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Introduction 

Teams have become a common feature of 
organisational life. Workplace teams are used to 
carry out projects of various kinds and can make a 
significant contribution to organisational success,  
but the development of good working relationships  
is vital to team performance. Organisations that take 
the time to invest in building effective teams will reap 
the benefits of improved morale, better performance 
and the successful completion of projects. 
Good leadership is a key to team 
performance and team leaders have 
a vital role to play in ensuring that 
team members work well together 
and are able to achieve the goals 
which have been set. Their role 
is that of facilitator. They need to 
understand the nature of the task 
in hand as well as the broader 
organisational context. They need 
to assess the knowledge, skills and 
experience of each team member 
and what motivates them. They 
need to engage individuals and  
help them to find their place in the 
work of the team. 
Successful team building can: 
• coordinate the efforts of 

individuals as they tackle  
complex tasks 

• make the most of expertise and 
knowledge which might otherwise 
remain untapped 

•  build on the complementary 
strengths of team members to 
produce results which could 
not be achieved by employees 
working individually 

• raise and sustain motivation and 
confidence as team members  
feel supported and involved 

• encourage members to work 
together to generate fresh  
ideas solve problems, and  
find new ways forward 

• help to break down 
communication barriers and  
avoid unhealthy competition, 
rivalry and point-scoring  
between departments 

• raise the level of individual and 
collective empowerment 

• enhance engagement with and 
ownership of the task in hand.

This checklist outlines steps in the 
development of workplace teams 
and covers the main issues which 
team leaders need to address. 
Its focus is on co-located rather 
than virtual or remote teams. Our 
checklist on Communicating in  
the Virtual Workplace provides  
more information on managing 
virtual teams. (See Related 
checklists below). 

DEFINITION
A team is more than just a group 
of people who happen to work 
together. It is a group of people 
working towards common goals and 
objectives and sharing responsibility 
for the outcomes. Increasingly, a 
team may be composed of people 
drawn from different functions, 
departments and disciplines who 
have been brought together for 
a specific project. Team building 
begins with the effective selection 
and grouping of team members. 
It includes the encouragement of 
good working relationships and 
practices, which enable the team 
to steer and develop the work and 
reach their goals. 
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1.	Consider	whether	a	team	is	
the	best	option	
 Don’t assume that a team is 
necessarily the best way of 
achieving the objectives you have 
in mind. Think carefully about the 
tasks to be completed and the skills 
required before launching into the 
formation of a team. 
Consider whether there is a need 
for a mix of skills and experience, 
the sharing of workloads, or for 
brainstorming and problem solving. 
In such cases a team will often be 
the best option. Otherwise, ask 
yourself whether the task can be 
more effectively carried out by a 
single person with the relevant 
knowledge and skills. It is important 
to weigh the advantages and 
disadvantages of team working – 
there may be losses in coordination 
and motivation if teams are not 
carefully developed and managed. 
Organisational culture should also 
be considered - teamwork may 
be difficult, for example, in an 
organisation with a culture of rigid 
reporting structures or fixed work 
procedures. 

2.	Define	objectives	and	the	
skills	needed	to	reach	them	
Think carefully about the nature of 
the tasks or projects to be carried 
out by the team and the mix of 
knowledge and skills needed. 
For teams handling routine tasks 
on a long term basis, low levels 
of diversity in the team and clear 
definitions of tasks and roles are 
required. In this context, the key 
aims would be high levels of team 
cohesion and commitment and low 
levels of conflict. 
For innovation and problem solving, 
on the other hand, high levels of 
diversity and complementary skills 
will be required and the definition of 
goals and roles may be left to the 
team. This might involve losses in 
coordination, much less cohesion, 
and fairly high potential for conflict, 
but could be worthwhile if new ideas 
and solutions are required. 

