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Anyone who has ever been part of a group that worked well together
remembers how good that experience felt. . . . When this happens,
employees experience work as not only productive but also creative,
innovative, and quite simply, fun.

— Larry Hirschhorn & Thomas Gilman

The words tean and teamwork are magic these days. Every organization, no matter how
small or large, is trying to understand what teams are and how to develop them as quickly as
possible.

That has not always been the case. Only a decade ago most managers and their employees
thought of teams as groups that took to the playing field to win some kind of athletic contest.
Teams were confined to sports; work groups were found in offices and factories. Occasionally
some foresighted individual tried to relate what teams achieved in sporting contests to what
groups of workers could do in their organizations. Until a few years ago, however, that con-
nection seemed questionable.

Every organization had its wake-up call during the 1980s. In the 1990s, it is no longer a ques-
tion of should we have teams, but how fast can we develop them and replace the marginally
effective groups of the past. Today it is clearly understood that teams are needed to attain
quality goals, solve complex problems, and design more efficient systems. Individuals working
alone or ineffective groups are not able to achieve at the level required to survive in today’s
global economy.

This article was written for those involved in a work team — team members, leaders, managers,
supervisors, coaches — anyone who works with a group of people who must coordinate their
efforts to reach a common goal. What is it they must know and do to convert their groups to
teams — or to maintain a high level of team excellence if they believe that effective teamwork
already exists in their group?

*This article is an updated version of the original article titled Building a Winning Management Team.
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What is a Team?

Understanding what makes a team different from a group offers a good beginning point. Why
should there be such a fuss about these labels? The following two examples may help to illus-
trate one of the major differences between a team and a group.

Work Group A is a collection of individuals who have been working together on a pro-
ject for the past six months. Group members are a little disappointed about their lack
of progress, and they are unclear about what they might do to correct the situation.
Their leader is a busy person who happens to have a demanding boss. When the pres-
sure is on, their leader barks orders and personally takes over aspects of the project.
The group members respond by doing what they are told or lying low until the storm
blows over. Participation in problem-solving and decision-making situations is almost
nonexistent. Most members of the group want to perform their own responsibilities in
a satisfactory way. But they have never given much thought to the need for group
goals or concerted group action. Under these circumstances perpetuation of the
status quo seems all but certain.

Work Group B is a collection of individuals who also have been working together for six
months on a project similar to that of Group A. By contrast this group is energized
and proud of its successes. Like Group A’s leader, this leader also is a busy person
with a demanding boss. When the pressure is on in this group, however, the leader
stops the action, convenes a problem-solving discussion, and tries to get input from all
team members. The result of this approach is that better solutions are found because
the pressure is channeled into a spirit of “Let’s fix this together.” Work for Group B
has become more than just getting through the day or week. Everyone looks forward
to solving problems and making decisions together.

Of course, it is easy to see the differences in these two groups when they are contrasted in this
way. Yet, these same differences exist in most organizations whenever people have to work
in groups.

While some organizational groups may legitimately be called teams, most can not. Consider a
more specific way of looking at the distinction between a group and a team. A group is an
assemblage of people whose combined efforts are designed to result in a given product or ser-
vice. How effectively this collection of individuals works and how it feels about its accom-
plishments and about itself are often left largely to chance. No special effort is made by the
team leader or team members to ensure that the best product or service is achieved or that the
members of the work group feel a sense of pride and accomplishment.

Team, on the other hand, is a special designation awarded to a group of people who feel ener-
gized by their ability to work together, who are fully committed to a high level of output, and
who care about how each member feels during the work process. A team with these charac-
teristics does not emerge quickly or accidentally. Rather, a team results from the deliberate
efforts of its membership, including the leader, to improve its practices and patiently eliminate
those behaviors that block or inhibit its performance.
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A group can mature to a team only through awareness, learning, and determination. An effec-
tive work team, like a well-coached soccer téam, a well-rehearsed chamber orchestra, or a syn-
chronized surgical team is exciting to witness. Those who observe from the sidelines can see
and feel the energy. The members of a team bring a great deal of commitment to their task,
enjoy the process of problem solving together, and take pleasure from achieving superior
results from their combined efforts.

