
Success with Teams

Igot my start as a consultant during the first
half of the 1990s because of the popularity
of teams. Actually, I was an internal con-

sultant and driver for my company’s push
toward what we first called Self Directed
Work Teams. Leading this effort for what was
then a 1,300-person manufacturing facility
was both fraught with frustrating learning
opportunities and full of satisfying successes.
I asked for the role because it was an oppor-
tunity to confirm what I believed about most
people in organizations:
1. They want to do a good job.
2. They want to contribute and make a differ-
ence.

3. They want to be part of a winning team.
4. Those doing the work usually know the
most about how to improve the work.

5. Synergy is real when collaboration flour-
ishes in an organization.

6. If leaders listen (and then act), their people
will offer great ideas.
We were able to achieve huge gains in

productivity and quality. Our facility became
the first-ever winner of the South Carolina
Governor’s Quality Award, a rigorous assess-
ment based on the criteria developed for the
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award.
Much of this success was a result of engaging
our workforce through the implementation
of High Performance Work Teams (note the
replacement of the term Self-
Directed) across the facility.

What Happened to the
Rage that Was Teams?

These positive results provid-
ed me with the opportunity to
start a consulting business where
my first client engagement was
guiding the implementation of
teams. Today’s reality is that teams
have lost much of the luster they
had in the 1990s, and very little of
my current work involves team
implementations.

Why is this? Were teams just
a fad? Did teams not get the
results expected? Were teams just
too difficult to do well? All of
these factors contributed to a

decline in team initiatives within organiza-
tions, but my experience indicates that the
last factor is the most significant.
My experience also says that the biggest bar-
rier to doing teams well is not those who
would serve on them. More often, an organi-
zation’s leadership approach is at odds with
even basic collaboration and teamwork. Team
members usually can adapt to working in
teams much more easily than leadership can
transition to the style needed to encourage,
support, and grow successful teams.
The reality is that coaching and developing
individuals is difficult enough for a manager.
Coaching and developing both individuals
and their interactions and performance on a
team is truly a challenge that requires addi-
tional skills and a different mindset.
This challenge can be magnified when those
placed in management/leadership roles are
selected because of their success as individual
performers. Perhaps they were excellent engi-
neers, accountants, water plant operators,
CAD operators, or project managers. Because
they demonstrated the ability to solve prob-
lems, make things happen, and do good work
as an individual performer, they get a promo-
tion and find themselves managing others.

Answers vs. Questions

When success and the resulting rewards
are associated with usually having the right

answers, it’s no wonder that many people
believe that good leadership must mean hav-
ing the right answers. In contrast, one of the
most important skills for successfully leading
and growing teams (as well as developing
individuals) is having the right questions to
help teams (or again, individuals) discover
the answers they need. It is critical for a leader
to question, whether or not he/she already
knows an answer. Please note that I specifical-
ly chose the word “an” vs. the answer because
of my countless experiences working with
teams where the best solutions resulted only
after collaborative team deliberations.

Still a Place for Teams

Even though the time is past when teams
were seen as the solution for nearly every
problem, there is still a place for effective
teams. Whether they are called teams, com-
mittees, taskforces, or workgroups, the reality
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is that with rapid change and complexity,
there are times when teams, or as a mini-
mum, effective teamwork and collaboration,
remain the best road to success. Some of the
benefits of a team approach include:
� Applying more knowledge, experience, and
information

� Different perspectives and approaches to
performance challenges

� Increased commitment and ownership of
solutions

� Increased satisfaction and motivation
� Improved communication
� Improved decision making

As a result, individuals who have the
ability to lead teams successfully have a vital
role to play in the running, improvement,
and ultimate success of organizations.

Types of Teams

Teams come in a number of forms. Those
most common in utilities and related organi-
zations include those shown in the Table 1.

Leadership & Effective Teams

Providing the type of leadership needed
to help a team be successful requires a num-
ber of elements. First is for the leader to
understand the attributes of an effective
team. These are defined very effectively by
Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith in
their book The Wisdom of Teams. They distin-
guish a team from a group of people with a
common assignment this way:

“A team is a small number of people with
complementary skills who are committed to a
common purpose, performance goals, and
approach for which they hold themselves mutu-
ally accountable.”1

Those in leadership positions need to
consider this definition carefully when decid-
ing whether a team can be an effective part of
a needed solution. Once this determination is
made, there is much work to be done to fully
satisfy this definition.

Assembling the right people is an obvi-
ous first step. How many people is one con-
sideration; most effective teams have 10 or
fewer members. As size grows beyond this
number, the difficulty of interacting increas-
es and sub-teams often form, either naturally
or out of necessity.

Think broadly when considering “com-
plementary skills.” Skills should also account
for knowledge, experience, education, and
even behavioral style or personality.
Complementary skills come from having
some diversity in these attributes across the
team members.

After selecting team members, satisfying
the remainder of the definition is where the
difficult work of leading and supporting
teams really begins. To do this, leaders must
continuously assess and assist with the team’s
critical success factors.

Critical Success Factors

While all of these factors are necessary
for success, they begin with the foundation
and build as the team develops as illustrated
in Table 2.

