the team members will more likely be motivated to be part 
of the team and recognize how they can contribute to team 
success.

In Summary

Context and composition are the initial building blocks of effec-
tive team performance. When culture, structure, systems, and 
processes support teamwork along with strong support from top 
management, an environment is created for teams to flourish. 
Moreover, when organizational leaders take the composition of 
teams seriously, they identify the skills, abilities, experience, and 
motivation that are needed for a team to succeed and create clear 
processes for “signing up” team members and evaluating their 
performance. As illustrated by Bain & Company, organizations 
that carefully craft the context and composition of their teams 
and regularly evaluate how the organization is performing along 
these dimensions are well on their way to developing high-
performing teams.
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4

COMPETENCIES

Developing Team Skills for High Performance

Once team context and team composition support team effec-
tiveness, the next step is to develop team competencies. Such 
competencies are not solely the attributes of individual team 
members but are competencies that are developed and shared by 
members of the team.

In this chapter, we discuss the competencies of high-
performing teams and provide an assessment tool in figure 4.2 
to determine to what extent a team has those competencies. 
Before doing so, however, we discuss how managers can develop 
important competencies in their teams over time. We have 
found that most managers, while believing that they and their 
subordinates function as a team, are really more interested in 
having their subordinates carry out orders and operate indepen-
dently under their direct supervision. To move from this type of 
“staff” relationship to that of a “team” requires a series of devel-
opmental steps, and they are largely the focus of this chapter. 
We conclude the chapter with the team competencies assess-
ment instrument in figure 4.2 and a case study of the Wilson 
Corporation, which illustrates how one organization created a 
highly effective team that has made a significant impact on its 
performance.
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Developing the Competencies of  
High-Performing Teams

Most managers and supervisors have worked with their subor-
dinates primarily in boss–staff (subordinate) relationships. Such 
relationships typically are based on the assumption that the 
boss should set the direction and lead, and the subordinates’ 
role is to carry out the directives of the supervisor. However, 
we have found that to develop effective teams, managers need  
to think of their subordinates as being members of a team  
rather than merely seeing them as members of their staff. A 
staff differs from a team in a number of significant ways. Man-
agers and team leaders who are making the transition from 
staff to a team must first understand these differences (see 
table 4.1).

The Shift from Management to Team Leadership

It is clear that a critical difference between a staff and a team 
resides in the power and role of the “boss.” With a staff, the 
superior is in charge and staff members are workers who carry out 
the assignments or actions decreed by the superior. There is little, 
if any, synergy among team members or empowerment of team 
members. Effective teams are successful because they take advan-
tage of the complementary knowledge and skills of team members: 
everyone on the team contributes something different to team 
performance. The team still has a recognized leader, but that 
person’s use of power and definition of the role are very different. 
The team’s leader tends to give more responsibility to the team, 
opens up lines of communication, encourages collaboration and 
mutual helping among members, and allows—even encourages—
differences of opinion and helps the team work through those 
differences. The leader spends time building the team so that 
team members feel responsible for working together to accom-
plish common goals.
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Table 4.1  Differences Between a Staff and a Team

Characteristics A Staff A Team

Goals and 
decisions

Made by the boss Made jointly by team and 
boss

Assignments Made by the boss Made jointly by the boss and 
subordinates

Communications Are primarily 
between the boss 
and a subordinate

Are open among all team 
members

Role of 
subordinate

Primarily to carry 
out assignments 
determined by the 
boss

Team members initiate 
action, make suggestions, 
and help plan work 
assignments

Primary virtues Loyalty and being a 
“good soldier”

Trust, helping, creativity, and 
giving constructive feedback

Sharing of data Data shared on the 
basis of what people 
feel the boss wants

All relevant data shared in 
the team

Critical feedback Rare and anxiety 
provoking

Regarded as important to 
improvement

Differences and 
conflicts

Avoided or 
smoothed over

Regarded as enriching; 
worked through by the team

Work Each staff person is 
responsible for own, 
individual work

Team members feel 
responsible for one another

Goal Boss’s primary goal is 
to get the job done

Team leader works to get 
results and develop the team

To achieve this shift from a staff to a team, managers or team 
leaders need to move more power and responsibility to team 
members and redefine their leadership role. Figure 4.1 shows how 
power and roles need to shift to change a staff, or any immature 
team, into an effective team.

In the beginning of this change from a staff to a team, the 
superior is usually in a traditional leadership role. Ultimate 
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authority resides with “the boss,” and a minimal amount of real 
power or authority is delegated to subordinates. The boss must 
be helped (trained, oriented, educated) to see the leadership role 
in an effective team in a radically new way. The boss who is to 
become a leader must experience a true paradigm shift in order 
for the development of the team to take place.

Team Leader as Educator

Assuming that the leader is committed to leading a high-
performing team, the first task for the leader in the team  
development model in figure 4.1 is to understand the competen-
cies needed for this type of team and educate the team regarding 
those competencies. This model describes how the role of the 
team leader and team dynamics change as a team matures and 
develops new competencies. In future chapters, we describe spe-
cific team-building activities for helping a team move through 
various developmental stages to gain new competencies and 
become high performing.

Although there are several theories about which competen-
cies high-performing teams (see, for example, McGregor) possess,1 
we have found the following five task-related competencies and 
five relationship- or process-related competencies to be the most 
important.

Figure 4.1 Team Development Model

Educator Coach

Start-Up
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Ineffective
Team

Facilitator
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Task-Related Competencies

1.	 The team sets clear, measurable goals and generates the 
commitment of all members to team goals by all team 
members.

2.	 The team knows how to make assignments clear and shows 
team members how their work contributes to the goals of 
the entire team.

3.	 The team has clear processes for making decisions, and 
team members influence decisions through appropriate 
participation (typically through a process of consensus).

4.	 The team knows how to establish high performance 
standards and hold members mutually accountable for 
results.

5.	 The team knows how to run effective meetings so that 
time spent together is productive.

Relationship- or Process-Related Competencies

1.	 The team knows how to build trust and support among 
team members so that they are committed to each other 
and to the team.

2.	 The team develops open lines of communication, and 
members are willing to share information, express feelings, 
and provide feedback to the others.

3.	 The team has a process for managing conflicts. Conflicts 
are recognized and managed, not brushed aside or ignored.

4.	 Team members show mutual respect and collaborate with 
one another to accomplish their work.

5.	 Team members are willing to take risks to bring innovative 
ideas that will improve the team.

In addition to these ten task and relationship competencies, 
effective teams have developed an eleventh competency: “team 
building” (what we refer to as a “meta-competency”). Team 
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building is critical because it is the competency to systematically 
evaluate how the team is performing and then identify how to 
develop or adjust the other ten competencies to solve problems 
and improve team performance. For example, if the team has a 
weakness in setting goals (task competency 1) or managing con-
flict (relationship competency 3), team-building processes help 
the team to (1) identify the problems they have with setting 
goals or managing conflict, (2) identify a set of possible solutions 
to those problems, and (3) implement a solution that helps the 
team improve its competency at setting goals or managing 
conflict.

Ideally, the team leader should educate the team members 
about the key competencies and the important roles of team 
members and the leader. If the leader feels inadequate to conduct 
these education sessions, an outside facilitator or consultant 
might help in the education of the team, though not in running 
the team meetings—because that’s still the role of the team 
leader.

In this education phase, the leader:

•	 Demonstrates a willingness to share power and 
responsibility with team members

•	 Encourages team members to become more active in 
sharing leadership responsibilities

•	 Develops with team members the basic competencies of  
an effective team and their acceptance as goals for the 
team

•	 Develops team performance metrics and guidelines on how 
the team will function in the future to achieve those 
performance goals

•	 Presents and practices the key competencies that the team 
needs: being trusting and trustworthy, fostering open 
communications (sharing all relevant data), giving and 
receiving feedback, making decisions that have the 
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commitment of all, and observing and critiquing group 
processes

We briefly discuss the first four of these in turn and then 
examine the fifth in more detail.

Sharing Power

The team leader shows commitment to the new paradigm or 
philosophy of management by sharing power with team mem-
bers. This can be done in a variety of ways: asking a team 
member to build a team meeting agenda by contacting all of the 
other members for agenda items; allowing a member to chair a 
team meeting; asking members for their ideas, suggestions, or 
criticisms of proposals on the table; setting goals and making 
decisions that require full participation; or delegating signifi-
cant work to team members without continually checking up 
on them.

Sharing power is the basis of true participative management. 
Team members must feel that they are partners with the team 
leader in the work to be done, that their ideas are listened to and 
respected, and that they can disagree with the team leader 
without fear of reprisal.

Sharing Leadership

The concept to be taught and practiced is that leadership is not 
something deposited in a position but is instead a process that 
can be shared with others. A person who shares in the leadership 
process sees an action that is needed to move the team ahead 
and then has the initiative to take the action. Leadership is truly 
shared when every team member tries as much as possible to 
initiate an action whenever he or she sees the team struggling 
or getting bogged down. Team members do not wait and say, “If 
the leader doesn’t do something soon, we are going to waste a 
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lot of time and make some very poor decisions.” Thus all team 
members, not just the leader, feel responsible for improving the 
functioning of the team.

Developing the Competencies of an Effective Team

Although the eleven characteristics of high-performing teams 
can provide guidance, each team should identify its own set  
of competencies that it will need to achieve success, since  
certain competencies are more important than others given  
a team’s unique mission and task. Using our list of eleven com-
petencies as a guide, team members should meet and generate  
a list of the competencies they believe are most important to 
success. The team leader should ask, “If we are to become a  
truly effective team, what would we look like? Let’s spend some 
time now identifying what we think are the most important 
competencies of an effective team.” With the team leader par-
ticipating but not dominating, the members develop their  
list. The leader could also ask, “For which of these competen-
cies do we have some strength, and which ones do we need to 
work on?”

This is an important first discussion leading to building an 
effective team. The discussion should lead to some kind of action 
that both team members and the leader need to be more effective 
in the areas identified.

Developing Team Guidelines and Metrics

What guidelines does the team need to become effective accord-
ing to its own criteria and to avoid pitfalls? Again with the leader 
participating but not dominating, the team develops its own set 
of guidelines. The leader might say, “We need guidelines that 
will promote open discussion on how we will make decisions and 
how we will deal with disagreements among team members. We 
need guidelines on how to ensure that people follow through on 
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assignments. We need clear metrics to know if we are meeting 
our goals.”

These guidelines and metrics should be agreed on by all team 
members and can be written up and posted for display at all team 
meetings. Periodically the team should stop and consider whether 
it is following its own guidelines and whether any guidelines need 
to be added or changed.

Developing Team Competencies

In this educative phase of team development, team members 
should discuss and practice competencies that seem to be impera-
tive if the team is to improve. In this section, we briefly discuss 
some of the important issues surrounding the development of 
each of the eleven competencies.

Setting Clear, Measurable Goals  High-performing teams 
develop the competency to set clear and measurable goals to 
which all team members are highly committed. Clear goals are 
those that are realistic, prioritized, and measurable. As the team 
discusses its goals, it should always try to make sure that the goals 
are realistic (even though they may be “stretch” goals) and mea-
surable (otherwise the team has no way of knowing whether it 
is achieving its goals). The team must be careful not to have too 
many goals. If it has multiple goals, it should make sure the goals 
are prioritized so that everyone knows which goals are the most 
important ones.

A problem that many teams experience is a lack of commit-
ment to the team goals because they are made by the team leader 
and just handed to the team. When team members participate 
in setting the team goals, as well as in how they will be measured, 
their commitment to those goals increases substantially.

Making Assignments Clear and Ensuring Competence  Once 
clear goals are set, the team then must have a process for making 
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individual assignments so that everyone knows exactly what they 
are supposed to do and how it contributes to the team goals. This 
means clearly documenting who is to do what and by when. It 
also means identifying the skills and resources each team member 
needs to fulfill his or her assignment.

There is nothing more frustrating than to be given an assign-
ment that you don’t have the skills or resources to complete 
successfully. Sometimes this may require that certain team 
members get additional training or that someone from another 
part of the company (or even from outside the company) is 
brought in to help complete the assignments. But effective teams 
have developed a process for making clear assignments and then 
making sure that the team has the skills and resources to com-
plete those tasks.

Using Effective Decision-Making Processes  Making effec-
tive decisions that have the commitment of all of the team 
members is another key competency. Teams must make a wide 
range of decisions—about goals, programs, use of resources, 
assignments, schedules, and so forth. It should be made clear 
that in an effective team, not all decisions are made by con-
sensus; moreover, all team members should agree that the  
decision made is one they understand and can implement, even 
if it is not necessarily their first choice. As research on de
cision making shows, sometimes team leaders should make 
decisions by themselves, sometimes they should consult with 
team members before making a decision, and sometimes they 
should let the team make the decision by consensus. The 
mode of decision making used depends on how critical the 
decision is, whether the leader has all the data, and whether 
the team’s commitment will be affected if the leader makes 
the decision alone.

These various decision methods need to be discussed, the key 
decisions identified, and agreement reached on the decision-
making process to be used. A team exercise on decision making 
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is useful for practicing decision-making skills in this phase of 
team development.

Establishing Accountability for High Performance  High-
performance teams encourage high-performance standards, and 
team members hold each other accountable for performance. 
Once individual assignments are made, the team needs a process 
for periodically checking up on team members and holding them 
accountable for fulfilling their assignments in a way that is 
acceptable to the team.

Most of us know how frustrating it is to work on a team where 
people are lazy or shirk their duties. When team members are 
not held accountable for their work, it demoralizes the entire 
team. After all, they may think, why should I work hard to achieve 
team goals when my efforts are rendered useless due to the poor per-
formance of my teammates? On effective teams, team members 
hold each other mutually accountable for team performance—
it’s not just the team leader’s job. This is something we see on 
successful sports teams: players hold each other mutually account-
able for performance and do not expect that to be solely the job 
of the coach.

Running Effective Meetings  The team also needs to be 
competent in meetings. The general approach to effective meet
ing management has the following steps:

1.	 Set out a clear purpose and goal for each meeting.

2.	 Develop an agenda before the meeting, and send it to team 
members. Team members can then come to the meeting 
prepared.

3.	 Structure the items on the agenda to follow a logical 
sequence. Given time constraints that are usually present, 
the team may need to put time limits on certain items to 
make sure all the important issues are discussed.
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4.	 Identify when the discussion is moving off the subject and 
into areas unrelated to the goals of the meeting. The team 
can then bring the discussion back to focus on the 
important issues.

5.	 Summarize and record the actions, decisions, and 
assignments made at the meeting and disseminate them  
to team members after the meeting, usually by e-mail.  
The team then can follow up to ensure that the  
meeting’s objectives are achieved and assignments are 
carried out.

6.	 Make it clear that all team members have the 
responsibility (and obligation) to call for a meeting if the 
meeting will help improve the team’s performance. The 
team leader is not solely responsible for initiating team 
meetings.

By following these simple steps of effective meeting manage-
ment, a team is more likely to be productive. To train teams in 
effective meeting management, we have often shown the train-
ing video Meetings, Bloody Meetings, produced by the Monty 
Python comedy group, which illustrates the differences between 
effective and ineffective meetings.2 One might also videotape a 
team meeting so the team can critique it and see what might be 
done to improve their meetings.

Building Trust  One of the most important team competen-
cies is trust behavior—trusting and being trustworthy. This is 
sometimes referred to as creating “psychological safety” within 
the team so that team members are willing to express opinions, 
acknowledge mistakes, and have confidence that they can engage 
in risky, learning-related behaviors without punishment. The 
fundamental emotional condition in a team is not “liking” but 
“trusting.”
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People do not need to like one another as friends to be able 
to work together, but they do need to trust one another. Thus, 
each team member must be both trustworthy and trusting of 
others, assuming that the others are also trustworthy. Being trust-
worthy means keeping confidences; carrying out assignments and 
following through on promises and commitments; supporting 
others when they need support; giving both honest, positive 
feedback and helpful constructive feedback; being present at 
team meetings; and being available to help other team members.

If trust among team members has been low, this issue needs 
to be aired in the team meeting. Trust on the team will increase 
if specific trustworthy and untrustworthy behaviors are identified 
and all team members verbally commit themselves to being  
trustworthy and trusting others. Some teams have developed a 
guideline for amnesty; team members will grant amnesty for all 
past behaviors and will respond only to current and future behav-
iors of others they may have previously distrusted. The amnesty 
guideline indicates that a team member who feels that another 
has behaved in an untrustworthy way will go to that person and 
say, “I could be wrong, but I have felt that you were not as trust-
worthy as I thought was appropriate. Could we talk about this?” 
These encounters are sensitive and delicate, and the hope is that 
the matter can be discussed without either party becoming defen-
sive or belligerent. Sometimes a third party can help to mediate 
this discussion.

The key to developing trust in a team is to make agreements 
and then follow through on those agreements. Actions speak 
louder than words. We often find teams that build trust relatively 
quickly by making commitments to short-term objectives and 
following through to meet those commitments. However, we 
have also found that trust can be lost quickly when the leader or 
team member fails to meet a commitment. Trust typically takes 
a long time to build and can be lost quickly. Thus, it is important 
for the team to ask and discuss the following questions:
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•	 What is the current level of trust in the team?
•	 What specific actions and commitments need to be made 

to increase trust?
•	 How will the team hold its members accountable for their 

commitments?
•	 What should we do when someone on the team fails to 

keep a commitment and trust is undermined?
•	 What should be our process for regaining trust in the team 

and the members?

Establishing Open Communication Channels  Another 
needed competency is open communications. This involves 
some risk if the norm has been to keep quiet and say only what 
you think the boss wants to hear. It is helpful if the team 
leader, consistent with the new team philosophy, can say, “I 
honestly want every person to speak up and share his or her 
thinking, regardless of whether it is in agreement.” As part of 
the educative phase, the leader can initiate a team-oriented 
exercise so that the team has a chance to practice being open, 
making decisions, testing the trust level, and observing the 
leader’s behavior.3 The team then has an opportunity to cri-
tique its performance after the conclusion of the exercise. In 
the training, team leaders should be introduced to various exer-
cises to give them some experience in how to administer and 
use them.

A natural extension of open communications is giving and 
receiving feedback. Some guidelines of effective feedback should 
be discussed. For example, feedback is best given if it is asked for 
rather than unsolicited. Feedback is more easily accepted if given 
in the form of a suggestion, for example, “I think you would be 
more effective if you asked a number of people for their ideas 
rather than just one or two.” This is easier feedback to hear than 
evaluative feedback, such as, “I think you play favorites and 
listen only to people you like.” Feedback should also be positive: 
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people need to hear what they do well just as much as what they 
need to improve.

Sometimes feedback needs to be shared in the team setting 
if, for example, a person’s behavior is blocking the group. Some-
times, however, it is best if the feedback is solicited and given in 
a one-on-one situation. If a person giving feedback feels uncer-
tain, it can be useful to express that uncertainty: “John, I have 
a dilemma. I have some feedback I think would be useful to you, 
but I am reluctant to share it with you for fear it might disrupt 
our relationship. I value our relationship, and it is more impor-
tant than giving the feedback. How do you think I should deal 
with this dilemma?” Given this context, the person usually will 
ask for the feedback to be shared.

Managing Conflict  Effective teams learn how to give and 
receive constructive feedback (as opposed to “critical” feedback) 
without becoming defensive or combative. This is an important 
competency because continuous improvement requires that team 
members frequently give and receive constructive feedback so 
that change is possible. However, when team members give feed-
back to each other, conflict often results.

Every team has conflicts, and unresolved conflict can destroy 
a team’s ability to function. For this reason, managing conflict 
effectively is a critical competency. In ineffective teams, conflicts 
are not discussed openly or resolved. As a result, much team 
effort is expended in having offline conversations about the  
unresolved conflict, and people don’t focus on their tasks. Most 
conflict is the result of unmet expectations on the part of team 
members. An exercise in which the team clearly outlines the 
expectations that each team member has of each other (e.g.,  
the role clarification exercise described in chapter 7) can be a 
useful tool for managing conflict.

Creating Mutual Respect and Collaboration  Another 
competency of effective teams is that they know how to  
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collaborate in a spirit of cooperation and mutual respect. This 
requires that team members understand the need to collaborate 
and understand that they are each better off if they all help 
each other. High-performing teams develop a norm of reciproc-
ity that involves quickly helping each other when asked. This 
works only when team members develop a healthy mutual 
respect for each other’s skills, learn to care about each other as 
individuals, and realize that they are truly better off if they 
collaborate.

Encouraging Risk Taking and Innovation  We have found 
that team members in high-performing teams are willing to take 
risks and encourage innovation to help make their teams better. 
Unfortunately, most teams tend to put down or punish team 
members who come up with new ways of working together or 
new solutions to old problems. “We have always done it that way. 
Why change?” is heard too often in those teams that we’ve 
worked with.

To encourage risk taking, the team leader needs to describe 
to the team the kinds of behaviors that should be rewarded—for 
example, sharing with the team new approaches to making deci-
sions, providing the team with information about how to run 
effective meetings, or identifying for the team roadblocks to the 
team’s performance. Then the team leader, while encouraging 
such behaviors, also needs to clearly and explicitly praise and 
reward team members when they engage in such behaviors to 
improve the team. Of course, the team leader should help team 
members recognize when risk taking is appropriate—after careful 
thought, planning, and collaboration—versus “risks” based on 
sloppy thinking and poor planning. Team members also should 
be praised for “thoughtful failures,” since taking risks inevitably 
leads to some failures. If the team leader rewards only successful 
risks, little risk taking will take place. (We discuss how to create 
innovative teams in more detail in chapter 10.)
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Engaging in Team Building  Most organizational team 
members are not going to become skilled group observers or 
facilitators of team-building sessions. But they can become skilled 
at observing and critiquing group processes. They can build a set 
of processes that will allow them to deal with most problems that 
occur as the team works together. These processes should include 
setting a time for the team to stop and critique how it has been 
functioning. It is not that difficult to save some time at the end 
of a team meeting and ask, “What did we do in this meeting that 
allowed us to be productive? What did we do in this meeting 
that bogged us down or decreased our effectiveness? What do we 
need to do to improve our effectiveness in team meetings?”

To be successful at team building, it is useful if the team can 
understand that all groups function and develop competencies 
at two levels: (1) a task level, at which people are trying to set 
goals, make assignments and decisions, and get work done; and 
(2) a relationship level, at which people are dealing with one 
another’s feelings and ongoing relationships. At the task level, 
teams need people to proffer ideas and suggestions, evaluate ideas, 
make decisions and assignments, and allocate resources. At the 
relationship level, team members need to support and encourage 
one another, invite more hesitant members to contribute, ease 
tension and provide some humor (without disrupting the task), 
and generally provide group maintenance, just as one would 
engage in the maintenance of a piece of machinery.

Successful teams show a concern for getting the task done 
but also a concern for managing relationships and always need 
to balance these concerns. Sometimes it is easy to become so 
worried about completing the tasks and getting the work done 
that relationships are trampled on, and other times it is necessary 
to get down to work and spend less time being concerned about 
relationships. Team members should be aware of actions and 
behaviors that block the team at either of these two levels  
and at least be able to say, “I think we are getting bogged down 
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on nonwork activities and need to move ahead on our work,” or, 
“I think we have lost the participation of two members, and I 
would like to stop and see how they are feeling about what we 
are doing.” Such actions could occur during the team meeting 
or might be shared during the critiquing session at the end.

Helping teams develop these important competencies and 
creating the opportunity to practice them should be part of team 
development programs. The goal is to prepare team leaders to 
conduct the education phase of team development or support a 
resource person who may be asked to handle this phase in col-
laboration with the team leader. Team-building competencies are 
discussed in greater detail in the following chapters.

Team Leader as Coach

As the team matures and the leader shifts more power and 
responsibility for team functioning from his or her shoulders  
to the team, the leader’s role begins to change from educator to 
coach. This should not occur until team members understand 
the team orientation and have developed some competence  
in the new skills. Team members also should have experienced 
the willingness of the team leader to share responsibility and 
authority with them.

Coaching, not a new concept in the field of management, 
means stopping work at some point as necessary to identify for 
the team some mistake or disturbance in the way it is function-
ing. It is also a way to reinforce and encourage positive behaviors 
that the team exhibits. Coaches must observe and have regular 
contact with members of their team. Hence, they must be “out 
with the troops” watching how they perform, critiquing their 
performance, and providing specific, helpful feedback.

Effective coaches tend to ask questions more than give 
answers. Certainly coaches may have their own views about what 
the team should be doing, but they encourage team members to 
develop their own insights regarding what to do and how to do 
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it. This Socratic method of asking questions helps team members 
discover what they need to do to help the team succeed and gain 
insights about how to improve themselves personally. This coach-
ing process helps team members develop a deeper understanding 
of the competencies necessary to achieve team excellence. Most 
important, team members must recognize that the coach’s role is 
to help them succeed—not merely to be a critic or a purveyor of 
advice. People generally are willing to listen, take advice, and 
make needed changes if they see the source of such advice as 
being both authoritative and caring. Thus the team leader needs 
to be seen as a “knowledgeable helper” in order to function 
effectively.

One of the mistakes a leader can make is to move too quickly 
and start to coach when the team has not been adequately edu-
cated. If the leader starts to make decisions by consensus and the 
team members do not understand what consensus is, they could 
be confused by and suspicious of the leader’s behavior. But if they 
understand what is happening in the team, coaching becomes a 
natural activity for the leader.

Sometimes coaching is best done for the whole team, review-
ing again the guidelines for consensus or for critiquing group 
processes. But sometimes coaching is most appropriate for a par-
ticular team member in a private session. In chapter 5, we discuss 
the use of the personal management interview as a follow-up to 
team meetings, and in this private interview coaching can also 
be done productively.

Team Leader as Facilitator

In this final phase in making the transition to a high-performing 
team, the leader may function as a facilitator. Here his or her 
primary role is to intervene in the group’s actions only when 
attention needs to be focused on a matter the team has not  
dealt with. Like coaches, facilitators often get more mileage out 
of asking questions than giving answers. Thus, the leader as 
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facilitator might say, “It seems to me that a vote is being taken 
before everyone has been able to speak. Do you see the same 
things I do?” Or the leader might intervene by saying, “If we 
move ahead in this direction, will this really get us to the overall 
mission or goals we have set? Have we reached a real or a false 
consensus? Does everyone feel satisfied with the way we have 
been functioning at this meeting?”

At this stage in the team’s maturity, the intervention of the 
leader at certain points is enough to get the team back on track, 
for members are now used to handling team actions themselves. 
However, the movement up the power line is never fixed and 
one-way. It is quite possible that when new ideas, concepts, or 
skills are identified, the leader may need to shift back to the 
educator role or perhaps to the coaching role if some reminding 
or skill rehearsal is needed.

Measurement of Team Competencies

In addition to following a process for turning an immature group 
or staff into a competent, mature team, an ongoing team can use 
an assessment tool (see figure 4.2) to examine its processes to see 
what level of competence it has achieved. Members of the team 
should fill out the scale, compute an average for the total team, 
and identify which areas they believe need improvement. One 
should think of this scale in connection with the model in  
figure 4.1. Think of the power line in the middle of the model 
in this figure as representing a scale from 1 (less competent or 
immature team) to 5 (a mature, competent team), with 3 being 
the midpoint.

Creating a High-Performing Team  
at the Wilson Corporation

One company that we have worked with is what we will call  
the Wilson Corporation (all names disguised). We were asked  



Instructions: Using your observations of your work unit, evaluate the maturity of your team by answering the following questions on a scale of
1 (a less competent or immature team) to 5 (a mature, competent team).

Team Competency 1: Setting Clear, Measurable Goals  

1. Does the team know how to set clear, measurable goals?

1 2 3 4 5

Team goals are unclear, and team 
performance is not measured. 

Team goals are somewhat clear and 
occasionally measured. 

The team effectively sets clear
goals and tracks performance.

2. Does the team develop commitment within team members to achieve team goals?  

1  2 3  4  5 

People demonstrate surface‐level 
commitment to the goals. 

People only work at achieving the 
goals with which they agree. 

Everyone is deeply committed to
all of the goals. 

 

Team Competency 2: Making Assignments Clear and Ensuring Competence 

3. Does the team make assignments that are clearly understood by all team members? 

1  2 3 4 5 
People are often confused about 
their assignments and how they 

relate to others’ work. 

Team members are occasionally 
confused about their assignments 
and how they contribute to team 

performance.

Each team member clearly
understands his or her
assignment and how it

contributes to team performance.

4. Does the team know how to develop the skills in team members to accomplish their assignments? 

1  2 3 4 5 

Team members lack skills, and
there is no plan to help them develop
the skills necessary to complete their

assignments.

There is some effort to develop team 
members’ skills. 

  The team regularly assesses
individual skills and develops
plans to improve the skills of

individual team members.

Figure 4.2 Team Competencies Scale for Assessment

(Continued )



Team Competency 5: Running Effective Meetings 
 
8. Does the team run effective meetings?

1  2  3 4 5 
Meetings are ineffective; there is 

little preparation, no clear agenda, 
and little follow-through on 

decisions made. 

  Meetings are somewhat effective.   Meetings are very effective. There
is significant preparation; agendas
are well organized, and the team

follows through on decisions 
made at the meeting. 

 
 

Team Competency 3: Using Effective Decision‐Making Processes  

 

5. Does the team know how to effectively make decisions effectively? 

1 2 3 4 5 
The team has no processes for 

making decisions. The boss tells us 
what the decisions are. 

The team has some processes for 
decision making, but there is often 

confusion as to how decisions
are made.

The team has clear processes for
making decisions, and the team

knows how and when to use
consensus decision making.

6. To what extent do people appropriately participate in, accept, and implement decisions with commitment? 

1  2 3  4  5 
There is often a failure to involve 

people in decision making. There is 
little personal commitment to 

decisions.

At times, there is some involvement 
and commitment to decisions;
at other times, there is not. 

There is appropriate participation
and full commitment by everyone

to all decisions.

Team Competency 4: Establishing Accountability for High Performance 

7. Does the team encourage high‐performance standards and hold team members accountable? 

1  2  3 4 5 
There is little encouragement of 

high performance. Team members 
are not held accountable. 

  There is some accountability and 
encouragement of high 

performance.

  Team members set high
performance standards and hold

each other accountable.

Figure 4.2  (Continued)



Team Competency 6: Building Trust 

   9. Does the team know how to build trust among team members? 

1   2  3 4 5 
There is almost no trust. Team 

members don’t follow through on 
promises and commitments. 

  Some trust exists, but it is not 
widespread.

  There is high trust among all team
members. Everyone follows 

through on promises and 
commitments.

  Team Competency 7: Establishing Open Communication Channels  
  
10. How would you describe the team leader’s management style? 

1  2  3 4 5 
She or he is authoritarian and runs 

things her or his way without 
listening to others.

  She or he is somewhat consultative; 
consults with us but has final decision. 

  She or he is participative; is part
of the team and willing to listen 

and be influenced. 

  
 
11. Does the team know how to foster open and free communications? 

1  2  3  4  5 
Communication is very closed, 

guarded, and careful; information is 
not shared. 

  Communication is somewhat open; 
people will talk only about matters 

that are safe. 

Communication is very open and
information is shared; everyone 

feels free to say what
he or she wants.

 Team Competency 8: Managing Conflict 

 12. Does the team know how to manage conflict effectively? 

1  2  3  4  5 
Conflicts are ignored, or people are 

told not to worry about them. 
  Conflicts are sometimes looked at 

but are usually left hanging. 
Conflicts are discussed openly

and resolved.

Figure 4.2  (Continued)

(Continued )



Team Competency 10: Engaging in Risk Taking and Innovation  

 

16. Are people willing to take a risk and try out new actions to make the team better? 

1  2  3  4  5 
No one is willing to take risks or 

bring new ideas to the team. Risk 
takers are often punished. 

There is some willingness to take 
risks and bring new ideas

to the team.

There is a high willingness to take
risks and bring new ideas

to the team.

 13. Does the team know how to give and receive feedback without becoming defensive or combative? 

1   2  3 4 5 
No, information and feedback are 

not shared. If given, the feedback is 
not constructive or makes people 

defensive.

  Yes, some information is shared, and 
constructive feedback is given 
without people becoming too 

defensive.

  Yes, information is shared, and 
feedback is clear, timely, and 

helpful. Team members welcome
feedback without becoming 

defensive.

 

Team Competency 9: Creating Mutual Respect and Collaboration 

14. How well do team members collaborate with others? 

 

1  2  3 4 5 
Each person works independently of 
others without recognizing the need 

to collaborate. 

  There is some collaboration when
people are pushed to it. 

  People quickly offer to help each
other on assignments; they

easily work with others
as needed.

15. How supportive and helpful are the team leaders and members toward one another?  

  

1  2  3  4  5 
There is little cooperation and 

support; team members don’t help 
each other. 

  There is some cooperation and 
support; team members help each 

other some of the time. 

There is a high degree of 
cooperation and support; team 

members always help each other.

Figure 4.2  (Continued)



 

18. Does your team have the necessary team‐building skills to identify its problems and take corrective action? 

1  2  3 4 5 
No, the team lacks the ability to 
identify its problems and take 

corrective action. 

  The team has some skills at 
identifying problems and taking 

corrective action. 

  Yes, the team is skilled at 
identifying its problems and

selecting and implementing those
team‐building activities that can

improve its performance.

Team Competency 11: Engaging in Team Building 

17. Do your team members ever stop and critique how well they are working together? 

1   2  3   4  5 
We never stop to critique how well 
we are doing or discuss ways to 

improve team competencies. 

  We occasionally take time to 
critique how well we are doing. 

  We regularly take time to critique
team performance and discuss

how to improve team 
competencies.

Scoring: Each person should add up his or her score for the eighteen items and divide that total by 18. This will give the competency score of the 
team as perceived by that member. If you add up all of the individual scores and divide by the number of members of the team, you will find the 
team’s rating of its competence. If the ratings are 3.75 or higher, there is evidence that there is an appropriate level of competence. If the scores 
are between 2.50 and 3.75, competency is at a midlevel, with still work to be done by the team and team leader. If the score is between 1.00 and 
2.50, the team is at an immature or low competency level, and a great deal of team building is needed.

An item analysis, that is, looking at the individual and team scores for each item, will help the team see the areas that need the most work to move 
the team to a higher level of competence. 

Figure 4.2  (Continued)
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initially to serve as consultants to the company’s president,  
Rod Wilson, his son, Jim, and his daughter, Lisa. Rod had founded 
Wilson Corporation and had developed it to be a rather success-
ful business. However, Jim and Lisa felt that the company could 
do better and needed to employ more effective methods of mar-
keting and production.

