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Introduction


When I wrote the first edition of Coaching the Team at Work, I began by pointing out that, while a great deal had been written about coaching individuals, there had been relatively little investigation of coaching teams at work. A decade later, the focus of attention for coaching is still on the individual. While the literature on team coaching has possibly trebled over the period, three times very little is still very little. As I write this Introduction, the first Handbook of Team Coaching is already in press. The appearance of academic handbooks, peer refereed and containing evidence-based contributions from the experts in the field, is a sign that a discipline is beginning to evolve and mature. So, this is an appropriate time to revisit my original text and bring it up to date – not least, to place even stronger emphasis on the systemic nature of the team and its interactions internally and externally. In practice, the extent of the revisions makes this a completely new book!


During the years since the original publication, various models and theories of team coaching have been proposed and some of these (but far from all!) have some basis in empirical research. In the original, I attempted to bring together in one volume an overview of all the research so far and to integrate it with discussion of good practice. (There is no such thing as ‘best practice’ – only evolving good practice!) I have tried to do the same with this version.


Human beings evolved to work in teams, because that was more effective than hunting and gathering (and, later, farming) alone. Anthropologists argue that our intricate and complex speech evolved from our need to collaborate better in teams. Recent theories (Spinney, 2018) suggest that when early Man domesticated sheep, cattle and dogs to become more collaborative, evolution was driving similar changes in our ancestors, too. Many of the pre-historic monuments such as Stonehenge, which puzzle us today, appear to have been an expression of people’s desire to collaborate on projects greater than family or tribal units. Though a permanent feature of the landscape now, they were frequently built, demolished and rebuilt – a strong indication that the collaborative effort of building was a significant part of the shared motivation. The assumption that huge pre-historic monuments were typically constructed using forced slave labour is not borne out by the archaeological evidence.


The necessity for teams has grown through agricultural, industrial and post-industrial societies. Central to this dependency is the trend towards specialization. Today, almost every job role in developed nations is specialized and our education system has evolved to cater for deeper and deeper expertise in narrower and narrower vocations. True, we still have generalists in most professions – for example, general practitioners in medicine, and every town has some general legal practices – but the money and influence usually rest with the specialists, on whom they increasingly rely. And even these specialists need a support team around them, to manage the practice. An illustration of how far specialization has reached is building a modern home. The workers, who lay the foundations, do not normally lay the bricks, or cut the timbers. They may never meet the architect. Specialist fitters assemble the bathrooms and kitchen from kit supplied by yet other specialists. Roofers, plasterers, tilers, electricians, gas fitters, carpet fitters, IT and telephone engineers, central heating engineers, window fitters, landscape gardeners – all have to work together, yet apart, to achieve the finished result.


As Yuval Noah Harari points out in Homo Deus (Harari, 2015), this increasing specialization makes us vulnerable to AI and robots, which are often even better at doing narrow, specialist tasks than we are. But it also drives collaboration. If the bricklayer builds the wrong size hole for the windows, chaos ensues!


Collaboration, however, doesn’t necessarily mean teamwork. If everyone follows the architect’s plan and there is a competent person to oversee the construction, then all should go well. Teamwork adds an extra dimension that increases effectiveness and efficiency. If we can predict the needs of other people in the task chain, communicate with them to resolve problems together and support them when they need a hand, the project is likely to go much more smoothly.


The bigger the organization, the more difficult it is to collaborate effectively. In part, this is due to the limitations of how many people we can bond with socially. Anthropologists suggest the maximum size for humans is about 150 connections. Other animals that work communally, such as wolves and chimpanzees, cannot approach this number. Chimpanzees live in troops of 30 to 80, maximum.1 When they reach maximum group size, internal conflict tends to force them to break into two or more smaller communities and this behaviour is echoed in many other species. When it comes to specific collaborative tasks, such as foraging or hunting, chimpanzees break into smaller, very flexible groups of just a few animals, often of one sex only.


Breaking complex organizations into smaller units, or teams, where social behaviours and communication can thrive, is both practical and efficient. This, of course, requires specialization of team tasks! The problem is that, for teams to be most effective, they must be sufficiently small in number of members to permit rapid communication and a high level of social integration. If the optimum size for this to happen is no more than eight people, as various experiments suggest, and if every doubling of numbers decreases the average level of collaboration and bonding by, say 30 per cent, then it is clear why groups of 150 people reach the limits of social cohesion. In a recent and unpublished study of high performing teams in a large dot.com, I was intrigued that some teams seemed to break all the rules on optimum size, with 60 or so members. What emerged on further investigation was that they constantly broke into smaller teams, each of which maintained constant horizontal communication with the others within a clear overall purpose for the larger team. It is no coincidence that eight teams of eight equals 64.


One of the problems with the weight of research on teams and most team coaching practice is that it tends to concentrate on what happens within the team – especially with regard to factors that induce high or low performance. Yet the context in which a team operates – including the linkages with other teams – is also highly relevant to its potential to perform and evolve. Rensis Likert’s (1961) initial research into the concept of linking pins within corporate hierarchy focused on the role of the team leader. More recent studies widen this to a dynamic that involves the team as a whole. A study by McComb et al (2005), for example, finds that the quality of the linkages depends on multiple factors, including team size, the abilities of the team members, support from higher levels of management, resources and continuity of team leadership.


The concept of a team as an evolving system within systems has been explored in the context of team coaching by Hawkins (2011), who focuses on the interactions between the team and its stakeholders – for example, in understanding what is expected of it and in negotiating for resources.




Performance versus capability


Organizations employ teams because they have found that this is a more effective way to organize complex work than any alternative yet designed. Teams provide the bridges between individuals and the organization; and between the need to make localized decisions and customize, and the requirement to adhere to large-scale plans and strategies. Teams also provide the focus of activity that meets people’s needs for socialization. They establish the environment where people can share effort, reward and risk. They provide a sense of common identity, rooted in shared ideas, purpose, stories and attitudes. And they provide an opportunity for conversation, support, recognition and other activities that make people feel motivated and raise self-esteem.


Unfortunately, teams don’t always live up to their promise. The depressing evidence is that many, if not most, teams in the modern workplace do not harness their collective capability to anything like the extent that they could. Failures of structure and process, lack of purpose or commitment, internal conflict and poor leadership sap the team’s potential to work at its optimal level. Some of this loss of performance is inevitable – a simple dynamic of team size, for example – but most is readily manageable, if team members and leaders are minded to reflect intelligently on how they operate and have the skills to do so.


This is where team coaching can be beneficial. Teams are typically so busy doing that they have little time for reflection. Team coaching helps teams review performance, boost results, improve communication and build rapport.


Very few goals at team or organizational level can be achieved without some form of performance management process. While addressing the issues that emerge from performance review at an individual level is helpful, in practice most issues involve interaction between team members or in some way have an impact on other members. Addressing performance solely at the level of individuals may be much less effective than engaging all the players in the issue. The more that other team members understand what is needed to help a fellow team member improve performance, the more achievable and sustainable that improvement is likely to be.


