skillbrief

BUILDING AND
LEADING SUCCESSFUL
TEAMS
Teamwork is essential to successful business practice. Whether
permanent or temporary, workgroups need be managed carefully
to function efficiently and effectively.

DEFINING
A TEAM
Teams are an integral part of
business. They perform complex
assignments, solve problems,
and share learning. They also
leverage interdependencies in an
organization, coordinating and
distributing resources. And they
create innovative solutions, and
develop product offerings to fill a
need in the market. All teams go
through five developmental stages.

Defining the development stages of teams
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Forming – The team comes together and begins to formulate
roles and responsibilities, focusing on goals, roles, and purpose.
As a team leader, your job here is to make the team members
feel comfortable, informed, and clarify the team’s goals and
schedule.

Storming – As in brainstorming. Conflicts arise as team
members figure out who does what and how tasks and
workstreams fit together. Ideas are generated and challenged,
important issues come forward, and team members learn to
disagree constructively. During this stage, the leader needs to
be open to every team member’s input.

Norming – This is where the team gels and develops a unified
commitment to its team goal. Members trust each other and
agree on processes and a working style. There’s a sense of
cohesiveness, and everyone feels comfortable expressing their
ideas and disagreements. At this stage, your role as leader is
helping team members feel confident they’re doing a good job.

Performing – Team members manage their individual and
collective tasks, working toward common goals. This stage is the
most productive stage and it’s characterized by unity. By this
point, team members have learned what works for dealing with
disagreements. During the performing stage, your involvement
changes to a more supervisory style of leadership.

Adjourning – This is the end of the project, and often, the
dissolution of the team. At this point, team members may feel
reluctant to let go, or may lose interest before finishing their
work. They can both be forms of team separation anxiety.
Before you break up the team, have a final meeting where
you discuss the lessons learned, pro and con, and how team
members felt about the group and what it accomplished. Give
the group feedback about its performance, and don’t forget to
provide individual feedback.
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CHOOSING YOUR
TEAM
Building a team requires the right
mix of members, assembling
the right skillsets, experience,
capabilities and qualities to enable
the team to reach its objectives.
You need a mix of job-specific
knowledge and skills, teamreadiness qualities like the ability
to communicate and interact well
with others, and a mix of diverse
knowledge, perspectives and
experiences.
Deciding who does what involves
applying a logical four-step process
to help you assign appropriate
roles, each step building on the one
before.
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Identify the required tasks
Once you’re clear on the team’s goals and objectives, work backward
to identify all the component tasks that need to be completed to
achieve them. As you identify tasks, you’ll also define the key activities
that make up the output.

Identify the required skills
These are the skills needed to assign responsibility for a role, based
on the tasks involved.

Identify team member skills that meet those needs
At this point, consider what each team member brings to the table, in
terms of skills, aptitudes, and interests.

Assign roles
Once you know what your team members are capable of, you can
match them to tasks or workstreams.

CHARACTERISTICS
OF SUCCESSFUL
TEAMS

Open communication is a key
characteristic of successful teams.
Different opinions and perspectives
are part of a healthy process. People
can only work productively together
when they feel they can trust each
other and that it’s safe to be open and
honest with one another.

A related characteristic is active
participation and commitment, to one
another and to the team’s goals. This
means team members understand
the importance of their roles and
are willing to commit to them. They
agree on and follow the protocols
and processes that facilitate effective
teamwork and keep communication
lines open, even if they don’t always
like what they hear.

The final characteristic for team
success is every bit as vital: taking
your work seriously and holding
one another to a high standard of
performance. Each and every member
must want to see the team’s work
successfully finished, on time and on
budget.
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RECOGNIZING
CHALLENGES TO
NEW TEAMS
As a leader, you must give your
team members the information
and reassurance they need to
form a team. Then, step back
and listen to what they have to
say. Explain how the team is
expected to work and how team
performance will be measured.
Their roles and purpose will evolve
out of that.

The four key challenges for new teams
Members often face a lack of familiarity with each other

Initially, they may not understand their roles

As new teams start to work, they often don’t have a clear
sense of purpose

They routinely don’t understand their context with the
organization

GETTING YOUR TEAM
WORKING
There are some valuable strategies you can use to motivate your team and
keep organized and productive.
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Develop some team
behavior guidelines

Facilitate open
communication

Create guidelines for
handling conflict

Set etiquette for team
meetings – attendance,
interruptions,
confidentiality, and staying
action-oriented.

Create an atmosphere
where team members feel
comfortable contributing
and sharing.

Disagreements
should be allowed to
surface, opening up
new perspectives and
approaches. As the team
leader, you have to help
them to compromise if
they lock horns.
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Establish group
guidelines for making
decisions
Who’ll be involved in
decision making, and
who’ll be accountable for
the decisions?
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CREATING A
SHARED VISION
A shared vision inspires your team
and helps them believe they’re
undertaking something that will
make their work lives better.
A team vision should express
sincere intentions and goals to
truly motivate people. Creating a
shared vision of a desirable, ideal
future state requires the collective
answers to some pretty complex
questions.

Defining a shared vision for your team
What’s unique about your team and its members?
What are its values and priorities as both individuals and a team?
How will you use those values and priorities to meet the needs of
your customers, both external and internal?
What will inspire the team to commit heart, mind, and spirit to the
vision?
What do you really want to accomplish and how will make you
proud to be a team?

CREATING
TRUST
As a leader, part of your job is
creating trust within the team.
Key to building that trust is taking
responsibility, treating all team
members fairly, and practicing
honesty.