As a result of the consulting engagement, they decided to 
create a new team: an “outside” board of directors that would 
help the company develop a growth strategy and improve its 
operations. Although Rod was somewhat hesitant to create a 
board with outside members (the previous board was just himself, 
his wife, and Jim), he was willing to experiment with this new 
team to see if it would make a difference.

Once the decision was made to create a board, the question 
became: Who should serve on the board? After discussing this 
issue for quite some time, they decided that Rod, Jim, and Lisa 
would sit on the board along with three company outsiders—Tim 
and Rick, who were CEOs of family businesses in a related indus-
try, and a consultant, Gibb Dyer. The two CEOs would bring 
strategic and operational expertise to the business, and Gibb 
would provide expertise regarding how to run an effective family 
business (he is the coauthor of Consulting to Family Businesses 
with Jane Hilburt-Davis).4 Although the outside board members 
knew that we served at the pleasure of the family—they could 
fire us at any time—we also knew that the family members were 
paying us to be there and that acceptance of our advice would 
be important to the success of the business.

Rod was somewhat reluctant to participate actively in the 
initial board meetings, but over time (the board met quarterly) 
he became more willing to engage in the discussions. Moreover, 
the board members insisted on having all the financial informa-
tion about the company each quarter, and this led to useful 
discussions about the company’s strengths and weaknesses. Other 
members of the management team and consultants as well were 
asked to come periodically to the board meetings to share their 
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insights and expertise. Thus, the board was not insulated from 
differing views.

As the team set goals, it became clear that the company  
was not organized properly to encourage growth. Jim, who was 
appointed president of the company soon after the board  
was created, was invited by the CEOs to visit their companies 
and see how they had dealt with growth (their companies were 
about twice the size of the Wilson Corporation). In particular, 
Jim was interested in implementing a “lean” manufacturing 
system in the company. Tim and Rick were able to show him 
how they had implemented lean in their organizations. As a 
result of these visits and discussions with the board, the Wilson 
Corporation developed a new strategic focus and reorganized its 
operations to foster growth. Over three years, the company 
almost doubled in size.

As we examined the functioning of the board of directors at 
Wilson Corporation, a number of things become clear:

•	 The context supported an effective team inasmuch as 
regular meetings were scheduled, company reports—such as 
income statements and balance sheets—were circulated 
before the meeting, and participation on the team was 
linked with financial rewards.

•	 The team included individuals who had the expertise and 
motivation to help the organization increase revenues  
and improve overall performance. When more information 
and expertise were needed, individuals not on the board 
were invited to share their ideas at a board meeting.

•	 The team had the competencies it needed to succeed: there 
were clear goals; assignments were made and accountability 
established during the board meeting; meetings were well 
organized, with an agenda describing the issues and minutes 
outlining what was decided at the previous meeting; and 
the team encouraged open communication and risk taking 
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and created a collaborative problem-solving style. Since the 
Wilson family had already established relationships with 
the two CEOs and had developed a relationship with Gibb 
in his consulting role, a climate of trust and mutual respect 
was part of the team dynamics.

The board of directors of the Wilson Corporation is another 
example of a team that was successful because it paid attention 
to context and composition and, more important, developed the 
competencies it needed to make important strategic and opera-
tional decisions to foster growth.

In Summary

To develop the competencies of a high-performing team generally 
requires the team to go through a developmental process in 
which the team leader’s role changes from one that is highly 
directive to one that facilitates effective team processes. To 
become a high-performing team, the team must be competent at 
goal setting, making assignments and ensuring that team members 
have the skills to complete them, consensus decision making, 
setting high standards and holding people accountable, and 
running effective meetings. Simultaneously, the team must be 
adept at managing team relationships through high trust, clear 
communications and feedback, effective conflict management, 
mutual respect and collaboration among team members, and a 
willingness to take risks and innovate to improve the team. And 
as we have seen in the case of the Wilson Corporation and many 
other teams that we have consulted with over the years, the  
key to developing such competencies is the commitment of the 
team to develop the competencies needed for success and then 
managing the developmental processes that we have outlined in 
this chapter. The “Team Competencies Scale” in figure 4.2 is  
one assessment tool that team leaders can use to help their teams 
understand where they are and where they need to go to improve 
their performance.
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CHANGE

Devising More Effective Ways  
of Working Together

The last “C” refers to change, the key meta-competency in our 
model. High-performing teams not only understand what is 
impeding their performance but are able to take corrective action 
to achieve their goals. Team building refers to the activities a 
team can engage in to change its context, composition, or team 
competencies to improve performance.

In this chapter, we discuss the common problems found in 
teams and how to diagnose them, how to determine whether 
the team itself can solve its problems or whether a consul-
tant is needed, and the basic elements of a team-building 
program.

Common Problems Found in Teams

Usually a team-building program is undertaken when a concern, 
problem, issue, or set of symptoms leads the manager or other 
members of the team to believe that the effectiveness of the team 
is not up to par. The following symptoms or conditions usually 
provoke serious thought or remedial action:

•	 Loss of production or team output
•	 A continued unexplained increase in costs
•	 Increases in grievances or complaints from the team
•	 Complaints from users or customers about quality of service
•	 Evidence of conflict or hostility among team members
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•	 Confusion about assignments, missed signals, and unclear 
relationships

•	 Misunderstood decisions or decisions not carried out 
properly

•	 Apathy and general lack of interest or involvement of team 
members

•	 Lack of initiative, imagination, or innovation
•	 Ineffective meetings, low participation, or poor decision 

making
•	 High dependence on or negative reactions to the team 

leader

Most of these symptoms are consequence symptoms; that is, 
they result from or are caused by other factors that are the root 
causes of the problems. Loss of production, for example, might 
be caused by such factors as conflicts between team members or 
problems with the team leader. Indeed, after years of studying 
and working with teams, we have found that the underlying 
causes of poor team performance can typically be attributed to 
differences between team members and the team leader and dif-
ferences among team members.

Differences Between Team Members  
and the Team Leader

Usually this cause of team ineffectiveness is obvious to the sub-
ordinates on the team and an outside observer. Unfortunately, it 
often is not so apparent to the team leader. The problem is not 
that the leader and team members have differences of opinion 
with regard to how the team should function but rather how 
they deal with the differences. One common consequence of 
these differences is a condition of conformity. Team members 
may feel that the best way to get along with the team leader is 
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just to go along with what they are told to do. They find that 
the easiest way to manage the relationship with the leader is to 
fall in line, which is less stressful than the alternative of ongoing 
conflict.

At times conformity may represent true acceptance of the 
leader’s position. But at other times, it may simply represent 
avoidance of conflict. A leader who is surrounded by people who 
are dependent on him or her eliminates any possible conflict but 
also eliminates the richness of diverse opinion; or team members 
may have learned over time that conformity is the best strategy 
and automatically go along with whatever the leader suggests 
instead of making their own suggestions. At other times, confor-
mity may represent passive resistance. People may agree with the 
leader publicly but privately resent and resist. Resistance may 
take subtle forms, such as avoiding the leader or ignoring or never 
fully implementing the leader’s decisions.

Another type of consequence is overt resistance—openly 
fighting or resisting what the leader wants. In this situation, 
ordinary problem-solving procedures have been abandoned, and 
a struggle ensues whenever the leader gets together with team 
members. Or the struggle may go underground, and although on 
the surface the interaction seems compatible, heavy infighting is 
going on behind the scenes.

Some superiors try to manage subordinates and the possibility 
of resistance by assuming a strong authoritarian stance. The 
authoritarian leader demands obedience and uses a variety of 
control methods, formal and informal, to influence behavior. 
People who are threatened by authority or are used to high  
controls tend to become conforming. Those who do not accept 
authoritarian processes become resistant, either openly or under 
cover.

Other difficulties arise from a lack of trust. Team members 
may not trust the leader to give them honest information, rep-
resent them honestly, keep confidences, or carry through on 
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promises. When trust is low, team members try to protect them-
selves. They are guarded in what they say and are suspicious of 
decisions and promises of action. Lack of trust between the leader 
and team members was a core problem in John Smith’s team 
described in chapter 1. In fact, the trust level was so low between 
John and his team that team members refused to meet with him 
one-on-one. Because they believed John was lying to them, they 
wanted witnesses to all their conversations with him.

Differences Among Team Members

Differences among team members are one of the most widely 
observed symptoms of a team in trouble. These difficulties are 
described in different ways: people fight all of the time; they don’t 
trust one another; there are personality conflicts; people have 
different philosophies, goals, or values. Usually the signals of 
team member problems are strong statements of disagreement, 
with no attempt to reach agreement; complaints to the leader, 
indicating an unwillingness or inability to work out differences; 
avoidance of one another except when interaction is absolutely 
required; missed meetings or deadlines; poor-quality work; build-
ing of cliques or subgroups to protect against the other side; and 
minimal or guarded communication.

Not surprisingly, most team leaders initiate team building 
when they discover serious prob-
lems among team members and 
the team members don’t seem to 

be willing or able to work through their differences. Usually it is 
the manager who identifies one or more of the consequences or 
causal factors, although any unit member may share personal 
observations and diagnosis.

Figure 5.1 is a checklist for identifying whether a team-
building program is needed and whether an outside facilitator or 
consultant should be hired for such a program. Teams should 
develop metrics such as those listed in the figure that they regu-

www.josseybass.com/
go/dyerteamassessments



C H A N G E   89

Figure 5.1 Team-Building Checklist

Low
Evidence 

 Some
Evidence 

 High
Evidence

Loss of production or output 1 2 3 4 5 

Grievances or complaints within the
team  

1 2 3 4 5 

Conflict or hostility among team
members 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Confusion about assignments or
unclear relationships among people on
the team

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Lack of clear goals or low commitment
to goals

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Apathy or general lack of interest or
involvement of team members

1 2 3 4 5 

Lack of innovation, risk taking,
imagination, or initiative 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Ineffective meetings

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Problems in working with the boss

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Poor communications: people afraid to
speak up, not listening to one another,
or not talking together  

 

1 2 3 4 5 

Lack of trust between leader and
members or among team members 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

People not understanding or agreeing
with decisions 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

People feeling that good work is not
recognized or rewarded 

1 2 3 4 5 

People not encouraged to work together
in better team effort 

1 

1.

2. 

3. 

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9. 

10.

11.

12.

13.

14. 2 3 4 5 

Problem identification: To what extent is there evidence of the following problems in 
your team? Circle the number that best represents your opinion.

Scoring: Add up the score for the fourteen items. If your score is between 14 and 28, 
there is little evidence that your unit needs team building. If your score is between 29 
and 42, there is some evidence but no immediate pressure unless two or three items 
are very high. If your score is between 43 and 56, you should seriously think about 
planning a team-building program. If your score is over 56, team building should be a 
top priority for your work unit.
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Figure 5.2  Checklist for Determining the Need for 
Outside Help

Does the manager/team leader feel
comfortable in trying out something new and
different with the team?  

 
Does the team have prior positive
experiences working through difficult issues
when team members have different
perspectives?   

 

Will group members speak up and give
honest information ? 

 

Does your group generally work together
without a lot of conflict or apathy? 

 

Are you reasonably sure that the manager/
team leader is not a major source of
difficulty? 

 

Is there high commitment by the manager and
team members to achieve more effective
team functioning?  

 

Is the personal style of the manager and his
or her management philosophy consistent
with a team approach?  

 

Do you feel you know enough about team
building to begin a program without help? 

Would your staff feel confident enough to
begin a team-building program without
outside help?  

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes 

Yes

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.  

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

No

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Don’t know

Directions: Answer the following questions by responding either “yes,” “no,” or “don’t 
know.” Circle the appropriate response.  

Scoring: If you have circled six or more “yes” responses, you probably do not need an 
outside consultant. If you have four or more “no” responses, you probably do need a 
consultant. If you have a mixture of “yes,” “no,” and “don’t know” responses, you 
should probably invite a consultant to talk over the situation and make a joint decision.

larly monitor so that the team can determine quickly if it is not 
performing up to its standards and needs to take corrective action, 
which generally requires team-building activities.

The checklist in figure 5.2 provides some guidance concern-
ing whether an outside facilitator or consultant might be needed 
to help the team improve its performance. The checklist should 
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be filled out by all team members and aggregated to determine 
the need for outside help.

Team Building as a Process

Team building should be thought of as an ongoing process, not 
as a single event. Indeed, as described in chapter 3, Bain & 
Company does team building on a monthly basis to ensure that 
team problems are quickly identified and resolved. People who 
want to get away for a couple of days and “do team building” but 
then return to doing business as usual have an incorrect notion 
of the purpose of team building.

Team building is a meta-competency that great teams develop 
that allows them to systematically evaluate and change the way 
the team functions. This means changing team processes, values, 
team-member skill sets, reward systems, or even the resources 
available to get teamwork done. These changes are initiated at 
a kickoff meeting and continue through the next several months 
or years while the group learns to function effectively as a team. 
The philosophy one should have about team building is the same 
as the philosophy behind kaizen, or continuous improvement: the 
job is never done because there are always new bottlenecks to 
improved team performance.

The team development process often starts with a block of 
time devoted to helping the group look at its current level  
of functioning and devise more effective ways of working together. 
This initial sequence of data sharing, diagnosis, and action plan-
ning takes time and should not be crammed into a couple of 
hours. Ideally the members of the work group should plan to 
meet for at least one full day, and preferably two days, for the 
initial program. A common format is to meet for dinner, have 
an evening session, and then meet all the next day or for what-
ever length of time has been set aside.

Most team-building facilitators prefer to have a longer block 
of time (up to three days) to begin a team development program. 
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This may not be practical in some situations, and modifications 
must be made. Since we are thinking of team development as an 
ongoing process, it is possible to start with shorter amounts of 
time regularly scheduled over a period of several weeks. Some 
teams have successfully conducted a program that opened with 
an evening meeting followed by a two- to four-hour meeting each 
week for the next several weeks. Commitment to the process, 
regular attendance, high involvement, and good use of time are 
all more important than length of time.

It is customary to hold the initial team development program 
away from the work site. The argument for this is that if people 
meet at the work location, they will find it difficult to ignore 
their day-to-day concerns in order to concentrate fully on the 
goals of the program. This argument is compelling, though there 
is little research evidence about the effect of the location on 
learning and change. Most practitioners do prefer to have devel-
opment programs at a location where they can have people’s full 
time and attention.

Use of an Outside Facilitator or Consultant

Managers commonly ask, “Should I conduct the team develop-
ment effort on my own, or should I get an outside person to help 
us?” As we noted previously, “outside person” can mean a con-
sultant from outside the organization or an internal consultant 
who is employed by the organization, often in human resources 
or organization development and with a background in team 
development.

Ultimately the manager should be responsible for team devel-
opment. The consultant’s job is to get the process started. The 
use of a consultant is generally advisable if a manager is aware of 
problems, feels that he or she may be one of those problems, and 
is not sure exactly what to do or how to do it but feels strongly 
enough that some positive action is necessary to pull the work 
group together to improve performance.
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The Roles of Manager and Consultant

Ultimately the manager or team leader is responsible to develop 
a productive team and develop processes that will allow the team 
to regularly stop and critique itself and plan for its improvement. 
It is the manager’s responsibility to keep a finger on the pulse of 
his or her team and plan appropriate actions if the team shows 
signs of stress, ineffectiveness, or operating difficulty.

Unfortunately, many managers have not yet been trained to 
do the data gathering, diagnosis, and planning and take the 
actions required to maintain and improve their teams. The role 
of the consultant is to work with the manager until the manager 
is capable of incorporating team development activities as a 
regular part of his or her managerial responsibilities. The 
manager and the consultant (whether external or internal) 
should form their own two-person team in working through the 
initial team-building program. In all cases, the manager will be 
responsible for all team-building activities, although he or she 
may use the consultant as a resource. The goal of the consul-
tant’s work is to leave the manager capable of continuing team 
development without the assistance of the consultant or with 
minimal help.

The Team-Building Cycle

Problem Identification

Ordinarily a team-building program follows a cycle similar to 
that depicted in figure 5.3. The program begins because some
one recognizes one or more problems. Either before or during the 
team-building effort, data are gathered to determine the root 
causes of the problem. The data are then analyzed, and a diag-
nosis is made of what is wrong and what is causing the problem. 
After the diagnosis, the team engages in appropriate planning 
and problem solving. Actions are planned and assignments  
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made. The plans are put into action and the results honestly 
evaluated.

Sometimes there is no clear, obvious problem. The concern 
is then to identify or find the problems that are present but 
hidden and their underlying causes. One still gathers and ana-
lyzes the data, identifies the problems and the causes, and then 
moves to action planning. The manager and the consultant work 
together in carrying out the program from the time the problem 
has been identified through some form of evaluation.

Data Gathering

Because team building encourages a team to do its own problem 
solving and given that a critical condition for effective prob-
lem solving is accurate data, a major concern is to gather clear 
data on the causes behind the symptoms or problems originally 
identified. A consultant initially may assist in the data gather-
ing, but eventually a team should develop the ability to collect 
its own data as a basis for working on its own problems. The 
following are some common data-gathering methods.

Surveys  One of the most common approaches to gathering 
data is to conduct a survey of all team members. Surveys are 

Figure 5.3 Team-Building Cycle

Problem
identification

Evaluation Data gathering

Action
planning

Implementation Data analysis
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helpful when there are relatively large numbers of team members 
or members would be more open in responding to an anonymous 
survey. It also can be helpful to use a survey if you want to 
compare the issues and problems facing different teams in an 
organization.

There are two general types of surveys: open- and closed-
ended surveys. An open-ended survey asks questions such as: 
What do you like about your team? What problems does your 
team need to address? and What suggestions do you have to 
improve the team? Team members can give their responses in 
writing. The team leader or consultant summarizes these responses 
and presents them to the team in a team-building session. It may 
be somewhat messy to summarize such raw data, but it often helps 
to read the actual views of the team members to better under-
stand the issues and how the members are feeling.

Closed-ended surveys force the person responding to choose 
a specific response. Most of the surveys in this book are closed-
ended. Closed-ended surveys make tabulating the results easy 
and statistical comparisons possible. However, they may miss 
some of the important dynamics and problems of a team. Closed-
ended surveys are a useful starting point, however, to create 
awareness of the problems facing a team and begin a discussion 
of how to solve those problems. We have found that the team-
building checklist in this chapter and the Team Competen-

cies Scale (figure 4.2) are helpful 
surveys to gather data about a 
team (the complete team assess-

ment survey and report can be accessed online).

Interviews  At times a consultant can perform a useful service 
by interviewing the members of the team. The manager or team 
leader could conduct such interviews, but in most cases, team 
members will be more open in sharing data with someone from 
outside the team. The consultant tries to determine the causes 
behind the problem in order to pinpoint those conditions that 

www.josseybass.com/
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may need to be changed or improved. In these interviews the 
consultant often asks the following questions:

1.	 Why is this team having the kinds of problems it has?

2.	 What keeps you personally from being as effective as you 
would like to be?

3.	 What things do you like best about the team?

4.	 What changes would make the team more effective?

5.	 How could this team begin to work more effectively 
together?

Following the interviews, the consultant frequently does a 
content analysis of the interviews, identifies the major themes or 
suggestions that emerge, and prepares a summary presentation. 
At the team-building meeting, the consultant presents the 
summary, and the team, under the manager’s direction, analyzes 
the data and plans actions to deal with the major concerns.

Some consultants prefer not to conduct interviews prior to 
the team-building meeting and do not want to present a data 
summary. They have found that information shared in a private 
interview with a consultant is not as readily discussed in the 
open, with all other team members present, especially if some of 
those members have been the object of some of the interview 
information. Consultants have painfully discovered that people 
often deny what they said in the interview, fight the data, and 
refuse to use what they said as a basis for discussion and planning. 
At times it may be appropriate for the consultant to interview 
people privately to understand some of the deeply rooted issues 
but still have people present their own definitions of the prob-
lems in an open session.

One question often arises about interviewing: Should the 
interviews be kept anonymous so that no one will be identified? 
We have found that if data are gathered from a team and those 



C H A N G E   97

data are then presented to that team, team members often can 
figure out who said what. Keeping sources anonymous is often 
difficult, if not impossible. Thus, we typically say to a team 
member before starting an interview: “You will not be personally 
identified in the summary we present back to the team, but you 
must be aware that people might recognize you as the source of 
certain data. Thus, you should respond to the questions with 
information that you’d be willing to discuss in the team and 
might possibly be identified with. However, if you have some 
information that is important for us to know but you don’t want 
it to be reported back, you can give such information off the 
record. This won’t be reported, but it might prove useful to us to 
better understand the team’s problems.” We have found this 
approach helpful in getting team members to open up and share 
information with us about the team. It also encourages team 
members to own their own feelings and be willing to discuss them 
in the team.

Team Data Gathering  An alternative to surveys and inter-
viewing is open data sharing in a team setting. With this method, 
each person in the team is asked to share data publicly with the 
other team members. The data shared may not be as inclusive 
as data revealed in an interview, but each person feels respon-
sible to own up to the information he or she presents to the 
group and to deal with the issue raised. To prevent forced dis-
closure, one good ground rule is to tell people that they should 
raise only those issues they feel they can honestly discuss with 
the others. They then generally present only the information 
they feel comfortable discussing; thus, the open sharing of data 
may result in less information but more willingness to “work the 
data.” It may be helpful to systematically discuss barriers to  
effective team functioning that may exist in the other three Cs:  
team context, team composition, or team relationship and task 
competencies.
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The kinds of questions suggested for the interview format are 
the same ones that people share openly at the beginning of the 
team-building session. Each presents his or her views on what 
keeps the team from being as effective as it could be or suggests 
reasons for a particular problem. Each person also describes the 
things he or she likes about the team, hindrances to personal 
effectiveness, and the changes he or she feels would be helpful. 
All of the data are compiled on a flip chart or whiteboard. (In 
another variation, data for a large team could be gathered and 
shared in subgroups.) Then the group moves on to the next stage 
of the team-building cycle, data analysis.

Diagnosis and Analysis of Data

With all of the data now available, the manager and the consul-
tant work with the team to summarize the data and put the 
information into a priority listing. The following summary cat-
egories could be used:

A.	 Issues that we can work on in this meeting

B.	 Issues that someone else must work on (and identify who 
the others would be)

C.	 Issues that apparently are not open to change; that is, 
things we must learn to accept or live with

Category A items become the top agenda items for the rest 
of the team-building session. Category B items are those for 
which strategies must be developed by involving others. For 
category C items, the group must develop coping mechanisms. 
If the manager is prepared, he or she can handle the summary 
and sort the data into these three categories. If the manager feels 
uneasy about this, the consultant may function as a role model 
to show how this is done.
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The next important step is to review all of the data and try 
to identify underlying factors that may be related to several 
problems. A careful analysis of the data may show that certain 
procedures, rules, or job assignments are causing several disrup-
tive conditions.

Action Planning

After the agenda has been developed out of the data, the roles 
of the manager and the consultant diverge. The manager should 
move directly into the customary managerial role of group leader. 
The issues identified should become problems to solve, and plans 
for action should be developed.

While the manager is conducting the meeting, the consul-
tant functions as a group observer and facilitator. Schein has 
referred to this activity as “process consulting,” a function that 
others in the group also can learn to perform.1 In this role, the 
consultant helps the group look at its problem-solving and work 
processes. He or she may stop the group if certain task functions 
or relationship functions are missing or being performed poorly. 
If the group gets bogged down or steamrolled into uncommitted 
decisions, the consultant helps look at these processes, why they 
occur, and how to avoid them in the future. In this role, the 
consultant trains the group to develop better problem-solving 
skills.

Implementation and Evaluation

If the actions planned at the team-building session are to make 
any difference, they must be put into practice. Ensuring that 
plans are implemented has always been a major function of man-
agement. The manager must be committed to the team plans; 
without commitment, it is unlikely that a manager can effec-
tively hold people responsible for assignments agreed on in the 
team-building meeting.



100  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

The consultant’s role is to observe the degree of action during 
the implementation phase and be particularly active during the 
evaluation period. Another data-gathering process now begins, 
for that is the basis of evaluation. It is important to see if the 
actions planned or the goals developed during the team-building 
sessions have been achieved. This again ultimately should be the 
responsibility of the manager, but the consultant can help train 
the manager to carry out good program evaluation.

The manager and the consultant should work closely together 
in any team development effort. It is ineffective for the manager 
to turn the whole effort over to the consultant with the plea, 
“You’re the expert. Why don’t you do it for me?” Such action 
leads to a great deal of dependence on the consultant, and if the 
consultant is highly effective, it can cause the manager to feel 
inadequate or even more dependent. If the consultant is ineffec-
tive, the manager can then reject the plans developed as being 
unworkable or useless, and the failure of the team-building 
program is blamed on the consultant. Managers must take respon-
sibility for the team-building program, and consultants must 
work with managers to help them plan and take action in unfa-
miliar areas in which the manager may need to develop the skills 
required to be successful.

The consultant must be honest, aggressively forthright, and 
sensitive. He or she must be able to help the manager look at his 
or her own leadership style and its impact in facilitating or hin-
dering team effectiveness. The consultant needs to help group 
members get important data out in the open and keep them from 
feeling threatened for sharing with others. The consultant’s role 
involves helping the group develop skills in group problem 
solving and planning. To do this, the consultant must have a 
good understanding of group processes and be able to help the 
group look at its own dynamics. Finally, the consultant must feel 
a sense of pride and accomplishment when the manager and the 
team demonstrate their ability to solve problems independently 
and no longer need a consultant’s services.
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In Summary

The ability of a team to diagnose its own problems and initiate 
change is perhaps the distinguishing feature of high-performing 
teams. In this chapter, we have suggested that managing effective 
change in teams requires the following:

•	 The team must be able to accurately diagnose its 
problems and the underlying causes to those problems. 
The team-building checklist in Figure 5.1 can be used to 
do such an assessment.

•	 The team leader must recognize whether he or she  
will need the assistance of a consultant, set out in figure 
5.2 or can manage the team-building cycle, set out in 
figure 5.3, alone.

•	 The manager (and the consultant if needed) should 
determine the most effective way to gather data about 
the team, whether through surveys, interviews, or open 
data sharing. The method used is often determined by 
the size of the team, the level of trust in the team, and 
what kinds of information are needed.

•	 Teams must have the ability to generate useful data with 
regard to team skills, processes, and performance; to 
determine what the data mean for the team; and to 
identify and prioritize the issues and problems that need 
to be addressed.

•	 Teams must be able to develop and implement their 
action plans, as well as evaluate the results. A process 
for assigning accountability and following through is 
also important.
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6

BRINGING THE FOUR Cs 
TOGETHER

Designing a Team-Building Program

The goal of any team-building program is to help the team 
engage in a continual process of self-examination to gain aware-
ness of those conditions that keep it from functioning effectively. 
In chapter 5, we identified a number of symptoms of unhealthy 
teams. Having gathered data about such problems, the team must 
learn how to use those data to make decisions and take actions 
that will change team context, composition, or competencies in 
ways that will lead to a growing state of team health. Team build-
ing in this sense is an ongoing process, not a one-time activity.

As we noted in chapter 5, team building often begins with a 
block of time, usually two or three days, during which the team 
starts learning how to engage in its own review, analysis, action 
planning, decision making, and action taking. Following the first 
meetings, the team may periodically take other blocks of time  
to continue the process, review progress made since the last  
team meeting, and identify what should be done to continue to 
improve the team’s overall effectiveness. It is also possible that 
in time, the team will develop its skills for development to such 
a point that team members are always aware of areas that need 
improvement and will raise them at appropriate times with the 
appropriate people, thereby making it unnecessary to set aside a 
special meeting for such action.

There is no single way to put together a team-building 
program. The format depends on the experience, interests, and 
needs of the team members; the experience and needs of the 
team leader; the skills of the consultant (if one is needed); and 
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the nature of the situation that has prompted the need for team 
building.

This chapter describes a range of design alternatives for each 
phase of a team-building program. Those planning such an activ-
ity may wish to select various design elements from among the 
alternatives that seem applicable to their own situations. 
Although the design of a team-building program generally follows 
the cycle described in chapter 5, in this chapter we outline some 
of the specific steps and actions that we take when designing a 
program.

Preparation

There are certain phases or steps in any team-building program. 
The first phase is describing the purpose of the program and 
introducing the team-building process to team members. We 
briefly describe the options available for team leaders as they 
begin to prepare their teams for team building.

Goals

The goals of this phase are to explain the purpose of team  
building, elicit agreement to work on certain problems, get com-
mitment for participation, and do preliminary work for the  
team-building workshop. Any team-building program must be 
well conceived, and those involved must have indicated at least 
a minimal commitment to participate. Commitment will increase 
if people understand clearly why the program is being proposed 
and if they have an opportunity to influence the decision to go 
ahead with the program.

If this is the first time the team has spent some time to-
gether with the specific assignment to review their effective-
ness and plan for change, they will likely be anxious and 
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apprehensive. These concerns must be brought to the surface 
and addressed. Questions of deep concern probably will not be 
eliminated, but team members’ concerns may be reduced as a 
supportive climate is established and as people test the water 
and find that plunging in is not very difficult. Experience will 
be the best teacher, and people will allay or confirm their  
fears as the session proceeds. Those conducting the session 
should anticipate such concerns and raise them prior to the 
first meeting to reduce any extreme anxiety by openly de
scribing what will happen and what the anticipated outcome 
will be.

Alternative Actions

Among the possible actions that managers might take to get 
started are these:

1.	 Have an outside person interview each team member to 
identify problems, concerns, and the need for change.

2.	 Invite an outside speaker to talk about the role of teams in 
organizations and the purposes of team development. The 
speaker might discuss the Four Cs of team performance 
and how they might relate to the performance of that 
team.

3.	 Gather data on the level of team effectiveness. (See the 
team-building checklist in figure 5.1 and the other 
instruments presented in this book or online.)

4.	 Have a general discussion about the need for developing a 
team competency—which can emerge through a team-
building program.

5.	 Invite a manager who has had successful team-building 
experiences to describe the activities and results in his or 
her unit.
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Creating an Open Climate for Data Gathering

The second phase of the team-building program is creating a 
climate for gathering and sharing data. The goals for this phase 
and alternative approaches follow.

Goals

The goals of this phase are to create a climate for work; get 
people relaxed; establish norms for being open with problems, 
concerns, and ideas for planning and for dealing with issues;  
and present a framework for the whole experience. The climate 
established during the start-up phase influences the rest of the 
program.

Alternative Approaches to Data Gathering

There are several alternatives that the team can use for data 
gathering. These alternatives follow.

Alternative 1   The manager or team leader can give a short 
opening talk, reviewing the goals 
as he or she sees them and the 
need for the program, emphasizing 

his or her support, and reaffirming the norm that no negative 
sanctions are intended for any open, honest behavior. The role 
of the consultant, if there is one, can be explained by either the 
manager or the consultant.

Participants can share their immediate here-and-now feel-
ings about the meetings by responding to questions handed out 
on a sheet of paper (figure 6.1). They call out their answers (to 
set the norm of open sharing of data), and the person at the flip 
chart records the responses.

The data can be gathered openly from team members and 
tabulated on a whiteboard or it can be gathered anonymously, 

www.josseybass.com/
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Figure 6.1 Attitudes About Change

How confident are you that any real change will result from these meetings?

1 2 3 4 5

  

 

I am not confident at all. I am somewhat confident. I am highly confident.

To what degree do you feel that people really want to be here and work on team development issues? 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

People don’t really want
to be here. 

People have some interest in
being here. 

People have high interest in
being here. 

How willing do you think people are to make changes that may be suggested?

1 2 3  4 5 

People will be unwilling
to change. 

People have some willingness
to change. 

People are very willing to
change.

 

How willing do you think you and others will be to express real feelings and concerns? 

1

1.

2.

3.

4.

2 3 4 5 

We are not very willing
to express feelings. 

We have some degree
of willingness to express feelings.  

We are very willing to
express feelings. 

Instructions: Answer the following questions on a scale of 1 to 5.
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with the results tallied (with high and low scores on each item 
and the mean score) and then presented to the team. After 
seeing the results, the team should be asked to discuss these  
questions: Why are the scores rather low (or high)? What could 
be done here to help people feel more positive about these  
meetings? If the team is large, subgroups should be created to 
discuss these questions for twenty minutes and report back to the 
entire team.

This alternative for beginning is to set the norm that the 
program is centered on data gathering, data analysis, open 
sharing, and trying to plan with data. This also allows group 
members to test the water about simple, immediate data rather 
than more sensitive work group issues to see how they will 
respond and react to the questions.

Alternative 2  After preliminary remarks by the manager, the 
team members could be asked, “For us to get a picture of how 
you see our team functioning, please take a few minutes to 
describe our team as a kind of animal or combination of animals, 
a kind of machine, a kind of person, or whatever image comes 
to mind.” Some teams in the past have been described as:

•	 A hunting dog—a pointer. “We run around and locate 
problems, then stop and point and hope that somebody else 
will take the action.”

•	 A Cadillac with bicycle pedals. “We look good on the 
outside, but there is no real power to get us moving.”

•	 A centipede with several missing or broken legs. “Although 
the centipede can move forward, its progress is crippled by 
the missing and broken legs.”

•	 An octopus. “Each tentacle is out grasping anything it can 
but doesn’t know what the other tentacles are doing.”

As people share the images and explain why they came to 
mind, some questions for follow-up are: What are the common 
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elements in these images? Do we like these images of ourselves? 
What do we need to do to change our image? Discussion aimed 
at answering these questions becomes the major agenda item for 
subsequent group meetings.

Alternative 3  In this alternative, the team is asked, usually 
by a consultant or trained observer, to work on a major decision-
making problem—such as an arctic or desert survival exercise, 
or Tinker Toy tower building—and to function under the direc-
tion of the team leader in a fashion similar to the way they have 
previously worked on problems.1 The consultant acts as a process 
observer for the exercise. After the exercise, the consultant has 
the group members review their own processes and determine 
both their strengths and their deficiencies in solving problems. 
The consultant shares his or her observations with the group. In 
some instances, we have found it useful to videotape the team 
doing the exercise and then replay the videotape so team members 
can see how they performed.

As the exercise is reviewed, lists of positive and negative 
features are compiled. The agenda for the following session is set, 
based on the question, “How do we maximize our strengths and 
overcome deficiencies?” For example, if the process review indi-
cates that the group is highly dependent on the leader, that some 
people are overwhelmed by the “big talker,” and that the group 
jumps to decisions before everyone has a chance to put in ideas, 
the agenda would focus on how to reduce or change these nega-
tive conditions.