Team coaching is a significant part of the remedy for team performance shortfalls. It harnesses a combination of intelligence and curiosity to help teams think through what they are doing and why, how they will integrate individual skill sets and how they will innovate. It also helps the team ask questions that will stimulate the intellectual dialogue necessary for addressing performance issues effectively.


Team coaching also fosters a higher quality of communication, both within the team and between the team and external stakeholders in its activities, ensuring that the dialogue is both intellectual and emotional in character and content. And team coaching promotes the social dialogue that builds rapport, stimulates understanding of self and other team members, and develops the skills to avoid negative conflict and enhance positive conflict within the team.


Yet team coaching is only partly about performance. It is also about capability – the ability of the team to perform in future by growing and adapting to changes in its environment. Concentrating only on performance now creates short-term perspectives that endanger performance in the future. A classic symptom of short-term thinking lies in the many corporate scandals that have hit some of the world’s largest and (at least formerly) respected organizations – for example, the emissions misreporting at Volkswagen and the LIBOR fraudulent trading amongst large financial institutions.


Few people in organizations work alone. Indeed, the whole point of having an organization is to harness the collective efficiency of people working together. But to maintain that efficiency, they also have to learn together. Peter Senge points out that while the creation of knowledge tends to happen within teams, with individual learning merely a by-product. If individual learning takes precedence over collective learning, then that becomes collectively dysfunctional.







Myth-busting


The aim of this book is to bridge the gap between the limited but rapidly growing academic literature on both team learning and team coaching, and the practical experience of managers and workplace coaches. As with the original book, it seeks to embed practice and theory in an evidence base, wherever possible. Some of the questions it attempts to answer are:


•   How is coaching the team different from coaching individuals, and from other processes such as facilitation?


•   What skills underpin effective team coaching?


•   What is the responsibility of team members in this process?


•   How do you know when team coaching has been effective?


•   When is team coaching appropriate and when will other approaches deliver better results?


•   How can organizations make team coaching a sustainable, automatic process?


Along the way, we demolish a number of myths about teams and coaching. Among these are the following:


•   Teamwork is always better than working alone. Not true. A whole range of social factors conspire to undermine the efficiencies expected from working collaboratively. Limited collaboration (where everyone does their own thing, with clear guidelines and occasional liaison) often delivers better results than trying to get everybody to work together. Many systems – such as LinkedIn groups or the internet as a whole – enable far-reaching positive outcomes without the core characteristics of teams. Like any other organism, teams are subject to chronic diseases, such as social loafing, where everyone eases off a bit on the assumption that others will take up the slack (Ringelmann 1913; Ingham et al, 1974). ‘Pretend teams’ – ones where everyone talks about being as team, but don’t act like a team – can be worse performing than self-acknowledged groups, because they function in a climate of collective delusion. Nonetheless, well-managed teams, used in the right circumstances and for the right purposes, are the bedrock of a high performing organization.


•   Coaching is the responsibility of the team leader. Not true. If coaching is to work, it has to be the responsibility of the team as a whole. There are no spectators. The management of the coaching process belongs to both coaches and coachees.


•   The coach is the team leader. Not necessarily. The role of the team leader is to create the environment where coaching happens, and to provide an example of good coaching practice (as both coach and coachee) for other team members to follow. Peer coaching is as important and frequently more important for a team’s success than coaching from the team leader or from someone outside.


•   Coaching within the team is an occasional activity. Not when it’s at its most effective. In reality, the more coaching becomes integrated with day-to-day activities and processes, the greater and more lasting its impact on performance.


•   Team coaching is about task performance. Partially true. But sustainable improvements in task performance are the result of effective management of three aspects of team focus: achieving the task; managing continuous, relevant learning at both the operational and the wider contextual levels; and managing behaviour within the team and between the team and external stakeholders. It is the integration of these aspects that provides the foundation for teams that are successful over the long term.







About this edition of the book


The structure of this second book differs considerably from the first. The driver for this change is the experience of working with and supervising hundreds of team coaches around the world, along with increasing insights into the nature of team coaching, from practice (personal and vicarious) and from research. In particular, the development of the PERILL model,2 which has given a pragmatic structure to team learning interventions, suggests a logical series of themes. As with any coaching conversation, we start with a general sense of direction and purpose and meander (still purposefully) along the way. The journey of this book takes us into anthropology, neuroscience and a variety of other disciplines that are informing how we understand teams and the nature of effective interventions with teams. I also try to create insights by asking difficult questions – just like coaching.


Chapter 1 brings up to date what we know about teams generally. Among questions I explore are:


•   Where does the instinct to cooperate in teams come from?


•   What’s the difference between a team and a group? How much does it matter?


•   How useful are teams?


•   What makes team dynamics so complex?


In Chapter 2, I shift focus to the concept of performance, asking:


•   What do we mean by ‘high performing team’?


•   What distinguishes high performing teams from the norm?


•   How sustainable is high performance? (Do we expect too much?)


Chapter 3 takes us into coaching, with a review of our current understanding of the role and nature of coaching, and a discussion of the transition between coaching one-to-one and coaching teams. In particular:


•   What does effective coaching look like?


•   What’s the difference between coaching, mentoring and other interventions in one-to-one coaching?


•   How does team coaching differ from group coaching, team facilitation and team building?


Chapter 4 delves more deeply into the nature of team coaching, asking questions such as:


•   How does coaching the team differ from coaching individuals and how can both processes be integrated for the team’s collective benefit?


•   When is it appropriate for the coach to be the team leader and when should the coach be an external professional?


•   What are the key stages of the team coaching intervention?


•   How do effective team coaches facilitate the coaching conversation? (What does an effective team coaching session look like?)


Also, in this chapter, I introduce the PERILL model – the result of two decades of research and observation into teams and team performance. This is a practical way of helping teams explore their own dynamics, with a view to improving performance, or capability (the potential to perform long-term). The acronym stands for Purpose and motivation, Externally-facing systems, processes and structures, Relationships, Internally-facing systems, processes and structures, Learning and Leadership.


Chapters 5 to 10 delve more deeply into each of these six issues, investigating how the team coach can work with the team and its leader to understand the collective drivers and barriers that influence what the team does, how it does it, and how this contributes to or undermines achievement of its mission.


In Chapter 5 (Purpose and motivation), I seek to answer the questions:


•   How do teams establish collective purpose that inspire them and other stakeholders?


•   When do goals enhance and when do they inhibit the fulfilment of purpose?


•   How can team coaching help the team discover and foster its collective energy?


In Chapter 6, I address questions including:


•   How can teams better understand and respond to the expectations of their stakeholders?


•   How do social processes influence the way we perceive and behave towards stakeholders and other outsiders?


Chapter 7 explores the complexity of relationships within the team. Just ‘getting along’ isn’t enough for high performance. At the very least, a high level of psychological safety is required, along with strong, mutual respect. (Liking your colleagues helps, but doesn’t seem to be as important as valuing them!) An acid test is the question ‘If you could choose the team you would most want to work with on this mission, would they be the same people as now?’ Other questions I pose include:


•   Why is trust such a critical aspect of high performance and how can team coaching build greater trust?


