TEAM COACHING INSIGHT:
Impact

www.acorncoaching.com

TEAM COACHING INSIGHT

Impact

In this fifth and final paper on Acorn’s guide to Team Coaching we consider Impact and
Learning and their role in shaping team performance. If Primary Purpose describes the planned
destination, then, Impact is about sensing and adapting to reality as the journey progresses.
The ultimate measure of a team’s success is that it’s achievement is welcomed and adds real
value. It is all too common for a team’s hard won achievement to drop down the organisations
agenda for the next big thing, or become irrelevant as needs change, or have a lukewarm
or hostile reception.
For previous papers in this series, please visit www.acorncoaching.com/insights

The Five Dimensions of Teams
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Focused on the external environment
A tight knit team has identity and membership; they collaborate and conduct work together
making decisions about what they do and how they do it. It can be easy for a team to become
insular. To guard against this the leader must ensure that the team keeps in mind their external
frame of reference.
Their work output, their primary purpose is not intended solely for their own benefit but for external
stakeholders too. The team’s regular work reviews (progress reports) must consider these external
relationships and also the wider environment, and how their work effectively translates.
Having spent considerable time and effort understanding the task, high performing teams
maintain the feedback loop by regularly asking if the stakeholder needs have changed.
For instance, checking in with the ‘commissioning agents’ (Hawkins 2017), ensuring that the
purpose and direction of travel is appropriate, checking that the vision and mission remains
relevant to all stakeholders and potential beneficiaries.

Stakeholders
West (2012), advocates identifying all the team’s stakeholders and the potential advantages and
disadvantages to the stakeholders of the team’s project. Kurt Lewin’s, ‘Forcefield Analysis’ (1943)
continues to provide a useful approach to this, and reminds us to consider a full range of factors
“driving” or “resisting” change in stakeholder opinion, including technical, political, social, and
emotional. Then consider how the project can be modified to strengthen the “drivers” or reduce
the “resisters”.
Stakeholder interests could be as diverse as R.O.I. for the board or client, shareholder dividend,
employee anxiety, supplier credit terms, market confidence or public reputation. Interests, then,
are more than financial and transactional for example; moral authority and doing public good.
Young employees and investors are increasingly looking to work for, or invest in, organisations that
are run ethically and whose products and services are contributing positively to environmental
and social concerns.
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Engagement activities
Ancona and Caldwell (1992) in West (2012) identify three main groups of activity that teams use to
manage their organisational environments:
1.

Ambassadorial activities, communicating with and influencing senior management to
promote themselves as an effective, committed and innovative team worthy of organisational
resources and light touch management. Senior management attention moves on quickly,
hence the need to maintain relevance and secure resource

2.

Task co-ordinator activities, improving communications horizontally, with other departments
and teams, to coordinate and manage workflow activities. The teams work may be destined
to benefit or impact other teams and/or need the support of other teams and departments.
Relationship management smooths access to support and cooperation and allays fears
amongst colleagues

3.

Scouting activities, to provide up-to-date information, for example, market needs and
technical developments, through personal contacts, desk research, trade and academic
press. This keeps the team abreast of competitor and market developments etc.

They also concluded that isolationism (lack of consideration of external stakeholders) and
scouting as the sole activity result in the poorest team performance, whereas the most successful
teams used a comprehensive mix of all three activities.
Stakeholder engagement thus creates presence and relevance as well as informing the team,
enabling them to decide how to respond, adapt and strengthen what they are doing.
When teams are made up from a number of organisations, as for example, a national
infrastructure project, and there are sub-teams e.g. sub-contractors, the analysis may be more
complicated but its principles and purpose, for the core team, remain the same.

Willingness to be flexible, learn & develop (humility)
When a team has a clear purpose and has invested themselves wholeheartedly in the target, it
can be very difficult to hear and accept external challenges. The team needs to be prepared for
the likelihood of change and opposition. This requires a certain amount of humility and an
expectation that the task will evolve as new information comes to light.
We need to acknowledge that there is a balance to be set between having team members
confident in their mission, and thus able to invest themselves, and in team members adapting
their mission to emerging change.
Team meetings are a good forum to have this discussion and establishing learning reviews
puts the team members in the mind set to be more open to, and indeed welcoming of, change.
The aim is that each adaptation leads to a more ‘fit for purpose’ mission and opportunity for
higher performance. Learning is therefore a critical team performance capability.
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Listening
Learning comes from within the team (team processes, technical knowledge and skills) and
from stakeholder engagement (see Ancona and Caldwell above). During engagements with
stakeholders to gain their views, it is necessary to both listen and interrogate what is being said.
“Mining” for conflict helps establish where the issues lie and this deeper understanding enables
the team to decide more effective actions to mitigate or manage them. Not only will the team gain
a richer picture of stakeholder views but it also helps establish the team’s integrity and therefore
it’s influence. Effective “mining” first requires genuine listening to both the words and the music
(what’s left unsaid, body language, tone, mood etc.).
However, in Acorn’s experience, this is often a skill that teams struggle with and need to improve.
There are many barriers to effective listening, including being preoccupied by your own concerns,
or distracted by background noises (both metaphorical and real) and interruptions.
More difficult barriers include our tendency to begin rehearsing our next sentence whilst the other
person is talking. Another is our tendency to apply our own experiences to the other person which
causes us to assume we know what they are going to say. The other person may also have
difficulty expressing themselves articulately.
Listening effectively is thus more difficult than we think.