Group Data Analysis and Problem Solving

After the team understands the purpose of the team-building 
program and data have been generated regarding the team’s func-
tioning and performance, the next phase is to focus on analyzing 
the data and developing a plan of action to solve the team’s 
problems.
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Goals

One goal of this phase is to begin to take action on the problems 
identified in the previous phase. Assignments are made and dates 
set for completing the work. Another goal is for the team to 
practice better problem-solving, decision-making, planning, and 
delegation skills.

Whatever the start-up method or combination of methods 
used, this third phase usually has two parts: (1) the team begins to 
engage in the problem-solving process, and (2) a process consul-
tant or observer helps the group look at its context, composition, 
and competencies in working on problems as an effective team as 
a prelude to improving its problem-solving capabilities.

The process consultant or observer usually tries to see to  
what extent the group is effective at both task activities  
and relationship-maintaining activities. Ineffective teams are 
often characterized by one or more of the following condi
tions, and the consultant should watch for evidence of these 
conditions:

•	 Domination by the leader
•	 Warring cliques or subgroups
•	 Unequal participation and uneven use of group resources
•	 Rigid or dysfunctional group norms and procedures
•	 A climate of defensiveness or fear
•	 A lack of creative alternatives to problems
•	 Restricted communications—not all have opportunities to 

speak
•	 Avoidance of differences or potential conflicts

Such conditions reduce the team’s ability to work together 
in collective problem-solving situations. The role of the consul-
tant here is to help the group become aware of its processes and 
begin to develop better group skills. Specifically, after becoming 
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aware of a process problem, the group needs to establish a pro-
cedure, guideline, or plan of action to respond to the negative 
condition.

Alternatives for Data Analysis

There are several alternatives that the team can use to analyze 
the data that have been gathered and generate solutions to team 
problems. These alternatives follow.

Alternative 1  Following the opening remarks, the consul-
tant, outside person, or team leader presents data that have been 
collected from the team members through observations, inter-
views, or instruments prior to the meeting. The team is asked to 
analyze the data. What do the data mean? Why do we respond 
the way we do? What conditions give rise to negative responses? 
What do we need to change to get a more positive response to 
our own team? The team might sort the data into the categories 
of context, composition, competencies, and change to identify 
the root causes of the team’s problems.

This analysis can best be done in subgroups of three to four 
people and then shared with the whole group and compiled into 
a list of issues and possible change actions. The summaries form 
the basis for subsequent sessions. The team also puts the data 
into the A, B, and C categories described in chapter 5. Category 
A items, those that can be worked on now in the meeting, are 
the major work issues on the agenda.

Alternative 2  This design requires some extensive case 
analysis prior to the team-building sessions. A consultant or 
someone in management pulls together one or more studies, 
vignettes, or critical incidents that seem to represent recurring 
problems for the team. Another possibility is to have each 
member take a problem area for him or her and write it up as 
a short case. The group task is to look at the cases, try to discern 
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the underlying conditions that trigger recurring problems, and 
then plan action steps for reducing the likelihood that such 
problems will reoccur.

Alternative 3  In this alternative, objective data gathered 
from records about the team are compiled and presented to  
the group members. Such information as production records, the 
grievance rate, absenteeism, turnover, lost time, budget discrep-
ancies, late reports, cost increases, and so on are included in this 
feedback. The team’s job is to conduct an in-depth analysis of 
the data, diagnose the causes of the negative trends, and then 
plan for improvement.

Alternative 4  Instead of presenting data from prior data 
collection methods to the team, data about the conditions or 
problems of the team can be raised at the team meeting. Each 
person is asked to come prepared to share his or her answers to 
the following questions:

•	 What keeps this team from functioning at its maximum 
potential?

•	 What keeps you personally from doing the kind of job you 
would like to do?

•	 What things do you like in this team that you want to 
have maintained?

•	 What changes would you like to see made that would help 
you and the whole team?

Team members or the leader may have other items they 
would like to put on the agenda.

Each team member takes a turn sharing information. The 
responses are listed and common themes identified. The most 
important issues are listed in priority, and they become the items 
for discussion.
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Problem-Solving Process

By this point, regardless of the alternatives selected, the team 
should have identified a series of problems, concerns, or issues. 
It may be helpful in the problem identification stage of team 
building for the team leader or consultant to share with the team 
the Four Cs of team performance and then list the problems the 
team faces in the four categories: context problems, composition 
problems, competency problems, and change management prob-
lems. In this way, the team can determine which problems reside 
within the team and which are related to context issues that may 
not be under the team’s direct control.

The team next moves into a traditional problem-solving 
process by engaging in the following actions:

1.	 Put problems in order of priority and select the five or six 
most pressing ones to address during the workshop.

2.	 Begin the classic problem-solving process: clearly define 
the problem, describe the causes of the problem, list 
alternative solutions, select the alternative to implement, 
develop an action plan, perform the action, and evaluate 
the results.

3.	 Conduct a force-field analysis.2 Identify the existing level 
of team performance on a set of performance metrics, 
formulate a specific goal to improve performance, identify 
the restraining forces (the factors that are barriers to better 
performance) and driving forces (the factors that 
encourage high performance), and develop a plan to 
remove the restraining forces or add driving forces.

4.	 Begin role negotiation. Negotiate between people or 
subunits that are interdependent and need to coordinate 
well with each other to improve effectiveness.

5.	 Set up task force teams or subunits. Give each team a 
problem to work on. It should develop a plan of action, 
carry out the plan, and assess the results.
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6.	 After all problems have been listed, the team can sort 
them into categories based on the nature of the problem: 
(A) we can work on the problem here within our team, 
(B) someone else must handle the problem (and identify 
who that is), or (C) we must live with this problem, since 
it appears to be beyond our ability to change.

7.	 Set targets, objectives, or goals. The group should spend 
time identifying short- or long-range goals it wishes to 
achieve, make assignments, and set target dates for 
completion.

The Appreciative Inquiry Approach  
to Team Building

Up to this point we’ve focused on using a problem-centered 
approach to team building: the team identifies the problems it 
faces and then engages in problem solving to improve its perfor-
mance. An alternative team-building approach is to focus on the 
more positive aspects of the team in a process called appreciative 
inquiry (AI).3

The AI approach to team building starts with the assumption 
that every team has some positive characteristics that can drive 
it to high performance. The issue for the team is how to discover 
and tap into these positive characteristics. Rather than focus on 
the negative—the problems that the team experiences—this 
approach focuses on the positive characteristics of the team.  
To begin the team-building activity, the manager, team leader, 
or consultant asks team members to answer the following 
questions4

1.	 Think of a time when you were on a hugely successful team, a 
time that you felt energized, fulfilled and the most effective—
when you were able to accomplish even more than you imag-
ined. What made it such a great team? Tell the story about the 
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situation, the people involved, and how the team achieved its 
breakthrough.

2.	 Without being humble, what was it about you that contributed 
to the success of the team? Describe in detail these qualities and 
what you value about yourself that enables team success.

3.	 It is one year from today and our team is functioning more 
successfully than any of you imagined. What are we doing, how 
are we working together differently, what does this success look 
like, and how did we make it happen?

Members of the team pair up and share their answers to  
these questions. They then can move into larger subgroups and 
share their stories, or the entire team can be brought back 
together to report their stories and their feelings about the future 
of the team. Gervase Bushe, professor of leadership and organiza-
tion development at Simon Fraser University, who uses the AI 
approach, explains how one team improved its performance 
through AI:

In one business team I worked with one member talked about a 
group of young men he played pick-up basketball with and 
described why they were, in his opinion, such an outstanding 
“team.” He described their shared sense of what they were there to 
do, lack of rigid roles, [and] easy adaptability to the constraints of 
any particular situation in the service of their mission. But what 
most captured the team’s imagination was his description of how 
this group was both competitive and collaborative at the same 
time. Each person competed with all the rest to play the best ball, 
to come up with the neatest move and play. Once having executed 
it, and shown his prowess, he quickly “gave it away” to the other 
players in the pick-up game, showing them how to do it as well. 
This was a very meaningful image for this group as a key, 
unspoken, tension was the amount of competitiveness members 
felt with each other at the same time as they needed to cooperate 
for the organization’s good. “Back alley ball” became an important 
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synthesizing image for this group that resolved the paradox of 
competitiveness and cooperation.5

By sharing such powerful images, a team may be able to envi-
sion a different way of functioning from its current pattern and 
create new values and beliefs that will enable it to plot a new 
course. The role of the team leader or consultant is to help the 
team identify images and metaphors that they can incorporate 
as they seek to improve team performance. The team members 
should ask and answer the following questions: (1) How can we 
as a team become like the high-performing teams that we’ve 
experienced in the past? and (2) How can I as a member of this 
team contribute to helping our team achieve its full potential? 
As the team and its members answer these questions, commit-
ments are made to change the team in a positive direction. The 
team can use the images of team excellence to motivate the team 
to a higher level of performance.

The AI approach is often useful when team members tend to 
focus on the negative, continually bringing up negative images 
of the team and complaining about other team members. The 
positive approach of AI can give energy to an otherwise impotent 
and demoralized team. However, when using AI, the team should 
still be willing to confront important problems and not see the 
world completely through rose-colored glasses.

Using Feedback to Improve Team Performance

A major issue that often arises following the identification of 
problems is the sharing of feedback with individuals, subgroups 
within the team, or the team as a whole. Certain actions, func-
tions, personal styles, or strategies on the part of one or more 
people may be hindering teamwork and preventing other team 
members from achieving their goals or feeling satisfied with the 
team. If this is the case, it may be legitimate to engage in an open 
feedback session.



B R I N G I N G  T H E  F O U R  C s  T O G E T H E R   117

Goals

The team should share feedback among individual team members 
in such a way as to help them improve their effectiveness and 
give feedback to the whole team with the same objective in 
mind. The goal of a feedback session is to share data about 
performance so that difficulties can be resolved. It is critical that 
a feedback session not slip into name calling, personal griping, 
or verbal punishing of others. All feedback should reflect a 
genuine willingness to work cooperatively. For example, one 
might say, “My performance suffers because of some things that 
happen in which you are involved. Let me share my feelings 
and reactions so you can see what is happening to me. I would 
like to come up with a way that we all can work more produc-
tively together.”

Types of Feedback

Feedback is most helpful if it can be given in descriptive fashion 
or in the form of suggestions. Here are some examples.

Descriptive feedback: “John, when you promise me that you 
will have a report ready at a certain time, as happened 
last Thursday, and I don’t get it, that really frustrates me. 
It puts me behind schedule and makes me feel very 
resentful toward you. Are you aware that such things are 
going on? Do you know what is causing the problem or 
have any ideas on how we could avoid this type of 
problem in the future?”

Suggestions: “John, let me make a suggestion that would 
really help me as we work together. If you could get your 
reports to me on time, particularly those that have been 
promised at a certain time, it would help my work 
schedule and reduce my frustration. Also, if I don’t get a 
report on time, what would you prefer I do about it?”
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Other possibilities: The following are some other ways group 
members might go about sharing feedback with one 
another:
•	 Start-stop-continue activity.  Each person has a sheet of 

newsprint on the wall. Each team member writes on 
the sheets of other members’ items in three areas: 
things that person should begin doing that will 
increase his or her effectiveness, things the individual 
should stop doing, and things he or she should 
continue to do. (More on this in chapter 7.)

•	 Envelope exchange.  Each person writes a note to other 
team members with specific, individual feedback, 
covering the same issues as in the previous activity, 
and gives the notes to the other team members.

•	 Confirmation-disconfirmation process.  Group members 
summarize how they view themselves and their own 
work performance—their strengths and areas that need 
improvement. Others are asked to confirm or 
disconfirm the person’s diagnosis.

•	 Management profile.  Each person presents the profile of 
his or her effectiveness from previously gathered data 
(there are a variety of profile instruments). The group 
confirms or disconfirms the profile.

•	 Analysis of subunits.  If the team has subunits, each 
subunit is discussed in terms of what it does well, what 
it needs to change, and what it needs to improve.

•	 Total unit or organizational analysis.  The entire 
department, division, or organization looks at how it 
has been functioning and critiques its own 
performance over the past year, identifying things it 
has done well and areas that need improvement. 
Group size is, of course, the main constraint with this 
option. Beckhard and Weisbord have developed 
approaches for working with large groups.6
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•	 Open feedback session.  Each person who would like 
feedback may ask for it in order to identify areas of 
personal effectiveness and areas that need 
improvement.

•	 Prescription writing.  Each person writes a prescription 
for others: “Here is what I would prescribe that you do 
[or stop doing] in order to be more effective in your 
position.” Prescriptions are then exchanged.

Action Planning

The end result of all the activities mentioned so far is to help 
the team identify conditions that are blocking both individual 
and team effectiveness so that the team can begin to develop 
plans for action and change. Action plans should include a com-
mitment to carry the action to completion.

Goals

The goals of this phase are to pinpoint needed changes, set goals, 
develop plans, give assignments, outline procedures, and set 
dates for completion and review. Often the plan is a set of  
agreements on who is willing to take a specific action. All  
such agreements should be written down, circulated, and fol-
lowed up later to ensure that they have been carried out.

Options for Action Planning

Following is a set of actions that are possible during this phase:

1.	 Personal improvement plan.  Each person evaluates his or 
her feedback and develops a plan of action for personal 
improvement. This plan is presented to the others.

2.	 Contract negotiations.  If there are particular problems 
between individuals or subunits, specific agreements for 
dealing with conflict issues are drawn up and signed.7
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3.	 Assignment summary.  Each person summarizes what his or 
her assignments are and the actions he or she intends to 
take as a follow-up of the team-building session.

4.	 Subunit or team plans.  If development plans have been 
completed, they are presented and reviewed.

5.	 Schedule review.  The team looks at its time schedule and 
its action plans. Dates for completion and dates for giving 
progress reports on work being done are confirmed. The 
next team meeting is scheduled. If another team 
development workshop or meeting is needed, it may be 
scheduled at this time.

Implementation, Evaluation, and Follow-up

Follow-up is an integral part of any team-building program. 
There must be some method of following up with team members 
on assignments or agreements and then some form of continuing 
goal setting for improved performance. These follow-up activities 
can be done by the whole team together, one-on-one between 
team members, or a combination of the two. Fortunately, some 
excellent research has been done that describes follow-up pro-
cesses that have proved to be successful.

Wayne Boss of the University of Colorado became interested 
in the “regression effect” following a team-building session.8 He 
observed, as have others, that during a two- or three-day intensive 
team-building activity, people become very enthusiastic about 
making improvements, but within a few weeks, the spark dwin-
dles, and they regress to old behaviors and performance levels. 
Boss wondered whether there is a way to keep performance high 
following the team-building session and to prevent regression. 
He began to experiment with a one-on-one follow-up meeting 
he called the personal management interview (PMI). The PMI 
has two stages. First is a role negotiation meeting between team 
leader and subordinate (usually lasting one hour) during which 
both clarify their expectations of each other, what they need 
from each other, and what they will contract to do for each other. 
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Second, following the initial role negotiation session, the two 
parties meet regularly. Boss found that these meetings have to 
be held on a regular basis (weekly, biweekly, or monthly), but if 
they are held and follow the agreed-on agenda, performance stays 
high without regression for several years. States Boss, “Without 
exception, the off-site level of group effectiveness was maintained 
only in those teams that employed the PMI, while the teams 
that did not use the PMI evidenced substantial regression in the 
months after their team-building session.”9

What goes on in these interviews that makes such a differ-
ence? Despite some variation, each interview tended to deal with 
the following issues:

•	 Discussion of any organizational or work problems facing 
the subordinate

•	 Training or coaching given by the supervisor to the 
subordinate

•	 Resolution of any concerns or problems between supervisor 
and subordinate

•	 Information sharing to bring the subordinate up to date on 
what is happening in the team and organization

•	 Discussion of any personal problems or concerns

These were common agenda items, but the first part of every 
meeting was spent reviewing assignments and accomplishments 
since the previous session. Time was also spent on making new 
assignments and agreeing on goals and plans to review at the 
next PMI. These assignments and agreements were written down, 
and both parties had a copy that was the basis of the review at 
the following meeting.

Boss has the following suggestions for conducting an effective 
PMI:

•	 The PMI is most effective when conducted in a climate of 
high support and trust. Establishing this climate is primarily 
the responsibility of the superior.
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•	 The interviews must be held on a regular basis and be free 
from interruptions.

•	 Both parties must prepare for the meeting by having an 
agreed-on agenda; otherwise, the PMI becomes nothing 
more than a rap session.

•	 When possible, a third party whom both the supervisor and 
the subordinate trust should be present to take notes and 
record action items.

•	 Meetings should be documented by use of a standard form 
to make sure the key issues are addressed in a systematic 
way. Both parties agree on the form.

•	 The leader must be willing to hold subordinates 
accountable and ask the difficult “why” questions when 
assignments are not completed.

Boss has found that performance drops off if these meetings 
are not held but increase if meetings are started, even if they 
have never been held before or had been stopped for a time. Boss 
has tracked the use of PMIs in 202 teams across time periods 
ranging from three months to twenty-nine years.10 His research 
indicates that regular PMIs can significantly decrease, and even 
prevent, regression to previous levels of team performance for as 
long as twenty-nine years with no additional interventions after 
the original team-building sessions. Certainly the evidence is 
compelling enough to indicate that this is an effective way to 
follow up on decisions made during a team-building session.

Boss’s research does not discuss any further team sessions. 
Some units that have used the PMI have also reported having 
regular team meetings to deal with issues common to all, as  
well as additional team development sessions every three to six 
months. These later sessions identify any current problems or 
concerns and establish new goals for change and plans for 
improvement. And as we noted in chapter 3, Bain & Company 
has been successful by critiquing team performance monthly.
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In the past, many teams have followed up a team-building 
session with additional team meetings to review progress. The 
advantage of the PMI is that it allows time to talk with each 
person on individually. If this were done in the presence of  
the whole team, it could be both inhibiting and extremely 
time-consuming.

Follow-up Team Sessions

We have known for many years, since the early research of Rensis 
Likert, that follow-up team sessions can also help to sustain high 
performance.11 In his research on sales teams in sales offices from 
a national sales organization, Likert described the elements of 
follow-up team meetings that make a significant difference in the 
performance of members on the team. The top twenty sales units 
were compared with the bottom twenty to see what made the 
difference in their performance. Likert found the following to be 
the most important factors:

•	 The team leader (the sales manager) had high personal 
performance goals and a plan for achieving those goals. 
Team members saw an example of high performance as 
they watched the team leader.

•	 The team leader displayed highly supportive behavior 
toward team members and encouraged them to support one 
another.

•	 The team leader used participative methods in supervision. 
That is, all team members were involved in helping the 
team and the members achieve their goals.

The major process for achieving high performance was 
holding regular, well-planned meetings of the sales team for 
review of each person’s performance. In contrast to Boss’s PMI, 
a one-on-one follow-up, the units in the Likert research used 
team meetings as the follow-up process. Those team meetings 
had the following major features:
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•	 The team met regularly every two weeks or every month.
•	 The size of the team varied but was usually between twelve 

and fifteen members. (Note that this is larger than the 
ideal team size discussed in chapter 3.)

•	 The sales manager presided over the meeting but allowed 
wide participation in the group. The main function of the 
manager was to keep the team focused on the task; push the 
team to set high performance goals; and discourage negative, 
nonsupportive, ego-deflating actions of team members.

•	 Each salesperson presented a report of his or her activities 
during the previous period, including a description of the 
approach used, closings attempted, sales achieved, and 
volume and quality of total sales.

•	 All of the other team members analyzed the person’s efforts 
and offered suggestions for improvement. Coaching was 
given by team members to one another.

•	 Each salesperson announced his or her goals and 
procedures to be used, which would be reviewed at the 
next team meeting.

The researchers concluded that this form of team meeting 
results in four benefits:

1.	 Team members set higher goals.

2.	 They are more motivated to achieve their goals.

3.	 They receive more assistance, coaching, and help from 
their boss and peers.

4.	 The team gets more new ideas on how to improve 
performance as people share, not keep secret, their 
successful new methods.

It seems possible, then, to have either one-on-one follow-up 
meetings or a series of follow-up team meetings as a way of main-
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taining the high performance of team members. The key issue is 
that team building requires a continuous effort to monitor the 
team’s ability to improve team performance. The key person is 
the team leader, who must build a follow-up procedure into the 
process.

The two most common follow-up methods are one-on-one 
interviews and follow-up team meetings. However, other follow-
up procedures are available, depending on the nature of the 
team’s problems and plans. For example, a follow-up data-
gathering process can use a survey or questionnaire to see if the 
unit members feel the activities of the team have improved. 
Another approach is to have an outsider interview members to 
check on what has improved and what actions are still needed. 
Alternatively, an outside observer could be invited to watch the 
team in action and give a process review at the end of the 
meeting.

If a team has poor interaction at meetings, it is possible to 
follow up with a procedure to get reactions of people after each 
meeting or after some meetings. The team leaders could use a 
short paper-and-pencil survey or ask for a critique of the meeting 
verbally, posing questions such as the following:

•	 How satisfied were you with the team meeting today?
•	 Are there any actions we keep doing that restrict our 

effectiveness?
•	 What do we need to stop doing, start doing, or continue 

doing that would improve our team performance?
•	 Do we really function as a team, or are there indications 

that teamwork is lacking?
•	 Are we achieving our goals and using each person’s 

resources effectively?

If your team discusses these questions, be sure to allot suffi-
cient time for an adequate critique. If you use a written form, 
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summarize the results and begin the next team meeting by 
reviewing the summary and discussing what should be done in 
the current meeting to make the team more effective.

In Summary

In this chapter we have described the basic elements of a team-
building program:

•	 The purposes of the team-building program are 
described and any concerns or fears of team members 
are addressed. If a consultant is used, his or her role 
should be explained to the team.

•	 Data regarding the performance of the team are 
generated by examining archival data, observing the 
team as it performs a particular task, interviewing team 
members, or surveying members of the team. A variety 
of alternatives are available to generate such data.

•	 The team engages in a problem-solving process to come 
up with solutions to the problems that have been 
identified. An appreciative inquiry approach is an 
alternative to the traditional problem-solving model.

•	 The team develops and implements the action plans. 
Commitments generally are written down and 
assignments clearly communicated to team members.

•	 To ensure that changes in the team persist over time, 
team leaders should engage in regular personal 
management interviews with members of their team or 
conduct regular team meetings to review commitments 
made in the team-building sessions and to make changes 
as needed.

The next chapters explore some specific problems found in 
teams and some new team dynamics that often require the use of 
team building. We will outline some specific strategies for over-
coming these problems to help a team be more effective.
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7

MANAGING CONFLICT 
IN THE TEAM

One of the common problems found in teams is the presence 
of disruptive conflict and hostility. Feelings of animosity 
between individuals or between cliques or subgroups may grow 
to such proportions that people who must work together do 
not speak to one another at all. All communications, if any, 
are by memo or e-mail, even though offices are adjoining. Why 
do such conflicts occur, and how can a team resolve such 
differences?

In this chapter, we explore the basis of conflict in teams by 
discussing expectation theory and its application to teams. We 
outline the various conflict resolution methods and then focus 
on what to do when the manager or team leader is the problem, 
how to manage diversity successfully in a team, and how to deal 
effectively with a problem team member.

Expectation Theory of Conflict

Probably the most common explanation for understanding con-
flict is the theory of conflicting personalities. When two people 
do not get along, it is easiest to say that their “personalities 
clash.” Underlying this explanation is a presumption that one 
individual’s personality (a complex of attitudes, values, feelings, 
needs, and experiences) is so different from another’s that the 
two cannot function compatibly. However, attributing team 
conflict to personality clashes is not helpful and in fact often 
makes things worse, since the only way to resolve the problem 
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would be to get someone to change his or her personality (at 
a deep level, none of us wants to feel that we have personality 
flaws that need to be changed; as a result we will be very 
defensive when our “personality” gets attacked) or be removed 
from the team. Because personality is so deeply rooted by 
reached adulthood, it would seem impossible to improve the 
situation.

A more useful way to understand conflict is to view it as the 
result of a violation of expectations. Whenever the behavior of 
one person violates the expectations of another, negative reac-
tions will result. If expectations are not clearly understood and 
met by individuals who must work together on a team, a cycle 
of violated expectations may be triggered. Negative feelings  
can escalate until open expressions of hostility are common, and 
people try to hurt or punish each other in various ways rather 
than try to work cooperatively.

Every person comes to a team with a set of expectations about 
himself or herself, the team leader, and the other team members. 
Their expectations of others can be described in terms of what 
is to be done, when it should be done, and how it is to be  
done. Frequently people may agree on the “what” conditions, but 
expectations in the other two aspects—expectations about when 
actions should be taken and how they should be taken—are more 
often violated.

To illustrate this concept, consider the following example of 
how violated expectations led to conflict between a newlywed 
couple (virtually all married people have their own stories of 
adjustment after they got married).

Ann leaves the apartment for her first day of work after the 
honeymoon. She can’t wait to finish work so that she can rush 
home to enjoy a quiet and, she hopes, romantic evening with 
her new husband, John. Because John is a second-year MBA 
student who finishes class by 3:00 p.m., Ann guesses that he 
might surprise her by fixing dinner—something he did frequently 
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while they were dating. Before she left, he had asked, “What do 
you think about spaghetti carbonara for dinner?” a favorite meal 
that he has made for her before.

At school, John discovers that he has a finance case analysis 
due tomorrow with his study team. The team decides that the 
only time they can all meet is from 4:00 to 7:00 p.m. John wants 
to be home to meet Ann when she returns at 6:30 p.m., so he 
suggests that the team meet at his apartment. After two hours of 
work, the case team begins to get tired and hungry. The analysis 
is more difficult than they expected, and they realize they will 
need more time. So they decide to order pizza and work until 
8:00 p.m. When Ann arrives home, she finds a mess in the 
kitchen from the pizza and snacks. She also finds a mess in  
the family room where John’s team has strewn papers every-
where. John gives Ann a quick kiss and tells her about the  
assignment but promises they should be done within an hour or 
so. He’s sorry he can’t make dinner for her—but he’s saved a  
slice of pizza for her.

Ann surveys the mess. This is not what she was expecting. 
Couldn’t he have called to warn her? But she decides to clean 
up the mess and patiently wait for John to finish the assign-
ment. After all, she’s brought home John’s favorite cheesecake, 
a surprise she was hoping would be the icing on a quiet, roman-
tic evening together. After an hour, John appears and says, 
“Sorry, this assignment is a bear; it’s probably going to be 
another half-hour.” After another hour, the study team finally 
leaves. John flops on a chair in the kitchen and says, “I’m 
exhausted.”

Out of the corner of his eye, he spies the cheesecake, grabs 
a fork, and exclaims, “This is just what I need!” Shortly he is at 
the table shoveling in the cheesecake when something clicks in 
his awareness. Something is wrong, he senses. Ann is awfully 
quiet and is just picking at the piece of cheesecake he pushed in 
front of her.
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“Anything the matter?” he asks. Ann says nothing, eyes fixed 
on the cheesecake.

Now he knows something is wrong and puts down the fork. 
“What’s the matter, Ann?” he asks with real concern.

Tears start to well up in Ann’s eyes as she thinks about the 
lost evening. John didn’t call her to tell her he couldn’t make 
dinner; he didn’t clean up after his mess in the kitchen; he didn’t 
thank her for the cheesecake; and worst of all, he hadn’t paid 
her any attention.

“The honeymoon is definitely over,” she says angrily. “Thanks 
for the cold pizza and for letting me clean up your friends’ mess.”

John is stunned. Where is this anger coming from? Hadn’t 
he arranged to at least be home? Hadn’t he at least thought to 
save her a slice of pizza? Doesn’t she realize he needs good grades 
to get a good job?

“Well, thanks for your patience and support of my graduate 
work,” he replies sarcastically.

And before they know it, Ann and John are embroiled in 
their first fight as a married couple.

Of course, Ann and John’s experience is not unusual. Each 
had expectations that were violated. From Ann’s perspective, 
husbands should call when plans change, they should pick up 
after themselves, and they should say “thanks” when their wives 
surprise them with their favorite dessert. From John’s perspective, 
wives should be more flexible when plans change and patient 
when their husbands have important work to do, just as husbands 
should when their wives have important work to do. We see 
violated expectations leading to conflict all the time in all types 
of relationships, not only in teams.1

The bottom line is that violated expectations lead to con-
flict when they are not understood, discussed, and resolved. 
Most individuals, whether in a family or work team, do not 
knowingly violate the expectations of those with whom they 
must collaborate. The problem is that many expectations are 
implicit: we have them, and we may not even know we have 
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the expectation until it is violated. Following are some common 
expectations that team leaders, subordinates, or peers on a team 
may violate.

Typical Ways That Team Leaders Violate  
Subordinates’ Expectations

•	 Micromanaging their work (not giving them any autonomy 
to make decisions)

•	 Making decisions that affect the subordinate without 
asking for his or her input

•	 Letting some team members shirk their duties without any 
negative consequences

•	 Not giving praise or any rewards for a job well done
•	 Not recognizing that the subordinate has a life outside 

work that occasionally takes priority over work

Typical Ways That Subordinates Violate  
Team Leaders’ Expectations

•	 Missing or being late to team meetings
•	 Not outwardly demonstrating commitment and support for 

the leader’s agenda and priorities
•	 Not completing assignments in a timely manner so the 

team can complete its work
•	 Not letting the leader know when there are problems so 

that the leader isn’t surprised

Typical Ways That Peers Violate Expectations

•	 Not sharing resources (or competing for resources)
•	 Not sharing credit for a job well done
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•	 Not responding to voice mails or e-mails in a timely 
manner

As we have noted, our expectations of ourselves and others 
are often implicit; they are held but not explicitly stated or 
understood. By just surfacing the expectation, the conflict may 
be resolved. Of course, in other cases, resolving conflict requires 
compromise, the adjustment of expectations of others, or adjust-
ment in behaviors so that expectations are met.

Expectation theory is useful in dealing with conflict because 
it focuses on clarifying expectations of ourselves and others by 
identifying specific behaviors that may violate those expecta-
tions. If team members can begin to identify the behaviors or 
actions that violate their expectations, perhaps agreements can 
be negotiated, so that the end result is greater mutual under-
standing and fewer conflicts.

Negotiating Agreements

In planning a team-building session to deal with conflicts, certain 
agreements between the conflicting parties need to be met.

•	 It helps if people can agree that problems exist, that those 
problems should be solved, and that all parties have some 
responsibility to work on the issues.

•	 All parties must agree to meet and work on the problems.
•	 People may find it easier to deal with conflict if they can 

accept the position that the end result of the team-building 
session is not to get everyone to “like” one another but 
rather to understand one another and be able to work 
together. People do not need to form personal friendships, 
but group members at least should be able to trust one 
another and meet one another’s expectations.
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The disagreeing parties will work best together in the team-
building session if they can adopt the position that it is not 
productive to try to unravel who is at fault or what led to the 
problems. Rather, they should accept the fact that differences 
exist and that they need to work out agreeable solutions.

Helping Teams in Conflict or Confusion:  
The Role Clarification Exercise

A particularly useful intervention for determining expectations 
is what we call the role clarification exercise. The role clarifica-
tion model of team building is considered appropriate if several 
of the following conditions are prevalent in the organization or 
unit that is considering a team-building program:

•	 The team is newly organized, and no one has a clear 
understanding about what others do and what others 
expect of them.

•	 Changes and reassignments have been made in the team, 
and there is a lack of clarity about how the various 
functions and positions now fit together.

•	 Job descriptions are old and not consistent with current 
realities.

•	 Meetings are held infrequently and only for passing on 
needed directions.

•	 People carry out their assignments with very little contact 
with others in the same office. They generally feel isolated.

•	 Conflicts and interpersonal disruptions in the unit seem to 
be increasing. Coffee-break talk and other informal 
communications center on discussion of overlaps and 
encroachments by others on work assignments. People get 
requests they don’t understand. They hear through the 
grapevine about what others are doing; it sounds as if  
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it’s something they should know about, but nobody  
informs them.

•	 The boss engages primarily in one-on-one management. 
Team meetings are infrequent or primarily involve listening 
to the boss raise issues with one individual at a time while 
others watch and wait for their turn. Almost no problem 
solving is done as a team or between people. Issues are 
taken to the boss, and only then are needed people called 
together.

•	 People sit in their offices and wonder, “What is happening 
on this team? I don’t know what others are doing, and I’m 
sure nobody knows [or cares] what I’m doing.”

•	 A crisis occurs because everyone thought someone else was 
responsible for handling a task that was never completed.

Planning

The following sections describe the steps of a role-clarification 
team-building exercise. Over the years, we have found this to be 
one of the most useful exercises for a team to engage in, with 
generally very positive results.

Time Commitment  For a team of eight to ten people, the 
minimum time needed for this type of team building is approxi-
mately one-half hour to one hour for each person, or a total of 
four to ten hours of meeting time, preferably in a solid block. 
With a training day from 8:30 a.m. to 12:00 p.m. and 1:00 to 
4:30 p.m., this typically could be achieved in one day. It also 
would be possible to conduct this type of team-building session 
by taking one afternoon a week over a period of time. Our experi-
ence, however, indicates that spending the time in one block has 
more impact. Each time a group meets, a certain amount of 
settling-in time is required, which is minimized if only one session 
is held.
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Resource Personnel  If the ground rules, procedures, overall 
goals, and design elements are clear, a manager need not be  
afraid to conduct this type of meeting with no outside assistance 
from a consultant or facilitator. If certain realistic concerns 
suggest that an outside person would be helpful in facilitating 
the meeting, one could be included. This person may be someone 
from within the company but in a different department, such as 
a human resource or organization development specialist or a 
consultant from outside the company.

Regardless of whether an outside resource person is used, the 
entire team-building meeting should be conducted and managed 
by the team leader or boss. Team building is management’s  
business; it is a supervisor building his or her team. It is not an 
exercise called by a staff person in human resources.

Program Design Goal  The goal of a role clarification team-
building program is to arrive at that condition in which all 
members of the team can publicly agree that they:

•	 Have a clear understanding of the major requirements of 
their own job

•	 Feel that the others at the team-building meeting also 
clearly understand everyone’s position and duties

•	 Know what others expect of them in their working 
relationships

•	 Feel that all know what others need from them in their 
working relationships

All agreements in working relationships should be reached 
with a spirit of collaboration and a willingness to implement the 
understandings. Procedures should be established that permit 
future misunderstandings to be handled in more effective ways.