•   How much collaboration between colleagues do teams actually need?


•   How can team members become accountable for each other’s well-being, development and performance?


•   How do teams make diversity a performance enhancer, rather than a drag on performance?


Chapter 8 looks into internal processes, systems and structures – how the team manages its time and resources, how it assigns and shifts priorities, how it makes decisions, and so on. Critical questions here are:


•   How does our team narrative enable and constrain us?


•   How open to change are we?


•   How do we avoid decision-making traps, such as the ‘sunk cost trap’?


In Chapter 9, I shift attention to learning, which is arguably the most important underpinning for team success. If the team has a learning orientation, then it is far more likely to identify and address failings in the other areas. Some questions from this perspective are:


•   What helps and hinders learning within teams?


•   Do different types of team have different issues with regard to managing their learning?


•   How can teams increase the quantity and quality of the learning they experience?


•   How can teams ensure they maintain a pace of learning appropriate to the pace of change around them?


Chapter 10 puts the pivotal role of the team leader under the spotlight. I explore the concept of the secure leader – one who sees his or her role as less managing others than enabling them to manage themselves. I also take the perspective of teams, where leadership is fluid and only loosely based on formal hierarchy. Among questions here are:


•   How can teams get the kind of leaders they need?


•   How can team coaches support weak team leaders? (What if the team’s main problem is its leader?)


Chapter 11 concentrates on one key type of team – the top executive team or the board. Boards are special in that, if they exhibit too many of the characteristics of a team, they lose the individual independence of view that underpins their efficacy. Top teams tend to consist of strong – or at least power-adapted – people, who have usually achieved their elevated position on the basis of perceived individual performance and ability, rather than their ability to downplay their own ego as a team member. It can be hard for them to remember that they are supposed to be team members first, leaders second – a situation that is made worse when they tend to lead silos, with little real co-dependence at an operational level.


Chapter 12 takes the team coaching to its ultimate objective of empowering the team to coach itself. If we can regard one-to-one coaching as abusive, when it creates dependency, then team coaching is at least equally so. Group dependency can be much more intense and much harder to break than at the individual level. So, a core competence of a team coach is to prepare the team to develop the systems, norms and habits that create a sustainable co-coaching culture. Also important is creating a team development plan, to integrate individual, collective business development aspirations. I ask:


•   How can the team members ensure that they take responsibility for coaching themselves and each other?


•   What can they do to assist the leader or an external coach in building the collective coaching habit?


Chapter 13 engages with some of the most common and significant challenges for a team coach. Amongst these is the problem that, sometimes, the only thing that unites a group into a team is their dislike of the coach! Other challenges include how to manage conflict and working as a team coach pair (which brings with it interesting dynamics of the team coaches as a small team!) Questions I explore include:


•   How do you know you are coaching the team well?


•   How do you avoid becoming too cosy?


•   What is the right level and kind of conflict for an effective team?


Chapter 14 explores some of the challenges of team coaching, including when not to coach a team, how to make team coaching safe for the team leader, too, and coaching virtual teams.


Chapter 15 takes us into the competencies of team coaches and how they can develop these. We look at the role of supervision, drawing on recent research with both team coaches and their supervisors.


Finally, in Chapter 16, I attempt to peer a little into the future of team coaching, touching on issues such as building partnerships with artificial intelligence, the use of virtual worlds and the growing requirement for leaders within organizations to have at least the basic skills of team coaching.


The essence of coaching is to use the wisdom of the coach to bring to consciousness the wisdom that those being coached hold within themselves. The more we understand how coaching and learning work in a collective context, the more effective our teams will be. My hope in this edition is that experienced team coaches will find ideas and insights that will help refine their practice; that one-to-one coaches will feel more confident in venturing into the more complex and more demanding world of team coaching; and that organizations will have greater clarity about how to employ team coaching both to achieve their missions and create better places to work.
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CHAPTER 1

What Do We Know About Coaching?

Compared with its sister concept, mentoring, coaching is a relative newcomer. The word coach is first used in the mid-nineteenth century, referring to a tutor dragging a rich but idle student through his Oxbridge university exams (this was well before women were encouraged to take degrees). A coach was, at the time, an upmarket form of horse-drawn carriage, originating in Hungary. The pun with the word coax was almost certainly intended. Coaching then moved into the world of sport, supporting students in rowing – with the coach shouting instructions from the bank – and, later, tennis. Modern coaching, which replaces instruction with collaborative enquiry, emerged from tennis coaching in the 1970s, with the realization by Timothy Gallwey (1972) that improving people’s performance is dependent upon removing interference and helping them to work things out for themselves, rather than be told what to do. Gallwey’s insights were built upon by the late Sir John Whitmore (1992), who popularized the GROW model (which he subsequently came to see as too simplistic).

The directive, telling origins of coaching have stayed with us until the turn of the twenty-first century. Analysis of the coaching literature indicates that the proportion of references to directive behaviours consistently outnumbers those to non- directive approaches until recent years (Gray et al, 2016). By contrast, the majority of references to mentoring have been non- directive in tone. Definitions of coaching from the US website Coaching Insider emphasize words such as training, instruction, demonstrating and feedback, with the aim of improving performance or results.

This relatively directive form of coaching is most common and most deeply embedded in managerial behaviour. We can call it traditional coaching. The salient elements of this kind of coaching can be summarized as follows:

The coach helps the learner clarify the goal they wish to achieve. Frequently, this goal, or the relevant level of performance required, is not one that the learner has chosen or defined. In a line-manager-as-coach role, the goal may be a performance requirement resulting from team targets or a general competence framework. In sports, the standard required at various levels from beginner to master is typically set by a governing body. This same body may also set standards for the competence of coaches.

The coach agrees with the learner what they will do to achieve the desired level of performance. This typically requires a plan of activity that includes practice.

The coach either observes the activity or monitors the outcome and uses this information to help the learner identify faults or modify their approach. This may involve direct feedback or a review discussion, in which the learner creates their own feedback through guided reflection on what happened.

The cycle repeats itself. Gradually, in effective traditional coaching, the learner develops the confidence to experiment on their own initiative and to bring more and more of their own observation and reflection to the review process, until the coach’s intervention is no longer required. The non-directive style of coaching emphasizes words such as motivation, questioning and unlocking potential. But most definitions retain the connection with performance improvement, effectiveness and giving feedback.

Non-directive or developmental coaching draws upon a mixture of European developmental mentoring practices and behavioural science. The core of this model is that the coach:

•   Uses skilled questioning to help the learner develop an understanding of the situation, the processes at work within it and the internal and external forces working to encourage or discourage performance.

•   Helps the learner build and sustain the motivation to pursue chosen goals.

•   Is available for further stimulation and reflexive questioning as and when the learner needs it.

To summarize, developmental coaches act as external stimulators to the potential that other people hold within them. They use a combination of patience, insight, perseverance and caring (sometimes called charisma) to help the coachee(s) find the internal and external resources to improve performance. Depending on circumstances, coaches may need to adopt very different styles to meet the needs of their coachees. Factors that may affect the coaching approach include the complexity of the task, the risks associated with getting the task wrong, the coachee’s starting levels of willingness, self-confidence and capability in relation to the task, the coachee’s level of learning maturity (how well they are able to co-manage the coaching process) and the coach’s level of personal (socio-emotional and cognitive) maturity and maturity as a coach.

By contrast, the majority of references to mentoring have always related to a questioning form of learning dialogue, based upon the conversations of Athene, the goddess of wisdom, with Odysseus and his son Telemachus. The core of these conversations, later replicated by the French cleric Fénelon (1699) – often regarded as the first leadership author in Europe – was reflection upon experience. We now talk about mentoring happening when one person uses their wisdom to help another develop wisdom of their own. John Leary-Joyce some years ago coined the phrase ‘coaching plus’ to describe mentoring, based on the concept that effective mentors employ a very similar non-directive mindset to coaches, but with the addition of being able to draw upon relevant knowledge and experience (which may be experience of life) to ask more penetrating, informed questions. The downside of having such expertise, of course, is that they may be drawn towards advising or steering the learner towards solutions that might have been appropriate for them, but may not fit the learner. Coaches frequently have the same problem, but lack of topic knowledge tends to be something of an antidote!

A period of confusion, which still exists in some parts of the world, arose when the new discipline of coaching sought to establish itself. The problem lay, in part, with a cultural misunderstanding. The roles of sponsor/godfather and mentor are largely incompatible, but in the United States they had somehow become rolled into one. US commercial coaches sought to differentiate themselves from mentors based on this culturally specific understanding, which was not recognized in Europe. Bringing European coaches and mentors into one organization in 1999 – the European Mentoring and Coaching Council – created the opportunity for dialogue between coaching and mentoring practitioners and, from this, emerged a consensus that the skills of a coach are not that different from those of a mentor. Indeed, the EMCC competence framework for professional coaches and mentors makes no difference between them. Mentors add to the skills of coaching (whether at practitioner or amateur levels) context specific knowledge that allows them to better understand the other person’s world and craft powerful questions by drawing on their implicit and explicit knowledge. Mentors are also more likely to be role models and to use their insights to help the client build networks and understand the politics of their organization or profession.

This clarification of the role and nature of coaching and mentoring has been helpful in overcoming some of the guilt experienced coaches may feel, when they are making use of their own experience and knowledge. While knowing too much about the other person’s world can, for an inexperienced coach or mentor, get in the way of helping the client with the quality of their own thinking, it is important to bring our whole selves, including our knowledge and experience, into the relationship. Withholding information that the client needs to make a good decision is unethical – yet that is what coaches are often taught in initial training.

Role clarity is also helped by recognizing the difference between advice and context. Neither effective coaches nor effective mentors give advice, but they do give context; that is, relevant information the client may not have, which will help them take into account different perspectives. Another helpful definition from an EMCC conference is:

•   A mentor has context specific expertise or knowledge and the skills to apply these to support the learning of others in a non- directive, coaching style.

•   A coach supports clients in achieving developmental goals through the use of learning dialogue in a supportive environment.

Another way of looking at both coaching and mentoring is as a means of bridging understanding of two contexts. The first is the internal context – how self-aware the person is, the values they hold dear, their strengths and weaknesses, aspirations, dreams and fears. The second is their external context – how they understand what is happening in the world around them, the resources they can call upon, the threats and opportunities, how they impact others and others impact them, the cultures, systems and processes. Coaching and mentoring are conversations that allow people to develop greater awareness of both these contexts and integrate that understanding in ways that support better decision-making, self-management, personal development and change.

[image: Image]

Figure 1.1 Coaching as a linking conversation

In theory, there is no significant difference between coaching and mentoring here. In practice, coaches describing their practice tend to place slightly more emphasis on helping the client understand their inner world, while mentors place slightly more emphasis on helping clients understand the external world. The more experienced a coach is, the more likely they are to move between one emphasis and the other.


Professional versus line manager coaching

Within professional coaching, a significant factor supporting open conversations is the lack of substantial power differentials between coach and coachee. There is, of course, always some influence of relative status, and executive coaches have to watch out for the presence of a sense of inferiority compared to the successful career of their coachee, or worse, for ‘client envy’ (Clutterbuck and McKie, 2016). Power distance is a factor particularly for internal coaches, who may be more inhibited in the amount of challenge they may give to more senior executives (St-John Brooks, 2013). However, the assumption that external coaches are more effective than internal ones is contested strongly (Jones et al, 2015). Whether line managers can truly be coaches or simply adopt a coaching style is also debatable. Ferrar (2006) argues not and details a number of barriers to open learning conversations between team leaders and team members. However, Ferrar’s study did not test the extent to which the units he assessed were teams rather than groups. My own experiments with a number of UK organizations that have built coaching cultures within teams suggest that all of these problems can be overcome, if there is a high level of psychological safety and if everyone takes responsibility for both their own learning and the learning of their colleagues.

A standard coaching intervention by a line manager can be seen as comprising seven steps, as in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1: The seven steps of a line manager coaching intervention




	1
	Identify the need to improve/change



	2
	Observe and gather evidence



	3
	Motivate to set and own personal improvement targets



	4
	Help to plan how to achieve those targets



	5
	Create opportunities to practise the desired skills



	6
	Observe in action and give objective feedback



	7
	Help to work through setbacks






Identify the need to improve/change

All coaching starts with a need for change. Usually it is the coachee who determines and owns that need, but sometimes it is imposed by another party – a line manager, a close friend or relative, or society in general. The need may be very specific (e.g. meet defined targets for sales or customer satisfaction) or much broader (e.g. become a more effective team leader). It may be short term or long term.

Typically, at this stage the need will not be sufficiently well-defined to be classified as a clear performance goal; or the what may be clear, but the how much less so. I sometimes describe the phenomenon as ‘performance itch’: knowing you could and perhaps should perform better, but not yet having addressed and thought about the issue in depth.




Observe and gather evidence

Before tackling the performance issue, it is important that the coachee understands both what performance they should be (or want to be) aiming at, and the critical sub-areas of performance that hold them back. For example, in the sport of fencing a failure to hit the opponent is often caused by poor arm movement, which is itself a result of poor foot placement. Understanding the sequence of performance-influencing events requires observation, often over several sequences of the same task or situation. This initial feedback and analysis can come from a number of sources: an expert coach, working colleagues (particularly through 360-degree feedback) and from the individual themselves.

Some of the most dramatic changes in managerial behaviour have come about by using a technique we call scripting, in which the coachee writes down the text of encounters that go wrong and that seem to follow the same pattern of verbal exchanges. They also note down their feelings at each point in the conversation. Almost invariably, common repeated patterns emerge when they compare scripts from different occasions. With the help of a coach, they can determine which elements of the script they want to change and in what order.

Direct observation from a trained coach has the advantage of objectivity. In addition, the coach is usually able to draw on experience to identify real or potential causal factors that may not be apparent to the coachee or their peers. In general, the more sources of initial feedback the coachee is able to harness, the more useful and credible the evidence on which they can build.




Motivate to set and own personal improvement targets

The step between recognizing an opportunity for personal change and doing something about it can be large. Most of us have a multitude of areas of knowledge, behaviour or skill where we can see potential benefits from improving our performance. Whether we will seriously engage in making those changes happen and in sustaining them relates to:

•   The value we attach to achieving the change and the expected benefits that will flow from it.

•   The degree of confidence we feel in our ability and the likelihood of achieving the change.

•   The amount of effort we expect to have to put into the change.

The equation underlying the extent of motivation for change is, essentially, as follows:
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Figure 1.2 Motivation for change

Moderating the perceived effort/cost and the perceived benefits may also be the perceived risk (a good coaching question is: ‘What’s the risk of succeeding?’). Other relevant coaching questions include:

•   How important is this to the coachee’s self-image? The more the perceived change aligns with their sense of an ideal self, the more important it may be to the individual to make the change.

•   What will they have to stop doing in order to make the change happen? In a full life or a hectic working environment, there is often simply no room to add new goals or activities without dropping some existing ones.




Help to plan how to achieve those targets

It is at this point that the coaching conversation comes into its own. The critical steps include:

•   Clarifying outcomes (what does the coachee want to happen and what do they want to avoid happening?). This is about much more than establishing goals (the G of GROW; see below). It also relates to re-examining and developing self-awareness around one’s motivations and how these link to both overt and unspoken values. The coach helps the coachee envision what success will look like. Important questions include:

∘   What will achieving this do in terms of helping you to your next objective?

∘   Will success open out more options for you or close options down?

∘   Who else has a stake in this?

•   Mapping the influencing context: the internal and external drivers and barriers to achieving and sustaining the desired change. These factors may be internal (for example, the coachee’s level of self-confidence); or they may relate to infield players (working colleagues whose help will be needed) or to outfield players (people who exert a more distant influence and/or stake in the change). The coach helps the coachee develop a greater level of understanding of each of these influencers, how they work, and the degree to which the coachee can overcome barriers and harness drivers.

•   Chunking up and down. Chunking in the coaching sense relates to either breaking down the learning task into manageable elements, or bringing apparently discrete issues together to create a larger, more aspirational task. The coach helps the coachee recognize the task constituents and prioritize the order in which to tackle them.

•   Establishing how you and the coachee will know you are making progress. Coaching questions include:

∘   What milestones can you set along the way?

∘   How will you and others assess that you have achieved these?

∘   How will you feel?

∘   What will other people tell you?

∘   What will you be doing differently?

∘   What will other people be doing differently?




Create opportunities to practise the desired skills

Whether the opportunity to practise is created by a line manager or by the coachee themselves, once the plan emerges it is important to implement it rapidly. The longer it takes, the easier it is for commitment to seep away.




Observe in action and give objective feedback

The primary difference between feedback at this point and feedback earlier in the process is that the former is more specific and more focused. The closer the feedback is to the point of practice, the more impact it is likely to have. A secondary difference is that in giving feedback at this point, the effective coach gradually shifts the emphasis from extrinsic feedback (feedback to the coachee) to intrinsic feedback (by the coachee to themselves). The more the reflective dialogue is based on intrinsic feedback, the readier the learner is to move on to new challenges. If the learner can take responsibility for gathering their own feedback, this is even more powerful and it is noticeable that performance management systems are now moving towards employee self-management of feedback rather than relying on the manager’s observations.




Help to work through setbacks

The story of personal change is peppered with setbacks. Sometimes you can predict these by effective analysis of the context and prepare tactics to manage each situation as it arises. But at other times the coachee will feel discouraged, perhaps ready to give up. The effective coach recognizes that setbacks will occur, prepares the learner for the event, and gives support and empathy through the seven-step process of Review, Reaffirmation, Regroup, Revalue, Retarget, Resource and Relaunch:

•   Under review, the coach ensures that the coachee has opportunities to discuss progress and is getting the extrinsic feedback they need, and encourages them to take time to reflect on their progress.

•   Reaffirmation involves building the coachee’s confidence in their ability to achieve the desired change and overcome the obstacles.

•   The coach helps the coachee regroup by assisting them to step back from the issue, take stock of what has been achieved (often more than the learner has admitted to themselves) and take a reality check.

•   In revaluing, the coachee re-examines their motivations and drivers to improve – are these still as strong? If not, what could remotivate the coachee?

•   Retargeting is about recalibrating and refocusing. If the goal cannot be reached in three months, can it be done in six? If the coachee can’t get the promotion they want now, what alternative role would give them job satisfaction and position them to achieve a similar role, perhaps in another company?

•   Evaluating the resources available to the coachee helps them consider how and where they will find additional support for the changes they want to make.

•   Finally, relaunching looks at how the coachee will get back on the road with renewed enthusiasm and energy.
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Figure 1.3 Seven steps in coping with setbacks






The coaching conversation

There are several models that describe the coaching conversation. The most commonly used is that popularized by Sir John Whitmore, GROW – standing for Goals, Reality, Options, Will – which simplifies a raft of former observations about learning dialogue. Although many people tend to follow the four steps in the order of the acronym, in practice, experienced coaches using this model intermingle them, based on observation of where it will be most helpful for the client to start. Focusing too soon on a specific goal, without fully understanding the context, is increasingly associated with poor coaching practice. It also is culturally inappropriate in much of the world, where the normal style of approaching an issue is first to talk around it, until both parties are clear what the issue is. This can be very frustrating to American and some European coaches, who want to start from the goal and work backwards into the context.

In our research for the book Beyond Goals (2013), David Megginson and I observed that most coaching models regard a goal as something that emerges and evolves. The CLEAR model (Contracting, Listening, Exploring, Action, Review) developed by Hawkins (2011) into the CID-CLEAR model, follows the pattern of Contracting 1, Inquiry, Diagnosis, Contracting 2, Listening, Exploring, Action and Review. Key to this and similar models is flexibility. These conversations take on a cyclical structure, returning to the contracting phase again and again.

In my ongoing studies of coach evolution towards greater levels of maturity (Clutterbuck and Megginson, 2011), a recurrent theme is letting go of the need to control or manage the coaching conversation. We describe the most enlightened coaches as ‘holding the client, while he or she has the conversation they need to have with themselves’. Highly effective coaching takes place from a coaching mind-frame that is both systemic (seeing the client and their issues within the context of multiple systems) and dialogic (a conversation that creates its own path, developing new insights and new meaning) (Lawrence and Moore, 2019). A whole school of coaching sees it as a ‘narrative-collaborative practice’ (Stelter and Law, 2010; Drake, 2009).

The experience of coaches and mentors suggests that there are seven levels of dialogue (Lancer et al, 2016) that they may use in helping the learner build understanding, identify ways forward and take control of their own development:

•   The first level of learning dialogue is social, aimed at building rapport and hence the trust that underpins effective learning relationships.