Maintain integrity/unity of the team
One of the key behaviours of a high performing team is that all members behave with integrity
and unity, both ‘within’ the team and when representing the team to outsiders/stakeholders.
Keeping the team together and focused on its task may be strained when faced with the
uncertainty caused by change or opposition, especially when this is layered on to the
ideological conflict required by top performing teams. Individual members can experience
events very differently.
Whilst some are feeling positive and enjoying being part of a team, others my feel under
considerable stress and isolated (Williams and Solano 1983). Emotions such as shock, anger,
denial and frustration may also be experienced. Individuals in such a state are unlikely to reach
out for help. Trying to cope on their own may drive them further down.
The culture of the organisation or industry may further add to this burden, with expectations that
people just dig deeper and drive through, without acknowledgement or support. Grean and
Cashman (1975) have also identified the relationship of leader with members as a stress creator.
Where the leader perceives high compatibility or competence they will ascribe greater trust and
spend more time with them. They will also attribute success of the “in-group” as due to hard work,
whilst failures are situational. Where the perceived competence or compatibility is low so the
situation is reversed. Members know if they belong to the “in-group” or the “out-group”.
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We have previously advocated building a culture of “emotional safety” that the leader continually
reinforces through the team’s meetings and through opportune 1-1 meetings. Several tactics can
be used in addition, to support the team member and leader effectively against these stresses.
(West 2012)
•

Emotional support: Caring: Listening, acknowledging and comforting. Not necessarily offering
advice. Developing and applying one’s emotional intelligence (self- and social-awareness,
self- and relationship-management, self- and people’s-performance)

•

Informational support: providing additional information that helps gives context or enables the
person to act, can alleviate anxiety

•

Instrumental support: Practical help with, for instance, additional resource to
manage workload

•

Appraisal support: providing an individual with alternative interpretations for a particular
crisis/problem, allowing the individual to see alternative options and creating greater
potential for a positive outcome

Learning: Review, explore, challenge, support & adapt
Teams that pursue a high performance goal understand that they need to keep reinventing
themselves, setting ever higher standards of performance, and not resting on their laurels.
Learning takes place at individual as well as team levels. For example, individuals may need to
master a new skill (technical or social), whilst the team may need to adapt their work in response
to feedback from a key stakeholder. Responsive learning such as this, is usually most effective in
the moment, as the need arises, and teams should look to exploit these opportunities.
However, not all opportunities will be recognised in the moment, and the team’s performance may
have plateaued without the team being fully aware of it. Learning also takes additional effort and
the team may not have capacity to learn due to current pressure. Learning, therefore, becomes a
scheduled, whole team activity. West, Hawkins, Lencioni and Katzenbach and Smith all agree that
the team should take time away from the normal everyday work and conduct periodic whole team
reviews of the team’s recent performance. West (2012) suggests that there will be natural breaks
within most team’s work cycles, e.g. after key milestones are achieved that are ideal for this review.
Otherwise, set them roughly 6 months apart.
Typically, these will take the form of 2 days away from the office, preferably with overnight
accommodation. The formal review conversations will be quite intense, as any conflict is “mined”
and resolved. So, people will also need the downtime to enjoy each other’s company and develop
stronger relationships. The aim is to decide what should be the teams next performance targets.
This means understanding what they have and haven’t done well as a team - what West (2012),
describes as “reflexivity”.
Acorn’s Team Coaching process provides a context through which to conduct team
performance reviews.
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1.

Primary Purpose: the extent to which the team is successfully achieving its task
related activities

2. Team Leadership: the skills and approach used to unite and enable the team’s effectiveness
3. Structure: the effective use of management processes and resources to provide functionality,
development and sustainability
4. Team members: the attitudes and behaviours that foster team functionality, development
and sustainability
5. Impact: the awareness and response to stakeholders
6. Learning: the fluidity with which the team challenges, supports, innovates and adapts
We urge teams to consider both the team’s task achievement “Task Reflexivity” and the team
member’s experience of working together “Social Reflexivity”. Many teams’ give little thought to
social reflexivity to their own detriment. Suffice to say, team members are people and must have
their ongoing and legitimate needs met in order that they flourish and perform as a team.

Facilitation
Unless the team leader, or one of the team is a consummate facilitator then team learning reviews
may be more effectively hosted by an external specialist.
If an external facilitator is used, then they will need a good understanding of the team’s work,
culture, context and aims. This, of course, is Acorn’s specialty.
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In conclusion
These papers have aimed to draw attention to obvious and hidden factors that can undermine
or enable highly effective teamwork. We have shown that typical organisational structures and
cultures have taught us to behave very individualistically and that creating an effective team is a
challenge and quite different from leading a co-operative group.
High performing teams need a suitable task, appropriate leadership, enabling structures and
members with the right skills, attitudes and behaviours. They need to work hard at becoming a
team and continually learn in order to deliver well received outcomes. It does not come naturally.
As tasks become more complex they require more high performing teams. The individualistic
group approach cannot match the quality of a team’s results.
Hopefully, the insights we have shared in these papers will help you develop your team’s
performance. If you have any questions, or need support, please contact us at Acorn
Coaching and Development. Our purpose is to help organisations improve performance
through their people.
We will be sending a final case study that describes the uses and benefits achieved through this
process, along with the opportunity for you to access a questionnaire that you may wish to carry
out with your own team/s which will indicate areas of strength and focus.
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