Are You a Member or a Leader of a Group or a Team?

Teamwork has become an overused word. The label is applied to groups of all kinds whether
or not they are really teams. How, then, can you judge whether your group is a team? Here are
a few measures that could be used to make an evaluation.

Do members of your work group have a strong commitment to the achievement of organi-
zational goals? Is getting the job done a top priority? Are the goals and tasks clearly under-
stood and accepted by everyone? Does a sense of urgency, excitement, and purpose
permeate the group’s work meetings?

Do members of your work group respect one another? Do they actively listen? Do they
openly communicate their feelings? Are they willing to give and receive constructive feed-
back about their work?

Is full participation a norm in your group? Do all members take responsibility for helping
others participate in group discussions, problem solving, and decision making?

Are members generally cooperative with one another and with other work teams?

Do members feel a sense of loyalty to individuals and to the group as a whole? Has each
member made an emotional investment in the total group?

Do group members feel committed to the implementation of the group’s decisions?

Has the group taken responsibility for its own learning and development?

Is the group capable of objectively evaluating its own work? Will members take corrective
action on their own? Do the members care enough to sense problems and gather data in
an effort to understand what might be making the group less effective?

Do group members recognize situations where collective effort can be more effective than
individual effort? Conversely, do members recognize when tasks are more effectively han-

dled by an individual(s) rather than the total group?

Is the group familiar with the concept of synergy? If so, do members attempt to reach syn-
ergistic outcomes when they work together?
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Although the answers to these questions will not tell the whole story, if you answered affirma-
tively to most of them, your group probably works more like a team than a group. If your
answers were mainly, “We should be doing that,” or “We are not able to do that now,” or “We
hope to do that in the future,” then you and your work group may want to take the time
required to learn together how to become a team.

The remainder of this article addresses the question of how a work group can be transformed
into a team. Is formal training the only answer? Not necessarily, although an extended oppor-
tunity to work at becoming a team will certainly speed the process. Even after a group receives
some training, there still will be much that the group will need to do on its own. Let us take the
next step and begin to explore the fundamentals of building a team — a winning team.

Charting a Course

To simplify what is known about improving teamwork, it is helpful to understand that all teams
have five important concerns:

B determining the team’s direction
B determining who should do which tasks and with whom
B understanding the mechanisms that will be needed to facilitate the team’s work

m identifying the kinds of interpersonal relationships that will foster high work
accomplishment

B developing the kinds of relationships that will be needed for working with other teams.

Each of these concerns is complex and sometimes can be tricky to negotiate. But, in order to
become a team, a work group must successfully confront these five important sets of issues. If
any one of these concerns is shortchanged, a group runs the risk of being arrested at a lower
level of development. These five concerns are addressed separately in the sections that follow.

TEAM DIRECTION

The first team concern is that of direction. Consider these two groups that should have or
already have dealt with the issue of team direction.

Work Group A has been together for about two years. Group members have come and
gone, which is not unusual in most groups. At present two members have less than
one year of service with the group. To an outsider the efforts of the group seem frag-
mented. Members do not appear entirely clear on the work and goals of the group.
The group rarely meets, and when it does, most of the time is used for announcements
and social interaction. There is no evidence of a short- or long-term plan for the
group’s work. Individuals work at their own jobs as best they can to meet what they
perceive to be the boss’s daily requirements.
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Work Group B has been together for the same period of time and has experienced
about the same degree of employee turnover as Group A. But there is one important
difference. Group B has some written documents that are shown to new members of
the group. For example, new members are provided with a copy of the vision state-
ment that has been carefully prepared by the team. That statement helps the team
understand what it is trying to become. Occasionally, the entire group will discuss the
relevance of the existing vision statement, making changes to it as appropriate. In
addition, posted on a wall in the work area is a neatly typed statement about the
group’s mission that reads: “The mission of our team is to assemble the highest quality
components for our computers.” You can’t miss it when you come into the depart-
ment. An outsider would be impressed with the group’s goal orientation. The mem-
bers really seem to know where the group is headed and how its direction relates to
the total organization.