Clarity of Mission, Structure & Roles

An effective team has a clear understand-
ing of its mission, its place in the organization-
al structure, and the roles of team members
and support personnel. LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp’’ss  iinniittiiaall  rroollee
ttoo  ssuuppppoorrtt  tthhiiss  iinncclluuddeess  hheellppiinngg  tthhee  tteeaamm  ttoo......
� Understand the organization’s vision and
values. 

� Clarify its own core purpose and mission. 
� Identify critical support groups and clarify
their roles. 

�Understand the expectations of management. 
� Clarify its own roles and relationships. 

OOnnggooiinngg  ssuuppppoorrtt  rreeqquuiirreess  tthhee  lleeaaddeerr  ttoo……
� Reinforce expectations for the team. 
� Reinforce how the team affects the organi-
zation’s results. 

� Be open to feedback from the team. 
� Facilitate periodic team discussions to clar-

ify roles. 
� Facilitate the integration of new team
members. 

� Coach the team to remain focused on their
objectives. 

� Ensure that the team understands and
meets its commitments to others. 

� See the big picture and the details at the same
time and help the team to understand both.

Team Processes & Skills 

On an effective team, members have high
levels of trust, good interpersonal skills, effec-
tive processes for working together, and an
appreciation and respect for each other’s dif-
ferences. LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp’’ss  iinniittiiaall  ssuuppppoorrtt  rroollee
iinncclluuddeess  hheellppiinngg  tthhee  tteeaamm  aanndd  iinnddiivviidduuaallss  ttoo......
� Listen to one another as well as openly
share ideas. 

� Critique their processes for working
together. 

� See one another’s differences as strengths.
� Provide feedback to one another.
� Establish expectations and ground rules.
� Build trust.

OOnnggooiinngg  ssuuppppoorrtt  rreeqquuiirreess  tthhee  lleeaaddeerr  ttoo……
� Demonstrate belief in the team concept
and serve as a role model for team behavior 

� Observe team processes and help the team
step back and look at how it works togeth-
er (i.e. makes decisions, runs meetings, dis-
tributes work).

� Help the team to value and work with indi-
vidual differences while staying focused on
the task, situation, or problem. 

� Facilitate the resolving of interpersonal
conflicts by encouraging (insisting and
assisting when necessary) team members
to speak to one another openly and frankly
about issues affecting the team. 

� Confront situations where people do not
adhere to the values of teamwork, collabo-
ration, and mutual respect. 

� Provide constructive feedback and coach-
ing as needed.

� Set a personal example by treating others
with respect and dignity, listening with an
open mind, valuing other’s ideas and work-
ing together to solve a problem. 

� Keep your word and meet commitments to
the team.

Continuous Improvement Mindset

An effective team works towards constant
improvement— ensuring that its process is as
waste-free, error-free, interruption-free, and
safe as possible. LLeeaaddeerrsshhiipp’’ss  iinniittiiaall  rroollee  ttoo  ssuupp--
ppoorrtt  tthhiiss  iinncclluuddeess  hheellppiinngg  tthhee  tteeaamm  ttoo......
� Develop meaningful measures of team per-
formance. 

� Review feedback on its performance regu-
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larly. 
� Establish clear and challenging improve-
ment goals. 

� Develop and use disciplined problem solv-
ing skills. 

� Arrange time to review performances, set
goals, and solve problems. 

OOnnggooiinngg  ssuuppppoorrtt  rreeqquuiirreess  tthhee  lleeaaddeerr  ttoo……
� Provide benchmark information to the team. 
� Assist with team meetings to update meas-
ures and goals for improvement. 

� Provide feedback on team performance. 
� Encourage the team to challenge all tasks
and try new methods.

� Focus the team on learning from its mis-
takes when things go wrong. 

� Ensure the team gets training in problem
solving skills. 

� Encourage (or insist and assist) the team to
use those skills. 

Investing in Teams 

It should be apparent that effective
teams require a significant investment of
leadership time and other resources. Leading
a team successfully involves skills that often
go well beyond those associated with good
leadership in traditional environments.

Generally, success is not immediate. On
the other hand, successful teams and/or a cul-
ture built around collaboration, problem
solving, and teamwork almost always provide
better, longer-lasting, and more satisfying
collective solutions.

Each person in a leadership role has
choices to make. For teams to be effective,
leaders must be willing to give away, or at
least share, credit for successes. This can be
difficult if the organization’s culture seems to
emphasize individual successes. It is only
when a critical mass of the organization’s
leadership values teamwork and collabora-
tion that the culture can be reshaped.

Young professionals have the best
opportunity to influence this change as they
progress in their careers. The challenge is to
utilize leadership that focuses on teamwork
and collaboration in order to build organiza-
tional (vs. individual) success through an
engaged, competent workforce and robust
systems and processes.

Ironically, such a leader’s best indicator
of success is when her/his organization could
survive and thrive even when she/he moves
on to the next challenge. Would you, could
you, will you choose to be such an effective
leader?

1 Katzenbach, Jon R & Smith, Douglas K. The
Wisdom of Teams, Creating the High
Performance Organization, Harvard Business
School Press, Boston, Massachusetts ����


