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Coming together 1s a
beginning, staying together
1S progress, and working
together is success. 99

Teams have become the dominant mode of
arranging organisations for almost the past half
a century. In fact, teams are so embedded that
it's hard to think of another way of organising
ourselves. Starting a new job, our first question
is, “who is my team?” While agile methodologies
have motivated the biggest shake up in recent
times of teams, even that is a matter of structure
and ways of working, never to challenge the
building block itself. We can understand then why
organisational research has been trying to crack
the code for high performing teams as long as
they have existed. So, what's the key? Let's take
a look.




What are high

performing teams?

Organisational teams are defined as typically
having the following characteristics:

e composed of two or more individuals

e who exist to perform organisationally
relevant tasks

e share one or more common goals
e interact socially

e exhibit task interdependencies (i.e., workflow,
goals, outcomes)

e maintain and manage boundaries

e are embedded in an organisational context
that sets boundaries, constrains the team,

and influences exchanges with other units in
the broader entity

And while we love them, there's no doubt about

it - teams are complex. In organisations, people
are required to perform multiple roles and
demonstrate a range of generalist skills. We need
to be both analytical and relational, autonomous
and collaborative, task-focused and team-
focused. And of course, not everyone is all those
things. Multiply this by the number of people in

your team, some introverts and others extroverts,

their own interpersonal preferences and triggers,
and the organisational framework surrounding
them — you can see where this is leading...
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Identifying what makes teams work is
complicated because teams are emergent
phenomena, bringing together a range of
interacting individual and group factors.

To counter this complexity, we have an immense
amount of research from over 50 years of
organisational team studies on what makes
teams work. But that, in itself, presents a
challenge.

Teams research, led by J. Richard Hackman,
was initially focused on the enabling conditions
of teams. While these are a useful starting
point, research has exploded in all directions.
For example, in a meta-analysis conducted by
Kozlowski and llgen, they found that research
on team performance covered the impact of
multiple factors falling into each of the following
categories:

e Cognitive processes and structures

e Interpersonal, motivational and affective
processes and emergent states

Action and behavioural processes
Design

Training and development
Leadership

Jackson and Madsen, found that high performing
teams required components of team definition,
purpose and goals; talent, skills and ethics;
incentives, motivation and efficacy; leadership;
conflict (management) and communication;
power and empowerment; and norms and
standards.

As a leader, one wonders: where do | even
begin?


https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/75229
https://hbr.org/2015/03/introverts-extroverts-and-the-complexities-of-team-dynamics
https://www.apa.org/science/about/psa/2004/06/hackman
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1111/j.1529-1006.2006.00030.x
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED492231.pdf
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Unpacking High

Performing Teams

These difficulties are perhaps what speaks to
the success of a very simple theory of high
performing teams: Tim Gallwey’s performance
theorem, Performance = Potential minus
Interference, from his book “The Inner Game of
Work.”

Gallwey was a tennis coach who found that rather
than coaching with a heavy use of instructional
learning, his players developed quicker when their
focus on their technique was developed. Instead
of hearing his voice when they did something
wrong (or their own voice), they naturally self-
corrected through deep focus. He removed the
interferences of self-incrimination and blame and
allowed their potential to flourish. He went on to
write a series of books on the “Inner Game” and
become a highly successful corporate coach
working with organisations such as Apple and
Rolls Royce.
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The power of this theory is that it is deeply
contextual. It asks, “what are your interferences?”
Because often we know. Just as the tennis player
knows when a hit is off, we know when there is
conflict impacting on our performance. We know
when there is poor leadership or a confusing
team structure. We know when we aren't feeling
heard.

This insight speaks to another highly successful
team'’s theory Lencioni’'s The 5 Dysfunctions

of a Team. Lencioni sees team dysfunction as
stemming from one of the following factors:
absence of trust, fear of conflict, lack of
commitment, avoidance of accountability and
inattention to results. For Lencioni it is all about
asking the right questions to see which of these
concerns arises.

Often if we bring our teams to deeply focus on
their dynamics, the issues will surface.


https://theinnergame.com/about-tim-gallwey/
https://theinnergame.com/about-tim-gallwey/
https://www.booktopia.com.au/the-five-dysfunctions-of-a-team-patrick-m-lencioni/book/9780787960759.html
https://www.booktopia.com.au/the-five-dysfunctions-of-a-team-patrick-m-lencioni/book/9780787960759.html

How do we apply it

How to identify our interferences?

The first step is about making the space to attune
to the team dynamic. Typically, we carry on with
task-focused meetings and only put out fires
when they arise, but how frequently do we ask
ourselves what is holding us back? Allocating the
time and energy for this discussion is crucial.

Set up a session and explore some curious
questions, such as:
What is a sticking point you encounter
most days?

What prevents us from rising to the next
level of performance?

How could we support each other more?

What stops us from reaching out to
each other?

When are we unsure what to do?

Have we got the right balance of
collaboration and individual task work?

When the time comes for this discussion, we
need to hold a space of psychological safety,
where people feel comfortable to share their
views about what is interfering with the team'’s
success. Sometimes voicing the interferences
can require vulnerability and create tension. If
we have confidence and trust in each other’s
intentions, then sharing our experiences will
strengthen rather than weaken. We will be able
to accommodate constructive conflict as for the
collective good.
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How to get energised around our potential?

The other part of the equation is about building
momentum around the rich possibilities that will
arise if we meet our potential. This is what will
give us the drive to make real change to solve our
interferences. Otherwise, we are at risk of simply
falling back into similar patterns of behaviour
when things get tough.

The most important energiser for any
organisation requires us to tap into our shared
purpose and how the team'’s performance is
central to reaching that purpose. We will want to
reach our potential to the extent it is ensuring a
greater good that we are all driving towards.

Secondly, there is an intrinsic motivation arising
from a team dynamic where we are working in
flow, achieving excellence and collaborating with
other passionate people. Try to get the team to
visualise this possibility in detail and then go
out and make it happen. This will mean each
day holds more joy and excellence in their many
forms.

Call to Action

Every team will have a slightly different path to
reaching their potential as a high performing
team. While this means there is no one-size-
fits-all intervention to elevate your team, it also
means that the resource for making this change
is within your grasp right now. Taking the time
with your team to reconnect deeply and focus on
your own cadence, its potential and its blockers,
will allow the opportunities for transformation to
emerge.
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