Preparation  This part of the team-building activity can be 
done prior to the session or done first by each member of the 
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team in private as the team session begins. Each person should 
prepare answers to the following questions:

1.	 What do you feel the organization expects you to do in 
your job? (This may include the formal job description.)

2.	 What do you actually do in your job? (Describe working 
activities and point out any discrepancies between your 
formal job description and your actual job activities.)

3.	 What do you need to know about other people’s jobs that 
would help you do your work?

4.	 What do you think others should know about your job 
that would help them do their work?

5.	 What do you need others to do in order for you to do your 
job the way you would like?

6.	 What do others need you to do that would help them do 
their work?

Meeting Design

Managing the role clarification meeting is an important role for 
the team leader or consultant. Following are the goals, ground 
rules, and steps in role claification.

Goals  The goals of the team-building meeting should be 
presented, clarified, and discussed. Everyone should agree on the 
goals or hoped-for outcomes of the sessions.

Ground Rules  Ground rules should be developed by the 
team, written on a sheet of paper, and posted for all to see. Some 
suggested ground rules are as follows:

1.	 Be as candid and open as possible in a spirit of wanting to 
help improve the team.
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2.	 If you want to know how another person feels or thinks 
about an issue, ask that person directly. If you are the 
person asked, give an honest response, even if it is to say, 
“I don’t feel like responding right now.”

3.	 If the meeting becomes unproductive for you, express this 
concern to the group.

4.	 Every member should have an opportunity to speak on 
every issue.

5.	 Decisions made should be agreeable to all those who are 
affected by the decision.

Role Clarification

Each person will have an opportunity to be the focal person and 
will follow these steps:

1.	 The focal person describes his or her job as he or she sees 
it. This means sharing all information about how the focal 
person understands the job: what is expected, when things 
are expected to be done, and how they are expected to be 
done. Other team members have the right to ask questions 
for clarification.

2.	 All others indicate that they understand what the focal 
person’s position entails after this person’s description: 
what is to be done, when things are to be done, and how 
they are to be done.

3.	 If the focal person and others have differences in 
expectations about the focal person’s job, they should be 
resolved at this point, so that there is a common 
agreement about what the focal person’s job  
entails.

4.	 After agreement has been reached about the nature of the 
job, the focal person talks directly to each person on the 
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team, identifying what he or she needs from the other in 
order to do the job as agreed on.

5.	 The others then have the opportunity to tell the focal 
person what they may need in return or what additional 
help the focal person might need from them so that the 
focal person can accomplish the demands of the position.

At the end of the role clarification session, it is often impor-
tant to get feedback about how people are feeling. To get such 
feedback, team members might be asked to respond to the fol-
lowing questions:

1.	 How have you felt about the role clarification exercise?

2.	 What were the best parts for you?

3.	 What should be changed or improved in the future?

4.	 Do we need other sessions like this? If so, what should we 
discuss? When should we meet again?

This type of team development meeting is one of the easiest 
to manage and one of the most productive of all design possibili-
ties for improving team effectiveness. Most groups of people slip 
into areas of ambiguity in their working relationships. Expecta-
tions about performance develop that people do not understand 
or even know about. For example, during a role clarification 
exercise with one company’s executive committee, the members 
of the president’s management group were outlining their jobs as 
they saw them and identifying what they felt they needed from 
one another in order to carry out their jobs more effectively. 
When the personnel manager’s turn came, she turned to the 
president and said, “One of the actions I need from you is a 
chance to get together with you a couple of times a year and 
review my performance and see what things you feel I need to 
do to improve.”
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The president asked in surprise, “Why do you need to get 
together with me?”

Responded the personnel manager, “When I was hired two 
years ago, it was my understanding that I was to report directly 
to you.”

“Nobody ever cleared that with me,” stated the president. “I 
thought you reported to the executive vice president.”

The personnel manager had been waiting for two years for  
a chance to get directions and instructions from the person  
she thought was her direct superior, but that relationship  
had never been clarified until the role clarification session. 
Although most work teams do not have misunderstood expecta-
tions to this degree, the periodic clarification of roles is useful for 
any work team.

Another role clarification session we facilitated had a dra-
matic impact on the team and team leader. During the course of 
the session, the team members and the team leader—the company 
CEO—reached an impasse. The CEO believed his role was to 
make most of the decisions for the team, and the team members’ 
role was mostly to follow his orders. Those on the team, the 
company vice presidents, reacted strongly against this view: they 
thought that decisions should be made more by consensus and 
that the role of the CEO should be to facilitate, not make, team 
decisions. The role clarification ended without resolution.

After the meeting, the vice presidents met and made a deci-
sion: either the CEO would need to rethink his role or they 
would quit. A few of the vice presidents, as representatives of the 
team, met with the board of directors, described the role conflicts 
between them and the CEO, and issued an ultimatum: “Either 
the CEO goes or we go.” The board decided to “promote” the 
CEO to serve on the board and appointed one of the vice presi-
dents to serve as the new CEO. As a result, the new management 
team with new clarity about the role of the CEO began to 
perform at a much higher level than before.
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Although the goal of such a team-building session is not to 
get the team leader fired or removed, a role clarification session 
encourages the team to focus on the problems the leader has 
caused. Thus, the leader can respond in an affirmative way and 
agree to make some changes or, as in this case, stonewall the 
team and refuse to negotiate a new set of roles and behaviors. 
Either way, the exercise forces the team to confront some diffi-
cult issues and creates energy for change, which can lead to a 
more positive outcome for the team. Of course, this case also 
illustrates the risks involved when clarifying the roles of team 
members.

The Start-Stop-Continue Exercise

In some cases a team in conflict may not have the time to 
conduct a role clarification exercise, or it may prefer a team-
building session that focuses more on what the team needs  
to change in order to minimize conflict and improve perfor-
mance. In these cases we recommend the “start-stop-continue” 
exercise.

In this team-building exercise, each person lists what the 
team as a whole needs to (1) start doing, (2) stop doing, and (3) 
continue doing in order to reduce conflicts and improve perfor-
mance. This process typically clarifies how each team member 
expects the team to behave. Starting at the team level is a way 
to work down to the individual level within the team. This may 
work well when team conflict is not high and when team con-
flicts are general in nature and not focused on specific individuals 
or subgroups. Of course, when there are multiple parties in con-
flict, be it individuals or subgroups in the team, it can be helpful 
for each party to build a list for the other. Each person lists the 
things he or she would like to see the other individual or group 
start doing, stop doing, and continue doing if expectations are 
to be met and positive results achieved. The parties then share 
their lists.
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With the lists of things that each party wants from the 
other on display for all to see, a negotiation session ensues. 
Subgroup or person A agrees on what it will do in return for 
a similar behavioral alteration on the part of subgroup or person 
B. Such agreements should be written up because signing an 
agreement may increase the commitment to making the 
change. This process puts the formerly warring factions into 
a problem-solving situation that requires them to try to work 
out solutions rather than spend time finding fault or placing 
blame.

The design of a conflict-reducing meeting can vary widely.  
It may be desirable to precede the session with a presentation  
of expectation theory and a description of the negative conse-
quences of continued hostility. Another possibility is to have 
each team member try to predict what the other team members 
think about them and what they think the other members want 
from them. These guesses are often surprisingly accurate and may 
help in reaching an agreement.

A similar design may also be used to negotiate agreements 
between individuals. If a manager feels that the thing most divi-
sive on the team is conflict between two people, the two may be 
brought together for a problem-solving session to begin to work 
out agreements with each other. If there are disagreements among 
team members at any point, it is often best to stop and work out 
a negotiation and come to an agreement.

Negotiation often involves compromise: each party gives up 
something to receive something of similar value from the other. 
Too frequently, however, conflicts are handled by people engag-
ing in the following activities:

•	 Ignoring—trying to pretend that no disagreement exists.
•	 Smoothing—trying to placate people and attempting to get 

them to feel good even though an agreement has not been 
reached.
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•	 Forcing—getting agreement from a position of power. If the 
more powerful person forces the other to agree, the result 
may be public agreement but private resistance.

When an effective team experiences conflict, the team takes 
time to identify the cause of it. The team identifies the conflict 
as a problem to be solved and takes problem-solving actions.2 
The facilitator (usually team leader) must be perceptive enough 
to ensure that ignoring, smoothing, or forcing behaviors do not 
occur during the team-building session. Otherwise the problems 
will not be resolved and conflict will quickly reemerge.

The Manager as the Center of Conflict

It is rather common to find that the center of conflict is the 
manager or team leader. Sometimes the problem is between  
the manager and the whole group and sometimes between the 
manager and one or two members of the group. In either case, 
unless the superior is aware of the situation and is willing to take 
steps to remedy the problem, it is difficult for team members to 
open up the issue and deal with it. It is also not uncommon  
for the superior to be totally or partially unaware of the extent 
of the emotional breach that has occurred. In power relation-
ships, subordinates learn to become quite skilled at masking 
negative feelings and pretending everything is going well when 
in fact there are problems. Sometimes feelings are not completely 
masked, and instead a form of passive-aggressive resistance occurs 
that the superior may see but not understand.

When any of the major symptoms of team difficulties (as 
listed in chapter 5) emerge, the team leader should ask, “Is it 
possible that I am at least partly responsible for these problems?” 
How does a team leader get an honest answer to this question?

1.	 Ask the team members.  Either in a team meeting or in an 
interview with each of the team members, the team leader might 
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say something like this: “I want you to level with me. I know 
that things have not been going well in our team. [He or she 
then describes some of the symptoms.] I want to know if I am 
responsible for creating some of these problems. I would appreci-
ate it if you could let me know either openly now or in a memo 
later what things I am doing that create problems and any sug-
gestions you have that would improve matters.”

In asking for feedback, it is often useful if the leader can 
identify some things that have already come to mind—for 
example, “I think that I sometimes come to meetings with my 
mind already made up and then put pressure on people to agree 
with me; then when I get the forced agreement, I pretend that 
we have reached a consensus. Do you see this behavior in me? 
[The leader waits for a response.] If you do, what suggestions do 
you have that will help me avoid this kind of problem?” If there 
is a lack of trust in the team or in certain team members, this 
direct asking may not elicit any real data or at best only hidden 
messages. This means that the leader may then need to resort to 
other means of getting data.

2.	 Use an outside resource.  A common method of getting 
information to the leader is to find an outside person, either 
outside the team but in the organization (usually a human 
resource or organization development specialist) or an external 
consultant. A skilled outside resource can interview team 
members and try to elicit information about the involvement of 
the team leader in team problems. This information can then be 
fed back to the leader and a strategy devised for using the 
information with the team.

3.	 Use survey instruments.  Currently a wide variety of survey 
instruments is available for gathering data, anonymously if 
necessary, from subordinates about their perceptions of the leader. 
A human resource person is useful for handling this task and then 
seeing that the data are summarized and returned to the superior. 
Then a method for using this information with the team needs 
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to be devised. A recommended method is for the manager to 
present a summary of data to the group, indicate acceptance of 
the data, announce some preliminary actions that will be taken, 
and ask the team members to suggest other appropriate changes.

4.	 Undertake laboratory training.  A method used more often 
some years back than today is for the manager to go to a training 
program that features giving feedback to all participants on their 
interpersonal style. The manager then brings a summary of this 
feedback to the team, checks with the members about its validity, 
and works out a program of improvement.

Although the superior wishing to find out if his or her per-
formance is causing conflicts in the team may take a variety of 
actions, a more difficult issue remains if the leader is unaware  
of his or her impact or does not seem to want to find out. In such 
a situation, here are some ways for team members to get data to 
the leader:

1.	 Suggest a role clarification session.  This session could 
allow the team members to identify actions they need from the 
team leader or changes they feel would improve activities in  
the team.

2.	 Give direct feedback.  One possibility is for team members 
to find an opportunity to give direct, albeit unsolicited, feed
back to the leader. Despite the inherent risks, the team—either 
all together or through representatives—could say to the leader, 
“We have a dilemma. There are problems in the team that we 
feel involve you. Our dilemma is we think we should share this 
information with you, but we do not want to disrupt our 
relationship with you. Do you have any suggestions as to how we 
might deal with this dilemma?” This approach usually results  
in the leader’s asking for the data in a far different atmosphere 
than the one that results from confronting the leader unexpectedly 
with tough feedback.
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3.	 Use an outside person.  It is possible for the team to go to 
an appropriate internal resource person and ask for assistance. 
Often the outside person can then go to the leader and suggest 
a set of alternative actions or behaviors that will improve team 
performance.

Diversity as the Source of Conflict

Diversity is another common source of conflict for teams  
today. Diversity in teams is the result of several forces. More 
and more, various groups once considered minorities in business 
(women, African Americans, Hispanics, Native Americans, the 
aged, and others) are being represented on decision-making 
teams. Also, businesses are becoming more international to 
capture foreign markets. This means more multicultural plan-
ning and policymaking groups. Factions formerly in adversarial 
positions are now trying to work together collaboratively: man-
agement, labor, government, environmental groups, consumer 
groups, and the media, among many others. Along with these 
types of groupings is a wide range of social groupings that may 
contribute to diversity in teams: age, race, ethnic origin, social 
status, sexual orientation, education, religion, political affilia-
tion, gender, family status, regional identification, personal 
style, personal experiences, and so on. All of this means that 
when any people come together as a team, there is a range of 
diversity that leaders should recognize as a great strength and 
not a drawback to effective work. Most of the research on 
groups that use diversity productively shows that these groups 
are innovative and creative; members are more sensitive and 
appreciative of others who are different and have different skills 
and personal resources.3

When diversity is not managed effectively, differences can 
split people apart, cause endless arguments and bickering, and 
result in bitter feelings, resentment, and less productive work. 
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The issue is how to make diversity work in a positive way to 
capitalize on the richness of difference that is in every team.

When team members have obvious differences, one of their 
goals should be to achieve a level of constructive controversy. 
Used in this context, controversy is defined as the willingness to 
explore all sides of every issue. Achieving controversy is there-
fore a desired goal, not something to avoid. Here are some of  
the key ingredients for building constructive controversy into the 
team:

•	 Common goals or vision.  If people with diverse backgrounds 
can all commit themselves to a common set of goals or a 
shared vision of what they can accomplish together, they 
may be able to combine their richness of difference in new 
and more innovative ways. Thus, teams characterized by 
diversity must spend time coming to agreements about 
what they want to accomplish together.

•	 Diversity as a value.  Team members must understand and 
accept as a shared value that diversity of background and 
experience is a positive ingredient. They need to discuss 
what controversy is and see controversy as the willingness 
to explore all facets of all issues before any decisions or 
plans are concluded. People on the team might describe 
their own differences so others can understand where they 
are coming from when they express ideas and opinions.

•	 Guidelines for work.  Assuming that members of the diverse 
team have a commitment to common goals and accept 
diversity as a value, developing a set of guidelines for work 
is immensely useful. Even a diverse group will have 
deadlines to meet and goals that need to be achieved. The 
following guidelines might be helpful:
○	 Every team member who has some experience with an 

issue is expected to share his or her own best thinking on 
that issue.
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○	 A team member who agrees or disagrees with another 
member should share that position with the group.

○	 The team might adopt the golden rule of diverse 
communications: discuss issues with others as you would 
like them to discuss issues with you, and listen to others 
as you would like them to listen to you.

○	 Before any decision is finalized, the leader or a group 
member should ask, “Have we heard every idea, 
suggestion, or argument about this proposal?”

○	 Any person who disagrees with another should be able to 
repeat back to the other person’s satisfaction the other’s 
position to make sure that the first person disagrees with 
what the other person meant, not what was heard.

○	 It should be completely accepted that every member of 
the team is a person of worth and intelligence and that 
every person’s opinions, ideas, and arguments therefore 
should be listened to with respect.

○	 The following might be a team slogan: “Controversy, 
when discussed in a cooperative context, promotes 
elaboration of views, the search for new information and 
ideas, and the integration of apparently opposing 
positions.”

•	 Critiquing.  Every team, especially a diverse team, should 
take the time to critique its own processes and 
performance. How well has the team followed its own 
guidelines? What has hindered it from being as creative as 
possible? Has the team used controversy constructively? 
What do team members need to do to become a more 
effective team and use their diversity more productively?

The Problem Member

One of the most common questions we hear is, What do you do 
when one member of the team continually disrupts the rest of 
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the team? This person may always take a contrary point of view, 
vote against proposals everyone else supports, take a negative or 
pessimistic position on everything, and frequently miss meetings 
or not follow through on assignments.

The obvious question in response is, Why do you keep  
a person like that on your team? Usually the answer is that this 
person has some needed skill, that he or she is a long-time 
employee, or that terminating or transferring someone has a lot 
of built-in problems. As Bob Lutz, who engineered numerous 
innovations as president of Chrysler, observed, “Disruptive 
people can be an asset . . . Some (repeat some) disruptive people 
are very much worth keeping. They’re more asset than cost. 
They’re the irritating grains of sand that, in the case of oysters, 
every now and then produce a pearl. Disruptive people can pre-
cipitate breakthroughs, sometimes by forcing an uncomfortable 
reexamination of comfortable assumptions.”4 However, Lutz 
acknowledges that in some cases disruptive people are just plain 
disruptive, and they have to go.

If a manager or supervisor is trying to build a team and one 
person won’t buy into the process, some method of removing  
that person from the team (such as transfer, reassignment, or 
even firing) may be necessary. The following actions have also 
been found to be successful in some cases:

•	 Direct confrontation between the team leader and the problem 
person.  This may give the supervisor an opportunity to 
describe clearly the person’s problem behaviors and the 
consequences if such behaviors do not change.

•	 Confrontation by the group.  If only the boss deals with the 
problem person, the conflict may be perceived by that 
person as just the personal bias of the boss. In such a case, 
it would be better for the group to deal directly with the 
problem member collectively in a team meeting. The team 
members must be descriptive in their feedback, not 
evaluative (e.g. “Why do you do such stupid things?”). 
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They must describe the problem behaviors and identify the 
negative consequences of the behaviors—all without 
punitive, negative evaluations of the individual  
personally.

•	 Special responsibility.  For some difficult people, giving them 
a special role or responsibility on the team increases their 
commitment to the team process. The person might be 
asked to be the team recorder, the agenda builder, or the 
one to summarize the discussion of issues. One team even 
rotated the difficult member into the role of acting team 
leader with the responsibility for a limited time of getting 
team agreement on the issues at hand.

•	 Limited participation.  In some rare cases, it may be necessary 
to limit the participation of the problem member. One 
team asked the problem person to attend team meetings, 
listen to the discussion but not participate in the team 
discussion, and then have a one-on-one session with the 
team leader. If the leader felt that the member had some 
legitimate issues to raise with the team, the leader would 
present them to the team at the next meeting. This 
intervention forced the problem team member to listen and 
take some time to think through his ideas before 
commenting (this is especially useful for individuals who 
react quickly and emotionally to arguments and who blurt 
out their thoughts without listening to others or carefully 
thinking through what they plan to say). This intervention 
generally is not a palatable solution in the long run, for it 
essentially ostracizes the person from the group, but it may 
have some short-term benefits when a particular assignment 
needs to be completed quickly.

•	 External assignment.  At times it may be possible to give the 
problem person an assignment outside the activities of the 
rest of the team. The person may make a contribution to 
the work unit on an individual basis, whereas the bulk of 
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the work that requires collaboration is handled by the rest 
of the team.

All of these suggestions are useful when the person is a serious 
obstruction to the working of the group. One must always be 
careful, however, to differentiate the real problem person from 
someone who sees things differently and whose different views 
or perspectives need to be listened to and considered with the 
possibility that this may enrich the productivity of the team. 
Teams can get too cohesive and isolate a person who is different. 
As a result, the team may lose the innovative ideas of a person 
who thinks differently.

However, the most likely reason for failure to take action in 
the face of a disruptive team member is the team’s inability to 
openly confront such a problem. In one MBA class, a student 
group was asked to complete a group assignment and then write 
individually about their experience in the group. As the instruc-
tor read the group’s individual papers, he found that several 
students gave a very negative assessment of one woman in the 
group. The criticisms were so stinging that the professor decided 
to meet with the group (initially without the woman present) to 
make sure that he understood the problems accurately. When he 
met with the group, each member reviewed the problems he or 
she had with this particular woman. She was overbearing and 
forced her opinion on others. Moreover, she agreed to do the 
bulk of the work on the group assignment and then failed  
to come through with her part on time. This caused the group 
to finish its project late and produce a rather mediocre product.

As the professor explored what could have been done to solve 
the problem, he asked the students, “Why didn’t you discuss the 
problems you were having with this woman?” One student 
replied, “We couldn’t do that. She’d think we didn’t like her!” 
Of course, the problem was that the group members didn’t like 
her, and their relationship with her hurt group performance. The 
group members felt that since this was just a class assignment, 
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they could get through it as best they could, take their grade, and 
move on to the next class. What they didn’t learn was the skill 
of how to confront and work with a difficult team member.

In Summary

Overcoming unhealthy conflict is one of the objectives of  
all team leaders. We have found that thinking of conflict as  
the result of violated expectations is a useful way to identify the 
source of many conflicts and to take action. We’ve outlined how 
teams can reduce conflict and confusion by engaging in role 
clarification or using the start-stop-continue format. We’ve also 
presented some concrete suggestions for how teams can deal with 
conflicts with the boss, issues of diversity, and the recalcitrant 
team member. Over the years, we have seen many teams improve 
their performance significantly by implementing these team-
building strategies.
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8

OVERCOMING UNHEALTHY 
AGREEMENT

Imagine working on a team for which you have high regard  
and respect for every member. In an attempt to be an agreeable 
and easy colleague to work with, you respond positively to the 
first suggestion that another team member makes. Everyone else 
on the team follows the same pattern or tries to be agreeable and 
positive. Problem solving happens quickly because everyone goes 
along with the first solutions that are offered. However, while 
the team initially may avoid conflict by following such a pattern, 
decisions are made that haven’t been carefully scrutinized or 
don’t really have the full support of the group.

This condition, which we call unhealthy agreement, is one 
of the more vexing problems facing teams and can lead to poor 
decision making and poor team performance. Teams achieve 
extraordinary performance by drawing on the complementary 
skills and knowledge of team members. However, this cannot 
happen unless team members are willing to listen, challenge, and 
debate each other as they jointly pursue optimal solutions to the 
problems they are addressing. In this chapter we explore this 
problem and discuss team-building activities that have been used 
successfully to prevent unhealthy agreement.

Unhealthy Agreement

Jerry Harvey popularized the concept of what he called the 
“Abilene paradox,” the now-famous analysis of groups of people 
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who make public decisions that seem to reflect total agreement, 
although few, if any, of the team members feel that the decisions 
are appropriate. At times teams make poor decisions not due  
to open conflict but because people pretend to agree when in  
fact they do not. We continue to use the following story in  
this edition of Team Building because it illustrates an all-too-
common problem: too many teams are still taking a “trip to 
Abilene.”1

The Abilene Paradox

July Sunday afternoons in Coleman, Texas, are not exactly 
winter holidays. This one was particularly hot—104 
degrees as measured by the Walgreen’s Rexall Ex-Lax 
Temperature Gauge located under the tin awning that 
covered a rather substantial “screened-in” back porch. In 
addition, the wind was blowing fine-grained West Texas 
topsoil through what were apparently cavernous but 
invisible openings in the walls.

“How could dust blow through closed windows and 
solid walls?” one might ask. Such a question betrays more 
of the provincialism of the reader than the writer. Anyone 
who has ever lived in West Texas wouldn’t bother to ask. 
Just let it be said that wind can do a lot of things with 
topsoil when more than thirty days have passed  
without rain.

But the afternoon was still tolerable—even potentially 
enjoyable. A water-cooled fan provided adequate relief 
from the heat as long as one didn’t stray too far from it, 
and we didn’t. In addition, there was cold lemonade for 
sipping. One might have preferred stronger stuff, but 
Coleman was “dry” in more ways than one; and so were 
my in-laws, at least until someone got sick. Then a 
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teaspoon or two for medicinal purposes might be 
legitimately considered. But this particular Sunday no one 
was ill; and anyway, lemonade seemed to offer the 
necessary cooling properties we sought.

And finally, there was entertainment. Dominoes. 
Perfect for the conditions. The game required little more 
physical exertion than an occasional mumbled comment, 
“shuffle ’em,” and an unhurried movement of the arm to 
place the spots in the appropriate perspective on the 
table. It also required somebody to mark the score; but 
that responsibility was shifted at the conclusion of each 
hand so the task, though onerous, was in no way 
physically debilitating. In short, dominoes was diversion, 
but pleasant diversion.

So, all in all it was an agreeable—even exciting—
Sunday afternoon in Coleman; if, to quote a contemporary 
radio commercial, “You are easily excited.” That is, it was 
until my father-in-law suddenly looked up from the table 
and said with apparent enthusiasm, “Let’s get in the car 
and go to Abilene and have dinner at the cafeteria.”

To put it mildly, his suggestion caught me unprepared. 
You might even say it woke me up. I began to turn it over 
in my mind. “Go to Abilene? Fifty-three miles? In this dust 
storm? We’ll have to drive with the lights on even though 
it’s the middle of the afternoon. And the heat. It’s bad 
enough here in front of the fan, but in an un-air-
conditioned 1958 Buick it will be brutal. And eat at the 
cafeteria? Some cafeterias may be okay, but the one in 
Abilene conjures up dark memories of the enlisted men’s 
field mess.”

But before I could clarify and organize my thoughts 
even to articulate them, Beth, my wife, chimed in with, 
“Sounds like a great idea. I would like to go. How about 
you, Jerry?” Well, since my own preferences were obviously 

(Continued)
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out of step with the rest, I decided not to impede the 
party’s progress and replied with, “Sounds good to me,” 
and added, “I just hope your mother wants to go.”

“Of course I want to go,” my mother-in-law replied. “I 
haven’t been to Abilene in a long time. What makes you 
think I wouldn’t want to go?”

So into the car and to Abilene we went. My 
predictions were fulfilled. The heat was brutal. We were 
coated with a fine layer of West Texas dust, which was 
cemented with perspiration by the time we arrived; and 
the food at the cafeteria provided first-rate testimonial 
material for Alka-Seltzer commercials.

Some four hours and 106 miles later, we returned to 
Coleman, Texas, tired and exhausted. We sat in front of 
the fan for a long time in silence. Then, both to be 
sociable and also to break a rather oppressive silence, I 
said, “It was a great trip, wasn’t it?”

No one spoke.
Finally, my mother-in-law said, with some slight note of 

irritation, “Well, to tell the truth, I really didn’t enjoy it 
much and would have rather stayed here. I just went 
along because the three of you were so enthusiastic 
about going. I wouldn’t have gone if you hadn’t all 
pressured me into it.”

I couldn’t believe it. “What do you mean ‘you all?’ ” I 
said. “Don’t put me in the ‘you all’ group. I was delighted 
to be doing what we were doing. I didn’t want to go. I 
only went to satisfy the rest of you characters. You are 
the culprits.”

Beth looked shocked. “Don’t call me a culprit. You and 
Daddy and Mama were the ones who wanted to go. I just 
went along to be sociable and to keep you happy. I would 
have to be crazy to want to go out in heat like that. You 
don’t think I’m crazy, do you?”

Before I had the opportunity to fall into that obvious 
trap, her father entered the conversation again with some 
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abruptness. He spoke only one word, but he did it in the 
quite simple, straightforward vernacular that only a life-
long Texan and particularly a Colemanite can approximate. 
That word was “H-E-L-L-L.”

Since he seldom resorted to profanity, he immediately 
caught our attention. Then he proceeded to expand on 
what was already an absolutely clear thought with, “Listen, 
I never wanted to go to Abilene. I was sort of making 
conversation. I just thought you might have been bored, 
and I felt I ought to say something. I didn’t want you and 
Jerry to have a bad time when you visit. You visit so 
seldom, I wanted to be sure you enjoyed it. And I knew 
that Mama would be upset if you all didn’t have a good 
time. Personally, I would have preferred to play another 
game of dominoes and eaten the leftovers in the icebox.”

After the initial outburst of recrimination, we all sat 
back in silence. Here we were, four reasonable, sensible 
people who, on our own volitions, had just taken a 
106-mile trip across a Godforsaken desert in furnace-like 
temperatures through a cloudlike dust storm to eat 
unpalatable food at a hole-in-the-wall cafeteria in Abilene, 
Texas, when none of us really wanted to go. In fact, to be 
more accurate, we’d done just the opposite of what we 
wanted to do. The whole situation seemed paradoxical. It 
simply didn’t make sense.

At least it didn’t make sense at that time. But since 
that fateful summer day in Coleman, I have observed, 
consulted with, and been a part of more than one 
organization that has been caught in the same situation. 
As a result, it has either taken a temporary side-trip, and 
occasionally, a terminal journey to Abilene when Dallas or 
Muleshoe or Houston or Tokyo was where it really 
wanted to go. And for most of those organizations, the 
destructive consequences of such trips, measured both in 
terms of human misery and economic loss, have been 
much greater than for the Abilene group.
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This story illustrates the following paradox: teams (and team 
members) frequently take actions in contradiction to what they 
really want to do and therefore defeat the very purposes they  
are trying to achieve. It also deals with a major corollary of the 
paradox, which is that the inability to manage agreement can be 
a major source of dysfunction in organizations from the team 
level up to the total organization.

When a team gets lost in such a cloud of unrecognized agree-
ment, it frequently manifests behavior that leads one to believe, 
mistakenly, that the team is caught in a dilemma of conflict. For 
that reason, it takes a different type of team building—one 
involving agreement management—to develop more functional 
behaviors.

Symptoms of the Problem

Because the surface symptoms (that is, conflict) of both agree-
ment and disagreement are essentially similar, the first require-
ment is to be aware of the symptoms of an agreement-management 
dilemma. Harvey has identified two sets of symptoms.2 The first 
set can most easily be identified by someone outside the team 
under scrutiny. In effect, being free of the blinding forces  
of action anxiety, negative fantasies, and unrealistic risk, all of 
which contribute to the pernicious influence of the paradox, the 
outsider can frequently observe symptoms hidden by the dust 
that is all too familiar to residents of Abilene. The second set, 
more subjective in character, can be more easily recognized by 
team members.

Symptoms More Easily Observable to Outsiders

Outsiders, whether detached laypeople or professional consul-
tants, can be relatively sure that the team is on a trip to Abilene 
if they observe the following symptoms:
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•	 Team members’ nonverbal cues suggest that they are not 
satisfied with team functioning (they demonstrate apathy, 
use sarcasm, and so on). Team members may be passive-
aggressive, and while they outwardly seem to support or go 
along with decisions, inwardly they feel frustrated and 
powerless.

•	 Members agree privately, as individuals, as to the nature of 
the problems facing the team.

•	 Members also agree, privately, as individuals, on the steps 
required to cope with the problems.

•	 Team members blame each other for the condition the 
team is in.

•	 The team breaks into subgroups of trusted friends to share 
rumors, complaints, fantasies, or strategies relating to the 
problem or its solution.

•	 In collective situations (group meetings, public 
memoranda), members fail to communicate their desires 
and beliefs to others accurately. In fact, they sometimes 
communicate just the opposite of what they really  
mean.

•	 On the basis of such invalid and inaccurate information, 
members make collective decisions that lead them to take 
actions contrary to what they personally and collectively 
want to do. This leads to even greater anger, frustration, 
irritation, and dissatisfaction with the team.

•	 Members behave differently outside the team. In other 
situations (with families, at church, in other work units), 
they are happier, get along better with others, and perform 
more effectively.

Symptoms More Easily Observable to Insiders

Some symptoms, stemming primarily from team members’ sub-
jective experiences within the team, are more easily identified 
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by the team members themselves who are caught up in the 
problem of mismanaged agreement. For example, if you experi-
ence the following feelings within your team, you may be pretty 
sure that you are lost in a dust storm of agreement and are on a 
trip to Abilene:

•	 You feel pained, frustrated, powerless, and basically unable 
to cope when trying to solve a particular problem.

•	 You frequently meet with trusted associates over  
coffee, clandestine lunches, or in the privacy of your  
home or office to discuss the problem, commiserate, and 
plan fantasized solutions that you would attempt “if  
only the conditions were right.” (Fortunately, or 
unfortunately, depending on your point of view, they 
seldom are.)

•	 You blame others—the boss, other divisions, or those 
“unperceptive people in unit X”—for the dilemma. The 
boss, in particular, frequently gets an unequal share of the 
blame and is described with such statements as “He’s out  
of touch,” “She’s lost control of the unit,” or “He sure  
isn’t as good as Ms. Watson in dealing with problems  
like this.”

•	 In collective meetings at which the problem is discussed, 
you are frequently cautious, less than candid, and vague 
when discussing your ideas regarding the problem and its 
solution. Stated differently, you frequently try to determine 
what others’ positions on the issues are without clearly 
revealing your own.

•	 You repeatedly find that the problem-solving actions you 
take, both individually and collectively, not only fail to 
solve the problem but also tend to make it worse.

•	 You frequently hold fantasized conversations with yourself 
on what you might have done—or should have done: 
“When he said . . . , I wish I had said . . .”
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•	 You frequently look for ways to escape by taking sick leave 
or vacation time, traveling, or scheduling other, “more 
important” meetings on days when the problem is going to 
be discussed.

Only when someone on the team becomes aware of either  
or both sets of symptoms does it become possible to design a 
problem-solving process to break out of what is ultimately a self-
defeating process.

Team Building Around the Crisis of Agreement

Because an essential cause of unhealthy agreement is that team 
members are afraid to own up to their basic concerns, coping 
with hidden disagreement in teams is especially difficult.3 That 
difficulty stems from three essential dilemmas: (1) it involves 
risk and takes skill for an individual to own up to his or her 
true feelings and beliefs about an issue when other members of 
the team have publicly taken different or contrary positions—
people want to be seen as team players; (2) it involves risk and 
takes skill for others to own up to their similar private feelings 
and beliefs because of their negative fantasies of the conse-
quences that might occur if they reveal them in an unequivocal 
manner; and (3) it is very difficult to learn the individual and 
collective skills required, even if one is willing to accept the 
risks.4

In summary, the possibility that a team could exhibit public 
equanimity and private turmoil and could perform ineffectively 
is one compelling reason for teams to hold periodic team reviews 
and development sessions when symptoms of the Abilene paradox 
are present. Another reason is that the team might be able to do 
something constructive about the problem, even though the 
skills required for success in such a session may not be easy or 
comfortable to learn.
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Format Possibilities for Agreement-Management 
Team-Building Sessions

A number of possible formats exist for taking action to solve  
the Abilene paradox. Generally they are gathering data, sharing 
theory, and taking action. Data gathering may be conducted by 
insiders or outside consultants.