3.	Consider	the	make-up		
of	the	team	
If you are forming a new team, 
you need to consider the number 
of people involved, their cultural 
backgrounds and the skill set they 
bring to the team. If you are setting 
up an international or multi-cultural 
team you may wish to study 
Geert Hofstede’s work on cultural 
differences. This will give you a 
better understanding of issues  
such as differing attitudes to 
authority, individual responsibility 
and uncertainty avoidance.  
(See Related thinkers below). 
 In many organisations, however 
the selection of team members will 
be outside the remit of the team 
leader. In such cases the process 
of developing good working 
relationships and practices within 
the team is even more vital  
to success. 
The work of R Meredith Belbin 
provides some useful insights into 
the patterns of behaviour exhibited 
by team members and the way 
they interact with each other. You 
may wish to take these into account 
when putting a team together or 
seeking to shape an existing team. 
Belbin identifies a number of roles 
which team members can play 
and their respective strengths and 
weaknesses. He suggests that 
teams need a balance of members 
with differing roles if they are to work 
together effectively. Furthermore 
an understanding of personal 
differences and roles can help 
team members to cooperate more 
successfully, complementing each 
other’s strengths. (See Related 
thinkers below for more on  
Belbin’s work.) 
Teams with a strong focus on 
innovation who need to develop  
new ideas may benefit from 
members with who can think in 
different ways to analyse problems 
and find solutions. Edward De 
Bono’s ‘six thinking hats’ model of 
thinking styles may be helpful here. 
(See Related models below). 

4.	Plan	your	team	building	
strategy	
The following aspects must be 
considered: 
• a climate of trust – nurturing 

team culture is a vital part of the 
team leader’s role. Mistakes 
and failures should be seen as 
learning experiences, not as 
occasions to apportion blame

• communication – clear and 
frequent communication is vital. 
The free flow of information will 
help team members understand 
how their work contributes to 
business objectives and promote 
better integration 

• training – specialist training may 
be needed to handle the tasks 
required, especially if the team 
leader has not been able to  
select team members  
personally. Team leaders will  
need project management 
skills and the ability to manage 
meetings, moderate discussions 
and handle conflict. Team 
members will also need good 
interpersonal skills, including 
communication and negotiation. 

• time – ensure that there is time to 
coordinate activities, to develop 
ideas and to monitor progress 
and that there are opportunities 
for regular meetings. Be aware 
that attitudes to time differ 
significantly across cultures 

• resources – make sure that the 
team has access to the resources 
and materials they will need to 
complete their work 

• objectives – these need to be 
clearly understood by all team 
members. This is increasingly a 
matter of involving team members 
in setting objectives rather than 
dictating prescribed objectives 
to them. Team members with 
a clear understanding of their 
own objectives and their place 
within the team and the wider 
organisation are more likely to 
be able to motivate themselves 
to achieve, and to exhibit 
higher levels of job satisfaction, 
commitment, excitement and 
enthusiasm 

Action checklist
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• tasks and roles – it is vital for team 
members to be absolutely clear 
about what is expected of them 
and what tasks have to be carried 
out. Consider how you will handle 
the situation if tasks and roles are 
not respected 

• feedback - everybody needs to 
know how well they are doing and 
if and where improvements can 
be made. Feedback should focus 
firstly on the positive aspects and 
then on ways of addressing any 
problems or difficulties. 

You may also consider bringing 
in someone with team building 
experience to help with the initial 
phases, especially if the team’s task 
is major or complex. Alternatively, 
consider whether team building 
activities such as outbound team 
building, games or process labs 
would be helpful and appropriate. 

5.	Get	the	team	together	
From the outset you should aim to 
start to encourage the group to see 
themselves as a team, rather than 
a collection of individuals. At the 
initial meeting, discuss and agree 
the overall objectives the team is to 
achieve, rather than attempting to 
address tasks in detail. Make sure 
that everyone understands their 
personal contribution to the team’s 
success, its place in the project 
schedule and its importance to the 
project’s success. 
Bear in mind that most teams 
pass through several stages of 
development before starting to 
produce their best work. Bruce 
Tuckman’s 1965 model of team 
development presents this process 
in the following stages: 
• forming - as team members 

come together 
• storming – as they work through 

the issues 
• Norming – as conflicts are 

resolved and working practices 
and expectations are established 

• Performing – as objectives are 
achieved. 

(See Related models below for 
further information.) 
Bear in mind that these stages 
vary in importance depending on 
the type of task being carried out. 
For example, in the case of routine 
tasks, groups should proceed more 
quickly to performing. Teams with 
innovative tasks will need more 
time for forming and storming and 
may find it difficult to reach the 
performing stage. Once a problem-
solving strategy has been found by 
an ‘innovative’ team, it may be 
necessary to form a new team to 
implement the solution. Blanchard’s 
situational leadership model can 
help managers to lead teams 
through these stages as it provides 
for individual team members to be 
managed according to their differing 
needs for coaching, support or 
direction. (See Related models 
below.) 

6	Explore	and	establish	
operating	ground	rules	
It is vital to establish ground rules 
from the outset, especially for cross-
cultural or remote teams. Agree 
processes for decision-making and 
reporting which will be maintained 
throughout the life-span of the 
team. Establish when and how often 
meetings will take place and how 
they will be managed. Encourage 
a climate of open and honest 
communication, so that, as far as 
possible, team members will be able 
to express opinions without fear of 
recrimination and minority views will 
be heard and considered. 
For certain projects you might want 
to consider using a version of the 
“Delphi Method”. The team leader 
and all members may contribute to 
crucial decision-making processes, 
anonymously via questionnaires, on 
an iterative basis, until a consensus 
is reached. Anonymity can reduce 
internal conflicts or personality 
issues among team members, and 
support complex strategic  
decision-making. 

7.	Identify	individuals’	
strengths	and	motivations	
Carry out an audit of individuals’ 
strengths and place people 
in the right position based on 
their skills and competences. 
Consider also how contributions 
and responsibilities overlap and 
how synergy can be released. It 
is important for team members to 
reach a common understanding 
of each other’s strengths. This 
helps to integrate the skills of 
team members, strengthen team 
cohesion and improve the efficiency 
and performance of the team as  
a whole. 
Getting to know your team members 
better will help you to understand 
which factors are most important 
to motivating each individual, in the 
short-term and in the long-term,  
and to ensure that these are not 
ignored in any rewards system that 
you design to reflect their efforts. 

8	See	yourself	as	a		
team	member	
Your role as team leader is to be 
a member of the team - not just 
the boss. Always maintain fairness 
in your approach to members 
of the team. Make it clear to all 
that everyone in the team has an 
important role to play and that 
your role happens to be that of 
team leader. Act as a good role 
model and maintain effective 
communication with all members, 
especially through listening. Be 
aware of the formal and informal 
roles within the team and endeavour 
to keep conflict between them to 
a minimum. In some cases it may 
be beneficial for roles to remain 
fluid, adding to the flexibility of 
working relationships, but don’t 
allow team members to lose their 
focus on their individual strengths or 
objectives. An effective leader may 
decide to cede project leadership 
(albeit temporarily) to another, when 
specific skills are required. 
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9	Check	progress	towards	
objectives	
 Check regularly to ensure that 
everyone still has a clear focus on 
what they are working towards, both 
individually and as a team. Identify 
milestones and hold team members 
accountable for progress towards 
them. As the team develops, pride  
in shared success and lessons 
learned from failure should also 
help to develop a sense of shared 
purpose, strengthen commitment  
and contribute to improved 
performance in the long run. 

10.	Time	meetings	with	care	
Unnecessary meetings are a bane, 
but if there are too few, the project - 
and the team - can lose focus. Meet 
regularly but with purpose, and with 
a clear agenda. Meetings provide 
opportunities to: 
Check that everyone is
• comfortable with their roles  

and tasks 
• Review progress towards goals 
• Reflect on how the team is  

working together. 

