
Senior teams

 

Having competent team members is the sine qua non for any
team; it’s the strict minimum.

However, we should never forget that, it is not the team with
the best players that wins, but the team that plays the best.

This article will look at the holy grail of becoming a high
performing senior management or leadership team.

In his 1981 book, “Management Teams – Why They Succeed or
Fail”, Meredith Belbin, one of the original gurus of Team
Building and creator of the “Team Roles Profile”, called this
the  Apollo  Syndrome  –  teams  formed  of  “experts”  in  their
domains producing unexpectedly poor results.

This failure seemed to be due to certain flaws in the way
teams operate:

Spending  excessive  time  in  abortive  or  destructive
debate, trying to persuade other team members to adopt
their own view, and demonstrating a flair for spotting
weaknesses in others’ arguments
Struggling  in  their  decision  making,  with  little
coherence in the decisions reached
Team members tending to act along their own favourite
lines without taking account of what fellow members were
doing
Recognising what is happening but over compensating –
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avoiding confrontation, which equally led to problems in
decision making

Almost twenty years before Belbin, in 1965, Bruce Tuckman
published  a  theory  or  model  which  has  become  almost  the
“industry standard” in terms of team building and known as
“Tuckman’s stages of group development”.

Tuckman,  working  with  small  groups  (not  management  teams)
identified  the  Forming,  Storming,  and  Norming  journey  to
becoming  a  Performing  collection  of  individuals.  He  later
added a fifth stage, which he called Adjourning, which I will
concentrate on less.

Becoming a performing team, let alone a high performing team,
has never been easy and it seems to be even more difficult in
today’s VUCA world of rapid corporate change, where joint-
ventures and global mergers & de-mergers are the new norm.
This  leads  to  senior  people  spending  less  time  in  their
position and no sooner than the team has formed, it is de-
formed.

So, is there a road, or roads, to becoming a high performing
team?

Clearly,  high  performance  within  in  a  team  isn’t
instantaneous;  a  collection  of  disparate  individuals  needs
time to become a cohesive and supportive whole, heading in a
common direction. The journey from “forming” to “performing”
is not linear, it is not timebound and the destination is
always changing.

Groups  of  people  working  together  develop  along  two
dimensions; one related to “task behaviours” (what the people
have to do) and the other related to “process behaviours” (how
people do what they have to do).

Task behaviours include things like:



Clarifying  the  mission  and  objectives  of  the  team;
ensuring everyone clearly understands, & agrees, as to
why the team exists and what is “globally” expected from
the team.
Creating a mode of governance for the team; ensuring
everyone clearly understands, & agrees, as to how the
team will function to achieve its mission and objectives
Defining  roles  within  the  team;  giving  clear
expectations about the roles played by each team member,
without team members becoming “role bound”
Performance measures to help the team regularly reviews
its performance and objectives and alter its priorities
and practice in the light of review

Well-developed  task  behaviours  help  teams  function
“efficiently”  without  becoming  too  “lean  &  mean”’

Process behaviours include areas such as:

How  the  team  engages  in  decision  making;  are
disagreements  suppressed  or  is  constructive  criticism
and encouragement used by team members
The  level  of  trust  &  support  within  the  team;  is
diversity of personal style respected & embraced, are
each other’s’ strengths and weaknesses accepted
The  approach  to  conflict  within  the  team;  are
disagreements  considered  important  to  team  decision
making and does criticism has a constructive flavour,
oriented toward removing an obstacle that the team faces
Leadership within the team; is the issue who controls or
how to get the job done, do all team members use their
leadership capacity

Well-developed  process  behaviours  help  teams  function
“effectively”  without  becoming  too  “sharing  &  caring”’

It is the interplay between the task and process behaviours
that  generate  the  famous  Forming,  Storming,  Norming  and



Performing phases of team development. Sometimes the issue to
moving forward is task related (unclear objectives, lack of
performance measures, information not circulated …), sometimes
it  is  process  related  (hidden  personal  agendas,  power
struggles, clashes of personal styles …) and sometimes it is a
combination of both.

Teams that integrate the positive development of both task and

process  behaviours  can  become  E2  teams  –  Effective  and
Efficient.

As well as Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing, there
are two other possible configurations.

Teams that overly concentrate on process behaviours to the
detriment of task behaviours tend to become a “socialising”
team;  tightly  knit  with  a  feeling  of  trust  and  ”we-ness”
within  the  team,  significant  interpersonal  support  and
effective  communication  but  with  little  real  task
accomplishment.

On the other hand, teams that sacrifice the human element in
favour of getting stuff done can become a “producing” team;
task oriented with little interpersonal communication and “I”
predominating over “WE”.

Team development is not a linear, mono-dimensional journey.
Teams can accelerate, become derailed, fall-back, get lost
and, in some case, implode and disintegrate.

If you would like to discuss teams and their development do
not hesitate to contact me at boblarcher@boblarcher.com