Data Collection by a Consultant

To bring hidden unhealthy agreements to light, it may be useful 
to have an outside consultant interview people in the team. (An 
outside consultant is someone who is not a part of the blinding, 
collusive anxiety system that facilitates the hidden-agreement 
syndrome and knows the theory and practice of agreement man-
agement; he or she may be a competent professional, friend, or 
colleague.) Such a consultant might ask the following questions, 
based on the theory of agreement management:

1.	 What problem does this team have that you have a hard time 
accepting, facing, or discussing? The question assumes that 
the respondent knows the nature of the problem and can 
state it.

2.	 What decisions have been made or actions taken recently that 
you have not really agreed with? The question helps 
determine whether there are consistent discrepancies 
between private beliefs and public actions, a key symptom 
of an agreement-management dilemma.

3.	 What actions or decisions do you feel would produce the best 
results for the team over the long term? The question assumes 
that the respondent knows an effective solution to the 
problem.
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4.	 What will happen if you don’t discuss your concerns, feelings, 
beliefs, and suggestions with all members of the team who are 
involved with the problem? What will happen if you do? The 
questions assume that fantasized consequences will either 
help or hinder the individual’s making a decision to discuss 
the issue with others in such a way that the problem might 
be solved.

Having gathered the data through interviews, the outside 
consultant then presents a summary of team members’ responses 
to the team in a group problem-solving session, designed and 
“contracted” for, essentially, in the manner described by Dick 
Beckhard, Warner Burke, and Ed Schein.5

Data Collection by Members of the Team

It is also possible that within the team, people who are part of 
the problem could share data and, by exhibiting such behavior, 
encourage others to do so as well. In this case, an outside 
interviewer would not be needed. Again, such data are most 
effectively shared in a group meeting involving all people key 
to the problem. In such a meeting, the person who called the 
meeting explains his or her desire to own up and expresses a 
wish to know others’ beliefs and feelings about the issue—for 
example: “I have some data I want to share with you. I’m 
anxious about doing it because I may find I’m the only one 
who sees the problem this way, and I don’t like to feel alone. 
But here it is. I really don’t think we are going to succeed on 
project X. It’s important for me to know how others feel about 
it, though. I would appreciate your letting me know what you 
think.” Despite the competence and good intentions of the 
person making such a statement, the fear element might still 
be so strong that other members of the team would be unwill-
ing to reveal their true beliefs and feelings. It is also possible 
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that at least one person would own up to his or her con
cerns and the logjam would be broken. In the absence of such 
owning statements, the probability of the problem being solved 
is reduced.

Sharing the Theory and Taking Action

In addition to collecting and sharing data, another important 
element of problem-solving sessions is for all members of the 
team to know the theory of agreement management. To accom-
plish the goal of communicating theory, the story of the Abilene 
paradox could be a reading assignment for each team member, 
or the team could watch a half-hour video, The Abilene Paradox.6 
Each person could then discuss whether he or she had ever 
experienced or observed any situation in which the team was, 
or might be, in danger of taking a trip to Abilene, that is,  
doing something that no one really wants to do or not doing 
something organization members really want to do. At the 
problem-solving meeting, each person could be asked to discuss 
the Abilene paradox and his or her observations of its relevance 
to the team.

Because the reactions of authority figures set the parameters 
for other responses in any type of confrontation meeting, it is 
helpful if the team leader can begin the process and own up to 
personal concerns about any trips to Abilene that he or she has 
observed, participated in, led, or may foresee leading. Once the 
team has discussed the theory of unhealthy agreements and has 
shared information about any potential agreements that they 
may be incorrectly treating as conflicts, it is important to come 
to valid public agreement about the nature of the true condi-
tions, make action plans based on the reality of such truths,  
and then take steps to reduce the probability of future trips to 
Abilene.



O V E R C O M I N G  U N H E A L T H Y  A G R E E M E N T   167

In Summary

Unhealthy agreement can put a team on the road to Abilene—a 
place where no team member wants to go. In this chapter we 
have described some of the symptoms of this condition (e.g., team 
members blaming each other for the team’s failures or team 
members’ feeling powerless) and have outlined how team building 
can be used to overcome this crisis of agreement. To the extent 
that the team leader and team members are aware of the Abilene 
paradox and its negative consequences, they are more likely to 
diagnose the problem and take corrective action to avoid an 
unhappy detour to Abilene.
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REDUCING CONFLICT 
BETWEEN TEAMS

Thus far we have focused on designs and methods for increasing 
team effectiveness within a work unit. But often a major organi-
zational problem is the lack of teamwork between work units. In 
fact, teams that become too cohesive and too self-involved may 
be ineffective in their working relationships with other groups 
with which they must coordinate.

Because of the importance of dividing labor into various 
organizational units to promote efficiency, such units are, and 
should be, different from each other.1 Thus, context, the first of 
the Four Cs of team performance, often drives conflict between 
teams since such teams often have differing tasks, goals, reward 
systems, time constraints, and structures. These differences 
related to the organization’s context naturally cause these teams 
to function differently. The key issue for organizational and team 
leaders is how to develop processes and a culture that encourage 
these different work units to work together effectively. One strat-
egy for bringing greater integration between work units is an 
interteam development program.2

In this chapter, we explore the causes of interteam conflict 
and discuss various team-building options that have been used 
successfully to reduce conflict and promote cooperation between 
teams.
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Diagnosing the Problem

An interteam development program may be appropriate when 
two or more teams that must collaborate for each to achieve  
its own objectives experience one or more of the following 
conditions:

•	 The mutual product or end result that both teams are 
working toward is delayed, diminished, blocked, or altered, 
to the dissatisfaction of one or both parties.

•	 One team does not ask for services or information that it 
needs from the other team.

•	 One team does not satisfactorily perform services that the 
other team needs.

•	 Team members blame the other team for many of their 
problems and feel resentment as a result of interaction with 
the other team.

•	 Team members feel frustrated, rejected, or misunderstood 
by members of the other team with whom they  
must work.

•	 Team members spend more time complaining about or 
avoiding interaction with the other team than they spend 
working through mutual problems.

Designing the Solution

If one of the team’s managers sees dysfunctional interteam inter-
action and is willing to contact the other team’s manager, he  
or she may propose an interteam development program. It is 
necessary to get the agreement of both teams to conduct an 
interteam-building program. If the managers of the two teams 
agree to this process but do not get the commitment of their team 
members, team members are likely to put up a great deal of resis-
tance to the program.
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The goal of the team-building program is to develop a 
problem-solving process that will reduce the existing dysfunc-
tional interaction and allow future problems to be solved before 
a breakdown in team interaction occurs. A number of design 
strategies can be used for planning and conducting the proposed 
program.

In preparation, managers (or an outside facilitator or consul-
tant) should explain the purpose and format of the program to 
members of both teams. In so doing, the managers should make 
it clear what the team interdependencies are (see our discussion 
on the need for teamwork and the nature of interdependence in 
chapter 2) and why it is important for the teams to collaborate 
effectively. Members of both teams should agree to participate.

Managers should set aside a block of time to get the appropri-
ate people from both teams to work on the interface problems. 
If the two teams are small, it may be possible to involve all team 
personnel. If teams are larger, it may be necessary to have repre-
sentatives of the two teams work through the problem areas. The 
following designs describe some options for an interteam-building 
program.

Design A

1.	 Appropriate members from the two teams meet to work 
out a more functional method of operating. Members are 
introduced, and the plan, purpose, and schedule of the 
program are reviewed.

2.	 Ground rules are established. One essential ground rule is 
for people to adopt a problem-solving stance. The goal is 
to work out a solution, not to accuse or fix blame. 
Participants should agree to look at the behavior of their 
own group members and identify times when their own 
members are trying to accuse, fix blame, or defend a 
position rather than solve the problem.
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3.	 Team members in their own groups answer the following 
questions and record their answers:

•	 What actions does the other team engage in that 
create problems for us? List them.

•	 What actions do we engage in that we think may 
create problems for them? List them.

•	 What recommendations would we make to improve 
the situation? In particular, since context variables 
(e.g., reward systems, structures, goals) are often the 
cause of the problems rather than merely interpersonal 
differences between members of the different teams, 
the teams should focus on how the organization’s 
context may be undermining teamwork between the 
teams and therefore make recommendations for 
changes in the context. Because this often requires the 
agreement and support of upper management, recom-
mendations may need to be made not only to the 
other team but to managers who have the power to 
make changes in the teams’ context.

4.	 Each team brings its written answers and gives them to the 
other team to review.

5.	 Time is allotted for each team to review the work of the 
other team and ask questions for clarification. Agreements 
and disparities in the two lists are noted.

6.	 Members of the two teams are now put into mixed teams 
composed of an equal number of members from both 
teams. Each mixed team reviews the lists and comes up 
with a list of the major problems or obstacles that they 
think keep the two teams from functioning together 
effectively. Each mixed team presents its list of problems to 
the whole group, and the results are tabulated. The whole 
group then identifies and lists what they think are the 
major problems.
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7.	 Members return to the mixed teams, which are asked to 
work out a recommended solution to one of the problems 
identified. Their recommendation should include what the 
problem is, what actions should be taken, who should be 
responsible for what actions, what the time schedule 
should be, and how to keep the problem from  
reoccurring.

8.	 Mixed teams bring their solutions back to the whole group 
for review and to seek agreement, particularly from those 
who must implement the actions. At this stage senior 
managers may need to be brought into the discussion to 
get their input and support if they are needed to help 
implement any solution.

The next design is similar to design A, but is a fishbowl 
design. Instead of the two teams doing their work alone and then 
presenting to each other, each team discusses the problems in 
front of the other group.

Design B

1.	 Group X sits together in a circle. Group Y sits outside and 
observes and listens. Group X members discuss the three 
questions listed in item 3 of design A. A recorder writes 
down the points of discussion.

2.	 Group Y now moves into the center circle and repeats the 
process while group X observes and listens.

3.	 Following the fishbowl discussions, mixed teams are 
formed, and they perform the same tasks as in design A.

A variation on designs A and B is to have the teams discuss 
different questions from those in design A. The designs for inter-
action are the same, but the questions are different.
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Design C

1.	 How do we see the other team? What is our image of 
them?

2.	 How do we think the other team sees us? What is their 
image of us?

3.	 Why do we see them the way we do? The teams might 
review the Four Cs, which often determine how one group 
sees another.

4.	 Why do we think they see us as we think they do?

5.	 What would a more positive relationship between our two 
teams look like? How might we interact with, help, and 
support one another in the future to achieve our mutual 
goals?

6.	 What would have to change so we would have a more 
positive image and interaction with each other?

With this design, the teams should follow the principles of 
appreciative inquiry outlined in chapter 6. Members of both 
teams should be asked to envision what a positive working rela-
tionship would look like in the future between the two teams. 
As the teams describe this new, more positive working relation-
ship and the benefits that would come out of it, both teams can 
begin to commit themselves to new ways of interacting with one 
another and develop plans for change.

Another approach involves the following steps.

Design D

1.	 An outside facilitator interviews members of both teams 
privately prior to the team development session. He or she 
tries to identify the problems between the teams, the 
source of the problems, and potential solutions proposed by 
team members.
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2.	 The facilitator summarizes the results of these interviews at 
the interteam meeting. The summaries are printed or 
posted for all to see.

3.	 Mixed teams from both teams review the summary findings 
and list the major areas they believe need to be resolved. 
Major ideas are agreed on by the whole group.

4.	 Mixed teams devise recommended solutions to the 
problems assigned to them.

The final design involves selecting a task force composed  
of members from both teams. The job of the task force is to 
review the interface problems between the teams and then 
recommend solutions to the problems for both groups to con-
sider and agree on.

Design E

1.	 Representatives of the task force are selected in the 
following manner: team X lists all of its members the  
group feels could adequately represent them on the task 
force and gives this list to team Y. Team Y then selects 
three or four members from team X. Both teams engage in 
this listing and selecting process. The result is a mixed  
task force composed of members agreeable to both  
teams.

2.	 The task force may wish to interview people from the 
other teams or invite a facilitator to work with it. 
Whatever the working style, the task force is asked to 
come up with the major conditions blocking interteam 
effectiveness, what actions should be taken, who should be 
responsible for what actions, a time frame, how these 
problems can be prevented from occurring again, and what 
method will be used for solving other problems that may 
arise.



176  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

Choosing an Appropriate Model

Given the variety of interteam-building models available, what 
determines which model would be most appropriate? One factor 
to consider is the confidence and competence of the team man-
agers to conduct the program alone, without the help of an 
outside facilitator. If they choose to conduct the session alone, 
it would be wise to select an alternative that is simple, is easy to 
communicate to others, and has minimal chance for slippage in 
implementation. Design E (selection of an interteam task force) 
is the most traditional way to work on interteam problems  
and is probably the easiest alternative to implement without 
help. It is also the design with the least involvement of all the 
members of the two groups and may have the least impact, at 
least initially.

Design A probably is the most straightforward problem-
solving format, with the least possibility of bringing conflicts 
and issues to the surface that could erupt into an unproductive 
rehash of old grievances. The fishbowl design may create reac-
tions to individuals by the observers that may be difficult to 
handle without a trained facilitator. Similarly, approaching the 
issue through an examination of mutual images (design C) may 
also give rise to feelings and reactions that may be disruptive 
to one not used to handling such concerns. However, in design 
C, the manager might also elect to skip over the first four ques-
tions directed at exploring the images the teams hold of each 
other and focus only on positive images for change (questions 
5 and 6).

Follow-Up

What happens if the two teams have new or recurring problems 
in the future? There needs to be some method for dealing with 
new concerns as they arise. It is possible to go through one of 
the five designs again. It is also possible to establish a review 
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board made up of members of both groups that reviews progress 
and takes any necessary corrective action. This may take the 
form of a weekly or monthly meeting to track progress. To 
maintain the momentum for change, these follow-up interteam 
meetings are just as important as the personal management 
interviews and follow-up team meetings that we discussed in 
chapter 6.

Case Studies of Interteam Conflict Resolution

To illustrate how to use the various approaches to manage inter-
team conflict, we present two cases: ElectriGov and ExactCorp 
(all names are disguised). Although each case concerns inter-
team conflict, the methods used to manage the conflicts differ 
rather significantly.

Case One: ElectriGov

ElectriGov is a government agency whose mission is to supply 
electric power to various locations in the United States. To 
accomplish this task, the organization has three line crews of five 
to ten men whose job it is to install high-voltage power lines. 
Each crew is highly cohesive, led by a foreman. Moreover, crew 
members have worked together for many years and have an 
established pattern for doing their work and solving problems. 
The work is hard, dirty, and dangerous. Almost all of the men 
have had a friend who has been seriously injured or killed while 
on the job.

The crews typically work independently, but when there are 
large projects to complete, they must work together. This can 
create serious conflicts, since the crews often don’t agree with 
each other’s approaches to organizing and managing a particular 
job, and none of the three foremen wants to be subservient to 
the others. Thus when line crews do large projects together, they 
tend to compete with one another rather than cooperate. On 
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one project, the conflict became so nasty that one crew failed to 
inform another crew that the wires were hot at a certain section 
of the project. This serious safety breach was reported to senior 
management, who immediately launched an investigation. We, 
as consultants, were initially asked to serve as part of the team 
investigating the causes of the safety violations.

After the initial investigation, we were asked by ElectriGov’s 
senior management to “clean up the conflicts” between the 
crews. The approach we used to help the crews reduce their 
conflicts was a variation on design A. All three crews were 
brought together in one room, and the need for an interteam 
development program was discussed. Each crew was asked to 
commit to solving the conflicts between themselves and the 
other crews and to agree to give the program a chance. Once we 
had their agreement, each crew was then asked to meet sepa-
rately to list their perceptions of the other crews and the specific 
problems that they had in working with the others. After meeting 
separately, the teams came back together and each reported its 
perceptions of the other crews.

In our consulting role, we facilitated the discussion, making 
sure that each crew’s perceptions were made clear and that each 
crew described the problematic behaviors of the other crews in 
concrete, specific terms. As a ground rule, crews were asked to 
be descriptive and to avoid using emotionally laden language 
when critiquing the other crews. After each crew presented its 
perceptions, the other crews could ask questions to clarify points, 
but the crews were not allowed to debate the validity of the other 
crews’ perceptions.

After each crew aired its views, the crews, together in an 
open session, were then asked to come up with recommendations 
to improve the relationships. Their suggestions were listed on 
large poster boards in the room. The crews discussed how they 
might do more advanced planning on the larger projects to 
determine who would do what and who would be in charge of 
the project. They also considered rotating crew members to 



R E D U C I N G  C O N F L I C T  B E T W E E N  T E A M S   179

improve relationships between crews. Most important, the crews 
agreed on a common goal: avoiding accidents at all cost.

At the end of this interteam-building session, each crew 
made a public commitment to change its behavior and imple-
ment the recommendations. As a result of this intervention,  
the crews now have a new approach to working with each other 
on large projects that minimizes the conflicts that they had in 
the past.

Case Two: ExactCorp

ExactCorp is a large retail organization with sales of over $1 
billion per year. The company has grown rapidly since its incep-
tion and is operating in over thirty countries around the world. 
ExactCorp has been highly successful, largely due to its aggressive 
sales force, which is paid almost entirely on commission. Sales-
persons are encouraged to “always serve the customer” and think 
of unique ways to encourage sales. Salespersons believe they have 
wide latitude in offering incentives and discounts to customers 
in order to meet their sales targets.

ExactCorp’s marketing department sets out the overall mar-
keting strategy for the company. It also provides the product 
information, marketing materials, and promotional campaigns 
designed to help the company increase its worldwide sales. In 
other words, the marketing department provides the “ammuni-
tion” for the sales force to achieve its goals.

One day we received a call from the director of ExactCorp’s 
U.S. sales force, Paul Jones, who expressed some frustration with 
the relationship between his sales force and the marketing depart-
ment. Recently he had been reprimanded by a senior manager 
because his sales force was not “following the guidelines” for 
product promotions and incentives that Phil Snyder, senior 
director of marketing, had outlined. Paul had called Phil to 
express his concern that marketing was being “inflexible” and 
undermining his sales efforts. Phil responded that his role was to 
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be a watchdog for the company and that sales was often “giving 
away the store.” Phil believed the problem lay with Paul’s depart-
ment, not with his.

As Paul described his problem to us, it became clear that 
some type of interteam intervention would be helpful. In this 
situation, Paul’s sales force was composed of over thirty sales-
people, and Phil had over forty people in the marketing  
department. Thus, an intervention that included all the sales and 
marketing employees would not likely be workable. Initially we 
decided to meet with Paul, Phil, and Phil’s assistant to see  
how we might get marketing and sales to work more effectively 
together.

Included in this initial meeting was also a senior vice presi-
dent who was interested in having the two departments work 
more effectively together. It was the vice president who con-
tacted Paul and Phil and got them to agree to work on improving 
their relationship. Although we served in a facilitator role in  
the meeting, the vice president was clearly in charge. This was 
a management problem, and our role was to facilitate the process, 
not to solve the problem for them.

In the initial meeting, which lasted about an hour, both Paul 
and Phil outlined their positions. Neither would budge. As we 
listened to them, it became clear that what was needed was a 
clear set of goals that both could agree to and then a process to 
achieve those goals. At the end of this initial meeting we decided 
to use design E: set up a task force with members of both depart-
ments to clarify the problems and make plans to solve them. The 
task force members would include Paul, Phil, and four people 
from each department. In addition, we agreed to serve on the 
task force as consultants, and the senior vice president also 
decided to be a member of the task force, at least for the first few 
meetings.

In the initial task force meeting, team members took a few 
minutes to describe themselves and their backgrounds. This  
was the first time that many of them had even met someone  
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from the other department. The next agenda item was to deter-
mine the mission and purpose of the task force. Immediately the 
task force identified three objectives: improve communication 
and coordination between marketing and sales, develop pro-
grams jointly to increase sales, and develop metrics to measure 
their progress.

Moreover, the task force agreed to have two representatives 
from marketing attend the weekly sales meeting to give input to 
the sales force regarding their plans and to solve any conflicts 
between the departments. The task force agreed to meet monthly 
for several months to work on their three objectives.

Initial results have been very positive: both marketing  
and sales are working together more effectively to increase  
sales, and sales incentives are being coordinated more effectively 
than in the past.

In Summary

Interteam problems raise questions about the definition of team. 
In organizations today, it is not enough to build intense loyalty 
into the work team or department, particularly at the expense  
of the larger organization. People in different departments must 
collaborate, see the larger picture, and understand that the  
team must contribute to the whole, in order to avoid unhealthy 
interteam conflicts. Team-building sessions between teams can 
be conducted before serious problems occur to cement relation
ships and establish working guidelines. We have found that it is 
important to get work teams together and iron out difficulties 
using one or more of the designs described in this chapter to help 
managers and their organizations achieve their goals.
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LEADING INNOVATIVE TEAMS

We now turn to a key question for all managers or team leaders: 
Do you have what it takes to create an innovative team? Most 
managers spend little time thinking about this question because 
they’re too busy playing to their strengths and focusing full atten­
tion on execution: delivering results through the current strategy, 
business model, processes, and product mix. In the short run,  
this may work, but in the long run, it will not differentiate you 
or your company. An organization’s most valued leaders are those 
who lead innovative teams—teams that generate and implement 
valuable new product, process, and strategy ideas.

So what are the characteristics of leaders—and teams—who 
excel at innovating? Research by Jeff Dyer, Hal Gregersen, and 
Clayton Christensen, some of it published in The Innovator’s 
DNA, suggests that innovative teams typically have these 
qualities:1

•	 A leader with strong innovation skills who leads by 
example (contributes directly to innovation) and creates a 
safe space for others to shine instead of dominating them

•	 Team members who possess a complementary mix of 
innovation and execution skills, as well as complementary 
expertise in multiple functions and knowledge domains

•	 Team processes that explicitly encourage, support, and even 
require team members to engage in questioning, observing, 
networking, experimenting, and associational thinking as 
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they hunt for creative solutions to problems (these are the 
skills of innovators as identified by the research)

When a team has all of these qualities, it has the capacity to 
become an innovation lighthouse for an organization. To realize 
this role, though, requires a leader fully capable of leading an 
innovative team.

Who Are You as a Leader?

As a first step to leading an innovative team, team leaders (usually 
the manager, although some teams are led not by a formal 
manager but by a designated team leader for a particular pro­
ject) must take a look at those who report to them (if you are  
a manager), their peers, and their manager. The leader might  
ask questions of the team like these: How would they describe 
me as a leader? Would they describe me as innovative? How 
creative do they feel in my presence? Do I build a team culture 
that lets others’ innovation lights glow, or do I snuff them out? 
Answering these questions requires that you look hard at yourself 
and ask another question: Where do I typically spend my time 
at work?

When we ask executives this final question, we suggest that 
they divide their core tasks into two categories: discovery activi­
ties and execution activities. Discovery focuses on innovation 
and includes spending time actively engaged in questioning, 
observing, networking, and experimenting in search of innova­
tive ideas to change or improve products, services, or processes. 
Execution is all about delivering results, analyzing, planning, 
executing, and implementing strategies.

Team leaders need to look at their calendars for a typical 
workweek and ask: “What percentage of my time do I personally 
spend on discovery versus execution activities? Is innovation  
a priority for me and my team?” Table 10.1 will help them  
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figure this out. Leaders should make their best guess about what 
percentage of time they currently spend on discovery and  
innovation and put this in the “Today” column. Then they 
should record their best judgment about where they think  
they should spend their time (the “Tomorrow” column), given 
the team’s purpose and the company’s strategy. Third, they should 
calculate the difference between “Today” and “Tomorrow” for 
each category, and add that to the “Gap” column.

Now they should focus on the gap calculated for discov­
ery time. Is it negative, positive, or neutral? If the gap is zero, 
they’re spending the time and energy that they think they 
should on discovery. However, if they calculated a negative 
gap, this reflects a need to spend more time on discovery activ­
ities to improve their ability to become a discovery-driven 
leader. According to some of our research, CEO founders of 
innovative companies spent roughly 33 percent of their typical 
week on discovery activities as compared with about 15 percent 
for a typical CEO. So leaders who aren’t spending a large per­
centage of their time on discovery probably aren’t leading a 
very innovative team.

Develop Your Discovery Skills

After reflecting on where the leader typically spends his or her 
time (discovery versus execution, in particular), it’s time to get 
a more refined, specific sense of the leader’s innovation skills. 
Dyer, Gregersen, and Christensen’s long-term research project 

Table 10.1  How Do You Spend Your Time at Work?

Leadership Task Today Tomorrow Gap

Discovery
Execution
Total 100% 100%
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on business innovators suggests that particular skills separate 
business innovators like Jeff Bezos (Amazon.com), the late Steve 
Jobs, and Marc Benioff of Salesforce.com from ordinary manag­
ers. They refer to these as the five skills of disruptive innovators 
and describe them as follows:

1.	 Questioning allows innovators to challenge the status quo 
and consider new possibilities.

2.	 Observing helps innovators detect small details in the 
activities of customers, suppliers, and other companies that 
suggest new ways of doing things.

3.	 Networking permits innovators to gain radically different 
perspectives by talking to individuals with diverse 
backgrounds.

4.	 Experimenting prompts innovators to try out new 
experiences, take things apart, and test new ideas through 
pilots and prototypes.

5.	 Associational thinking is a cognitive skill of finding 
connections among questions, problems, or ideas from 
unrelated fields. It is triggered by new information  
brought in through questioning, observing, networking, 
and experimenting and is the catalyst for creative  
ideas.2

Team leaders should ask themselves, To what extent do I 
question the status quo, engage in observations of customers or 
companies for new insights, network far and wide with diverse 
people to spark new ideas and get different perspectives, and 
experiment by learning new skills, taking apart products or pro­
cesses, or launching a pilot or creating a prototype? If leaders find 
that they aren’t engaged in these behaviors frequently, they prob­
ably aren’t triggering lots of new creative ideas for the problems 
that face their teams.

After assessing the leader’s strengths and weaknesses on 
these discovery skills, the next step is to find a specific, current 
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innovation challenge or opportunity so that the leader can 
practice these skills with the team. This challenge might be 
creating a new product or service, reducing employee turnover, 
or coming up with new processes that reduce costs by 5 percent 
in the business unit. With this innovation challenge clearly in 
mind, the leader and the team together develop a plan to prac­
tice some of the discovery skills as the team searches for creative 
solutions.

We propose working on questioning skills first, since innova­
tion often starts with a compelling question and innovative 
teams have a culture that supports questioning. The leader, 
perhaps with the team, should write down at least twenty-five 
questions about the team’s innovation challenge. This will help 
them identify the key questions that need to be addressed in the 
search for a creative solution. It will also help create a safe space 
for others on the team to ask questions. The team should identify 
the top three to five questions that need to be answered in order 
to come up with a creative solution to its challenge.

After setting out the key questions to answer, identify some 
ways that the team could generate ideas that might be relevant 
to its innovation challenge. For example, identify some obser­
vations the team could do—of customers, end users within  
the company or other companies—that might provide useful 
insights. Identify some individuals the team should talk to about 
its innovation challenge to get their perspective. Finally, have 
the team run an experiment (e.g., create a prototype) to answer 
some of those key questions. Try to devise some experiments 
that might answer “what if” questions about the team’s innova­
tion challenge. The team leader (or team consultant) should 
involve the team as much as possible in observing, networking, 
or experimenting as it searches for a solution to its challenge. 
Finally, the team leader, both with and without the team, should 
engage in frequent brainstorming sessions to practice associa­
tional thinking—with the hope of producing an innovative 
solution.
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The team and team leader should then repeat the process 
again and again and again. Improving discovery skills requires 
building new habits, which takes time, practice, and self-
discipline. So start with realistic expectations and allocate time 
to improving team discovery skills. This sends an important 
signal to the team about the importance of innovation. Innova­
tive leaders are often very conscious that they set the example 
by modeling behavior for others. A. G. Lafley, former chairman 
and CEO of Procter & Gamble, recognized the need to be an 
innovative leader. “Lafley always gets out in market places and 
wants consumer interactions,” says Gil Cloyd, a member of his 
top management team and former chief technology officer. “He’s 
genuinely curious about it. This becomes important because it’s 
not just role modeling of something you’d like, but it’s an infec­
tious curiosity to discover how we can provide an ever more 
delightful experience for our consumers, improving lives in yet 
another way.”

By simply watching Lafley’s everyday actions and noticing 
how much time he personally spent generating new ideas, his 
team (and organization) “got it” about innovation. Lafley also 
showed that innovation is not an individual game but a powerful 
team effort. “You remember the times when nobody knew what 
to do and you came through with something that people didn’t 
think you could come through with or when you create some­
thing that people didn’t think could be created,” he observed. 
“When this happens in our company, it’s never one person. It’s 
always a group . . . Getting everybody in the same boat, rolling 
in the same direction, that is really what’s fun. Especially when 
you win.”

Create a Safe Space for Others to Innovate

Having the team leader know his or her own personal skill 
set and leading by example lays the foundation for what is 
arguably the most difficult part of leading innovative teams: 
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creating a safe, encouraging space for others to innovate. 
Researchers call this creating “psychological safety,” a condi­
tion where team members are willing to express opinions, 
acknowledge mistakes, and have confidence that they can 
engage in risky, learning-related behaviors without punish­
ment.3 Leaders of innovative teams possess a rare talent: they 
establish a sense of psychological safety so that people feel 
empowered to produce insights with impact. “If you foster an 
environment where people’s ideas can be heard,” says AZUL 
and JetBlue founder David Neeleman, “things naturally come 
up.” When people feel safe enough to generate and share new 
ideas, they also feel compelled enough to translate those ideas 
into action.

Leaders who create a safe space for others to innovate begin 
by inspiring team members to show the courage to innovate by 
asking for game-changing ideas. Just ask! Asking people to be 
creative legitimizes the generation of original—even wild and 
crazy—ideas. We’ve seen this firsthand when watching graduate 
student teams come up with solutions to a business problem 
facing a company. In most cases, the only way to cultivate more 
innovative solutions is to give the assignment and say: “Be cre­
ative in your solution. I’m looking for something innovative.” 
We get far more innovative solutions when we ask for them than 
when we don’t.

Second, creating a team culture that encourages questions 
can make a big difference in establishing psychological safety.  
At Southwest Airlines, Herb Kelleher created an innovation safe 
space by soliciting challenging questions from direct reports and 
others. “I just watch, I listen,” he says. “And I want them to ask 
me tough questions.” Another senior executive who successfully 
led innovative teams worked to create a culture to encourage 
“everybody to ask why” from the top down. He’s found it easier 
sometimes to elicit such questions from young people because 
“veterans stop using their minds; they’ve moved into this execu­
tion mode and they stop asking questions.” So he strives to 
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encourage both newcomers and seasoned employees to ask tough 
questions.

Third, encouraging and supporting team members to engage 
not only in questioning but also in observing, networking, and 
experimenting activities helps establish psychological safety.  
This means not only giving team members time to engage in 
those activities but applauding what they learn by doing so. 
Building psychological safety happens interaction by interaction, 
moment by moment, one-on-one as well as with the entire team. 
Leaders should ask themselves honestly whether they applaud 
and support others’ innovative behaviors or whether they shut 
down their innovative actions through disinterest, lack of 
support (not giving them time to think about doing things in 
a new way), or even criticism (“Why did you spend your time 
doing that?”). Research shows that out of sixty new product ideas 
that are generated, only about one or two of them will eventu­
ally get to market. Because failure is a common experience of 
teams that are trying to innovate, the leader must continually 
encourage, challenge, and support those who try new ideas, even 
when they are not successful. Of course, the leader needs to 
help team members understand when the failure is a “smart 
failure”—the team did the best it could under the circumstances 
and learned a lot from the experience—versus “dumb failures” 
where team members failed to do their homework or properly 
collaborate.

Unfortunately, many leaders think they create an environ­
ment that encourages others to engage their discovery skills, but 
in reality coworkers don’t see it that way. On average, according 
to the research by Dyer, Gregersen, and Christsensen, team 
leaders thought they were significantly better at encouraging 
discovery activities than their managers, peers, or direct reports 
did. (See figure 10.1.)

These data suggest that most leaders show room for improve­
ment in creating a more supportive innovation space. The  
findings are similar to research that shows that over 90 percent 
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of males in the United States think they are in the top 50 percent 
in athletic ability. We often judge ourselves as doing better than 
we really are.

Occasionally we run across managers who personally excel at 
being innovative but can’t lead an innovative team. At the core, 
the problem is that they don’t value others’ innovative skills and 
outputs as much as they do their own. These managers like to 
see their own innovative ideas come to fruition more than they 
like to see others’ ideas get traction and succeed. This challenge 
for leaders is not uncommon. In fact, Dan Ariely’s research in 
The Upside of Irrationality shows a simple cognitive bias that we 
all have.4 Ideas that are “not invented here” are always suspect 
because people tend to discount or ignore evidence from sources 
they don’t know or trust. This is especially true if the idea con­
tradicts an existing belief or something they already favor. This 
creates a real leadership challenge that requires biting our tongues 
and genuinely trying to welcome new ideas from new quarters.

Figure 10.1  Leading Innovation:  
Perceptions of Leaders Versus Others
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In our work with executives around the world, we often ask 
large groups, “Do you get as excited about others’ ideas and 
achievements as you do about your own?” More often than not, 
about half of the hands go up in the room. Then we ask a tougher 
version of the question: “Do you get more excited about others’ 
ideas and achievements than you do about your own?” Far fewer 
hands go up in answer to this question. Yet enthusiasm for others’ 
ideas remains a fundamental condition for our teams to feel safe 
in our presence. “One of the best things we can do for creative 
men and women,” said John Gardner, one of the most influential 
leadership thinkers of the twentieth century, “is to stand out of 
their light.” Leaders of innovative teams not only value others’ 
ideas as much as their own, but they work to create a safe, trusted 
environment where others’ ideas flourish.

Build a Team with Complementary Skills  
and Expertise

Innovative teams work best when their members have comple­
mentary skills in two areas. First, the team needs complementary 
innovation and execution skills to generate novel ideas as well 
as implement them. Second, it helps immeasurably if team mem­
bership reflects a complementary set of functional skills—that is, 
different types of expertise. Innovation design firm IDEO’s sub­
stantial experience designing innovative teams recommends  
the importance of complementary expertise among members in 
understanding human factors (the desirability of an innovative 
idea), technical factors (the technical feasibility of an innova­
tive idea), and business factors (the business viability and  
profitability of an innovative idea).