If any problems are identified, plan 
and implement appropriate action or 
corrective measures. Make sure that 
decisions are clearly documented. 
Someone should take responsibility 
for writing a summary of the meeting 
and ensuring that this is circulated  
to the team and team leader for  
future reference. 

 11.	Dissolve	the	team	
When the team has accomplished 
its tasks, acknowledge this. Carry 
out a final review to confirm whether 
objectives have been fully met. 
Evaluate the team’s performance, 
so that individuals can improve 
and learn from experience. If all the 
objectives have been met the team 
can be disbanded. Make sure that 
you acknowledge every member for 
their contribution and do not forget to 
celebrate your achievements. 

Notes 
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Additional resources
BOOKS	

Managing successful teams,  
Pat Wellington 

London: Kogan Page, 2012 

This book is also available as  
an e-book. 

The Financial Times essential guide 
to leading your team: how to set 
goals, measure performance and 
reward talent, Graham Yemm 

Harlow: Pearson, 2012 

This book is also available as  
an e-book. 

Leading and coaching teams to 
success: the secret life of teams, 
Philip Hayes 

Maidenhead: Open University  
Press, 2011 

This book is also available as  
an e-book 

Creating effective teams: a guide for 
members and leaders, 3rd ed. Susan 
A Wheeler 

Thousand Oaks Calif.: Sage, 2010 

The power of difference: exploring 
the value and brilliance of diversity in 
teams, Karen Jackson and Ian Taylor 
Cirencester: Management Books 
2000, 2008 

X teams: how to build teams that 
lead innovate and succeed, Deborah 
Ancona and Henrik Bresman New 
York NY: Harvard Business School 
Press, 2007 

Team decision making techniques: 
a practical guide to successful team 
outcomes, P Keith Kelly 

London: Kogan Page, 1995 

JOURNAL	ARTICLES	

Its only temporary: time frame and the 
dynamics of creative project teams, 
René M. Bakker and others, 

British Journal of Management, vol 
24, Sept 2013, pp 383-397 

Ten steps to building a winning team, 
Fred Cannon 

Training Journal, Dec 2009, pp 35-39 

Why teams don’t work, Diane Coutu 

Harvard Business Review, May 2009 
vol 87 no 5, pp 99-103, 105

RELATED	CHECKLISTS	

081 Team Briefing 

197 Participating in projects 

243 Developing trust 

272 Communicating in the virtual 
workplace 

RELATED	THINKERS	

R Meredith Belbin: teambuilding 

Geert Hofstede: cultural diversity 

RELATED	MODELS	

Tuckman’s stages of team 
development 

Situational leadership 

De Bono’s six thinking hats 

INTERNET	RESOURCES	

The Belbin website www.belbin.com 

The official Belbin Associates website 
which provides an introduction to 
Belbin’s work and publications

The Hofstede Centre http://geert-
hofstede.com/countries.html  

Information about cultural norms in a 
range of different countries. 

Managers	should	avoid:

• expecting a new team to  
 perform effectively from the  
 word go 

• dominating the work of the  
 team, whether intentionally  
 or unconsciously 

• Exercising excessive control  
 which may stifle creativity 

• overlooking the influence of  
 formal and informal team roles 

• allowing the team to lose focus on  
 the tasks to be completed 

• letting a team become too  
 exclusive, in case it loses touch  
 with the rest of the organisation 

• allowing individuals to take credit  
 for the achievements of the team 

• being overly dependent on  
 providers of team building  
 activities – these can help, but  
 their role in developing a team  
 needs to be carefully managed.  
 A team does not automatically  
 materialise at the end of a team  
 building course. 

Potential pitfalls
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To find out how UCQ can help you 
improve the performance of your 
business, contact us today
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