MPA Core 2006


Working in Teams: Successful Strategies
Most of us do our work in collaboration with others. Ideally, collaborative work enables us to achieve more than we can alone. However, working in teams and collaborations can also be frustrating. People have a wide variety of ways in which they think about, and do, their work. Others may not approach work the same way we do. In a society where "bowling alone" has become more frequent, we are often poorly prepared to work well with others.  While there are no absolutely correct ways to work in groups, we offer some ideas that might contribute to success. Please feel free to add to this list.

1. Consciously establish the ground rules for your work together. 

This could include:

· listening respectively and actively

· disagreeing with ideas, not people - respecting diversity

· starting and stopping on time 

· completing assigned work on time 

· rotating responsibilities for convening and facilitating meetings, and writing minutes 

· setting agenda parameters

· bringing food 

Note: Everyone is responsible for his or her own behavior. 

2. Process matters
Someone needs to take responsibility for convening meetings, facilitating meetings and keeping notes of discussions and agreements. Another task is developing a "to do" list for the group with a time line. I suggest rotating all these assignments so that everyone gets a chance to learn a new skill or practice an existing one.

3. Run effective meetings:
A. 
Establish your PAL for every meeting:

P: What's the purpose of the meeting?

· To set goals? 

· To organize tasks? 

· To share information? 

· To check-in on progress? 

· To make decisions? 

· To practice delivery of presentations?


A: Establish the agenda ahead of time and share with team members.

L: Set the length of time for the meeting and the time for each task on the agenda and stick to it. 
*This is  where a time keeper is invaluable

B. 
Have one person take responsibility for facilitating the meeting. This person establishes the agenda with input from team members, sets the time and place, and establishes the start and stop times for the meeting. This person facilitates the discussion, making sure all agenda items are discussed. The facilitator makes sure that everyone is heard, and that enough time is given for all points to be heard as well as to close discussion that goes off point or drags on.

Note: The facilitator is not the decision-maker of the group; in fact, when you are in this role, it is your job to manage the process rather than the content. 

· Have one person take notes at each meeting to capture agreements. This person then should type of the notes and share them with every member. 


4. Conflict is normal, natural and beneficial.
Actually, be concerned if there is no difference of opinion - it means your group is not fully invested.

Stages of Group Process:

· Forming - polite but untrusting 

This is the initial stage when you get to know each other and begin to get organized. Typically, most of the time is jumping to the task at hand rather than talking about the process. "Let's just get it done." Typically, dominant members will shape the agenda. 

· Storming - testing others 

This is the next stage, where real differences in ideas, values, approaches and power emerge. This is an important stage. Typically, we go into denial or avoidance. We see major disengagement-"whatever." Don't go there. If groups cannot get through this stage, they will do poorly. Put the disagreements on the table and work them through. Look at conflict as an opportunity to increase performance.

· Norming - valuing other types 
This emerges as a result of the storming phase, where groups will revisit their initial expectations and agreements; they will revise and refine their process for working together. Typically, the group will develop or redefine norms about how they will work together, communicate, divide tasks and take-on responsibilities. The group may also make major revisions to the project as well, as more ideas are voiced.

· Performing – becoming a high performance “team” flexibility from trust
This emerges from resolution of the storming and norming phases. In this phase, the group is more cohesive and clear about what the group is to accomplish and what their individual contribution will be to achieve group success. They are engaged and committed to the success of the group.

(Ask your group: where are we in terms of this process?)

5. Handling Conflict:
Mary Parker Follett has great advice in this area. The main thing is to put your cards on the table-get your issues, concerns and agenda out into the open. You have to be honest about how you feel about the decisions being made. The group needs to hear the views of all members. Stay committed to the process and try to understand the differences. Look for a solution where everyone gets his or her needs met.  Win/win.

Speak in terms of  how you are experiencing whatever is going on, rather than attacking another. For example, say "I get really angry when you are late for a meeting. I find it disrupting to have to go back over information that we have already covered. What can we do to ensure that everyone is here at the agreed start time?"

This is much preferred to steaming quietly and then blowing up and saying, "You are so irresponsible and self-absorbed. Why can't you show up on time?"

6. Handling "Agreement":
Be wary of the problem of agreement-Jerry Harvey calls this the Abilene Paradox. This occurs when people agree to go along with one person's decision, but they really don't want to. They afraid to disagree; they fear making people angry and fear being ostracized by the group. They either disengage or try to subtlety sabotage (passive-aggressive behavior is common). Anger will erupt at weird times. Oftentimes, it will turn out that no one wanted to go to Abilene. Whatever the reasons, going to Abilene will result in poor group performance.

Suggestion: Generate as many possible ideas as possible for what you want to do, how you want to do it, and how you want to report it. If you don't have at least 5 options to consider for any given major action, you haven't thought hard enough.

7. Brainstorming:
The ground rules:

· Establish the objectives of the brainstorming session 

· Allow time for everyone to jot down their ideas in silence 

· Assign a scribe 

· Circle the group and ask for each person to share his/her ideas 

· Don't discuss the ideas-just capture them 

· Continue until everyone passes 

Remember, there are no bad ideas. Some, however, may work better than others for the tasks at hand or need more exploration. You then want to consider and clarify each idea. You may want to categorize similar ideas. Then you want to consider each idea, using some clear criteria that you have agreed upon. This criteria might include ease of doing, importance, resources required, availability of information, etc. Sometimes you may need to do some research to find out if what you assume will be available actually is. As you make decisions, ask yourself: are we going to Abilene?

8. Working with Shared Power
In class group projects, there is no one person who has the formal authority to lead the group or make independent decisions. Instead, you will have to work out the ways in which you will share power with others: how will decisions be made? How will the group handle someone who clearly is not meeting their responsibilities to the group?

9. Consensus Decision Making:
This is an often-used phrase but rarely practices. Teams must let go of individual goals and seek out the solutions that benefit the group as a whole. When successful, decisions made by consensus lead to decisions, which all teams support. 

Consensus means that all members can support the decision: "Even if it is not what I wanted, I can support this." And "When we leave the room I continue to support the decisions."

· It means working within your ground rules/agreements. 

· All points of view should be heard and considered. 

· Conduct discussion and negotiation until all members have expressed their point of view. 

· Seek out a solution that everyone can support.

· When everyone agrees that they can support the decision, consensus has been reached. 

If you hit an impasse, go back through the process of clarifying the issues and concerns. You may find it helpful to take a break. If there is a lot of tension, the meeting should be adjourned. Both of these "time-outs" give everyone a chance to reflect on the issues. Hopefully, a new idea will emerge which will work to gain acceptance. Specify the purpose clearly and accept the results.

10. Multivoting:
This approach is sometimes helpful in quickly identifying a handful of issues that the group members think are important. After you generate a list through brainstorming and have discussed each of the possible ideas, every group member gets three votes. They can divide their votes however they wish (all three on one idea or one on three different ideas). The ideas that receive the most votes then become the focus of the discussion. You can debate the relative merits of this smaller list of possibilities.
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