As in the previous comparison of two work groups, the differences are obvious. Again, both
types of groups can be found in any organization. Group A does not have a clear purpose or
sense of direction; Group B has used several techniques for developing alignment around both
a group and an organizational purpose.

Objective setting, goal setting, mission statements, vision statements — none of these are new
inventions. Many organizations have been using them for years. They all serve the important
purpose of helping people pull or push in the same approximate direction even though their
experience and training may be diverse. The extent to which a group avails itself of these tech-
niques is related to its success as a team. Without a clear sense of direction, a group will do
what its members like to do, feel comfortable with, or were successful doing in the past.
Imagine an organization without any concrete sense of purpose. Great quantities of energy
would be lost, and the organization would eventually collapse because of its inability to accom-
plish what is necessary to ensure its survival.

Mission Statements

Some simple techniques for charting a course or setting direction for a work group are readily
available. Take, for example, the mission statement developed by Group B above. A mission
statement is a short description of the purpose of any organizational unit. [f an organization
has a mission statement, the mission will apply to the entire organization. A team’s mission
statement tells a team and its members what their particular team is expected to accomplish.
For example, the mission of the payables team is to pay the organization’s bills on time and to
protect the financial health of the organization.

Most mission statements are fairly short and straightforward. One might even wonder why
time had to be expended to develop such a basic statement. However, anyone who has tried
to get a group of people to agree on what they were supposed to be accomplishing knows that
getting something clearly stated and committed in writing is not that easy. Individuals can have
vastly different perceptions of why their group exists. The processes of reflecting on and dis-
cussing the group’s mission are the most valuable aspects of mission statement development.
When members talk about their group mission, they begin to clarify the purpose for the group’s
existence and what it is that their group can contribute to the organization as a whole.

To begin developing a mission statement, ask the members of a group to complete the following
sentence: “Our team exists to ... .” The discussion is guaranteed to be an eyeopener.
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Vision Statements

A mission statement tells a group what it is to be doing and accomplishing in the present. But
groups need something more, something to aim for, something to work toward, something to
dream about. That is the purpose of a vision statement. A vision statement addresses what
the team will be like two to three years into the future. A vision statement can galvanize a team.
It requires the same effort to produce as does a mission statement, but the gain for the team is
even more dramatic.

To prepare a vision statement, ask the group members to complete the statement: “Within a
few years we would like to see this team ... .”

Team Performance Goals

We know that a mission statement deals with the purpose of a team, and a vision statement is
focused on the team’s future. Now the team needs some short-term (one year or less) goals —
important, achievable activities that will drive the team to perform as a unit. Much has been
written about goals, and most people already have some familiarity with them. Determining
the major goals to be achieved, setting deadlines for accomplishment, and developing ways to
measure achievement will make this process more effective.

To summarize: mission statements, vision statements, and team performance goals all serve
the purpose of helping group members understand the form and function of their group’s work.
A group can never become a team unless its direction is clarified and its members become
aligned and committed to that direction. Before anything else is done, a group must chart a
course for itself, if its members are to find their work challenging, satisfying, and productive.

WHO DOES WHAT AND WITH WHOM

Once a team’s direction has been established and is clear to the entire team, the team needs to
determine who will perform what jobs or parts of jobs and with whom members must coordi-
nate their efforts to get those jobs done. Some will argue that job descriptions already serve
that purpose. Unfortunately, most job descriptions do not provide enough detail to clarify
group member roles and relationships. Differing individual perceptions and expectations fur-
ther cloud the issue. Consider the plight of the following group.

