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In the two papers that we have produced to date on developing Highly Effective Teams, we have
drawn attention to the different and unique challenges that differentiate real team work from
cooperative group work.
In this third paper in the series, we look at structures that will support the team’s purpose. We will
again see that the primary purpose and the mutual theme of enabling teamwork determine our
approach. “What we want it to be like around here” shapes “how we do things around here”.
For previous papers in this series, please visit www.acorncoaching.com/insights

Safety enables teamwork
Each of the selected structures below enables teamwork through its pursuit of psychological
safety. “Safety is not the same as comfort; in contrast, it is predicted to facilitate risk”.
(Edmondson 1999).
“Going with the flow”, “staying below the parapet” and “blame”, are just three of many
characteristic behaviours where psychological safety is compromised.
For effective teamwork we need team members who are willing to challenge their thinking, get
creative, collaborate, admit and explore error causes and so on. We take risks in front of our
colleagues and bosses, in an atmosphere of psychological safety, only when we trust them.
“Trust in teams is vital to team members’ preparedness to cooperate” (Korsgaard, Brodt and
Spienza 2003).
The absence of trust is also highlighted as number one on the list of dysfunctions in “The five
dysfunctions of a team” (Lencioni 2002).

Role definition
To ensure team clarity, shared understanding and full role coverage and thus enable coordinated
action, everyone needs to know:
•

How they and their colleagues contribute to the objectives

•

What interdependencies need to exist between all team members

•

The specific behaviours and skills needed to succeed in their roles

Some behaviours may be additional to the normal expectations of the organisation. For instance,
however challenging the discussion within the team meeting, once the decision is made, everyone
must fully commit and support it, both in and out of the team. Hence the need for better conflict
management skills, such as listening, subjugation of position to issue, and seeking collaborative
solutions.
West (2012) advocates that the leader facilitates a team workshop to gain this shared
understanding. The workshop will produce a chart of everyone’s role detailing the bullet points
above, and bring to light any new role requirements, unallocated roles or oversubscription.
The workshop is facilitative, reinforcing the value of everyone’s contribution. “Individuals should
feel they are important to the fate of the team” (West 2012).
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Quality check
To counter the tendency to focus on task roles over team roles due to familiarity, the workshop
should explicitly consider to what extent the roles utilise member’s effective teamwork knowledge,
skills and behaviours (Stevens and Campion 1999):
•

Interpersonal team members KSA’s
> conflict resolution
> collaborative problem-solving
> inclusive respectful communication

•

Self-management team KSA’s
> goal setting and performance measurement
> planning task coordination

Lastly in this section, we draw attention to the transformational effect, such a workshop can spark,
of changing team member’s perception from “work is about fulfilling daily tasks” to “work is about
adding value to the team”. The latter being far more inspiring, engaging and motivating.

Measurement of performance against objectives
Project teams typically find it straightforward to identify objectives and the performance measures
that form part of the objectives. They are also held to account by their commissioners. Thus
focusing the teams work on performance.
For the top team, member’s functional objectives are clear and pressing. The success of the
organisation as perceived by the board, investors, markets etc. is highly dependent on functional
performance.
Secondly the purpose that necessitates top management teamwork, is typically broader and
vaguer and therefore harder to specify in terms of objectives and performance criteria.
Thirdly, many senior managers distrust the leadership and team capabilities of their subordinates,
especially the capability to think strategically. This drives the senior manager to spend time
working a couple of levels below the level they should.
If the top team wants to realise the benefits of effective teamwork and raise their performance to
top team level, the team objectives, role clarification and identification of appropriate behaviours
will help to keep the senior manager’s focus and energy elevated. Gaps in skill and behavioural
capability can then be addressed more properly as a strategic goal.
Of the desired 6-7 team objectives (discussed in our second paper) the most useful for top teams
to get a good handle on their team role, is the objective dedicated to their interdependencies with
others within and external to the organisation.
Close consideration of other’s expectations, helps the team focus on what they need to achieve
as a team, which frames how they will go about doing it, identifies how they will hold themselves
accountable and indicates how they will monitor their performance.
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Effectively this distils objectivity from the top teams purpose and in so doing elevates the top
team’s attention to those objectives that only the top team can enact. It demands that time and
energy is appropriately allocated between the member’s team and functional roles.
As all senior executives know, accountability is a key tool to bring rigour to the work of those who
report to them. Likewise, accountability brings rigour to the work of the top team.

Meetings
Meetings are crucial team interactions for information exchange, influencing, decision making,
and ensuring safety. Without regular meetings important information is withheld, with a
consequent high potential for divergence from reality. (West 2012).
Meetings occur in many forms: formal and informal; whole team and part; and with external
stakeholders. Arguably the most important, is the regular Team Meeting. It’s a true microcosm
of the team’s performance, and a useful opportunity for developing team performance. The leader
has the opportunity to utilise team-enabling behaviours such as alignment, discernment, active
listening, positive appreciation and reflexivity.
The team’s response demonstrates their maturity. Characterised by an atmosphere of trust
enabling honest, good humoured, challenging, issue focused (more than position focused)
debate (Lencioni 2002).
The main focus of team meetings is to consider the external environment and address the future
challenges and opportunities, realigning the teams work to its task. This requires a focused and
effective meeting making high quality decisions. To this end, the team can ask, “does the
meeting…”?
•

Occur frequently, at least monthly?

•

Have just a few high level agenda items? e.g. the 6 or 7 team objectives, for quality of
discussion and horizon focus.

•

Enjoy full participation and open and frank discussion? e.g. ‘mining’ for conflict, seeking
common understanding.