Complementary Innovation and Execution Skills

Effective leaders of innovative teams not only understand their 
personal strengths and weaknesses with regard to innovation and 
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execution, but they also strategically balance their own weak­
nesses with other people’s strengths. For example, during the 
highly successful run at Dell Computer from 1990 to 2005, 
Michael Dell engaged in a frequent tug of war between discovery 
and delivery with Kevin Rollins, president of the company at 
that time. Dell recalled:

Kevin gave me a toy bulldozer driven by a little girl with a huge 
smile on her face. Sometimes I’ll get really excited about an  
idea and I’ll just start driving it. Kevin put the bulldozer on my 
desk, and it’s a signal to me to say, “Wait a second, I need to push 
it a little more and think through it for some others and kind of 
slow down on this great idea that I’m working on.” I gave Kevin a 
Curious George stuffed animal. The Curious George is for Kevin to 
ask questions, to be a little more inquisitive. We don’t use them 
that much, but they’re subtle little jokes between us.

Similarly, Pierre Omidyar, cofounder of eBay, was aware that 
he was strong at discovery but weak at execution. Identifying this 
need for stronger execution skills on his team, he invited Jeff 
Skoll, a Stanford MBA, to join him. “Jeff Skoll and I had very 
complementary skills,” Omidyar told us. “I’d say I did more of 
the creative work developing the product and solving problems 
around the product while Jeff was involved in the more analyti­
cal and practical side of things. He was the one who would listen 
to an idea of mine and then say, ‘Okay, let’s figure out how to 
get this done.’ ” Omidyar grasped the power of complementary 
skills when building a top management team at eBay.

The message from these stories is that teams that innovate 
successfully need both the ability to generate novel ideas and 
execute on those ideas. Smart leaders know this and consciously 
think about team composition, making sure the team is balanced 
enough in terms of discovery and delivery skills. Figure 10.2 
shows discovery and delivery skills temporarily in balance on a 
team. But sometimes discovery skills should weigh more heavily 
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on a team or throughout an organization, particularly during the 
founding stage of an organization or if the team is charged with 
product development or other business development tasks. At 
other times, delivery skills are relatively more important and 
should be given greater weight on the team, typically during the 
growth or mature stage of a business or in functional areas related 
to operations and finance. The key is knowing who has what 
skills and then figuring out how to combine those complemen­
tary strengths within a team to generate great ideas that have 
positive impact.

Complementary Human, Technical,  
and Business Expertise

Making sure that innovative teams possess complementary inno­
vation and execution skills matters, but we learned that making 
teams multidisciplinary—with individuals who have deep exper­
tise in different disciplines—matters even more when it comes 
to innovation. To illustrate this idea, consider how IDEO, the 
hottest innovation design firm in the world (it has won twice as 
many Industrial Design Excellence Awards as any other firm) 
staffs innovation design teams.

Figure 10.2  Balancing Innovation and Execution Skills in a 
Team or Company

The Balancing Act
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   implementing

• Self-disciplined
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In general, IDEO tries to create multidisciplinary teams with 
individuals who are “T” shaped in terms of expertise: deep in at 
least one area of expertise with shallow expertise in multiple 
knowledge domains. The deep area of expertise often falls in one 
of three domains that they call “human factors,” “technical 
factors,” or “business factors.” First, they like to have a human 
factors expert on a product or service design team—someone 
with a background in one of the behavioral sciences like cogni­
tive psychology or anthropology. This person’s role is to provide 
insight into the desirability of a new product or service from the 
user’s perspective. The human factors person orchestrates in-
depth observations of customers to understand customers’ latent 
needs and wants and to acquire deep user empathy. For example, 
when designing a product or service for people in wheelchairs, 
the human factors person might make sure that folks on the  
team spend a day a week in a wheelchair, experiencing the world 
as someone confined to a wheelchair. By gaining insight and 
empathy into the user experience, the human factors person 
brings insight into the desirability of an innovative new design. 
This perspective is particularly important in early stages of 
designing a new product or service.

The technical factors person brings deep expertise in various 
technologies that the team might employ in the design of a new 
product or service. This person likely has an engineering or 
science background. This expertise is important for the team to 
understand what technologies are feasible for use in a particular 
new product or service design. Technical expertise is particularly 
critical after the user’s needs have been clearly identified (the 
“job to be done”) and the team is searching for and deciding 
which technologies might provide the optimal solution.

Finally, the business factors person brings the business exper­
tise necessary to figure out whether an innovative new product 
or service design will prove viable in the market. This person 
likely has a business background, such as a master’s degree in 
business administration with expertise in operations, marketing, 
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or finance. Naturally this expertise becomes critical in the  
later stages of the innovation process, when a team must figure 
out the optimal way to manufacture, distribute, promote, and 
price the product for profitability.

Effective innovation teams at IDEO possess the necessary 
complementary expertise to figure out how to create a product 
or service that is desirable, feasible, and viable. This requires 
multifunctional expertise within the innovation team. Most 
organizations attack problems within functional silos, which 
means those on the team bring limited perspectives to the 
problem. Teams are much more likely to generate innovative 
solutions to problems when those on the team are diverse in 
background, expertise, and perspective.

Use Team Processes That Encourage Innovation

The final piece of the team innovation puzzle is having team 
processes that encourage—even require—team members to 
question, observe, network, and experiment in search of new 
ideas. The Innovator’s DNA research on successful innovators 
shows that they engage in those four behaviors much more than 
noninnovators do.5 Not surprisingly, the same is true for innova­
tive teams. Beyond diverse team composition, IDEO founder 
David Kelley attributes IDEO’s success at innovating to its  
team processes. “We’re experts on the process of how you design 
stuff,” he says. “We don’t care if you give us a toothbrush, a 
tractor, a space shuttle, a chair; we want to figure out how to 
innovate by applying our process.”6

So what team processes does IDEO rely on to innovate? Not 
surprisingly, IDEO teams start with a questioning process, move 
to observing and networking processes to gather data about their 
initial questions, and conclude with an experimenting process 
where innovative ideas emerge and evolve through rapid proto­
typing. These processes stood out in the now famous Dateline TV 
episode that shows an IDEO team that is redesigning a shopping 
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cart.7 Today IDEO takes the same approach in its quest for more 
innovative products and services with a variety of clients. For 
example, these processes formed the core of IDEO’s recent work 
with Zyliss, a maker of kitchen products, to completely redesign 
its kitchen gadget line, from cheese graters, to pizza cutters, to 
mandoline slicers.

Process 1: Questioning

The IDEO project team begins its quest for an innovative 
cheese grater (or anything else) by asking a series of diverse 
questions to better understand the problems associated with 
using traditional cheese graters. What are the problems with 
cheese graters? What don’t people like about those on the 
market now? How important is safety? What other things do 
people want to grate with a cheese grater? Who are the “extreme 
users” of cheese graters (highly skilled and highly unskilled 
users), and how do their needs differ? As far as kitchen gadgets 
go, extreme users are cooks and chefs (those using kitchen 
gadgets for hours each day), as well as those who are first-time 
or rare users of kitchen gadgets, such as college students, chil­
dren, or the elderly.

This initial process has been referred to by Dyer, Gregersen, 
and Christensen in The Innovator’s DNA as QuestionStorming, 
a method to ensure that teams ask questions about a problem 
before jumping in to offer solutions.8 Those at IDEO start a 
project by asking lots of questions to better understand what to 
look for as they move to the data-gathering phase of observ­
ing and networking. They then put these questions on small 
sticky notes so they can easily rearrange and prioritize them. As 
Matt Adams of IDEO told us, “By having the right questions, it 
becomes clearer how you might go about answering those ques­
tions.” Then IDEO teams have a much better sense of what to 
ask, how to ask it, and what kinds of people to ask as they move 
to the next processes: observing and then networking.
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Process 2: Observing

In this phase, the IDEO design team goes out into the field where 
they observe and document the customer experience firsthand. 
“Our process is to go in and try to really understand the people 
that you are designing for,” says Kelley. “We try and look for a 
latent customer need, a need that’s not been seen before or 
expressed in some way.” So the Zyliss team spent hours and hours 
observing various product users, particularly extreme users, in 
Germany, France, and the United States, trying to intuit what 
they were thinking and feeling. They took photos and videos of 
customers using kitchen gadgets to document what they had 
noticed.

Through observations, the team captured many problems 
with using traditional kitchen gadgets. For example, they saw 
that traditional cheese graters easily clogged, were hard to clean, 
and often required considerable dexterity to be used safely. They 
noticed that the mandoline slicer, well beloved by advanced 
cooks, presented severe safety hazards due to extremely sharp 
blades that were often exposed.

During these observations, they look for ways to optimize 
ergonomics (ease of use), cleanability, and functionality. For 
example, to optimize ergonomics, they carefully observed hand 
and arm movements so they could make subtle adjustments 
in handle shape or tool angle for tremendous ergonomic 
benefit.

Process 3: Networking

As IDEO team members observe, they also talk to as many 
product users as they can about the kitchen gadgets they are 
using. In particular, they visit with users while they are using the 
gadget because this is when users are most likely to offer ideas or 
insights about things they like and hate about it. They especially 
like to talk to “experts” (such as chefs and home cooks) because 
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they are the most demanding and difficult-to-please users who 
often have great suggestions for product improvements.

Through these unscripted conversations, IDEO team members 
gain critical insights into designing novel kitchen gadgets. 
They’re trying to develop deep empathy to the point that they 
can champion a particular user, such as a chef. They come to 
understand what she loves, what her challenges are, and what’s 
important so they can share that person’s story later with other 
team members. Peter, a project leader at IDEO, says that during 
the observing and networking phases, IDEO teams “go out to the 
four corners of the earth and come back with the golden keys of 
innovation.”9 Those keys, observation and idea networking, help 
unlock the doors to innovative ideas.

Process 4: Brainstorming Solutions and Associating: 
The Deep Dive

The next phase is to bring all of the insights acquired through 
observation and interviews back to a brainstorming session that 
IDEO calls a “deep dive.” During the deep dive, everyone openly 
shares all of the knowledge acquired during the data collection 
phase (they call this “downloading”). It’s basically a storytelling 
session with lots of details about individual lives where they 
capture insights, observations, quotes, and details and share 
photos, videos, and notes.

The team leader facilitates the discussion but there are no 
real titles or hierarchy at IDEO because status comes from pre­
senting the best ideas and everyone gets an equal opportunity to 
talk. After the ideas are shared, the team starts to brainstorm 
design solutions to the problems they’ve observed. To support 
associational thinking during the brainstorming phase, IDEO 
maintains a “tech box” at every office (full of a range of unrelated 
things, from model rockets to a Slinky). Many items are often 
spread in view of the team to stimulate creative thinking as they 
brainstorm innovative product designs.
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Five Traps for Teams When Brainstorming

All teams, and especially diverse teams, face numerous challenges 
on the road to innovation success. Here are the most common 
traps that we have observed and tips for avoiding them.

Trap 1: The fewer-ideas-generated problem. On average, a team 
of people generates far fewer ideas than individuals doing the 
same thing on their own. A primary reason is that people in a 
group simply have less time to share ideas because they have to 
wait for everyone else to share their ideas. The net result is that 
everyone has less time to share ideas when they have to wait for 
others before sharing. One approach is to have people generate 
ideas on their own first and then quickly share them with the 
team, which then decides which ideas warrant team discussion 
and brainstorming.

Trap 2: The “first-idea-in-line” problem. In teams, it’s easier to 
fixate on a particular topic or idea than when we’re working as 
individuals. Of course, the value of the team is the ability to 
consider an idea from multiple angles and build on others’ ideas. 
However, in some cases, the first ideas offered get undue atten­
tion. Quantity matters in getting great ideas, but quantity all 
centered on the same topic is not likely to generate great ideas. 
For a host of reasons, fixation on early ideas offered happens 
unless the team leader or facilitator keeps the team generating 
new and different ideas.

Trap 3: Failure-to-listen problem. Another reason for produc­
tivity loss is that everybody may end up talking rather than  
listening. If we’re trying to remember our own ideas, we don’t 
listen very well to others’ ideas and don’t build on them. This  
is a bigger problem on diverse teams because it may be harder  
to listen to, and understand, the perspective of someone who is 
different from us. One way to address this problem is to have 
people brainstorm and write down ideas on their own before 
bringing them together as a group. This will help everyone  
feel comfortable that their ideas at some point will be seen by  
the group and will increase the quantity of ideas for the team to 
work with.
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Process 5: Prototyping (Experimenting)

The final phase is rapid prototyping when designers build working 
models of the best kitchen gadget ideas that emerge from the 
brainstorming session. Kelley argues that a prototype is critical 
to the innovation process: “You know the expression ‘a picture 
is worth a thousand words.’ Well if a picture is worth a thousand 
words, then a prototype is worth about a million words . . . Pro­
totyping is really a way of getting the iterative nature of this 
design going through feedback from others. If you build a proto­
type, other people will help you.”10

IDEO takes its kitchen gadget prototypes to a variety of 
product users—from chefs to college students to children—for 
feedback. For example, the new cheese grater design has a large 
drum to grate cheese as it rolls and can grate more cheese (or 

Trap 4: The intimidation problem. In some cases, team members 
are reluctant to contribute to group discussion because they feel 
intimidated, either by the leader or other members of the team. 
This is particularly the case when discussing controversial issues 
where people have strongly held opinions. Moreover, in a diverse 
team, others are more likely to disagree with a perspective. 
Clearly, when people feel that they are being judged, they are 
reluctant to share new ideas. In these situations, building trust 
and psychological safety is paramount to having a productive 
group conversation.

Trap 5: The free-rider problem. Fewer ideas may emerge in a 
group due to free riders. As teams get larger and more diverse, 
members may feel that their perspective won’t be valued, so they 
might as well stay quiet. One way to avoid this problem is to 
rotate from member to member, asking each for ideas and con­
tributions. This makes it harder for any single person to hide and 
not contribute. Of course, it also helps if team members contrib­
ute to the performance reviews of others on the team.
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chocolate or nuts) with less cranking. An optimized, clog-
resistant tooth pattern provides maximum grating with minimal 
resistance for older users and people with small hands. The fold­
able and opposable hand crank makes for more efficient drawer 
storage and for easier use by both right- and left-handed users. 
These innovations are refined with each new prototype because 
they “build to think and think to build,” as Matt Adams put it. 
Taking the prototype out for a test drive is the fastest way to get 
great feedback on new product ideas.

Finally, IDEO teams follow a set of guiding principles that 
give them the courage to innovate. Among these philosophies, 
which are posted in their work spaces, are “Fail often to succeed 
sooner,” “Encourage wild ideas,” and “Build on the ideas of 
others.” “You have to have some wild ideas,” claims Kelley. “And 
then you build on those wild ideas to build a really innovative 
idea.”

A critical step in leading an innovative team is to ask them 
to be creative. By asking for creative and wild ideas, you legiti­
mize this process. That way people don’t have to worry about 
being shot down for a wild idea. IDEO’s guiding principles  
and team processes encourage, support, and expect innovation 
from everyone on the team (human factors, technical factors, 
and business expertise combined). It is no surprise, then, that 
John Foster, head of talent and organization at IDEO, believes 
that “leadership is a group outcome,” especially innovative 
leadership.11
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In Summary

Mahatma Gandhi once suggested that each of us “be the change 
you want to see in the world.” If you are the team leader or a 
member of the team, do others see you contributing to innovation? 
Or do they see you mostly admonishing others to innovate? 
When it comes to innovation and creating highly innovative 
teams, doing what innovators do gains much greater traction 
than talking about it.

Without question, the most effective leaders of innovative 
teams are good at questioning, observing, networking, and exper­
imenting. They lead by example and can mentor and coach 
others because they are capable innovators. But even team leaders 
who aren’t particularly skilled at innovating can lead an  
innovative team if they understand the people, processes, and 
philosophies on an innovative team. This requires that they 
select team members with complementary discovery and execu­
tion skills (as well as multidisciplinary expertise) to ensure that 
novel ideas can be generated and executed. It requires establish­
ing processes that encourage and support team members in  
questioning, observing, networking, and experimenting. Finally, 
it requires establishing a culture and philosophies that create 
psychological safety on the team—where team members trust 
that they can throw out wild ideas, experiment, and take risks 
without retribution. Creating a climate of trust and safety is the 
role of the leader, and it is critical to leading innovative teams.

The authors wish to acknowledge and thank Hal Gregersen and Clayton Chris­
tensen, coauthors with Jeff Dyer of The Innovator’s DNA, for their contributions to 
this chapter.
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MANAGING  
THE TEMPORARY TEAM

The use of temporary teams, often called ad hoc committees,  
task forces, or project teams, is common in most organizations. 
This collection of people must come together and, in a relatively  
short time (usually from six weeks to a year), come up with a 
work plan, make decisions, develop recommendations, or take 
specific actions that are carefully thought through and useful. To 
accomplish these goals with people who already have full-time 
assignments elsewhere in the organization, the team must quickly 
coalesce and be productive almost immediately—which is not 
easy given that developing the appropriate team context, com-
position, and team competencies typically takes considerable 
time. How to start and manage these types of teams is the focus 
of this chapter.

Preliminary Conditions for Temporary Teams

Temporary teams are by definition together for a short duration, 
and consequently team members feel that there is little time or 
need for team development activities. Therefore, they often  
feel under pressure to dive immediately into the work at hand 
and are reluctant to spend the time needed to get acquainted, 
plan how the group will work together, develop measurable  
performance goals, and build some commitment to one another—
in other words, become a real team.

A story of two groups, each appointed to function for about 
a year, highlights the importance of team formation to the group’s 
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later functioning. One group was a high school science curricu-
lum committee asked to coordinate a unified curriculum for all 
the science classes in the school. The other was the Atomic 
Energy Committee under the direction of David Lilienthal, 
which was given the charge to develop guidelines for the control 
and use of atomic energy in the United States following the 
blasts over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in World War II. At the end 
of one year, the high school curriculum committee had nothing 
to show for its efforts and declared the problem too complex for 
a committee to solve. In contrast, the Atomic Energy Committee 
completed an extensive document that outlined the policies  
for the use of atomic energy for the nation, and this report 
became the basis of national policy in this area.

This example showed that the two teams differed in major 
ways in the attention they paid to building team competencies 
at the beginning of the project. The curriculum team plunged 
immediately into work and struggled for a year because it did 
not develop processes for dealing with different ideas, opinions, 
and recommendations and found itself riddled with conflict 
almost from the beginning. They had spent little time getting 
acquainted, discussing how to resolve disputes or disagreements, 
or developing a process for consensus or majority vote decision 
making.

The atomic energy team started differently. During the first 
several meetings, members spent time getting acquainted with 
one another and developing some guidelines for working together. 
This group adopted as one of its important operating principles 
the notion that all of its members were intelligent, committed, 
productive people. Therefore, if any group member said that he 
or she did not understand something, did not agree with some-
thing, or felt lost or confused, all members said, “We are therefore 
all confused or not in agreement or not fully understanding, and 
we must review everything again.” The group did not want to 
have subgroups forming because of different ideas and especially 



M A N A G I N G  T H E  T E M P O R A R Y  T E A M    209

did not want members to belittle someone by saying, in essence, 
“Why are you so stupid you can’t understand? You are holding 
us up. Get on board and agree so we can move ahead.” In other 
words, to achieve the goal of becoming a productive temporary 
team, team members need to agree that they will spend enough 
time preparing to work before they start the work.

An important contextual condition is to give the temporary 
team adequate resources and authority to get the work done. A 
few years ago, a major U.S. automobile company found itself 
behind its competitors in important design features. An analysis 
showed that temporary design teams made up of people from 
several basic functional departments (engineering, R&D, pro-
duction, and so on) took as much as a year longer than  
competitors to come up with new designs. Further analysis also 
disclosed that most team members were told by their superiors 
in their functional departments, “Don’t you make any final deci-
sions until you come back and check with me.” This meant that 
decisions in the design team were continually being postponed 
while team members checked back with functional bosses. 
These delays continued until the design teams were given 
authority to make key decisions without checking back with 
departments.

While having the proper amount of authority to make deci-
sions is important, temporary teams are typically acting at the 
request of senior managers in the organization, and it is senior 
management who often has the final word when it comes to the 
decisions or actions that the team takes. Hence, it is important 
for the team to keep senior managers or anyone else who is 
sponsoring the team activities aware of the progress the team  
is making and what decisions have been or will be made.

Unfortunately, many temporary teams have been derailed 
because after they complete their work, senior managers com-
plain, “We didn’t know that’s what you were doing. Who  
authorized you do to that?” Moreover, if implementation of the 
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temporary team’s decisions requires the support of other 
stakeholders—people, departments, or groups—outside the team, 
it is important to include people representing those stakeholders 
on the team or have a liaison to report team progress to those 
stakeholders so they will be supportive of the team’s decisions 
when implementation of the team’s decisions is needed. One 
solution to this problem is to identify what types of decisions will 
need to be made and then clearly specify who has the authority 
to sign off on those decisions (we describe in chapter 14 the 
strategic decision-making template process that Eli Lilly uses).

One temporary committee at a university was tasked with 
redesigning the college’s curriculum and spent an entire semester 
meeting each week to come up with a new set of classes. However, 
the committee failed to keep the faculty (who would need to 
implement the changes) informed of the team’s ideas and prog-
ress. When the committee presented its recommendations to the 
faculty for a vote, the faculty turned down the recommendations. 
Why? Because little had been done to make sure that the com-
mittee’s actions had the support of key stakeholders, namely the 
faculty. After the vote, the curriculum committee was disbanded, 
leaving team members discouraged and feeling that the entire 
effort was a waste of their valuable time.

The major tasks facing the temporary team are basically the 
same as for more permanent teams. Team members must build 
relationships, establish a supportive emotional climate, and work 
out methods for (1) setting goals, (2) solving problems, (3) 
making decisions, (4) ensuring follow-through and completion 
of tasks, (5) establishing open lines of communication, and (6) 
ensuring an appropriate support system that will let people  
feel accepted and yet keep issues open for discussion and dis-
agreement. One advantage the temporary team has over an 
established unit in a team-building situation is that it does not 
have to break down any barriers, bad habits, useless or harmful 
stereotypes or attitudes, inappropriate working relations, or pro-
cedures that have been formed and are sometimes set rigidly in 
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the concrete of human habit. Generally the new team can start 
its activities by asking, “How can we set in motion the kinds of 
actions that will allow us to work together and get our goals 
accomplished and leave us feeling good about ourselves and one 
another?”

Design for a Temporary Team

When a temporary team is being formed, its members must first 
meet long enough to get acquainted and set guidelines and pro-
cedures for work. The design of a new temporary team consists 
of several distinct steps.

Step 1: Developing a Realistic Priority Level

Often people who are put together on a new team, frequently by 
assignment, have slightly different levels of priority or commit-
ment to the work of the team. Some may see it as a highly  
significant assignment and worthy of a great deal of time and 
energy. Others may see it as important but lower on their  
personal priority list, and yet others may see it as low in both 
importance and priority. To come to grips with the priority issue, 
team members can do the following:

1.	 Using the scale shown in figure 11.1, have each person 
draw a vertical line that represents his or her total work 
requirements and priorities. Each person marks the point 
that represents where this team assignment ranks as a 
priority activity.

2.	 Have each person write down the amount of time he or 
she is willing to commit to the work of the team over a 
month.

3.	 Summarize the priority rankings (see figure 11.1) and the 
time commitments. Note the range of times and priorities 
and also the averages for the two dimensions.
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4.	 In the group, let each person who desires explain his or 
her priority and time rankings and then come to 
agreement as to a realistic amount of time and energy that 
can be expected of the team as a whole. Those with a 
higher priority and team commitments may be allowed to 
accept heavier assignments. Making this decision openly 
reduces the resentment some have for doing more work 
and the guilt of others for letting them.

Step 2: Sharing Expectations

Give the team five minutes for each person to think about and 
get ready to respond to the following questions:

•	 What worries you most or is your biggest concern about 
working on this team?

Figure 11.1 Team Members’ Priority Rankings

100 Highest priority

Priority for person A

0 Lowest priority

Tabulation of Priority
(Rankings of eight members)

Priority for person B

100

0
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•	 How would this team function if everything went just as 
you hoped?

•	 What do you expect to be the barriers to effective team 
functioning? What will likely prevent the team from 
achieving its goals?

•	 What actions do you think must be taken to ensure the 
positive outcomes?

Each person should be given an opportunity to share reac-
tions, and everyone should respond to each question in turn. Try 
to identify the major concerns people have, and list them on a 
whiteboard or flip chart. These concerns should become items 
on a planning agenda as conditions to take into consideration in 
order to ensure a positive outcome.

Step 3: Clarifying Goals

Having established priority and commitment levels and identi-
fied positive and negative expectations, the new team is ready 
to clarify its goals and objectives. The team should discuss  
and then write down what members agree is the team’s core 
mission—a statement of the basic function or “reason for being” 
for that group, committee, or team. All plans and actions should 
be evaluated against the core mission. The question to ask  
continually is “If we continue the activities already outlined, 
will we accomplish our core mission?” Extending from the core 
mission are the subgoals and specific objectives for a given 
period of time.

For example, the Edgemont Company (we have disguised 
this case) formed a task force to review all training and develop-
ment activities in the company and make recommendations  
for a coordinated training and development effort. The task  
force met and established its core mission: “The mission of this 
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task force is to ensure that the Edgemont Company has appro
priate and effective programs in management and organization 
development.”

Subgoals were then identified. The team agreed to try to 
accomplish the core mission by (1) reviewing all ongoing train-
ing and development programs; (2) assessing the effectiveness of 
these programs; (3) determining if there were any overlaps or 
major gaps in training and development; (4) constructing a 
model of an effective program; (5) making recommendations to 
the executive committee as to the type of program needed; (6) 
assisting, if needed, in implementation of the recommendations; 
and (7) assisting in evaluating the consequences or results of the 
implemented recommendations.

Once the core mission and specified subgoals have been set, 
the task force can make specific assignments to its members.

Step 4: Formulating Operating Guidelines

The new team needs to establish guidelines for how it will work. 
Provisions also need to be formulated for changing the guidelines 
if they prove to be dysfunctional or inappropriate as condi-
tions change. The guidelines should clarify actions and roles and 
reduce any ambiguity or mixed expectations of people as to how 
things ought to function, which is the basis of a great deal of 
conflict in a working group. The following questions indicate 
some of the areas for which guidelines may be useful.

How Will We Make Decisions?  It is useful for the new 
team to talk about its decision-making procedures. Do members 
want to make all decisions by majority vote or team consensus, 
or do they want to leave some decisions to subgroups that are 
assigned to do the work?

If the group opts to make decisions by consensus, all should 
realize that this does not mean unanimity (everyone thinking 
alike). A consensus is a decision hammered out by permitting 
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everyone to participate. Consensus is reached after discussion, 
give-and-take, and compromise—when people can honestly say, 
“This is a sound decision—one that I am willing to support and 
implement. It is not exactly what I personally want, but given 
the range of opinions, the time factor, and the kinds of personali-
ties involved, it is a good working decision.”

Unless everyone can take that position, a consensus has  
not been reached. Discussion would need to continue, and  
adjustments or compromises or new alternatives would have to  
be explored until a solution is found that results in team 
consensus.

What Will Be Our Basic Method for Work?  The team 
should decide what it feels will be the most efficient way to get 
work done. Should the total group consider all items? Should 
people do individual work that is then submitted to the group? 
Or should subcommittees do the initial work? All of these 
methods may be used, depending on the nature of the work to 
be done. However, the method of work should be decided at the 
outset.

How Do We Make Sure That Everyone Gets a Chance to 
Discuss Issues or Raise Concerns?  If a team is to be effective, 
members need to feel that they can discuss and have others 
consider the issues or concerns they deem important. How will 
the team ensure this condition? It may be agreed that any 
members can put any item of concern on the agenda for the next 
meeting. An open meeting might be scheduled periodically to 
allow discussion of any topic or issue. Time could be reserved at 
the end of certain meetings for an open discussion. Members 
could be asked to distribute a memo or e-mail identifying the 
issue they want discussed.

How Will We Resolve Differences?  Any working group will 
have times when individuals or subgroups disagree. If not handled 
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or managed, disagreements can, at the least, waste time and may 
even split the group into warring factions.

A guideline for dealing with differences can be useful. If two 
people or subgroups disagree, it may be more useful to have a 
guideline stating that they get together (sometimes with a media-
tor) outside the meeting of the whole group to work out their 
differences rather than holding up the work of the entire team. 
A third person or subunit could be appointed to listen to both 
sides of the issues and recommend possible compromises or new 
alternatives. Time limits for the open discussion of differences 
might expedite reaching a conclusion (or might be a frustrating 
hindrance). A majority voting procedure might be appropriate if 
the group can honestly adopt a “loyal opposition” position that 
allows the people the right to disagree or vote differently but still 
support and implement actions. Whatever the method for dis-
cussing, understanding, and resolving issues, a guideline will 
provide a beginning for coping with the sensitive problem of 
differences that may occur.

How Will We Ensure Completion of Work?  One of the 
major problems in working in groups (particularly of a committee 
or a task force) is the frustrating experience of some people 
coming unprepared or failing to complete assignments. How can 
the team face that issue constructively?

The guidelines may state that no one will be given or will 
accept an assignment if the person honestly knows that he or she 
will not invest an appropriate amount of energy in its prepara-
tion. This means that there must be a realistic level of priority 
building and a climate of trust so that people will feel free to 
state their honest preferences and reactions to assignments. This 
guideline may outline a procedure for having the chairperson or 
other designated leader remind everyone with an assignment 
(typically by e-mail) at a suitable time prior to the next meeting. 
An action summary of every meeting will clearly identify all 
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assignments and dates for report and completion, as illustrated 
in table 11.1.

The action summary can be used in place of or in addition 
to regular narrative minutes, but it should clearly pinpoint assign-
ments and times for completion. The guideline may suggest an 
appropriate action, such as a personal visit by the chairperson, a 
report and explanation to the committee, or some other review 
mechanism, if a person fails to complete an assignment.

How Will We Change Things That Are Not Producing 
Results?  There should be some guidelines for reviewing the way 
the committee or team has been working and a method for 
making changes when guidelines or procedures or even people 
in certain positions are no longer achieving results. This guide-
line may suggest a periodic evaluation session at which the team 
honestly looks at its own work, reviews its successes and failures, 
and asks, “What changes would make the team more effective?” 
If team guidelines have been operating effectively, many issues 
will have been covered, but the team may need to agree on a 
periodic review and evaluation meeting or may decide that any 
person may call for such a meeting when he or she feels that 
conditions warrant it.

Table 11.1 Action Summary for Tracking Assignments

Decision
Who Is to Do 

What
Date for 

Completion
Date to Report 

Progress

1. A training 
seminar for all 
supervisors will be 
held on June 15.

1. John Hicks 
will make all 
physical 
arrangements.

June 10 Next 
meeting—
May 20

2. Ann Stewart 
will contact the 
three possible 
resource people.

May 24 Next 
meeting—
May 20
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In Summary

Managing a temporary team creates certain challenges for such 
a team given the short time frame in which it has to do its work. 
Upfront planning and sharing of expectations are often the keys 
to successful temporary teams. The team also needs to set clear 
priorities and goals, establish operating guidelines for how to 
make decisions, keep the work on schedule, solve problems, and 
keep key stakeholders informed.

Again, the success of such a meeting depends on members’ 
feeling free to express their honest views about the team’s effec-
tiveness and to make recommendations for improvement. A 
fearful, defensive group will find it difficult to plan useful changes. 
Temporary teams that are functioning poorly may also decide to 
engage in more extensive team-building activities by using one 
of the designs outlined in chapter 6.

How Can We Keep Key Stakeholders Informed?  The tem-
porary team should generate a list of key stakeholders—senior 
managers, department heads, clients, and so on—who will pass 
judgment on the team’s final product. Next to each name on 
the list, the team should note when the stakeholder needs to 
be informed of a team decision or activity or whether the stake-
holder must approve the decision or activity. In this way, as the 
team sets out a timetable for its work, it can identify when to 
get stakeholders involved at appropriate milestones to ensure 
their support and avoid an unpleasant surprise like the one 
experienced by the college curriculum committee described 
earlier.
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CREATING EFFECTIVE 
CROSS-CULTURAL TEAMS

One of the more dramatic changes in teams in recent years has 
been the increasing number of them composed of members from 
different cultural backgrounds. Various studies of cross-cultural 
teams present contradictory findings. Some studies indicate that 
cross-cultural teams can be highly creative and high performing, 
while others show that such teams have significant conflicts and 
low performance.1 When a team is composed of individuals who 
have different norms, values, language, and experiences, the like-
lihood of creative problem solving is enhanced, but the chances 
for misunderstandings, mistrust, and miscommunication also 
increase.

Because members of a cross-cultural team may lack specific 
information about each other, they often form stereotypical 
expectations of each team member based on their prior experi-
ence or history with people from that particular country,  
ethnicity, or culture of origin. For example, because Javier is from 
Mexico or Jean François is from France, team members will 
expect them to behave according to the stereotypes they have 
of people from Mexico or France. Such stereotypes often under-
mine the team’s ability to perform at a high level since they 
create the mismatched expectations and unwanted conflicts that 
were discussed in chapter 7.

One senior executive in discussing cross-cultural teams in his 
organization said: “In my company, we are having great difficul-
ties with such groups. We’ve had strategic plans suffer and careers 
derail because of complications arising from multinational groups. 
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Just last month we killed a global product development project 
because the team had taken so long that the competition had 
already sewn up the market.”2

In order to better understand how to create and manage 
effective cross-cultural teams, we examine in this chapter what 
culture is and how it influences team performance, along with 
how team leaders can use the Four Cs of team performance to 
improve the performance of cross-cultural teams.

What Is Culture?

In any discussion of cross-cultural teams, the team and team 
leader need to have a basic understanding of culture in order to 
identify potential cultural problems in working together as a 
team. Culture is often thought of as being monolithic—for 
example, American versus Japanese cultures—but there are also 
ethnic cultures, regional cultures, organizational cultures, and 
even team and family cultures. And we sometimes find greater 
cultural differences between groups within nations rather than 
between nations. Thus, we are not just focusing on teams com-
posed of individuals from different countries, but any team with 
individuals who come from significantly different cultural back-
grounds. Our focus is especially on teams whose members have 
not been exposed to the cultural backgrounds of the other 
members of the team. We define culture as socially acquired and 
shared rules of conduct that are manifested in a group’s artifacts, 
norms, values, and assumptions.3 We’ll discuss each of these four 
levels of culture in turn.