Ground rules for meetings

Lay down the ground rules

Take responsibility for your actions

Act fairly to all team members

Practice honesty

Lead by example
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HELPING YOUR
TEAM WORK
It’s direct, honest,
and concise

Team communication is crucial.
Whether your team is remote or
local, to lead it in communicating
effectively, you need to recognize
the characteristics of healthy team
communication.

It’s respectful
Teammates show they
value one another’s
opinions, comments,
and suggestions. Healthy
communication makes
team members feel
comfortable, safe, and
encouraged to participate
and respond.

Describe what you want
others to do, and provide
complete information,
including the who, what,
when, where, and how.
Use clear language; don’t
expect your teammates
to translate specialized
jargon or acronyms.

CONDUCTING
EFFECTIVE
MEETINGS

Conflict is
acknowledged when
it arises
All teams face situations
where members
disagree. If there is trust,
healthy disagreements
are often a great benefit
to the team.

Ground rules for meetings
Establish and maintain your focus on the agenda
If you’re meeting, then have reasons why you’re meeting and
stick to them.

Meetings require their own,
particular communication skills. And
using those skills requires putting
certain ground rules in place.

Involve all of your team members
If you have to, find creative ways to involve everyone in the
meeting. Watch for hesitation - anyone who seems on the verge
of saying something, but then doesn’t. If someone’s attention
is wavering, bring up an idea or suggestion and call on them to
expand on it.
Define and assign action items as they arise
Don’t waste time on needless back and forth, and don’t wait
until the end, or assume everyone will know what to do next.
By encouraging your team to define and assign action items,
you cap the time and effort spent on debate, and optimize
effectiveness.

Four types of effective meetings
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Daily check-ins
Think of these as “stand up”
meetings; they should only
take five minutes or so.
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Weekly tactical
meetings

Monthly, strategic
meetings

Quarterly off-site
reviews

These are where you focus
on your agenda and assign
actions.

These are for your big
picture topics and long-term
planning.

Once a quarter, get
everyone out of the office
for a day or two to step back
and scrutinize your progress
and make adjustments for
moving forward.
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FOSTERING HIGH
ACHIEVEMENT IN TEAMS
The commitment level of any team
member can evaporate if they are
getting away with poor performance
or behavior. As the leader, you
must continually model personal
accountability and hold the team to
those same high standards. As time
goes by, it builds a culture where
accountability is woven into the fabric
of team performance.
It’s tempting to micromanage, but
it is better if team members have

their own way of dealing with one
another. Regular reviews, collective and
individual, are important, but if possible,
let them address team accountability
issues with each other.
You’d think focusing on team results
wouldn’t be an issue – but it can be.
Team members can lose interest in
the collective efforts of the team and
instead focus on getting individual
recognition or rewards. It is important
for team leaders to continually reinforce

the team’s goals and objectives and
reward successes publicly.
And when you’re broadcasting the
team’s success, make sure the rest of
the company knows about it, too. Send
e-mails to your stakeholders and write
up notices for the website and intranet.
Let the world know how proud you are
of them.

WHEN YOUR TEAM
ISN’T WORKING
No matter how hard you try, you can’t
control everything and everyone.
Anytime you put a bunch of disparate
personalities together, even with a
common goal, you’re going to face
challenges and potential dysfunction.
As any team evolves and tries to
work together, they face some typical
challenges related to participation,
communication, or performance.
They recognize the need to act
together in order to achieve their
goals. Open communication means
that members can talk freely, without
feeling threatened or judged. And
high performers on your team may
struggle if they feel other team
members aren’t pulling their weight.

Recognizing the five dysfunctions
As a team leader, you have to pay attention to the signs of dysfunction
so you can respond appropriately. Teamwork deteriorates if even a
single dysfunction is allowed to flourish.
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Absence of trust
This stems from unwillingness to be vulnerable within the group.
Team members who aren’t genuinely open with one another
about their mistakes and weaknesses make it impossible to build a
foundation for trust.
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Fear of conflict
Teams that lack trust can’t engage in an unfiltered debate of ideas.
Instead, they resort to veiled discussions and guarded comments.
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Lack of commitment
Without feeling free to share opinions in the course of open debate,
team members won’t buy in and commit to decisions.
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Avoidance of accountability
Without committing to a clear plan of action, even the most focused
and driven people hesitate to call out actions and behaviors that are
counterproductive to the good of the team.
Inattention to results
Team members put their individual needs above the collective goals
of the team.
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ADDRESSING
CHALLENGES AND
DYSFUNCTION
Regardless of how long your team
has been together, building and
encouraging trust is an ongoing
process. It doesn’t happen overnight,
and naturally it ebbs and flows as you
go along.
Trust only occurs when team members
tell the truth, have the team’s best
interests at heart, and have the abilities
to get the job done right. It allows your
team to communicate openly and
engage in the kind of unfiltered conflict
a team needs to play off of one another
and bring out creative, innovative ideas.

This isn’t fussing or sniping, mind
you, but encourage your team to
constructively disagree when they
genuinely do. But once something is
decided, the debate ends and everyone
has to commit to your decisions and
plans of action. Once committed, hold
one another accountable. If you they
say they’re going to do it, make them
back it up.

swims together. It’s easier said than
done, but by continually building trust,
allowing unfiltered, constructive conflict,
committing to your decisions once
made, holding each other accountable,
and focusing on team goals and
success, you can meet the challenges of
managing an effective team.

You can address challenges by
keeping yourself, and the whole team,
focused on the achievement of your
collective results. The team sinks or
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