•

Manage out dominance, social conformity, political positioning and other factors that lower
the quality of discussion, innovation and solution? e.g. make decisions by agreement to avoid
voting which papers over the cracks.

•

Model optimism, warmth, appreciation, enthusiasm and commitment between its members
to reflect a genuine cohesive team.

•

Review the effectiveness of the meeting before finishing, see below.

Clearly the review at the end of each meeting will identify levels of success and barriers to be
overcome, but it also sets a performance goal. This can help raise individuals game and, if
capabilities are lacking, give reason to develop skills and behaviours.
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Top management team meeting
The leader’s discernment to give participants time to prepare and to keep the meeting focused,
is even more important for the busy top team. For instance, is the agenda strategic/horizon
focused, mission critical, “only we can decide”? And what is the desired outcome for each item.
e.g. decision, information shared, action?
Within the meeting everyone should be empowered to challenge the relevance/importance of
the agenda item; too many items are kept by the TMT that should be delegated, to the extent that
TMT members are working below their position and frustrating those whose task it really is.
Don’t be tempted to break down large team tasks into individual tasks; the added value of the
team will be lost, keep tasks large to keep people working as a team.
Top team members having side meetings must consider the impact on others of any decisions
made at that side meeting. If there could be any impact this should be brought to the main
meeting beforehand.

Decision-making
Instead of individual decision making, teams make decisions in a more dynamic manner with all
the teams contributions to be accounted for. This is not quick, so we must remember we are after
the high quality of a team decision. The pressure for speed and less effort required often means
that compromises are made with lower quality results, rather than the higher quality collaborative
(win, win) solutions.
We should therefore expect to take longer and make more effort to hear people’s contribution,
aiming to understand. Information sharing, in a team context is data that alters understanding.
High quality rich information alters understanding more. The key skill and discipline that leads to
high quality decisions, is therefore, active listening and appreciation.
Typically, our inner voice starts rehearsing our response before the other person has finished
speaking, meaning we don’t listen properly and can’t fully appreciate it.
There are more barriers to quality decision making by teams from social and psychological
factors. However, referencing and focusing on the objectives, creating good quality team meeting
structures and developing active listening skills, will considerably improve the quality of the
decisions made by the team.
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Team review and reflecting process
The pressure to deliver is constant and without making sufficient time and resource available,
team effectiveness and development can take a back seat, yet we know that team effectiveness is
fundamental to task success. Time and effort need to be structured into teams every-day and
periodic work cycles.
Within the centre of our Team Dimensions model is the structural component for monitoring and
developing team effectiveness. Review, explore, challenge, support and adapt. It applies to all the
team’s objectives, however the objective relating to Team effectiveness needs to be emphasised.
We have seen that working effectively as a team is considerably different to what most people are
used to, and needs constant fostering to survive and flourish, hence we suggest it is embedded in
the team meeting.
The objective relating to interdependencies with other teams and external groups, also requires
special emphasis (see the next team coaching paper on Impact for detailed exploration). Attention
to this objective aligns the continuing relevance and appropriateness of the team’s work, by
keeping the team grounded, alert and responsive to external changes and perceptions.
In addition, every 4-6 months, the team should hold an offsite meeting focused purely on
reviewing team performance, understanding its challenges and developing tactics and strategies
to improve performance. “To the extent that team members collectively reflect on team’s
objectives, strategies, processes and performance and make changes accordingly, teams will be
more productive, effective and innovative”. (West 2000, Widmer, Skippers and West 2009)

Conclusion
Within our own organisations, structures are so familiar and so much an accepted everyday part
of the organisational fabric that we rarely question them. Yet it is far too common that our best
espoused intentions of “what we want it to be like around here” clash with our actual “how we do
things around here” with negative consequences such as employee disengagement, poor
productivity and higher staff turnover. Further, even the structures that work typically enable
effective and efficient working of the individual employees for the organisation.
Therefore, when we set up a team we need structures designed to enable and encourage
effective teamwork. The fundamental condition we seek to design into the structures is the
psychological safety to take the risks of behaving and acting differently. We then need to foster
the new skills and unfamiliar behaviours that differentiate teamwork from individual and group
working, until they too become strong and familiar.
This takes time and effort.
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The Five Dimensions of Teams
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STRUCTURE

IMPACT

•

Defining a clear/unifying
team purpose

•

Shared: terminology, practices,
norms

•

Focused on the external
environment

•

Differentiated collaborative
objectives

•

Clarity of roles and
interdependencies

•

Embracing stakeholders

Clarifying team expectations:
tasks, team behaviours,
reflective practice

•

Meeting structures

•

Maintain integrity/unity
of the team

•

Measurement of performance
against objectives

•

Willingness to be flexible,
learn and develop (humility)

•

Decision making process

•

Review/reflecting structure

•

TEAM LEADERSHIP
•

Maintaining focus on Primary
Purpose (discernment)

•

Inspirational leadership

•

Creating the conditions
for team success

•
•

TEAM MEMBERS
•

Collective and committed input/
responsibility for the team and
its development

Emphasis’s reflection

•

Models: positive exchange,
active listening, learning,
appreciation, respect

Awareness/acceptance of
others values and diversity

•

Selflessness vs individualism

•

Emotional awareness of
self/others

•

Conflict management skills

•

Demonstrate: appreciation,
empathy, respect
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to hear from you.

Acorn Coaching & Development Ltd.
Wildman House
127 Highgate
Kendal LA9 4EN
UK
Telephone.
+44 (0) 1539 741 511
Email. mail@acorncoaching.com
www.acorncoaching.com

Registered Office: Wildman House, 127 Highgate, Kendal LA9 4EN
Company Number. 03037180

Image credit: This is Engineering RAEng / Unsplash.com