•   Technical dialogue helps the coachee understand the systems and processes essential to doing the task.

•   Tactical dialogue helps them work out practical ways to deal with issues they meet at work or in other aspects of their lives – for example, how to cope with excessive demands on their time from two bosses.

•   Strategic dialogue takes the process deeper, providing an opportunity to examine the context and big picture behind an issue and developing longer-term solutions.

•   Dialogue for self-insight changes the focus of conversation from the external environment to the internal. For example, it examines how the coachee is contributing to the problems they experience, helps work out what they really want from a set of difficult circumstances and encourages self-belief.

•   Dialogue for behavioural change builds on these insights to apply both externally and internally focused insights and achieve a structured plan for adapting the coachee to their environment.

•   Integrative dialogue ranges across all the other levels in a search for greater personal meaning and a deeper understanding of the coachee’s role and purpose, in both work and non-work contexts.

All of these levels relate, to some extent, to improving performance and developing greater competence. Integrative dialogue is perhaps most closely associated with mastery, or to be more precise an appreciation of mastery. Each level is also dependent to a greater or lesser extent on those below it. If there is no rapport from social dialogue, the quality of tactical dialogue suffers – for example, we accept advice more easily from a salesperson we trust than from one who may be more knowledgeable; it’s hard to be truly strategic without an appreciation of tactics; and planned behaviour change without self-knowledge is an uphill struggle. The higher the level of dialogue, the deeper will be the impact on the individual.

Outside the chain of dialogue is the normal transactional conversation that dominates most work-based interactions. Transactional conversations do not seek shared meaning; they occur to facilitate instruction (in both senses of the word) and monitoring. Such exchanges are important and useful, but they have little or no positive impact on the way people think or the attitudes they display. (There is also a ‘hygiene’ effect in the sense that peremptory instructions can breed resentment and passive resistance.)

The effective coach needs to understand the level of dialogue appropriate to the specific role and their own capability to work at each level. Not surprisingly, the proportion of coaches able to work competently at the integrative level is relatively small. It has been suggested that the skills increase required in moving from one level to the next is a logarithmic scale, with each step being three times as difficult as the one before. A problem for the coaching profession is that while, for example, life coaches realistically need to operate at the level of integrative dialogue, many people claiming to fulfil the role are not adequately able to progress beyond the tactical or strategic level.

Underlying all the seven layers of the coaching conversation are a number of basic principles, set out below.


Principles of the Coaching Conversation

•   Listening for understanding – expecting to have assumptions and customary views challenged and changed as listening goes deeper.

•   Encouraging others to be explicit about the way their reasoning links up, and testing the assumptions that arise on the way.

•   Doing the same openly with one’s own thinking.

•   Challenging by being open and frank and by encouraging the other person to do the same; respecting what they say when they take up the challenge.

•   Being willing to own one’s view clearly as well as evoking the other person’s; being indifferent as to which view the other adopts.

•   Exploring what is unsaid and the implications of this for the coaching relationship and also in the rest of the coachee’s world.






The systemic perspective

A useful model to emerge from coach supervision sees coaching as not one conversation, but a number of different conversations, some of them happing in parallel (Clutterbuck, 2011). Beginner coaches tend to be aware of only the spoken conversation, but while this is going on there is also an internal, silent conversation in the mind of the coach (Should I ask this question or not? Is my intuition turned on? What am I missing here?), and a parallel silent conversation in the mind of the coachee (How honest can I be here? Do I trust the coach enough to share this?). Before the coaching session, both coach and coachee should have undertaken some reflection in preparation. Equally, afterwards, both should have a self-conversation about what they have learned and what they will do next. In supervising coaches using this analysis, it is rare for the problems they wrestle with to stem from the spoken conversation; it is almost always from one or a combination of the others.

Peter Hawkins (Hawkins and Smith, 2013) offers another seven perspectives, which he calls ‘eyes’ to explore the multiple systems operating when a coach brings a case to supervision. These are:

1.   The client situation

2.   The coach’s interventions

3.   The coaching relationship

4.   The coach (what is happening internally in his or her mind and body)

5.   The supervisory relationship and parallel process

6.   The supervisor (what is going on in their mind and body)

7.   The wider context.

Systemic coaching has been described by Ober (2010) as ‘being aware of three worlds and how they interplay to produce outcomes’:

1.   The Face-to-Face World – our interactions with our client, and their face-to-face interactions with other key people. (Equivalent to the coaching conversation, as described in Figure 1.1)

2.   The Larger External World, for example our client’s organization, their business, their customers, and their marketplace. (Equivalent to the external conversation.)

3.   The Deeper Internal World: how/what client leaders think and feel, their mental models/underlying assumptions, their deeper beliefs and, in some cases, their deep story. (Equivalent to the internal conversation.)

Every human is made up of thousands of interconnecting systems, most of which we are unaware. We also have low awareness of how we, as a collection of systems, interact with other people and their systems, and of how collectively we interact with and generate yet other systems. One way of looking at coaching, then, is as a way of helping to raise awareness of systems operating in and around a person, so that they can work more effectively within them or, if appropriate, to change systems so that they deliver more desirable outcomes. This is a long way from the simplistic ‘clarify the problem, find a solution’ approach to coaching that beginner coaches tend to apply (and, in many cases, fail to grow out of!). It’s not hard to find examples of solutions generated within coaching sessions that fail to work in practice, because they do not take sufficient account of systems blocking implementation – for example, new behaviours are less likely to embed in an environment where peers, direct reports or bosses are unsupportive.

From just these small number of examples, it is clear that effective coaching is much more complex than it first appears – and we are still, at this point, referring only to one-to-one conversations, rather than teams!




Coach maturity

In the first edition, I proposed a framework for coach competencies. This has been superseded by the work on competencies by the main professional bodies in coaching. I was, however, already beginning to explore what makes an effective coach from a different perspective – the coach assessment centre. Together with Tatiana Bachkirova at Oxford Brookes University, I developed an approach to help companies hiring externally-resourced executive coaches to make informed decisions about whether or not each of the coaches available was suitable. Six of the main professional bodies have engaged with this process, which is a rigorous test of the coach’s philosophy and practice, involving both intensive interviews and observed ‘real-plays’.

It will come as no surprise that there is a close correlation between the willingness of coaches to take part in these events and the assessment of their competence. The most accomplished coaches welcome the opportunity for objective feedback!

Several hundred coaches have been through this process in the UK and Europe. Over time, four distinct mind-frames emerged in how coaches perceive themselves and their practice (Clutterbuck and Megginson, 2011). These are shown in Table 1.2. Unless the coach enters the profession via another discipline with similar perspectives, such as Gestalt therapy, it is normal to have to go through each maturity level before reaching the next. It is also always possible for the more mature coach to go back a stage or two, if that is the best way to meet the client’s needs. A simpler way of describing each of the stages is as follows:

•   Models-based coaches do coaching to clients

•   Process-based coaches do coaching with clients

•   Philosophy-based coaches integrate what they do as a coach with who they are as a person – it is about being a coach

•   Systemic eclectic coaches ‘hold the client safely while the client has the conversation they need to have with themselves’.