Cultural Artifacts

Artifacts are the tangible aspects of culture—the behaviors, lan-
guage, dress, and other overt manifestations of cultural rules. 
These are the things we can see, hear, or touch and reflect a 
group’s rules of conduct. For example, when entering a tradi-
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tional Japanese home, a visitor will slide open the door, step into 
the genkan (the area where family members and visitors leave 
their shoes), and then yell into the home, “Gomen kudasai” 
(“Please excuse my interruption”). The alerted homeowner will 
then go to the genkan to greet the guest.

In the United States, if someone were to open a homeowner’s 
front door, walk in, and start calling out, they might be greeted 
with a hail of bullets. Entering a Japanese home manifests certain 
physical artifacts (the door and the genkan), a behavioral artifact 
(opening the door and walking in), and a verbal artifact (calling 
out, “Gomen kudasai) that reflect a cultural rule in Japan: it’s 
acceptable to open the door, walk into the genkan, and yell a 
greeting. In the United States and many other countries, this 
would be deemed unacceptable behavior.

Cultural Norms

Cultural norms are the rules that are reflected in a group’s cul-
tural artifacts and used by individuals to act appropriately in 
specific situations. For example, in the United States, we com-
monly greet a new person by shaking his or her hand. In a similar 
situation in Japan, one would bow when greeting and not shake 
hands.

These situation-specific rules or norms guide team behaviors 
such as where team members sit, who calls a team meeting to 
order, how a disagreement is handled, and so forth. Of course, 
there can be some variance in what might be considered appro-
priate behavior in a specific situation. For example, a professor 
teaching a class may decide to sit in a chair and teach the class, 
may walk back and forth in front of the class while lecturing, or 
stand behind a podium—all behaviors that most people would 
deem acceptable and consistent with norms around appropriate 
teaching behavior for a professor. But if the professor decided to 
teach a class while lying down on the floor in the middle of the 
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classroom, the students would recognize this behavior as incon-
sistent with the rules that are supposed to govern appropriate 
behavior for a professor while teaching (and they also might want 
to find the professor a good therapist).

Similarly, in the United States, students at the college level 
typically feel comfortable, and may even be encouraged, to ques-
tion what the professor has said. However, in South Korea and 
Japan, among some others, it would not be appropriate—and in 
fact would be viewed as disrespectful—if students openly ques-
tioned what the professor said in class. These norms may be 
unwritten and tacit in nature, or rules could be written down and 
codified by a group in a formal procedures manual.

Cultural Values

Cultural values are more general rules that represent the collec-
tive feelings of a group about what’s good, proper, valuable, and 
right. Unlike norms, values are broader rules that can be found 
across various situations. These values may be articulated in 
statements of philosophy or beliefs. For example, the Scout Law 
of the Boy Scouts states that a boy scout is “trustworthy, loyal, 
helpful, friendly, courteous, kind, obedient, cheerful, thrifty, 
brave, clean, and reverent.” The notion behind this statement 
of values is that a boy scout will follow and apply these values 
(rules) in a variety of situations.

Similarly, IDEO, the highly successful innovation design 
firm, has its values plastered all over the walls: “One conversation 
at a time,” “Encourage wild ideas,” “Fail soon to succeed sooner.” 
These values encourage individuals at IDEO to engage in these 
behaviors, thereby creating a culture of innovation. One organi-
zation that we worked with had a phrase that management  
commonly used: “Do what’s right.” The story accompanying this 
phrase was of a manager who didn’t know the right course of 
action to take, so he asked his boss what to do. The boss listened 
carefully and then said: “You’ve thought this through; now do 
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what you think is right.” The manager wanted more direction, 
so he went to a number of other higher-level managers for more 
direction on what to do. In each case, they told him to “do what’s 
right.” Finally, the manager found himself in the company presi-
dent’s office asking for direction and got the same answer: “Do 
what’s right.”

The value expressed in “do what’s right” is that your superiors 
should not be expected to give you the answers to all your ques-
tions. You should study the problem and then take action rather 
than waiting for your superiors to tell you what to do. This value, 
which was used in a variety of situations, encouraged innovation 
and creativity in the organization and was a large part of the 
company’s success.

Shared Assumptions

Assumptions are the basic beliefs that underlie artifacts, norms, 
and values. These are the fundamental beliefs about whether 
people can be trusted, the nature of relationships, the nature of 
the world around us, and so forth. Hofstede identified four  
basic assumptions along which country cultures tend to differ: 
individualism versus collectivism, power distance, uncertainty 
avoidance, and task or relationship (long term versus short term) 
orientation.4 Table 12.1 briefly explains these dimensions and 
identifies some of the potential issues that may arise in multicul-
tural teams.

Since such assumptions are often tacit and not articulated  
by members of a particular cultural group, they generally must 
be inferred as we look at a group’s artifacts, norms, and values. 
For example, when examining the culture of a classroom in the 
United States, we generally see certain artifacts: students are 
seated, they raise their hands, the teacher is speaking more often 
than anyone else, and students tend to focus their attention on 
the teacher. Certain norms such as raising one’s hand when a 
student has a question or broader values of respect and order may 
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be a part of the classroom culture. This classroom culture reflects 
the basic assumptions that the teacher knows more than the 
student, and the teacher has the power to reward or punish stu-
dents (by giving grades). These assumptions form the foundation 
for the artifacts, norms, and values in the class.

Of course, there can be some variance in classroom cultures 
depending on whether the teacher assumes the students can be 
trusted to read the material and do the assignments and whether 
the class assumes that learning can come from others in the class, 
not just the teacher. For example, if the assumption of a class was 
that no one knew more than anyone else, then the class would 
likely rotate who would teach and the class members might set 
their chairs in a circle (rather than the standard format) so that 
all could participate equally. Assumptions are the underlying 
drivers of the more overt artifacts, norms, and values.

Using the Four Cs in Cross-Cultural Teams

This discussion of culture helps to clarify why cross-cultural 
teams often have difficulty. First, people from different cultures 
interpret artifacts differently. From one cultural perspective, a 
certain act, a word, or an object may be entirely appropriate, but 
from another cultural perspective, it may be highly offensive. 
Furthermore, team members from different cultures often have 
norms, values, and assumptions that are different, thus leading 
to miscommunication and conflict. To remedy these problems, 
we find that using the Four Cs of team performance can help to 
ensure the success of a cross-cultural team.

Context

Creating the right context for a cross-cultural team is critical. 
Significant upfront, face-to-face time needs to be spent to help 
the team succeed. The agenda for the initial team meeting should 
be similar to that for temporary teams described in chapter 11. 
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The team members need to discuss the importance and priority 
of the team; share their expectations for the team; clarify the 
goals of the team; and formulate operating guidelines for issues 
regarding decision making, work assignments, raising concerns, 
resolving conflicts, and so forth. Also, the discussion in chapter 
7 on team diversity suggests some agenda items for an initial 
meeting for a cross-cultural team.

To help build mutual trust and understanding, some cross-
cultural teams have found it valuable to administer an online 
version of the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, the widely used  
personality assessment tool that places people in one of four 
personality dimensions. (See humanmetrics.com for an online 
version of the test.) All team members should understand what 
each member brings to the team. At the team kickoff meeting, 
the team can review each team member’s personality profile and 
background, and the team leader can encourage members to 
share some information about their country, culture, or personal 
background that might be useful knowledge for other team 
members. It sometimes helps if team members agree to remind 
each other of their own personality styles when they speak. For 
example, someone from a culture that values verbal expression 
might say, “As you know, I tend to think out loud,” or, “Please 
remind me not to take up too much airtime.” These kinds of 
conversations prove to be invaluable for helping team members 
view each other as individuals. Naturally this is critical to the 
formation of trust among team members.

Another way to build trust and mutual understanding is 
through a teamwork activity as part of the team’s first meeting. 
One such activity is the “desert survival” activity, in which  
the team must work together to figure out how to survive in the 
desert. Try to make the activity fun, interesting, and interactive 
rather than competitive.

After the exercise, the team leader should consider asking 
team members to say something about their country and culture 
and how it tends to influence their work style. Team members 

http://humanmetrics.com
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can use concrete examples from the exercise just completed to 
help others understand their approach to teamwork and problem 
solving. At the end of the exercise, each team member could list 
on a whiteboard some of the questions, puzzles, or conflicts they 
had with other team members. The team could then explore how 
to help each team member understand what cultural rules (or 
other factors) may have caused the discomfort and discuss what 
be done in the future to avoid such problems.

Another approach to clarify cultural differences would be to 
have the team engage in an appreciative inquiry team exercise 
described in chapter 6. As team members describe their most 
productive team experiences and the role they played on the 
team, cultural differences can be identified and clarified by team 
members whose experience in productive teams may be quite 
different. We often see individuals from Asian countries describe 
their successful teams as ones where the team leader makes most 
of the decisions and there are clear roles and assignments. Ameri-
cans, in contrast, often cite teams where there was a lot of 
freedom and little structure as being their best team experience. 
Such differences in expectations need to be reconciled for a 
cross-cultural team to perform effectively.

Composition

Creating a successful cross-cultural team requires several impor-
tant things regarding the composition of the team. First, the team 
leader needs to be sensitive to cultural differences and attuned 
to the fact that his or her own cultural values may be inconsistent 
with those of other members of the team. Second, team members 
should be selected on the basis of their ability to share a common 
language. Certainly it’s possible to use interpreters, but the 
process can be slow and unwieldy. Case studies have shown that 
inadequate proficiency in a common language can be a serious 
problem, and those who are less proficient are often deemed by 
team members to be less competent and thus less able to con-
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tribute to the team.5 Thus, clarifying what language will be the 
primary language for the team—Chinese, French, English, or 
something else—and making sure each team member is profi-
cient in the language is important. If the team leader and other 
team members are multilingual, so much the better, for they  
can help clarify misunderstandings that may occur. Furthermore, 
finding team members who have lived and worked in other 
countries or have previously worked on cross-cultural teams is 
often important for team success.

Competencies

One of the advantages of cross-cultural teams is that team 
members bring a diverse set of experiences, values, and beliefs 
that can be helpful to team performance. In some sense, the 
cross-cultural team gives the team the opportunity to create a 
unique culture, composed of cultural rules that fit the particular 
task of the team. Early on in the team’s development, the team 
leader should lead a discussion of each of the competencies listed 
in chapter 4 and discuss how each team member feels such com-
petencies might be developed in the team.

A discussion of these competencies also creates opportunities 
to talk about and clarify cultural differences. For example, a 
discussion in the team regarding how a team meeting should be 
run would likely raise a number of important issues to be resolved 
as team members from different cultures who have experienced 
different meeting styles begin to work together. Moreover, the 
focus on developing these competencies needs to be done early 
on in the development of the team. Goodman emphasizes the 
importance of early, competency-building activities on cross-
cultural teams: “Those who work on global teams need to go 
through a cross-cultural teambuilding program in the formative 
stages of team development to avoid misunderstandings and to 
establish team trust. It is critical that team members explore the 
cultural nuances that often undermine global team effectiveness. 
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This includes: team members’ mutual perceptions; setting global 
standards of roles, responsibility, and accountability; leadership 
and management styles; discussion of virtual and face-to-face 
communication styles; and the development of a communication 
plan. Other relevant topics to be covered should include the 
cultural tendencies of all relevant countries and how these impact 
teamwork.”6 A wise leader of a cross-cultural team will help the 
team develop such competencies before launching into signifi-
cant work by the team and will typically need to spend significant 
one-on-one time with team members as they may have issues and 
concerns that they are unwilling to share with the team; more-
over, the team leader can help interpret the issues and dynamics 
of the team to team members individually.

Change

Early in their development, cross-cultural teams need to regu-
larly assess how they are performing and make any needed course 
corrections. This could be as simple as taking time after each 
meeting to critique the meeting’s effectiveness or having a 
weekly or biweekly start-stop-continue team-building session to 
identify problems on the team. Role clarification can also be  
a useful team-building activity before the team begins its work 
and, more important, a few weeks after the team has been 
working together.

How to Manage Violated Expectations  
in Cross-Cultural Teams

Violated expectations as a result of different cultural rules are 
often the cause of conflict in cross-cultural teams. In chapter 7 
we suggested that such unmet expectations need to be managed 
effectively for a team to succeed. In the case of cross-cultural 
teams, there are three primary ways that expectations tend to be 
violated:
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•	 Communication behaviors
•	 Decision-making processes
•	 Conflict resolution behaviors and processes

Communication behaviors are the typical behaviors of team 
members for communicating and achieving the team goals. The 
specific potential areas of conflict include how quickly to respond 
to other team member requests, what communication vehicle to 
use for different types of information, and how to communicate 
sensitive information. It is important for the team to establish 
expectations at the beginning of the project with regard to these 
issues. Otherwise, it is easy for conflict to arise when communica-
tion norms or expectations are violated. It is not unusual for team 
members to have different expectations with regard to how 
quickly to respond to a particular request from another team 
member.

In one cross-cultural team, the leader had a team member 
who stopped communicating for three weeks. The leader sent 
repeated e-mails requesting information, to which the member 
did not reply. Rather than get angry at him, thinking maybe 
there were extenuating circumstances, the team leader con-
sciously made an effort to keep the lines of communication open. 
She telephoned him and said, “Please tell me if I have offended 
you.” He said, “Well I’m a Yorkshire man, and we go quiet when 
we are thinking.” The team leader was astounded. She felt like 
saying, “I don’t care if you come from Mars, I need the stuff.” 
However, using proper restraint, she thanked him for explaining 
and then described her expectations of him with regard to com-
municating with her. But she also asked him what he expected 
from her, which opened the door for a mutual sharing of 
expectations.7

This team leader realized that it would have been helpful if 
she had established expectations clearly at the beginning of  
team formation that members should expect to respond to each  
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others’ e-mails or requests within a specific time period (within 
one week is a typical expectation unless the nature of the task 
requires faster—or allows for slower—responses).

A second area for which it is important to establish expecta-
tions is decision-making processes. It is important for all team 
members to clearly understand how decisions will be made, as 
well as their role in the process. In some cultures and organiza-
tions, the leader of the team usually makes the decision after 
listening to the issues that team members raise. In more collec-
tivist and egalitarian decision-making cultures, decisions are 
made by consensus after a series of discussions between team 
members. The team leader plays an important facilitator role in 
this process, ensuring that all voices are listened to and that the 
team comes to an agreement on a decision. It is often helpful at 
the beginning of the project for the team to discuss and agree  
on the processes that will be used for decision making. It is espe-
cially important to anticipate how final decisions will be made 
if there is disagreement among the team as to what the decision 
should be.

A third area for which it is important to establish expecta-
tions is conflict resolution behaviors and processes. The basic 
idea is to establish some ground rules in case of disagreements 
among team members or with the team leader with regard to how 
those differences of opinion will be handled and resolved. Some 
individuals feel perfectly comfortable expressing differences of 
opinion with other members of the team and engaging in direct 
disagreements and dialogue with regard to those disagreements. 
Others feel very uncomfortable openly disagreeing with other 
members of a team and prefer to use more subtle processes for 
expressing disagreements. For example, in the United States, 
individuals tend to prefer to confront a problem directly with 
another individual, even if it is the team leader. In most Asian 
cultures, direct confrontation is avoided at all costs. When a 
subordinate wants to give feedback to a boss, this is typically 
done only in a roundabout way through the grapevine (other 
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members of the team), usually when the team is out at night 
together drinking. This allows conflicts to be resolved in more 
subtle, informal ways without direct confrontation during team 
meetings or discussions.

Again it is extremely helpful if the team leader can establish 
expectations and ground rules at the time the team is formed. A 
role clarification exercise (as described in chapter 7) may be a 
useful way for team members to share what they expect from 
themselves and other team members. The team-building ac
tivities on setting priorities and expectations for temporary 
teams found in chapter 11 also can be a useful starting point. By 
acknowledging that disagreements will arise among team mem-
bers, the team leader can legitimize that it is okay to disagree as 
team members work together to achieve team goals. However, 
these disagreements need to be managed carefully so as not to 
result in resentful feelings among team members.
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In Summary

Cross-cultural teams will continue to be an increasing part of 
organizations. Moreover, to avoid the problems that are inherent 
when team members come from different cultural backgrounds 
with different cultural rules, it is important to pay attention to 
the team context, composition, competencies, and change. Time 
is needed at the start to create the context for discussing  
and clarifying cultural differences among team members, team 
members should be able to communicate proficiently in the 
language of the team, and ideally they should have had some 
experience in working with individuals from different cultures. 
The team should work through the list of team competencies to 
create their own, unique culture as they work together. And the 
cross-cultural team should engage in regular team-building 
activities to make sure that it is not going off course and that any 
cultural misunderstandings are addressed and clarified.

By so doing, members of cross-cultural teams might find out 
that they are not so different from each other. Remember the 
differences between Americans and Japanese when entering a 
home that we described at the start of the chapter? It just so 
happens that the underlying rule is the same in both cultures: no 
one can enter another’s house without permission. However, in 
Japan, a guest who is standing inside the door but still in the 
genkan is considered to be outside the house. In the United 
States, the moment a visitor enters the door, he or she is inside 
another’s home.
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13

HIGH-PERFORMING  
VIRTUAL TEAMS

A decade ago, virtual team were rare. Today they are common-
place. What changed? First, companies are increasingly global, 
with office locations in numerous countries, which means that 
many teams cannot be colocated. Second, advances in commu-
nication technology have dramatically lowered the costs of  
coordinating across distances, thereby making it more cost-
effective to create and manage virtual teams. Finally, companies 
face increasingly complex business problems that require the 
contributions of people with varied knowledge who reside in 
different locations and time zones. Research by the Gartner 
group has shown that in the future, more employees will be 
spending their time working on virtual teams than ever before.1 
This trend suggests that a company’s ability to manage virtual 
teams effectively will be critical to success.

In this chapter, we address important questions on how to 
manage virtual teams effectively:

•	 How does a virtual team differ from a traditional team?
•	 What are the common problems of managing virtual 

teams?
•	 How do you do team-building in a virtual team?
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How Virtual Teams Differ from Traditional Teams

Virtual teams differ from traditional teams in at least three ways:

1.	 Greater diversity in work norms and expectations

2.	 Greater reliance on technology as a vehicle for 
communication

3.	 Greater demands on the team leader

Unlike traditional colocated teams, virtual teams are assem-
bled with individuals from different locations with much greater 
diversity of cultures, languages, and business functions (e.g., sales 
and engineering). Because a virtual team is typically composed 
of members with much greater individual diversity, there is much 
greater diversity in team work norms and expectations. Naturally 
this is more likely to lead to group conflict (see chapters 7 and 
12 on the problems and strengths of diversity and cultural 
differences).

To illustrate, when Daimler-Benz merged with Chrysler in 
1998, it was necessary for the two companies to create a variety 
of integration teams with executives from Daimler in Germany 
working with executives from Chrysler in the United States. It 
should come as no surprise that these teams faced numerous  
difficulties integrating operations because Chrysler and Daimler-
Benz had different corporate cultures that were reflective of their 
country cultures. A senior DaimlerChrysler executive (an Amer-
ican from Chrysler) claimed that the joint DaimlerChrysler 
teams faced significant conflicts and challenges as a result of dif-
ferences in work norms and expectations. He described these 
differences to us using the following analogy.

Our different approaches to problem solving are illustrated by how 
we would each respond to opening a new board game at 
Christmas. The Americans at Chrysler would open the game, and 
while someone started reading through the instructions, the others 
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would set up the board and the game pieces. After getting about 
halfway through the instructions, the group, eager to get started, 
would decide to start play and then figure out the game as they 
went along. In contrast, the Germans at Daimler would open the 
game and before setting up the board, they would carefully read all 
of the instructions at least once and carefully examine the board 
and game pieces. Then, after running some simulation games for a 
couple of days, they would be ready to start play.

This quote illustrates how very different the work norms 
and expectations were at Daimler-Benz and Chrysler. The 
obsession of Daimler’s engineers for detail and careful upfront 
planning clashed with the desire of Chrysler’s engineers to jump 
quickly into a problem and figure it out as they went along. 
Differences in language and time zones exacerbated the com-
munication problems associated with managing the differing 
work norms and expectations that existed on these virtual  
integration teams. Not surprisingly, these teams experienced 
tremendous conflicts due to violated expectations that contrib-
uted to the exodus of many former top Chrysler executives 
within a year of the merger.

The second major difference between virtual and traditional 
teams is that virtual teams cannot rely on face-to-face meetings 
and must communicate using a much wider variety of technolo-
gies. The members of a virtual team can choose from a range of 
communication technologies to coordinate team activities, 
including e-mail, electronic displays or whiteboards, bulletin 
boards or web pages (including team calendars and chat rooms), 
teleconference (audio or video), or multipoint multimedia tech-
nology (a combination of full-motion video, whiteboard, and 
audio links).

Naturally the potential for miscommunication is much 
greater when team members do not meet face-to-face and  
must rely on electronic technologies to communicate. Moreover,  
the fact that all team members must be trained on all available 
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communication technologies presents additional challenges to 
the virtual team. Not only must team members know how to  
use the various technologies; but they must also know when a 
particular communication technology is appropriate for a par-
ticular task. For example, e-mail and web pages are good for 
exchanging data and revising work plans and documents, whereas 
multipoint multimedia technology (videoconference with white-
board) is best for brainstorming, debating options, drawing con-
cepts, or displaying and diagramming complex data.

By now it should be somewhat obvious that the demands on 
the team leader are much greater on a virtual team. In addition 
to the team leader skills described in chapter 4, virtual team 
leaders must have enough cross-cultural and cross-functional 
experience to be aware of potential conflicts in work norms and 
expectations. Moreover, they not only must be aware of the areas 
of potential conflict but must also educate team members with 
regard to these differences and help the team establish a set of 
commonly understood and agreed-on work norms and expecta-
tions. Team leaders must also be proficient with the use of a 
variety of communication technologies, knowing how to use 
them all and when to use which technology. In addition, they 
must put in extra time preparing, and making sure team members 
are prepared for, team meetings so that team interactions can be 
as productive as possible. Finally, they must communicate fre-
quently on an individual basis with each team member. These 
side conversations are critical to resolving disagreements, nego-
tiating compromises, and making sure each member feels under-
stood and heard by the leader.

Common Problems in Virtual Teams

We have found three common problems that afflict virtual teams 
more than colocated teams. The first problem of violated expec-
tations and misunderstandings that can occur when individuals 
from different cultural backgrounds work together was discussed 
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in chapter 12. In this chapter, we examine two additional prob-
lems that virtual teams often face: a lack of training and effective 
use of communication technologies and the lack of effective 
team leadership.

Lack of Training and Effective Use  
of Communication Technologies

Virtual teams must communicate long distance, which means 
team members must understand how and when to use particular 
communication technologies. The majority of effective virtual 
teams use technology to simulate reality by creating virtual work 
spaces that are accessible to everyone at any time. These are 
more than networked drives with shared files. Rather they  
are work spaces where the group is reminded of its mission, work 
plan, decisions, and working documents.

A good example of a virtual team work space is one that was 
set up at Shell Chemicals by team leader Tom Coons, who led 
a project to develop a companywide cash-focused approach to 
financial management.2 The team’s virtual work space, essen-
tially a website accessed on an intranet, prominently displayed 
the project’s mission statement on its home page, as well as the 
photographs and names of team members in a clocklike arrange-
ment. The home page also had links to other tabs, or “walls,” 
each devoted to a particular aspect of the project. The tab 
labeled “people,” for instance, kept not only individuals’ contact 
information but also extensive profiles that included their 
accomplishments, areas of expertise, and interests, as well as 
information about other stakeholders. On a tab labeled “purpose” 
was a hierarchical listing of the mission statement, the goals, 
and the tasks for meeting the goals, indicating how close each 
task was to completion. The “meeting center” wall contained all 
the information needed to manage the teleconferences: notices 
of when they were being held, who was supposed to come, 
agendas, and minutes. Yet another wall displayed the team’s 
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entire work product, organized into clearly numbered versions, 
so that people would not inadvertently work on the wrong one. 
The team room kept information current, organized, and easily 
accessible. This type of virtual work space creates a team iden-
tity, generates commitment to the team, and helps the team stay 
organized.

The Shell team created these tools internally. But an increas-
ing number of collaboration tools like this are relatively  
inexpensive or even free. For example, Salesforce.com offers 
Chatter, software that creates collaboration tools for teams and 
organizations. Chatter takes the best of Facebook and Twitter 
and applies it to enterprise collaboration. It uses new ways of 
sharing information like “feeds” and “groups” so that without any 
effort, people can see what individuals and teams are focusing 
on, how projects are progressing, and what deals are closing. It 
can change the way teams collaborate on product development, 
customer acquisition, and content creation by making it easy for 
everyone to see what everyone else is doing. At companies using 
Chatter, e-mail inboxes have shrunk dramatically (by 43 percent 
at Salesforce.com) because the majority of communications are 
now status updates and feeds in Chatter. “Employees now follow 
accounts and updates are automatically broadcast to them in 
real-time via Chatter,” Salesforce.com founder Marc Benioff told 
us. “This is the true power of Chatter—bringing to light the most 
important people and ideas that move our companies forward. I 
call this social intelligence, and it’s giving everyone access to  
the people, the knowledge, and the insight they need to make a 
difference.”

Some studies have found that these types of virtual work 
spaces are far better than e-mail as a way to coordinate virtual 
teams.3 Indeed, many virtual teams have found that e-mail is a 
poor way for teams as a whole to collaborate. Trying to do the 
main work of the team through one-to-one exchanges between 
members can cause those not included to feel left out. To avoid 
this mistake, some teams have adopted the practice of copying 

http://Salesforce.com
http://Salesforce.com
http://Salesforce.com
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everyone on every e-mail exchange between members, and  
soon everyone in the team is drowning in messages. To cope, 
many team members simply resort to deleting the e-mail without 
reading it. Over time this can create significant communication 
problems among team members when some have communicated 
information that others have not read or understood. A virtual 
work space tends to be a far better way to organize team meetings 
and work. A key benefit of the virtual work space is that it main-
tains an ongoing record for the team that enables virtual team 
members to understand the context of information as they see 
other members sharing the information. It also keeps an ongoing 
record of decisions, tasks completed, and progress toward the 
team’s final deliverable.

A virtual work space helps the team members exchange data, 
revise working documents, and stay organized, but it is not the 
best method for coordinating more complex team interactions, 
such as brainstorming, debating and prioritizing options, or 
developing a common understanding of complex concepts, 
process flows, or scenarios. For these more complex tasks, the 
group must rely on audio- or videoconferences (table 13.1 pro-
vides a summary of the types of tasks virtual teams face and the 
communication methods available to the team).

Audioconferences are much better than e-mail, web pages, 
or bulletin boards for brainstorming, defining problems, prioritiz-
ing and voting on ideas, stating and discussing opinions, and 
reaching simple compromises. But audioconferences are also dif-
ficult to facilitate because the team leader must be very sensitive 
to not only what is being said but also how it is being said. 
Indeed, effective team leaders typically follow up with individual 
team members after the conference call to make sure they felt 
listened to and understood.

In some cases, the team members must discuss and debate 
complex concepts that may involve diagrams of process flows, 
sketches of products or blueprints, or other visual data. The more 
complex the task and the greater the interdependence of team 
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members, the more important it is to use videoconferencing 
technology such as Skype to simulate face-to-face interactions. 
For a simultaneous video- or audioconference, along with the 
ability to display data or graphics on a computer, WebEx confer-
encing has become a popular tool for coordinating the work of 
virtual teams. Finding the right technology for the job (task) that 
needs to be done by the team is critical for ensuring that a virtual 
team is completing its tasks as efficiently and effectively as 
possible.

Lack of Effective Team Leadership

The demands of managing a virtual team exceed the demands of 
traditional teams for the reasons described in the first section of 
this chapter. This means that the role of team leader is crucial 
and is much more challenging than this person’s role in tradi-
tional teams. Although team membership may be part time, team 
leadership is often more than full time. A rule of thumb that we 
suggest is that the team leader should allocate 50 percent more 
time to the project than he or she would be spending managing 
a colocated team working on a similar problem. There are two 
primary reasons that team leaders must spend significantly more 
time managing virtual teams. First, the team leader (or assistant) 
must organize all team meetings and team activities electroni-
cally. This tends to be more time intensive because these  
communications must be clearly spelled out, often through 
written communication.

Second, effective virtual team leaders have frequent phone 
conversations with individual members to probe into their real 
feelings, questions, and suggestions for more effective team func-
tioning. This gives the team leader an opportunity to keep his 
or her finger on the pulse of the team. Effective virtual team 
leaders know they must devote extra time to monitoring the 
morale of team members and concerns they may have with other 
team members or the team leader.
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Team Building in Virtual Teams

The logistics of managing a virtual team make traditional team-
building approaches somewhat more difficult to implement. 
However, there are several approaches to improving team per-
formance that virtual teams can use:

•	 Assess the context and composition of the team as the 
team is formed. To a large extent, the context of a virtual 
team is not particularly conducive to effective teamwork: 
the structure, communications networks, reward systems, 
and so on might not encourage collaboration. Moreover, 
individuals on virtual teams often have different cultural 
backgrounds that can make teamwork challenging. Thus, if 
possible, the team should engage in some of the 
development activities designed for cross-cultural teams 
described in chapter 12. By so doing, the team should be 
able to recognize the context barriers that could make 
teamwork difficult and develop plans of action to respond 
to those barriers. For example, the team might discover 
that it needs additional communications technologies listed 
in table 13.1 for it to communicate effectively and 
complete its work, and thus it might need to request those 
resources from senior management.

•	 The virtual team should periodically assess its performance 
by filling out the team-building checklist in chapter 5. Data 
from the checklist can then be shared with the team online 
or by videoconferencing, and the team can then identify 
the problems it faces.

•	 After identifying and prioritizing the team’s issues and 
problems, the team leader might select one of the team-
building techniques presented in previous chapters, 
recognizing that the format would likely need to be adapted 
to a virtual team (although we encourage face-to-face 
team-building sessions when possible). One exercise that is 
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likely to be helpful for a virtual team is role clarification. 
Before discussing team members’ roles, each team member 
should answer the six questions regarding his or her role 
and what help they might need and also might give to 
others on the team (see chapter 7). In summary, the 
questions are:

1.	 What do you feel the organization expects you to do in 
your job?

2.	 What do you actually do in your job?

3.	 What do you need to know about other people’s jobs 
that would help you do your work?

4.	 What do you think others should know about your job 
that would help them do their work?

5.	 What do you need others to do in order for you to do 
your job the way you would like?

6.	 What do others need you to do that would help them 
do their work?

The answers to these questions could be communicated by 
e-mail or some other electronic format. After receiving and 
reviewing the answers to these questions from other team 
members, the team can then interact via videoconferencing or 
some other online format to clarify roles and expectations and 
make agreements. Doing this or other exercises using technology 
is likely to take longer than it would for teams that can interact 
face-to-face. Thus, the team leader needs to make sure that 
enough time is set aside for the team to work through the exer-
cise successfully.
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In Summary

In today’s global economy, virtual teams are becoming a necessity 
for organizations to be competitive. Such teams can experience 
significant problems: lack of trust and commitment, conflicting 
expectations of the team members, poor communication and 
decision making, lack of training on communications tech
nologies, and lack of effective team leadership. Virtual teams  
may not function well for tasks (such as complex problems) that 
require highly interdependent relationships on the part of team 
members. Still, we have found that team leaders who under
stand the problems associated with managing virtual teams and 
use the strategies for team effectiveness and team building 
outlined in this chapter can indeed be successful in a virtual 
environment.
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14

MANAGING 
INTERORGANIZATIONAL 

ALLIANCE TEAMS

In one of his final articles, management guru Peter Drucker noted 
that “the greatest change in corporate culture—and in the way 
business is being conducted—may be the accelerating growth of 
relationships based not on ownership but on partnership; joint 
ventures; minority investments cementing a joint marketing 
agreement or an agreement to do joint research . . . alliances of 
all sorts.”1 Indeed, just as the growth in virtual teams has exploded, 
one of the most important trends in the global business environ­
ment over the past twenty years has been the explosion of  
alliances between companies. Consider the fact that the percent­
age of revenues derived from alliances from the top one thousand 
U.S. public corporations grew from 3 percent in 1975 to almost 
30 percent by 2000, an astounding growth rate that is expected 
to continue. Research suggests that within the top one thousand 
U.S. public corporations, alliances now account for roughly 35 
percent of revenues.2

The growth in alliances is driven by organizations that are 
outsourcing activities and focusing on a narrower set of core 
competencies as they team with other companies with comple­
mentary skills. This has been possible because advances in  
communication technologies have allowed more effective inter­
organizational coordination across firm boundaries. However, 
this has created a complicated situation in which two companies 
are trying to create synergies by combining their diverse skills. 
To achieve those synergies, the partnering organizations must 
create an interorganizational alliance team to coordinate the 
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efforts of both companies. Thus, these teams are being formed in 
greater numbers than ever before. The challenges that these 
teams face are formidable. Indeed, most studies on alliances show 
that 30 to 50 percent fail to meet the objectives outlined by the 
alliance team at the beginning of the alliance.3

Why the high failure rate? According to a Pricewaterhouse­
Coopers study of alliances in the pharmaceutical industry (mostly 
between large pharmaceutical companies and biotechnology 
companies), the top four reasons for alliance failure were (1) dif­
ferences in partner cultures, (2) incompatible partner objectives, 
(3) poor alliance leadership, and (4) poor integration processes.4 
Each of these is related to a failure in managing the alliance team 
rather than a “failure in technology” or “changes in the business 
environment” (two other top reasons), two factors that clearly 
can derail an alliance but are largely beyond the control of the 
partners. In short, the number one reason that alliances fail is an 
inability to manage the alliance team effectively.

In this chapter we address important questions related to how 
to manage alliance teams effectively:

•	 How does an alliance team differ from a traditional team?
•	 What are some processes that have been found to be 

effective in improving the functioning of alliance teams?
•	 How can team building be done on a regular basis to solve 

problems in the alliance team and keep the alliance on track?

How Alliance Teams Differ from Internal Teams

Alliance teams differ from typical internal teams in at least four 
important ways.

Organization Culture Clashes

The alliance team is composed of individuals from dissimilar 
organization cultures, meaning different contexts for teamwork 
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and the composition of team members. As a result, team members 
often have differing values and beliefs, and they come to the 
team with different norms regarding decision-making processes, 
communication, work styles, and reward systems. As a result, 
interorganizational teams face problems similar to those associ­
ated with culture clashes after an acquisition.

