Team Busters

By Stephen J. Stowell and Stephanie S. Mead

Teamwork doesn't just happen by chance. Bringing a group of people together to accomplish a task does not guarantee a Mona Lisa-like outcome every time. The construction of a meaningful team requires commitment, resolve, courage, and discipline. 

Teams are like a splendid building that has been designed and constructed to stand the test of time. It has good architecture and superior engineering behind it. Soil and water analysis has been completed, the climate factored in, quality materials acquired, the best craftsmen assembled, and the schedule laid out before footings can be poured. A sound building requires preparation, investment, and vision. 

For those who have built a house or something similar, the process described above is idealistic. Constructing a home, a library, or school never goes according to even the best-laid plan. Construction is never trouble-free because problems inevitably pop up and it usually takes longer than expected. Subcontractors do not meet their commitments; weather turns bad; or countless small challenges surface. You know what it is like—frustrating. But still, you keep working undaunted because you have a vision and you have faith in the process. You learn to cope and adapt by making the needed adjustments so the architectural plans match the engineering realities. More than likely you will reach a point where you will second guess the whole project and wonder why you ever started it. But you don't turn back. Things end up better in the long run anyway. Problems get solved, opportunities develop, and solutions emerge.

Constructing a team is very similar. It is not a smooth and perfect process. Like architectural projects, each team will have a different personality, style, and purpose. Some are designed better than others. Some are more efficient; some require a lot of maintenance while others don't. But they all have unique strengths and, yes, a few flaws. There is no magic bullet or secret formula to constructing a perfect team. It simply requires planning, guidance, discipline, and determination. The hardest part is preparing to turn the first spade of dirt. In other words, making the decision to do it, committing the resources and energy, and taking the first step are the most difficult.

Organizations simply can't function well without the cooperation of their people. When people synchronize their efforts around common objectives, they can achieve more and do it better, safer, and more efficiently. People who work together are an organization's greatest resource because, as a unit, they can execute tasks, think, manage capital, serve customers, and ensure success.

However, people are people and they make mistakes. People get in each other's way, and at times, fall short on their commitments. Yet, in a team setting they can learn together, develop skills, create relationships, and innovate. This process makes the group more competitive and it helps it survive. Teams also produce concrete rewards that satisfy tangible and intangible personal needs.

Our work with hundreds of groups has revealed at least four issues that can prevent groups from truly functioning as a team.

1. Task fixation (process blindness): Task fixation causes individual team members to justify any behavior as okay if it contributes to achieving successful completion of the task or goal. Little or no concern is directed to how the group functions as it journeys toward the goal. When a group is fixated on the task, any means justify the ends. In this scenario, individuals tend to focus on their own needs rather than the needs of others. There is a lack of support, valuing of differences, deferring of egos, flexibility, brainstorming, or seeking commitment. Whether subtle or covert, self-centered competition is justified as necessary to achieve the team's target, and in the end the team comes up short.

2. Power struggles: Internal conflicts make up part of the natural dynamics within a team. In less effective teams, there may be battles for leadership, influence, and power. Dominant individuals may scramble to be recognized or influence others in a particular way. Disagreements over ideas are positioned as win-lose alternatives: accepting someone's ideas

means rejecting someone else's. Cliques, groups within groups, and "we" versus "them" are terms used to describe this characteristic of ineffective teams. For new teams, this struggle is fostered by the need to find someone who will support your ideas. Once found, the divisiveness of lobbying for a majority vote starts. The "outs" resent the "ins" and resist their ideas, sabotage their plans, or simply refuse to be fully functioning members of the team. It can be an ugly situation and cause the team to fail in its mission.

3. Fight versus flight: The fight-or-flight syndrome occurs most commonly in a team where people are unwilling to listen to each other, fear speaking up, don't trust the team, or the team goal is unclear. Regardless of the behavior, the result is the same: the team loses precious resources, energy, creativity, and collaboration. Decisions are made and plans are implemented with less-than-total group input and support. It is frustrating to be a team member or team leader when this occurs. Unless the team is organizationally mandated to remain intact, this type of dissatisfaction and frustration among the members will cause it to disintegrate.

4. Stereotyping: With this type of team struggle, individual differences are not considered and generalizations about team members' motives and behaviors are made. These stereotypes serve as blinders that keep the group from using all the resources and talents available to the team. A tight-knit, high-performance team, however, provides its members with strength and security. When team members feel strong and safe, they can put more energy into creatively solving organizational problems. Without teamwork, people become consumed by destructive politics, in-fighting, and cover-ups to avoid blame and retribution. The unifying principle of teamwork is pretty simple: together we rise and fall, together we sink or swim, together we laugh or cry. When all is said and done, it is people working together that makes an organization stand out and excel. Unified teams make adversity more bearable and the good times sweeter. Teams are capable of turning grief into kinship and finding silver linings in calamities. In fact, some research suggests that people who are able to build relationships with others live longer because they are exposed to cooperation, feel safer, and act with confidence and strength. When people band together to help others meet their needs and desires, including personal growth and development, the quality of life improves.

The challenge we face as individuals is whether to contribute positively to our teams or engage in self-centered actions and attitudes. Consciously or unconsciously, these decisions have a huge influence over how team members make each other feel. This is why achieving a high level of teamwork is no accident. Teams have to be designed and developed correctly and then continuously maintained. The relationship between individual members and the team itself is very symbiotic because those around us can provide positive vibes or they can create a negative environment by quibbling, complaining, sparking rumors, and not speaking up, thereby making life difficult for everyone on the team. People need support to help meet each other's emotional and performance needs.
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