Moving up this ladder requires significant and deep reflection on experience. One of the many benefits of supervision is that it encourages and supports this process. There is also a lot of letting go to happen:

•   To progress beyond models-based, the coach must let go of the need for specific, clear goals (if the coaching is any good, the goals will evolve into something else anyway!).

•   To progress beyond process-based, the coach must let go of the need for immediate solutions (the client’s need is often not for a solution right now, but an advancement in their thinking so they can explore options in their own time).

•   To progress beyond the philosophy stage, the coach must let go of themselves and their assumptions about the world and, particularly, the client’s world (for example, they must listen less to understand what the client is saying than to help the client understand themselves).

Table 1.2 A comparison of the four levels of coaching maturity in coaching conversations




	Coaching approach
	Style
	Critical questions





	Models-based
	Control
	How do I take them where I think they need to go? How do I adapt my technique or model to this circumstance?



	Process-based
	Contain
	How do I give enough control to the client and still retain a purposeful conversation? What’s the best way to apply my process in this instance?



	Philosophy-based
	Facilitate
	What can I do to help the client do this for themselves? How do I contextualize the client’s issue within the perspective of my philosophy or discipline?



	Systemic-eclectic
	Enable
	Are we both relaxed enough to allow the issue and the solution to emerge in whatever way they will? Do I need to apply any techniques or processes at all? If I do, what does the client context tell me about how to select from the wide choice available to me?








Competences of the coachee

Given that coaching is a dialogue, it is somewhat unfortunate that so much of the general coaching literature and many coaching courses portray the coach as the ‘star’ and the coachee as a passive recipient – a sort of patient. But the medical analogy doesn’t work well, not least because modern medicine has learned the benefits of involving patients in their own treatment. The responsibility for making the learning process work is shared between the coach and the coachee. Both need to demonstrate the behaviours of trust and openness essential for rapport; both need to listen, reflect and seek understanding; and both need to have a sense of ownership of the outcomes.

So, what are the critical skills of a coachee? As with the coach, some will be situational, but generic skills drawn from the literature and from observation include being able to:

•   Articulate the issues on which they need help, the progress they are making and how they would like the coach to help. (Our research suggests that explaining what form of help they need has a strong and positive impact on the style, focus and management of the coaching dialogue, because it gives the coach a practical starting point. Effective coaches often ensure that the first stage of the dialogue establishes both what the issue is and where the learner has reached in their understanding and dealing with it, by asking the coachee what kind of conversation they feel would be most helpful.)

•   Reflect upon the issue, both before and after the coaching conversation. It’s important for the coachee to be able to prepare in terms of thinking through what the real issues are, identifying and describing examples, and determining what outcomes he or she wants.

•   Listen actively – this also includes asking for time to think at key points on the coaching conversation.

•   Be open about both the rational and the emotional elements of the issue – it’s much harder for the coach to help if the coachee is not willing or able to be honest and unsecretive about what they think and what they feel. Being open also involves being honest with oneself and able to consider alternative ideas and perspectives.

•   Manage challenge – from the coach, from oneself, to the coach and to other stakeholders. There is a portfolio of sub-skills here relating to personal confidence, self-insight, goal management etc. For coaching by team leaders or team managers, the coachee needs to have the courage and capability to ask for coaching and to persevere until it is forthcoming.

•   Relationship management – for example, giving and earning respect, establishing and maintaining rapport.

•   Proactive learning – for example, translating the coaching conversation into action, developing a network of learning resources and reviewing progress against learning goals.

To bring some more rigour to the theme of coachee competence, Paul Stokes at Sheffield Hallam University (Stokes, 2015) undertook a deep analysis of a sample of coaching relationships, under the heading ‘The Skilled Coachee’. He concludes that:

•   Coaching is a skilled collaborative partnership where both parties utilize process skills.

•   All behaviours, whether enabling or defensive, are functional for the participants in maintaining a developmental relationship.

•   Responsibility for the coaching process can be extended to encompass both coaches and coachees.

To some extent, the development of these skills can be part of the coaching agenda. But the range, depth and value of the coaching dialogue can be much greater when the coachee already has these capabilities. And when individuals come together in a team, lack of any of these skills in some or all of these areas may reduce the effectiveness of team coaching.


Summary

These past years have been a time of great learning about coaching for me and for the profession as a whole. The move from directive to non-directive approaches has not been easy, but it is now firmly embedded. The volume of coaches who recognize the limitations of simplistic models, such as GROW, is growing, although the majority of people who call themselves coaches still operate at a very basic level and accreditations based on number of hours of practice are largely meaningless. (We have encountered coaches in assessment centres, who claim to have done hundreds and thousands of hours of coaching and are still not even competent at the models-based level!)

To even think about becoming a team coach, one-to-one coaches require a mind-frame that recognizes and works with complexity and draws on a wide range of other, relevant disciplines. However, one of the best ways to improve one-to-one coaching, by becoming more systemically-aware, is to become a team coach.
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CHAPTER 2

What Do We Know About Teams?

Behavioural scientists and others have been fascinated by the nature of teams for over a century and many of the most famous social experiments, such as the Hawthorne effect (see Franke and Kaul, 1978; McCarney et al, 2007), have been aimed at creating insight into the processes that make teams effective and ineffective. From the perspective of the coach, understanding the fundamental dynamics, both of teams in general and of the teams with which they or their clients work, is an important part of the knowledge and skills set. However, this chapter is not intended to be an exhaustive review of the vast literature on teams. Rather, it attempts to identify and discuss those themes of which the team coach needs to be particularly aware.

So, what do we know about teams that will be helpful to the coach? To answer this question, we need first to define what we mean by a team, which is by no means as straightforward as it seems. Then we need to review the key themes about the structure, dynamics and behaviour of teams that emerge from the hundreds of studies in recent decades, and determine how these might affect the coaching role and task. Finally, we take a brief look at how teams evolve.

Let’s start with the definition!

What is a team?

In many ways, it is easier to describe what a team is not than what it is. In particular, a team is both different to and more than a group. Members of a group may not consciously see themselves as connected. For example, a mentoring programme aimed at the homosexual community within a large company foundered rapidly when gays and lesbians made it clear that they did not want to be classed together. Members of a group give higher priority to personal goals than group goals and feel freer to take unilateral action, without consideration of collective needs or welfare.

Definitions of a group focus on the sharing of common characteristics. These can range from shape or size, to political opinions. Members of human groups may share the same intent (for example, overthrow an unpopular ruler, or see their football team win). Hence, we do not talk of a team of shareholders or a team of hobbyists: sharing a specific common interest and taking collective action to achieve a common goal (e.g. the sacking of an unpopular company chairman) may require a certain amount of collaboration and co-planning, but it does not form the basis for continuing mutual interaction and supportiveness.