Lack of Trust

Alliance team members not only must worry about value  
creation (increasing the size of the pie) but must also simulta­
neously be concerned about value appropriation (making sure 
their company gets a fair share of the pie). Because each company 
is trying to appropriate maximum value from the relationship, 
the dynamic is that alliance team members feel that they must 
cooperate and compete at the same time. Building trust is more 
challenging because each company is trying to capture its fair 
share of the pie. As a result, coordination is more difficult to 
achieve because knowledge does not flow as freely between team 
members due to lack of trust and the wish to prevent undesirable 
spillover of knowledge or intellectual property.

Shared Decision Making

Alliance teams often have more than one level of management 
involved from each partner, and significant decisions typically 
must be approved by key decision makers within each partner 
organization, sometimes by those not part of the alliance team. 
Lack of complete control over decisions is a challenging dimen­
sion of alliance execution.

Team Size and Expertise Duplication

Alliance teams are often larger than an internal project team 
because functional expertise is often duplicated on alliance teams 
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to ensure that each partner’s knowledge is fully used in com­
pleting tasks and making decisions. For example, internal  
cross-functional teams typically include a representative from 
key functional areas such as research and development, engineer­
ing, manufacturing, logistics, marketing, sales and distribution, 
and so on. However, in most alliance teams, each partner wants 
a voice in the product development, marketing, distribution, 
pricing, and branding plans, so that they feel comfortable that 
the alliance plans fit their own company’s strategic objectives. 
As a result, there are often two people from marketing on the 
alliance team (one from each partner), two from logistics, two 
from research and development, and so on. Of course, some 
duplication is necessary in order to achieve the desired synergies 
and ensure that the alliance uses each partner’s expertise. But it 
also makes the team large, complicates communication, and 
often leads to conflicts due to differing perspectives across the 
partner organizations.

Managing Alliance Teams:  
Lessons from Eli Lilly and Company

Eli Lilly and Company is among a small number of companies 
that have distinguished themselves as leaders in the management 
of strategic alliances.5 Lilly has been featured in numerous arti­
cles and has received the Corporate Alliance Excellence Award 
from the Association of Strategic Alliance Professionals for 
having “achieved dramatic success in its alliance programs 
through excellent alliance management.”

Lilly has been engaged in alliances at least since the 1920s, 
when it began working with University of Toronto scientists 
Frederick Banting and Charles H. Best, who had isolated insulin 
and demonstrated its value in managing insulin-dependent dia­
betes. They identified the molecule; Lilly had the capabilities to 
optimize its production and market it. Since then, much of Lilly’s 
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success in diabetes care has been partnership based. For example, 
Genentech Inc. cloned and then licensed to Lilly recombinant 
human insulin (Humulin), which, with Lilly’s own modified 
analog molecule (Humalog), accounts now for almost 100 percent 
of Lilly’s total insulin sales.

In the mid-1990s, Lilly recognized that alliances with biotech 
companies would be critical to accessing a new pipeline of drugs. 
Consequently, in 1999 it established the Office of Alliance Man­
agement (OAM) and made a commitment to being the premier 
partner in the pharmaceutical industry.

During the due diligence visit to each potential partner, an 
OAM team member conducts a cultural assessment of the partner 
before the alliance is established. The team member also assigns 
an alliance manager to each newly formed alliance to act as an 
“honest broker” and help manage the complexities of the alli­
ance relationship (the alliance manager supports the alliance 
leader, the Lilly person who is responsible for managing the alli­
ance team with the partner’s alliance leader on a day-to-day 
basis). The OAM has developed a tool kit, or set of processes, 
specifically designed to help manage the idiosyncratic features of 
alliance teams. The alliance manager’s job is to become profi­
cient with that tool kit. In the following sections we describe 
some of the processes that have helped Lilly become a leader in 
managing alliance teams.

Cultural Assessment: The Due Diligence Team

After establishing hundreds of alliances, Lilly has learned that 
“differences in partner cultures are the number one reason for 
alliance failure.”6 As a result, after identifying potential partners, 
Lilly tries to assess whether they will be able to work together 
effectively on an interorganizational team.

Lilly has developed a process of sending a due diligence team 
to the potential alliance partner to do a systematic evaluation of 
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the partner’s assets, resources, and processes and to assess the 
partner’s culture. The team (between two and twenty people 
depending on the size and complexity of the partner) visits the 
potential partner for two to three days to assess the partner’s 
financial condition, information technology, research capabili­
ties, quality, health and safety record, and culture.

During the cultural assessment, the team examines the poten­
tial partner’s corporate values and expectations, organization 
structure, reward systems and incentives, leadership styles and 
decision-making processes, human interaction patterns, work 
practices, history of partnerships, and human resource manage­
ment practices. Lilly can identify potential areas of conflict if it 
can understand the following:

•	 Differences in corporate values, such as different priorities 
placed on growth, revenues, profitability, and  
innovation

•	 Differences in organization structure, such as whether the 
partner has a centralized or decentralized management 
approach

•	 Differences in decision-making styles, such as whether the 
partner values fast decision-making processes versus slower 
consensus-building processes or whether the partner values 
disagreement and debate

•	 Differences in leadership styles, such as whether the partner 
tends to rely on autocratic versus more nurturing leadership 
styles

•	 Differences in reward systems, such as whether the partner 
rewards high-performing employees with stock options or 
bonuses or promotions or bigger offices and titles

Nelson Sims, Lilly’s former executive director of the OAM, 
claims that the due diligence process and cultural evaluation is 
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used as both a screening mechanism and a valuable tool to assist 
Lilly in organizing, staffing, and governing the alliance team. 
States former Lilly alliance manager David Haase:

The assessment is extremely valuable in helping us to select a 
person to lead the alliance team. We want someone who we think 
can work well with the particular partner . . . In one case we found 
that a potential partner had a culture that fostered very quick 
decision making, which was not particularly compatible with  
our decision-making processes that tend to be slower. In this case, 
we were able to design the governance arrangement and structure 
to give more autonomy to our alliance leader, and to empower him 
to make quicker decisions.

In short, Lilly’s cultural assessment helps it understand why 
an alliance team may fail even before it is formed. By understand­
ing what factors may throw the team off track, it can educate 
team members so that they are aware of potential conflicts and 
can staff and govern the team in a way that will increase the 
probability that the team will work well together.

Strategic Futures Exercise

Once an alliance team is formed, Lilly conducts a strategic futures 
exercise to make sure all members of the alliance team are clear 
on the strategic intent of the alliance relationship. During this 
exercise, all team members have the opportunity to describe 
what they think are the key objectives of the alliance team. Each 
member responds to two questions:

•	 What specifically are the alliance team’s goals and 
objectives next year and three years from now?

•	 How does each team member prioritize those goals?
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After identifying and discussing the team’s goals, the team 
engages in a discussion to identify what they think will be the 
key barriers to achieving those goals. These could be technologi­
cal challenges, regulatory challenges, marketing or distribution 
challenges, or simply specific challenges associated with working 
together effectively. After identifying the key barriers, the team 
discusses strategies for overcoming those barriers. This discussion 
is critical because by anticipating the barriers to goal achieve­
ment and devising some initial strategies to respond to those 
barriers, the team is able to avoid the problems that often beset 
alliance teams early in the relationship. Moreover, this discussion 
helps the team identify the operating principles by which they 
are going to make the relationship work. Finally, this discussion 
helps build trust among team members by helping them see that 
they are committed to common goals.

Strategic Decision-Making Template

After completing the strategic futures exercise, Lilly’s alliance 
teams develop a decision-making template in a two-step process 
to assist the team with the intricacies of shared decision making:

1.	 Identify the key decisions or types of decisions that the 
team will need to make.

2.	 Identify which persons or organizational unit is responsible 
for making each type of decision (for example, steering 
committee, operating committee, task team, functional 
pairs of individuals).

The team usually starts by identifying the most important 
and challenging decisions and then works down to the less criti­
cal decisions. It then typically assigns responsibility for making 
those decisions to the cochairs of one of the alliance team’s three 
(sometimes more) decision-making units (steering committee, 
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operating committee, or task team) or to a functional pair of 
individuals. There should be clarity regarding who signs off on 
changes in the project budget or allocation of funds; who makes 
decisions about licensing jointly developed intellectual property; 
who makes decisions about product pricing; who decides on the 
wording, content, and timing of press releases; and so on:

•	 The steering committee is the highest-level decision-making 
body and typically comprises senior executives from both 
organizations. This committee signs off on the most critical 
strategic decisions, such as the project budget, capital 
investments, deployment of intellectual property, and the 
product development plan.

•	 The operating committee, a step below the steering 
committee, comprises senior managers from both sides who 
are involved in the day-to-day activities of the alliance. It 
typically is charged with making resource allocation and 
personnel decisions and approves specific work plans for 
the team.

•	 Task teams typically are subteams within the larger alliance 
team that are charged with performing specific tasks, such 
as developing the manufacturing, marketing, or distribution 
plans, or working with government bodies to get regulatory 
approval.

Finally, within the alliance team, Lilly typically forms func­
tional pairs, or individuals within the same function from both 
organizations who must make specific decisions about devel­
opment, marketing, distribution, manufacturing, finance, and  
so on.

It is often the case that the alliance team will form a func­
tional pair in marketing and give primary responsibility for key 
marketing activities to an individual at one of the partner orga­
nizations (the “lead”). This individual may then develop plans 
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to target specific decision makers with a particular marketing 
pitch through particular media. However, before making the final 
decisions with regard to the marketing plan, the individual must 
get the input and sign-off on these decisions from his or her 
“functional pair” from the partner organization. This is impor­
tant because the functional pair understands how marketing is 
done at the partner organization and will know whether the 
marketing plan is consistent with that company’s processes  
and values. Disagreements on decisions between functional pairs 
often are then elevated to a task team or operating committee 
level. Similarly, key disagreements at the operating commit­
tee level typically will be addressed by the steering committee.

When the strategic decision-making exercise is completed, 
the alliance team has tremendous clarity on what decisions need 
to be made, who will make the decisions, and what will happen 
if there is disagreement on a particular decision. Gary Stach, 
Lilly’s executive director of OAM, summed up the strategic 
decision-making process as follows: “So you basically just map 
out the decisions each level needs to make, gain alignment to 
make those decisions, put the boundaries on them, and then  
let the team do its work. Of course, that’s often a lot easier said 
than done.”

Communication and Work Planning Documents

In addition to creating a decision-making template, Lilly’s  
alliance team develops a communication and work planning 
document that (1) identifies each major task that the team needs 
to perform; (2) for each task, identifies who is responsible for 
doing the work, who is accountable for the end product, and who 
needs to be consulted or informed once the work is completed 
(Lilly refers to this as the “RACI process”); and (3) outlines the 
primary methods of communication, including the frequency of 
communication, among those who are responsible, accountable, 
or need to be consulted or informed.
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One of the unique features of alliance teams is that they  
often tend to be large, principally because functional expertise  
is duplicated within the team. As a result, it is easy for tasks  
to fall through the cracks (“I thought you were responsible for 
that task”) or for there to be a lack of communication among 
those who believe that they should be consulted or informed 
(“You should have consulted with me about those results; I could 
have told you a different way to interpret the data”). Lilly has 
found that the RACI work planning process is extremely  
effective at ensuring that work planning on alliance teams is 
done properly. States Lilly OAM alliance manager Michael 
Ransom:

The bottom line is that the RACI process is basically a way to 
divide and assign responsibilities for the work, and develop 
effective work processes. Who’s going to be responsible for doing 
the work? Who’s accountable for the end product? Who do you 
need to consult with, and then who needs to be informed once 
you get the work done? We’ve found this to be a very effective 
work-planning approach. The RACI process keeps all of the right 
people involved.

After going through the RACI process for each task, the 
team discusses and agrees on how and what kind of information 
they are going to share with each other. This is a practical way 
of deciding when to use e-mail, voice mail, videoconference, 
electronic data interchange, and face-to-face meetings (see 
chapter 13 on how virtual teams use technology to communi­
cate). Their goal is to make communication within the alliance 
team as open and transparent as possible. However, there is  
also the need for a common understanding of what kind of infor­
mation or technology is proprietary to a particular partner  
organization and will not be shared. This helps identify the 
boundaries of what information can, and cannot, be shared 
within the alliance team.
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Keeping the Alliance Team on Track:  
Annual Health Check

Lilly does regular team building on its alliance teams through a 
process it calls the “annual health check.” It has developed  
a proprietary survey to check the health of its alliance teams  
on an annual basis. The annual health check survey provides an 
understanding of how the alliance team is performing in terms 
of fit:

•	 Strategic fit between partners, including commitment of the 
partners, alignment of the partners’ objectives, and 
relationship qualities such as trust and fairness

•	 Operational fit, including attributes of effective organization 
and management, leadership, communication, and conflict 
management processes

•	 Cultural fit, including compatible values and ways of 
working together, especially ways appropriate to a 
knowledge industry

Lilly uses the health check survey to assess the relative health 
of its larger partnerships at a particular point in time. The survey 
captures the differences between the way that Lilly participants 
and partner participants on the alliance team view the partner­
ship in terms of how well the team is working together to achieve 
common goals.

Conceptually, the health check survey evaluates the degree 
to which the alliance team is succeeding on the broad categories 
of strategic fit, operational fit, and cultural fit. It then defines 
fourteen categories that underlie those macrodimensions. For 
strategic fit, the Lilly survey uses three categories to define the 
dimension: commitment, strategy, and trust and fairness. For 
operational fit, the survey uses eight categories: communication, 
conflict management, decision making, leadership, performance 
measurement, roles, skills and competence, and team coordina­
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tion. For cultural fit, the survey uses three categories: organiza­
tional values, knowledge management, and flexibility (see figure 
14.1). To measure each dimension, the instrument asks respon­
dents to rate their degree of agreement with specific statements 
or questions. For example, to measure commitment to the alli­
ance team, the survey questions focus on such things as each 
partner’s follow-through or understanding of the importance of 
the alliance for both companies. To measure knowledge manage­
ment, the questions probe respondents’ views on each partner’s 
knowledge sharing and use of learning practices. Finally, the 
survey asks a set of broad “outcome” and “satisfaction” questions 

Figure 14.1  Measuring Alliance Health
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to assess the extent to which respondents believe the alliance is 
achieving its goals and objectives.

Although the survey and the specific questions that Lilly asks 
are proprietary, we offer a sample of the types of questions that 
Lilly might ask in each category based on our understanding of 
alliance teams and the challenges they face in succeeding (see 
figure 14.2). The survey respondent is asked to indicate the 
extent to which he or she agrees with each statement. Once  
the data are gathered and analyzed, they are reported back to the 
alliance team by the alliance manager from the OAM, who 
facilitates a discussion of the results. The most useful report for 
Lilly is the “spider web” chart that graphs the findings for  
both Lilly and the partner on a circular grid. Using this graphic, 
Lilly and its alliance partner can easily see the categories  
that Lilly and the partner agree are strong, the categories both 
view as areas needing improvement, and categories that they 
evaluate differently—the gaps in perception. For example, in 
figure 14.1, at least 70 percent of the survey respondents at both 
Lilly and the partner give a favorable rating on skills and com­
petence (meaning 70 percent of the respondents agreed or 
strongly agreed with the survey items that assess the extent to 
which Lilly is bringing the necessary skills and competence to 
the alliance). Both also view “performance measurement” as a 
relatively weak area, giving it less than a 60 percent favorable 
rating. But they have clear differences on “commitment” and 
“flexibility,” with Lilly participants indicating that they think 
Lilly is quite committed and flexible, whereas the partner does 
not feel that Lilly is as committed and flexible. In this case, the 
gap in perception on commitment and flexibility would point to 
areas that would be addressed in the health check review session. 
Of course, “performance measurement” would also be addressed 
since both Lilly and the partner felt this was a problem area.

The survey is used when there are at least ten direct partici­
pants on the alliance team from both Lilly and the partner. That 
size ensures that the quantitative results will be meaningful. In 
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the case of alliances with fewer than ten team members from 
each partner in which a large-scale survey would not be statisti­
cally meaningful, Lilly has developed a focus group process that 
allows the alliance manager to probe into the same issues. The 
initial effort was to use the survey to evaluate only Lilly’s capa­
bilities and performance as a partner, since a major purpose of 
the health check is to make sure Lilly is being a good partner. 
But in many cases, the partner requested that its capabilities and 
performance in the alliance be included in the survey as well. 
More recently, the survey has been modified so that both com­
panies answer questions about the alliance and about the partner. 
The end result is the same. The survey helps pinpoint areas in 
which the alliance team can take steps to improve both the 
relationship and team performance.

Does the health check help build healthy alliance teams? 
Absolutely. Alliance partner respondents say that Lilly has sub­
stantially improved its ability to recognize and resolve team  
difficulties in the partnership at an early stage, before they 
become stumbling blocks. In some cases, Lilly found that it 
needed to replace its alliance leader. Former OAM executive 
director Sims said, “Through these assessments we found that 
we had to occasionally make some leadership changes. They 
were not bad leaders, just not a good fit with the particular 
alliance.” Alliance team failure, like a failed marriage, is often 
the culmination of a chain of events that eventually escalates 
toward the collapse of the relationship. The health check allows 
Lilly to send in a “marriage counselor”—in this case, the alli­
ance manager—to help get the relationship back on track before 
it ends in a messy divorce. Sometimes the health check session 
does not reveal any major problems but instead results in a 
simple improvement in the day-to-day working relationship. In 
other instances, the health check process directly improves 
project results and outcomes.

The case of an alliance with a small biotechnology company 
on the west coast of the United States illustrates how the health 
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Instructions: Respond to the following statements on a scale of 1 to 5: 
1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree; 4 = Agree; 
5 = Strongly Agree. 

Strategic Fit 

Commitment  

___1. Lilly is committing the resources necessary to make the alliance successful.  
___2. Lilly team members demonstrate their commitment to the alliance by following 

through on promises and commitments.  
___3. Lilly is highly committed to the alliance relationship.  

Strategy  

___1. The alliance has a well-defined strategy for achieving the desired outcomes for
both partners.  

Trust and Fairness  

___1. Lilly team members are willing to make adjustments in ways perceived as “fair”
by the alliance partner (Lilly is fair).  

___2. Lilly team members are trustworthy and would not take advantage of our firm
in this alliance relationship even if they had the chance (Lilly is trustworthy and
shows goodwill).

Operational Fit 
Communication  

___1. We are extremely satisfied with the communication processes that Lilly has
established to maintain effective communication with our firm.

___2. Lilly team members are open and transparent in their communications with our
firm.

Conflict Management  

___1. We are extremely satisfied with Lilly’s ability to resolve disputes or
disagreements that we have had during the alliance. 

___2. We frequently have conflicts and we are not effective at resolving those
disagreements.  

Decision Making  

___1. Lilly’s decision-making processes are efficient and timely.
___2. Lilly’s decision-making processes are effective.  
___3. The right people are always involved in making key decisions.

Performance Management  

___1. The alliance team has clear and measurable performance metrics.

Leadership  

___1. Lilly’s alliance leader is providing effective leadership for the alliance.

Roles

___1. Lilly is effectively fulfilling all of the obligations and the roles it was assigned at
the beginning of the alliance.  

Figure 14.2  Examples of Potential Survey Items for a 
Health Check Survey
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check survey uncovered a gap in communication and knowledge 
sharing within the alliance team. The members of the team 
found that the problems were created by the geographical  
distance between Lilly and the partner and by information  
bottlenecks. Key alliance members at Lilly and the partner sent 
electronic messages to each other but sometimes did not share 
those messages more broadly or in a timely way.

To solve the problem, the partnership added a new com­
munication tool to the alliance, a discussion database software  
application (much like the virtual work space described in 
chapter 13). The discussion database eliminates the gatekeeper 
role in the alliance and permits data to be shared in real time 

Cultural Fit
Organizational Values  

___1. Lilly team members behave in ways that reinforce Lilly’s espoused
organizational values.  

___2. We find that our organizational values frequently clash with Lilly’s
organizational values.  

Knowledge Management  

___1. Lilly team members quickly share whatever information and knowledge they
have to help the alliance achieve its objectives.  

___2. We trust that confidential knowledge and data shared with Lilly will be kept
confidential.

Flexibility  

___1. Lilly is very flexible and able to make quick adjustments when necessary.

Overall Success and Satisfaction  

___1. Overall, this alliance is on track to deliver significant value to our company.
___2. We are highly satisfied with the results of the alliance to date.  
___3. We are highly satisfied with Lilly as a partner. 

Skills and Competence  

___1. Lilly has shown that it is highly competent and has the skills necessary to
perform the tasks that it is responsible for completing.

Team Coordination  

___1. The alliance team is coordinating very effectively to achieve the alliance’s
goals.

Figure 14.2  (Continued)
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by all participants. For example, one alliance member can post 
a research result, and many people can read and comment on 
the results as well as any responses to the results. It has also 
increased the active engagement in the project of the scientists 
on both sides because the software gives them greater opportu­
nity to comment and provide suggestions for the project. Vid­
eoconferences between scientists are more productive because 
the scientists now immediately post their experimental results 
on the database, which gives alliance team members additional 
time to review the results before a discussion begins. The inter­
vention, which began with the health check survey, eliminated 
an important communication bottleneck and has increased  
the speed with which the alliance is pursuing its original 
objectives.

In another instance, the health check survey led to a dra­
matic improvement in the success of a Lilly alliance with a 
leading medical school. The purpose of the alliance is to deter­
mine which cancer therapies work most effectively with which 
patients on the basis of their genetic type. The project uses fairly 
elaborate tracking of cancer patients, therapies, and tumors and 
is heavily dependent on collecting and analyzing tissue samples 
from cancer patients. The survey uncovered concerns about the 
operational processes the alliance used to gather and record  
the data.

After discussions among the alliance leadership team, the 
alliance members together reengineered the processes used to 
gather and report the data. The changes resulted in a 96 percent 
reduction in cycle time, from 4.5 hours per patient for data  
management to 10 minutes, and an 18,000 percent increase in 
productivity, from 4 specimens and no accompanying clinical 
data in year 1 to 720 specimens with complete clinical data in 
the first two months of the following year. The medical school 
met its entire year’s goal in just two months, which enabled  
the alliance to radically improve productivity without increas­
ing cost.
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In Summary

Alliance teams are becoming an important part of the busi­
ness landscape, and organizations that are able to manage them 
effectively will have a distinct advantage in the marketplace. We 
have described some of the unique challenges associated with 
managing alliance teams, including incompatible cultures, shared 
decision making, differing goals, and large teams. In addition to 
the challenges we have identified, alliance teams are even more 
difficult to manage because they tend to be temporary and virtual. 
Thus, we recommend that managers of alliance teams understand 
how to effectively manage both temporary teams (see chapter 11) 
and virtual teams (see chapter 13).

Despite these unique challenges, some organizations, includ­
ing Eli Lilly, have had a successful track record of creating and 
managing alliance teams. We believe that the process of planning 
and executing an alliance team that Lilly has developed provides 
an excellent template for other organizations to follow, recogniz­
ing that some of the steps in the process may need to be modified 
to meet specific needs and situations. If an alliance team regularly 
gathers data and assesses its performance, it then can engage in 
various team-building activities to improve its functioning and 
performance. To the extent that an organization thoughtfully 
creates these teams, actively manages them, regularly monitors 
their progress, and takes corrective action as needed, such teams 
can spell the difference between success and failure.
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15

CHALLENGES FOR BUILDING 
EFFECTIVE TEAMS

In the preceding chapters, we have described what can be done 
to make teams more effective. We have placed particular empha-
sis on the ability of teams to change (engage in team building), 
which we have described as a meta-competency that is crucial 
for changing team context, composition, or competencies when 
necessary to improve team performance.

In this final chapter, we summarize what we believe are the 
important issues for managers, team leaders, and consultants as 
they help teams they work with be more effective. We also 
discuss the challenges that all of us will likely face in the future 
as organizations and their environments become more complex, 
while the need for teamwork remains high.

Implementing the Four Cs: The Key to Success

We have found that the key to the development of effective 
teams is successfully managing the Four Cs that we discussed in 
part 1. Leaders of organizations must be willing to create team-
friendly environments for teams to function effectively. This 
means that they must do the following:

1.	 Identify the kinds of work activities for which teamwork is 
likely to prove essential to accomplish the task. Tasks that 
require reciprocal interdependence between team members 
typically need strong, well-functioning teams.

2.	 Use the structure of the organization to reinforce team 
membership in accomplishing the organization’s goals. 
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This means organizing tasks by teams when teamwork is 
necessary and assigning accountability to those teams.

3.	 Select team members on the basis of clear criteria for team 
membership. We recommend that potential team members 
be considered based on their technical expertise, 
interpersonal skills, and motivation to help a team 
function effectively to achieve its goals. Remember that 
teams need people to play both task roles and relationship 
roles for the team to function effectively over time.

4.	 Train managers and team members on the dynamics of 
effective teams and team leadership. Too many managers 
assume that if we just put people together on a team,  
they will know how to function effectively. The 
information on effective team dynamics in chapter 4 
should be presented to team members and discussed as to 
how they might apply to their specific team needs and 
goals. Assigning a team a task to perform without 
providing sufficient training is much like putting an 
athletic team out on the field to play the game without 
ever practicing.

5.	 Reward team members for team performance. Much like 
Bain & Company, organizations need to highlight and 
reward successful teams to create a culture that encourages 
teamwork. Team progress should be monitored and 
feedback obtained from team members to track not only 
team performance but also their feelings about 
participation on the team. Part of an individual’s 
compensation or performance review needs to be tied to 
his or her performance on the team.

6.	 Set aside time for teams to be involved in regular  
team-building activities. Like the credit union we  
discussed in chapter 3, organizations need to be willing to 
set aside time for team development and be willing to pay 
for it.
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7.	 Help teams develop a competency at team building.  
Learn to diagnose problems in team functioning as they 
arise and engage in team-building activities as needed to 
solve those problems. A variety of problems afflict teams, 
including interpersonal conflict, the Abilene paradox,  
and role confusion. Consequently team members need to 
be able to diagnose such problems and have the ability  
to identify the appropriate team-building activities  
for solving those problems and improving team  
performance.

8.	 Use appropriate technologies, particularly in the case of 
virtual teams, to communicate, solve problems, and make 
decisions.

9.	 Periodically review team performance, even if there are no 
apparent problems. We suggest the regular use (generally 
once a year) of the surveys found in this book—the team 
context and composition scale (figure 3.1), the team 
competencies scale (figure 4.2), the team-building 
checklist (figure 5.1), and measuring alliance health (figure 
14.1). If these instruments indicate problems, then the 
team can engage in some type of team-building activity to 
solve the problems and improve performance. We have 
found that role clarification is a particularly useful exercise 
as a periodic check to see how team members feel about 
their roles and what might be done in the team to help 
each other function more effectively.

10.	 Provide support to help managers and team leaders 
improve team performance. This means that providing 
access to internal or external consultants or other 
resources can help the manager guide the team through 
the team-building cycle discussed in chapter 5.

We believe that if organizations, team consultants, and  
team leaders take these ten suggestions seriously, we would see 



272  T E A M  B U I L D I N G

improved performance and higher satisfaction for those who 
work in a team environment.

Challenges Facing Organizations of the Future

A number of trends will challenge organizations as they try to 
make their teams more effective:

•	 The lack of teamwork skills in tomorrow’s workforce
•	 The increasing need for teams to work together in cross-

cultural teams, in virtual workplaces, and across 
organizational boundaries

•	 The increasing need for team leaders who can manage 
team diversity inherent in a global economy

We briefly discuss each of these in turn.

Finding and Developing Employees with Team Skills

One of the challenges facing leaders of organizations is to find 
employees with the ability to work effectively in a team environ-
ment. They typically rely on our educational institutions to 
provide their prospective recruits with the skills needed to carry 
out their work. However, in our experience, few educators train 
students to be effective team players. Moreover, there is increas-
ing evidence that more recent generations—Gen X and Gen Y 
and millennials—are terrific with technology but are often very 
self-focused and do not develop the interpersonal skills or 
patience to work effectively with others in teams. They also typi-
cally expect and need lots of praise to stay motivated and are not 
adept at handling critical feedback.

Our experience in working in academia for several decades 
is that most education systems undermine the development of 
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team skills in their students. Students are encouraged to work 
independently and not collaborate with one another. Grades 
(performance) are explicitly tied to individual performance. This 
creates an emphasis in self-interest—rather than an orientation 
to collaborate with others—that can work against the kinds of 
behaviors needed for successful teamwork. Jerry Harvey, in a 
rather controversial chapter titled “Encouraging Future Manag-
ers to Cheat,” argues that the emphasis on “doing one’s own 
work” has a negative impact on the cooperative spirit needed in 
organizations today.1 Harvey argues that “cheating” is often 
defined as helping someone else with an assignment or doing 
their work for them. Thus, the only “good” student is one who 
works alone without collaboration or help. Moreover, grades 
typically are based on individual and not group performance, and 
thus group-oriented work is not rewarded. And even when an 
instructor makes group assignments, often he or she offers little 
or no training to students to help them function effectively as a 
group in carrying out the assignment. Thus, in our experience, 
due to the lack of thought, preparation, and training for group 
work, most student groups function rather poorly, and many 
students see group work as “dragging them down” and hurting 
their grade point average. Rather than a positive or even neutral 
view of teams, students graduate with a rather negative view 
about the role of teams in achieving goals.

Furthermore, the key interpersonal skills needed to function 
in groups, such as communication, problem solving, and conflict 
management, are not part of the curriculum. Students often are 
well prepared for the technical aspects of a team assignment but 
ill prepared to work through the difficult interpersonal issues that 
must be managed in any team. Uncooperative team members are 
avoided rather than confronted, social loafing is allowed to take 
place, and conflicts are swept under the rug or allowed to remain 
unresolved. Students know that the semester will soon end, so 
they can sweat it out until the end of the semester, the class will 
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end, and then they no longer have to deal with those group 
members.

We believe that educators need to be more skilled in team 
learning and development and need to provide meaningful 
assignments that allow students to develop team skills and  
have positive team experiences. This may be particularly impor-
tant in the future, because many students will not have had the 
experience of positive team experiences in their first learning 
environment, the home, given that about 50 percent of all mar-
riages end in divorce and many still-intact families are rife with 
conflict. In such cases, students’ “team of origin” will not have 
provided them with a positive view of being dependent on others, 
since those others (family members) may have let them down or 
even inflicted harm. Given that our first experience and view of 
what a team is comes from our experience in our families, one 
must wonder how effectively the families of the future will be 
preparing children to live in a world that requires teamwork. 
Such a condition makes it imperative that educators strive to 
help students develop a positive attitude toward group work and 
the development of skills that will allow them to function effec-
tively in groups.

Unfortunately, not all families or educators will prepare future 
generations to work effectively in teams. Hence, it will likely be 
up to organizations themselves to develop training programs to 
orient employees to teamwork and provide them with the skills 
necessary for success in a team environment.

Teams Without Clear Boundaries

In chapters 13 and 14, we discussed the important role that 
virtual teams and alliance teams are playing now. We believe 
that there will be a continued trend for the use of these types of 
teams in the future. Organizations will find it increasingly impor-
tant for individuals who are not in the same physical space to 
work together. Hence, they will have to learn to function effec-
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tively as virtual teams. Furthermore, joint ventures and strategic 
alliances will continue to be important features of the strategies 
of many firms. The creation of effective alliance teams to manage 
their shared interests will be critical for the success of such 
ventures.

As we have noted, building trust, developing effective means 
of communicating and problem solving, and creating common 
incentives for group members to work together are key aspects 
of developing successful virtual or alliance teams. Technology 
will likely continue to advance and will speed and improve  
communications, whether it’s through handheld video commu-
nication, teleconferencing, or more effective e-mail systems, 
allowing people to effectively coordinate their work. The ability 
of organizations to use communication technologies to coordi-
nate effectively will likely be a source of team success and may 
give a competitive advantage in the future. Moreover, when the 
boundaries of the team are more ambiguous, the need for moni-
toring team performance and engaging in team-building activi-
ties likely will become even more important.

Globalization and Teamwork

The globalization of industry will make teamwork more challeng-
ing in the future. Teams of the future will be composed more and 
more of members who speak dissimilar languages and have dis-
similar cultures, values, and approaches to solving problems. In 
chapter 12, we noted the cultural differences in how people  
view relationships, power, uncertainty, and other factors that are 
important for individuals to communicate and coordinate their 
efforts effectively. To the extent that we find more multicultural 
teams in the future, team building will become more important. 
Creating a context that creates incentives for team members to 
work together will be critical for success, as will creating a 
common understanding among team members of what effective 
team dynamics are and of how they should function effectively 
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as a team. Moreover, developing a common language whereby 
team members can understand one another and communicate 
effectively will be crucial. Thus, team-building exercises such as 
role clarification likely will prove to be important activities for 
such teams to succeed, given that different cultural values and 
language may foster misunderstandings among team members, 
making effective performance difficult.

The nature of work in the twenty-first century and increasing 
globalization will continue to make team-building activities a 
high priority for managers in the future. Without such an empha-
sis on teams, the likelihood of success on the part of global 
organizations will be reduced.

Conclusion

Throughout this book, we have described what can be done to 
improve the effectiveness of teams. In our experience, much of 
our own personal success, satisfaction, and also frustration has 
come from working on teams. Teams that work well give us 
energy, motivation, and a sense of accomplishment. Those that 
function poorly leave us feeling frustrated and unwilling to 
expend our best efforts to see the team succeed. To make a team 
successful requires not only the knowledge that we have pre-
sented in this book, but also a commitment on the part of  
individual team members to take the initiative to make their 
team function more effectively.

One of our father Bill Dyer’s favorite, yet sad, lines in litera-
ture comes from Walden, when Thoreau writes, “The mass of men 
[and women] lead lives of quiet desperation.”2 To avoid such 
feelings of desperation, Bill’s vision of a better world was to help 
family, church, and work teams function in such a way that 
members of those teams felt the rewards and satisfaction of col-
laborating with and supporting others to achieve meaningful 
goals.
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For those of you who are working on an ineffective team, we 
encourage you to change your team for the better by speaking up 
to encourage the team to develop new ways of functioning that 
will help improve its performance. It takes courage to say, “I don’t 
think our team is functioning as well as it could. What can we 
do to make it function more effectively so we can have a more 
positive team experience?” The ideas presented in this book have 
proven effective in improving team performance, and we believe 
they will prove helpful to you as you encourage your team to 
diagnose its problems and develop plans to improve its effective-
ness. Our hope is that this book will provide you with both the 
motivation and the information you will need to improve your 
team’s performance.
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