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TEAM BUILDING

by Kevin E. O’Connor, CSP

S

ome leaders possess a natural, succinct ability to discover what others think. When confronted with a difficult situation, these talented leaders know just how to get the other person to cooperate with them—as a team.

The roles of team leader and team member are intimately intertwined. One cannot succeed without the other. There is no success for a team leader without the  members contributing their fair share. A common dilemma of team leaders is how to guide themselves, especially when they feel responsible for the success or failure of the team. There are several important guidelines that effective team leaders use to keep themselves on track when they are working with others. 

Teach Responsibility By Giving It

Teams exist to support, develop and create. Our social nature as human beings seemingly requires a certain amount of structured interaction for work to proceed.  In order for a team to support an individual or a corporate goal, a base for acceptance must be found, which enables individuals to grow and move. Corporate goals need acceptance in the same way. This feeling of acceptance is of utmost importance for team members to feel connected and included. 

A great way for leaders to help others feel accepted is to give them responsibility before they are ready for it. Don't wait until they are completely competent.  Help your team realize their hidden abilities by discovering their talents before they do. Whenever possible, delegate the responsibility for agenda items or ideas, catering or audio-visual needs, opening activities, presentations, creative interludes and breaks.  

Then, as the content emerges during the course of the meeting, assign duties to pairs of individuals, small groups or teams within the teams. When you assign short homework assignments, or research and planning alternatives, learning environments are created that enrich and renew themselves. A strong learning culture based on individual responsibility is the key component of any successful team.

Brainstorm Through the Agenda

Brainstorming is a common, yet habitually overlooked technique at routine meetings. With the inordinate amount of data and deadlines that permeate corporate life, it is easy for a leader to attempt to just "get through the agenda." This is a frequent, critical error that team leaders make. Every major piece of research on teams and employees asserts that the job of the leader is to elicit ideas from the attendees for optimal learning to happen. This is not to say that leaders must agree with or act on every idea. The task is merely to surface ideas in order to create a dynamic learning environment, encourage attention, and more importantly, enhance attendees' receptivity to new ideas.

Be a Facilitator, Not an Expert 
Good facilitators make group members comfortable with one another and with the group process. The more a leader strives to make members feel included, the more successful their contribution to the group will be. The less connected they feel, the more difficult the process. 

To create a greater feeling of inclusion for audience members, leaders should:

· emphasize first names on participants' name tags and table name tents;

· begin with some initial structured interaction in small groups of 2 or 3;

· introduce new members;

· recognize tasks done well;

· prepare a list with participant's titles, phone numbers and E-mail addresses; and 

· always be a gracious hostess or host. 

Acting as a "Decision-Mover"

The team leader can move the agenda forward by selectively drawing forth ideas from the group, linking them together, seeking a consensus, illuminating key points, then moving to the next step in the process. When the leader makes a decision as a part of the group, an agreement is made as a direct result of the group's deliberations. The leader's role here is to advertise the decision—a kind of "look what we just did" function. However, when the leader makes a decision apart from the group, then he or she predicts what the needs, wishes and requirements of the group will be. Trouble will develop if the leader tries to make decisions that should rightfully be made by the group.  

Don't be afraid to judge that which is yours to decide, but take care to let others know the who, what, when, where, and how of your decisions. Always reveal your 

decisions to the team and respond accordingly to any signs of discontent.

The Critical (and Creative) Role of Animator

The most critical role for the team leader, however, is that of animator. This is the fundamental collaborative function where alternatives are developed, ideas become action and the group "helps its baby take the first steps." It is also this key function that accounts for most team leader failures. Good facilitation and helpful decision-making will not compensate for a leader that cannot animate the group.

Animators need only to ask obvious questions to be effective: "What are some ways that we can we use this information to move forward just a little bit?" or "What small steps need to happen, even over the next few days, to help us feel that we are on track to solving our problem?" When teams are discouraged, leaders can cleverly get the group moving in a positive direction with: "How come things aren't worse? What are we doing to keep them from getting worse?" 

Developing Teamwork Skills

The combined goals and efforts of the group members and leaders create teamwork—an often desired, yet difficult to achieve outcome. Could it be that teams are sometimes difficult because we don't have the skills of teamwork, the understanding for it, or the trust that might be necessary to make it work for us?

As children or adults, we all have some experience with sports teams and know what the rules are. It is inherent in our culture to know how to play together on a team. But to work on a team, to produce that which does not now exist, may be a very different matter.

To work on a team means at least three things. First, we give over a certain amount of our personal control to the group, leader or goal. As such, we have less direct control over our immediate future and outcomes. No one needs to be excessively desirous of control to relate to this concern. 

Secondly, working on a team takes time (a lot of it). This precious investment of time is not always easy to surrender. It takes a mature team to understand that even the times when the team seems "stuck" can be essential to the long-term goal. More than one team member has remarked, "I could be doing a lot of other things, but I wish my boss would have our team meet more…we may be able to use the time for other things, but as a team, we need the time together." Much like marriages and families need "time together," familiarity is also an important need of team members.  

Third, working on a team demands that we change our mind on a regular basis.  Remaining open and ready to give up what we think can be as unsettling as standing on shifting ground.

The Three F's

The leader's challenge is to maintain a delicate balance of letting it happen—the time, the uncertainty, the change—and at the same time providing the reassurance that movement is happening. Leaders of teams need to remember to be firm, friendly and fair. This leadership skill is a basic and incredibly important feature of teamwork-respect. Firmness shows respect for self, friendliness shows respect for the other, and fairness shows respect for the interaction of all members of the group. 

It is a timeless truth that groups win or lose, stand or fall based on how its members feel they are treated. When team leaders focus too closely on semantics or  outcomes of the task at hand and neglect the people, interaction, feelings generated and the perceived respect, they have already failed.

Your Team Possesses the Information To Help You Succeed 

Kets deVries wrote, "The derailment of a CEO is seldom caused by a lack of information about the latest techniques of finance, production or industry; rather, it comes about because of a lack of an interpersonal skill . . . the failure to get the best out of the people who possess the necessary information." With teams, leadership depends greatly on the people skills perceived by the group.  Conversely, team leaders depend greatly on the contribution of the team members. Incorporate these ideas into your team building techniques for immediate results.  

Do it now, don't wait until you're good at it!
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