A team brings something extra to the nature and quality of the interaction between members of a group. One of the most commonly quoted definitions comes from John Katzenbach (1994), a severe critic of the common confusion between teams and groups:

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

Taking the key elements of this definition in turn, it is clear that teams have a limitation in terms of size. The more people involved, the more complex the interactions and hence the less able the group is to function. Groups can coordinate large numbers of people – for example in a military march-past or a Mexican wave in a rugby stadium – but the interaction has to be relatively simple. Who is in or out of the team can vary according to context. For example, a football team may variously be interpreted as the players currently on the field, those players plus their colleagues waiting on the bench, the full squad, the direct support network of coaches, counsellors, physiotherapists and other specialists or, wider still, the full staff and volunteers maintaining the pitch and selling programmes. The narrower the definition, the smaller the unit and the more clearly the other team characteristics can be seen.

Complementary skills are important, because they allow more value to be created by harnessing a range of talent and knowledge. These skills must also be sufficient in aggregate to address the team task.

Commitment to a common purpose emphasizes the requirement for a shared sense of direction. Without a common purpose, individual priorities and intentions will dominate what people do and there will be little coordination.

Commitment to the same performance goals is similarly needed to ensure that everyone has the same understanding of what the outcomes of their work should be.

A classic example of team failure in commitment to the same goals occurred in a heavy engineering factory in the UK. A mixed ‘team’ of sales and production staff was formed to oversee the progress of customer projects from order to delivery. Unfortunately, both sides retained their previous perceptions about priorities. The sales people insisted that rapid turnaround and meeting customer deadlines – no matter how demanding – were most important; the production people focused instead on cost minimization by ensuring long production runs. The team was eventually abandoned in favour of a computerized mediation system!

Commitment to a common approach concerns how the team manages its tasks. Conflict about method or process is very common, because people tend to assume that the way they have always done things, being tried and tested, is the best way.

Mutual accountability is the other side of the coin to mutual commitment. One of the biggest problems with a command-and-control style of management, for example, is that people delegate responsibility upwards.

Katzenbach’s definition is just one of many, however. Leigh Thompson (2000), whose extensive review of the operation and psychology of teams has become a standard text, describes a team as: ‘a group of people, who are interdependent with respect to information, resources and skills, and who seek to combine their efforts to achieve a common goal.’

Thompson draws for her definition on Hackman (1990), who maintains that:

•   Teams exist to achieve a shared goal.

•   Members depend on each other to achieve the goal.

•   They have boundaries (it’s clear who is in the team and who is not).

•   They are stable over time.

•   They have authority to manage their own work and internal processes.

•   They operate in a social systems context (they are part of a larger organization, to whose goals they contribute or which they attempt to influence).

Let’s look at some of these characteristics in more detail.

Goals. Who sets the shared goal for a team? In the work context, the goal may be imposed from above and the cohesion of the team may depend on the degree of collective motivation that the goal inspires in them. A goal may motivate some members of the team more than others and this can undermine the team’s performance. In addition, individual goals may conflict with team goals and team goals with organizational goals. In forming a team from a group, the members agree to subordinate some or all of their own goals to the collective goal.

Interdependence. Just as team members may vary in their attachment to the team’s goals, the extent of their dependence on each other may also vary. Just because people depend on each other to perform specific tasks does not necessarily make them a team. In a mass-production factory, a failure by one worker on the line has consequences for people in subsequent stages. But to become a team, those on the line must actively collaborate and seek to manage the process together, rather than be managed by it. Charlie Chaplin’s notable parody Modern Times illustrates what happens when this collaborative process management is absent.

Boundaries. The boundaries of the team are not just a matter of who is on the payroll. Top teams, for example, may include a shadow director in the form of an influential consultant (or a coach). Equally, there may be boundaries within the team, cliques who have a separate sub-identity by virtue of the specialist tasks they perform or the greater comradeship they feel towards some colleagues compared to others. What seems to matter is a collective sense of the membership and of what constitutes an insider or an outsider. Without that collective sense of identity, the team is likely to disintegrate rapidly.

One of the big dangers for anyone working with a team – whether consultant, facilitator or coach – is that this boundary between who is in and out of the team becomes blurred. In-between status confers influence without authority or accountability and this can rapidly become a source of conflict and confusion.

Stability. Hackman’s views on stability as a critical characteristic of a team are not supported by our research into learning approaches within different types of team (see Chapter 10). Not every team is stable, either in membership or longevity. Many teams are created for specific, short-term tasks. Membership of a team may change rapidly. In one organization, I asked an audience of 60 managers how many of them had been in the same team for more than six months. Only a few raised their hands. Yet all were certain that they were currently part of a team. Another example of a team that is unstable in both membership and duration is a rugby side like the Barbarians – composed of players from different nations, who would never normally play alongside each other, they can quickly gel into a formidable unit, exhibiting all the other qualities of a team. This coherence of collaboration continues even when members are substituted during the course of the game. It seems that ability to adhere to shared collaborative routines is more relevant as a factor than stability per se.

Being part of a social system. This brings both blessings and curses. The organization can provide support, resources and wider cultural norms that help define appropriate behaviour. But it can also impose restrictions, limiting access to resources and imposing rules that undermine the team’s efforts, or are seen to do so. Systems designed for the convenience of the organization as a whole may not work in favour of the effectiveness of the team, and vice versa. For example, it may be to the benefit of the organization that the most talented team members are promoted to new roles elsewhere. If the team sees this as damaging, it is likely to lead to a reduction in performance and the leader may try to hang on to people; if, on the other hand, it sees it as a welcome opportunity to bring in new blood, with new ideas and skills, then the opposite may be the case.

We shall explore the systems dimension a lot more later in this book, but suffice here to say that teams are made up of multiple systems, some of which interact with systems outside the team, and this complex dynamic happens mostly unobserved and unconsciously.

In our research, (Clutterbuck, 1998) we asked a mixture of team leaders, team members and human resource professionals to describe how they saw the difference between working in a team and working in a group. The responses they gave included most of the characteristics above, but also a number of additional ingredients. In particular, members of a team:

•   Use more structured and more varied forms of communication than members of groups. Team members communicate on a number of levels, both formal and informal, and invest energy in maintaining the quality of communication.

•   Offer and seek support from each other. Team members recognize when other members need help and/or encouragement and take time away from their own task priorities to assist their colleagues.

•   Accept personal discomfort or disadvantage, where there is a clash between their own interests and those of the team as a whole, for example holding back on getting a new computer because another team member’s need is more urgent.

•   Adapt roles and behaviours to the needs of the task and of their colleagues. Some types of work (e.g. assembly-line manufacture) lend themselves less well to such flexibility, but all genuine teams have a capacity for people to adapt what they do to meet the requirements of different situations.

The team’s ability to achieve its goals effectively (that is, to perform) is affected by many factors, which we explore later in Chapter 3. These include the resources available to it, such as tools, money, space, and its historical narrative. Take the case of a team of mental health nurses. It is difficult for them to act and behave like a team when:

•   Their workload is twice what they have mental and physical capacity to do properly (time resource)
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