Fostering Teamwork

 5 Learning Objective Review the five stages of team development, and explain why conflict can arise in team settings. Because teams are composed of unique individuals with different perspectives, the interpersonal relationships among team members require careful consideration. Two particularly important issues are team development and team conflict. Team Development Teams often require some time and developmental change to reach full productive speed, and team leaders need to understand this process to help groups reach their potential as quickly as possible. Several models of team development have been proposed over the years. One well-known model defined by researcher Bruce Tuckman identifies five stages of development, nicknamed forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning:39 Forming. The forming stage is a period of orientation and ice-breaking. Members get to know each other, determine what types of behaviors are appropriate within the group, identify what is expected of them, and become acquainted with each other�s task orientation. Storming. In the storming stage, members show more of their personalities and become more assertive in establishing their roles. Conflict and disagreement often arise during the storming stage, as members jockey for position or form coalitions to promote their own perceptions of the team�s mission. Although it is necessary for this storming to occur, team members need to make sure the team doesn�t lapse into counterproductive behaviors before it has a chance to resolve these emerging conflicts. Norming. During the norming stage, conflicts are resolved, and team harmony develops. Members come to understand and accept one another, reach consensus on who the leader is (if that hasn�t already been established formally), and reach agreement on member roles. Performing. In the performing stage, members are truly committed to the team�s goals. Problems are solved, and disagreements are handled in the interest of task accomplishment. Adjourning. Finally, if the team has a specific task to perform, it goes through the adjourning stage after the task has been completed. In this stage, issues are wrapped up, and the team is dissolved. As a team moves through these stages, two important developments occur. First, it develops a certain level of cohesiveness, a measure of how committed the members are to the team�s goals. Cohesiveness is reflected in meeting attendance, team interaction, work quality, and goal achievement. Cohesiveness is influenced by many factors, particularly competition and evaluation. If a team is in competition with other teams, cohesiveness increases as the team strives to excel. In addition, if a team�s efforts and accomplishments are recognized by the organization, members tend to be more committed to the team�s goals. Strong team cohesiveness generally results in high morale. Moreover, when cohesiveness is coupled with strong management support for team objectives, teams tend to be more productive. cohesiveness A measure of how committed team members are to their team�s goals. The second development is the emergence of norms, informal but often powerful standards of conduct that members share and use to guide their behavior. Norms define acceptable behavior by setting limits, identifying values, and clarifying expectations. By encouraging consistent behavior, norms boost efficiency and help ensure the group�s survival. Individuals who deviate from these norms can find themselves ridiculed, isolated, or even removed from the group entirely. (This fear is the leading cause of groupthink, by the way.) Norms can be established in various ways: from early behaviors that set precedents for future actions, from significant events in the team�s history, from behaviors that come to the team through outside influences, and from a leader�s or member�s explicit statements that have an impact on other members.40 norms Informal standards of conduct that guide team behavior. Team Conflict As teams mature and go about their work, conflicts can arise. Although the term conflict sounds negative, conflict isn�t necessarily bad. It can be constructive if it brings important issues into the open, increases the involvement of team members, and generates creative ideas for solving a problem. Teamwork isn�t necessarily about happiness and harmony; even teams that have some interpersonal friction can excel if they have effective leadership and team players committed to strong results. As teamwork experts Andy Boynton and Bill Fischer put it, �Virtuoso teams are not about getting polite results.�41 In contrast, conflict is destructive if it diverts energy from more important issues, destroys the morale of teams or individual team members, or polarizes or divides the team.42 Destructive conflict can lead to win-lose or lose-lose outcomes, in which one or both sides lose, to the detriment of the entire team. If you approach conflict with the idea that both sides can satisfy their goals to at least some extent (a win-win strategy), you can minimize losses for everyone. For a win-win strategy to work, everybody must believe that (1) it�s possible to find a solution that both parties can accept, (2) cooperation is better for the organization than competition, (3) the other party can be trusted, and (4) greater power or status doesn�t entitle one party to impose a solution. Conflict within teams is common as people bring different ideas and expectations to the table. Constructive conflict can help a team generate fresh ideas and devise new solutions, but destructive conflict can divide a team and slow or destroy its progress. Causes of Team Conflict Team conflict can arise for a number of reasons. First, individuals may feel they are in competition for scarce or declining resources, such as money, information, and supplies. Second, team members may disagree over responsibilities. Third, poor communication can lead to misunderstandings and misperceptions. In addition, withholding information can undermine trust among members. Fourth, basic differences in values, attitudes, and personalities may lead to clashes. Fifth, power struggles may result when one party questions the authority of another or when people or teams with limited authority attempt to increase their power or exert more influence. Sixth, conflicts can arise because individual team members are pursuing different goals.43 Solutions to Team Conflict As with any other human relationship, the way a team approaches conflict depends to a large degree on how well the team was functioning in the first place. A strong, healthy team is more likely to view a conflict as simply another challenge to overcome�and it can emerge from the conflict even stronger than before. In contrast, a generally dysfunctional team can disintegrate even further when faced with a new source of conflict. The following seven measures can help team members successfully resolve conflict: Proactive attention. Deal with minor conflict before it becomes major conflict. Communication. Get those directly involved in a conflict to participate in resolving it. Openness. Get feelings out in the open before dealing with the main issues. Research. Seek factual reasons for a problem before seeking solutions. Flexibility. Don�t let anyone lock into a position before considering other solutions. Fair play. Insist on fair outcomes and don�t let anyone avoid a fair solution by hiding behind the rules. Alliance. Get opponents to fight together against an �outside force� instead of against each other. Team members and team leaders can also take several steps to prevent conflicts. First, by establishing clear goals that require the efforts of every member, the team reduces the chance that members will battle over their objectives or roles. Second, by developing well-defined tasks for each member, the team leader ensures that all parties are aware of their responsibilities and the limits of their authority. Finally, by facilitating open communication, the team leader can ensure that all members understand their own tasks and objectives as well as those of their teammates. Communication builds respect and tolerance, and it provides a forum for bringing misunderstandings into the open before they turn into full-blown conflicts.