A small work group has just finished a long and frustrating meeting. Everyone is get-
ting up to leave to get back to his or her job when one person says to another, “You
know, it really wasn’t my fault. I didn’t know that I had to get the approval of mar-
keting before contacting that customer. Nobody said anything to me.” The other
person nodded in agreement and added, “I wish we knew who was responsible for
what around here. If we did, embarrassing mistakes like this wouldn’t happen.” A
third group member chimed in, “It’s the turnover we have in this department. Nobody
is sure of what he or she is supposed to do. We all just close our eyes and hope we're
doing the right thing at the right time. In the last company I worked for, we all did a
lot of finger pointing when anything went wrong. No one ever took the blame for
anything.”
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The problems experienced by this work group happen all of the time, in every organization and
in every team. The reason is simple; membérs assume that they understand what they are per-
sonally responsible for, but they also have expectations of everyone else in the group that
might not be shared by the others. Clarifying individual roles is an ongoing process; a job
description or a single discussion will not be enough. Every group needs to make explicit those
things that usually are assumed. This means that the important decisions that the group will
make need to be discussed in terms of individual responsibility.

Responsibility Charting

One of the techniques for clarifying roles and responsibilities is called responsibility charting.
The process begins with an identification of the specific decisions for which the entire group is
responsible. The decisions are listed in a column in the chart and the group members are listed
in a row across the top, as in the chart below.

A Q & S

£ o & i
/)8 /S5

Decision Team Members

Set Performance R R R R R RCA
Goals

Select New

Team Members ¢ ¢ I R I CA
Develop

Production R R R C I ClI
Schedule

elc.

Sample Responsibility Chart

Each of the decisions is coded (R) Responsible; (A) Approve; (C) Consult; or (I) Inform. The
group members first code each of the decisions as it relates to him or her, as follows:

R = I am personally responsible for the decision

C = Ishould be consulted before the decision is made
I = Ineed to be informed after the decision is made
A = Imust approve the decision.

© 1994 Organization Design and Development, Inc.



Codes may be combined to clarify the finer points of the relationship. For example, CA means,
“I should be consulted about the decision and I must approve it.”

Team members then share their individual codings with the entire team. Members often are
surprised when they discover that no one has taken responsibility for some of the decisions,
that several people believe they are responsible for the same decision, and that people are con-
fused about whether they should be consulted or simply informed. By sharing their individual
perceptions of their own relationship to each decision for which the group is responsible, team
members gain clarity on what needs to be done, who should do it, and what responsibility or
relationship each has to every other member of the team regarding each of the important team
decisions.

Responsibility charting should be done once or twice a year to determine whether the status of
things has changed and to ensure that all team members are still in agreement. It is especially
important to introduce new team members to the process so that they can be clear at the outset
on everyone’s responsibilities, including their own. Sometimes new groups are formed because
of the needs of the organization. In these cases much time and confusion can be avoided by
spending the few hours that are required to create a responsibility chart for the team.

The Leadership Role

A special group role that deserves attention is the role of the leader. How does the appointed
team leader behave in a way that stimulates critical reflection on work problems, builds con-
sensus, and develops commitment within the group? Much has been written on the subject of
leadership, and many people have attended training sessions to learn how to lead more effec-
tively. Unfortunately, most people still remain unclear about how to provide effective leader-
ship to their work groups.

Although there are many definitions of leadership, perhaps the following more concise defini-
tion will be helpful.

Leaders give direction, help others to align themselves with that direction, and inspire and
motivate others to work toward the outcomes of that direction.

These three activities are fundamental to group leadership: helping a group gain clarity on
where it is headed; getting group members to put their best efforts behind the agreed upon
direction; and keeping members aware and excited as they work toward the goals of the group.
Whatever else leaders do, they must include these three activities in their interactions with
group members.

When many leaders consider this definition of leadership, they will not find it surprising; they
will feel that they already engage in these activities. The important point here is that what
transforms group leadership into team leadership is getting everyone in the group to help with
these three leadership tasks. Traditional group leaders assume the full responsibility for all
three tasks. Team leadership, however, requires the appointed leader to encourage each
member of the team to help clarify direction, develop alignment, and inspire and motivate
others. In other words, leadership is a role that can and must be shared by everyone in the
group.
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