



[image: image]









Praise for Teams Unleashed


“The drive to deliver team performance is relentless. The tools to get there are few. Now with Teams Unleashed, Sandahl and Phillips have given us a clear, practical map—a readable resource for more productive team results and truly engaged team culture—an exceptional resource for those who work with or lead teams.”


—Marshall Goldsmith, New York Times #1
bestselling author of Triggers, Mojo, and
What Got You Here Won’t Get You There


“Team coaching is becoming an established discipline and needs practical guides to good practice from highly experienced practitioners—which is exactly what this book provides!”


—David Clutterbuck, author of
Coaching the Team at Work


“A valuable resource for team coaches and team leaders alike. Teams Unleashed provides practical coaching questions and frameworks, filling a palpable need for team performance in today’s ever-changing context.”


—Jennifer J. Britton, MES, PCC, CHRL, author of
From One to Many: Best Practices for Team and
Group Coaching and Effective Virtual Conversations


“This relevant and timely guide poses the coaching questions every business team needs to address before the zombie apocalypse!”


—Darelyn ‘DJ” Mitsch, MCC, author of Zombies to
Zealots—Reawaken the Spirit at Work, and creator of
Team Advantage—the complete guide for
team transformation


“Still far too many teams at all levels in organizations are performing at less than the sum of their parts. Phillip Sandahl and Alexis Phillips have provided teams and team leaders with a rich panoply of methods and examples that teams can use to liberate their potential, resolve conflicts, and become more creative. Easy to follow and apply, I wish this book was around when I was first a team leader.”


—Professor Peter Hawkins, author of Leadership Team
Coaching, and Leadership Team Coaching in Practice,
global thought leader in systemic
team coaching


“Given the shifting and uncertain landscape of our current world, it is vital that we learn to work together ever more effectively. In Teams Unleashed, authors Phillip Sandahl and Alexis Phillips provide a ground breaking, proven and accessible approach to freeing the phenomenal power and potential of teams. A wonderful book and a great approach to working with teams of people!”


—Karen and Henry Kimsey-House, Cofounders, The
Co-Active Training Institute and coauthors of
Co-Active Coaching: The Proven Framework
for Transformative Conversations
at Work and in Life


“Teams Unleashed is a must read for anyone who is leading or supporting a team in any capacity. As the definitive voices in team coaching, Phillip Sandahl and Alexis Phillips have brought together a simple but powerful framework that will transform how organizations approach developing their teams. As a global business leader, I have seen the successful application of this approach to teams across the world, and personally can attest to the power that these principles have across regions, languages, and cultures. This book not only provides guidance on how to drive greater performance in teams, but more importantly provides the blueprint for what makes people function better as human beings.”


—Mazher Ahmad, Global Head of Talent Acquisition,
Organizational Development, Culture and
D&I / Leading Life Sciences Company


“Building high performance teams has become more and more critical for leaders who face business challenges in today’s VUCA world. Teams Unleashed provides a structured and tangible framework to address team high performance from a fundamentally human level and system view. I believe this book will be beneficial for HR and team leaders to build new strengths on teams. It will bring in new perspectives on team dynamics and clear factors on where to focus for team success. It provides practical guidance for those new to team coaching and experienced coaches as well for conscious development of in-depth team coaching competences and skills.”


—Xie Xue, Talent Development Expert,
Bayer (China) Limited


“Teams Unleashed is an essential guide for any practitioner, team leader or team member who is serious about team coaching and maximizing team performance. Sandahl and Phillips approach the complexity of teams with insight and practical guidance drawn from a life time of engagements with real teams from around the world. They share their wisdom and experience in clearly articulated and compelling language and models that make this book both extremely useful and a pleasure to read.”


—Alexander Caillet, CEO—Corentus, Inc.,
Cor (Heart) + Eventus (Results)


“In an age when organizations struggle to make the dramatic shift from individual to truly team-centric designs in order to survive, let alone thrive, Teams Unleashed couldn’t be more timely. Sandahl and Phillips have curated a treasure trove of insights and practical tools for teams, team leaders and team coaches to navigate this often-times perilous yet ultimately fruitful journey.”


—Krister Lowe, PhD, Founder, Team Coaching Zone


“Phillip Sandahl and Alexis Phillips offer practical wisdom for individuals who want to sharpen their skills in the work of developing team performance. In Teams Unleashed they share invaluable insights and lessons—from identifying teams that are ready for coaching, to creating supportive structures for elevating team practice—about how team coaches can help teams build and sustain great performance over time.”


—Ruth Wageman, PhD, coauthor of Senior Leadership Teams


“It is an everlasting topic for every organization: how to create high performing teams continuously. As an HR partner we never stop looking for a better approach that will support business leaders to make their teams great. This book provides practical guidance on how team coaching can unleash the team’s potential and enable teams to achieve sustainable, outstanding results.”


—Maggie Shen, Armstrong World Industries
(China) Limited, Asia HR Head


“High performing individuals are diverse and don’t always work together well. It’s a significant challenge for leaders to turn a group of great minds into a cohesive, high performing team. Teams Unleashed gives team leaders the practical tools they need to bring diverse talent together in a powerful way.”


—Sherman Chen, Armstrong World Industries
(China) Limited, General Manager, North Asia
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Introduction


The purpose of this book is to share a model and methodology that can unleash the power and human potential of teams. The need has never been more acute. Work teams at every level in the organization are under pressure to perform in a world where work stress is epidemic and the landscape is constantly changing. In this increasingly competitive, demanding, and uncertain world, teams struggle to live up to their potential. It is a global phenomenon affecting teams at every level in every imaginable industry segment. Our goal is to provide a framework and process that can consistently change the environment and support teams to work together more effectively. The key, we believe, is to create a cycle of action and learning that enables teams to achieve outstanding results and create a culture that is empowering and sustainable. This is a practical coaching approach based on years of experience and the results from thousands of teams worldwide.


The Gap


Our data shows that fewer than 10 percent of teams rate themselves as high-performing.1 That means nearly nine out of 10 teams fall short. In a way, it’s not too surprising. These are challenging times for teams. The pressure is on to do more with fewer resources—on every team, in every organization we’ve seen, around the world. The speed of change continues to accelerate. Contact time shrinks while expectations grow. That imperative drives teams to form, perform, and reform at an astonishing rate.


Organizations have rightly identified teams as a means to improve productivity. That’s where the leverage is. The diversity of strengths and experience on a team means teams, acting together, can do things that individuals acting alone simply can’t. Today the workplace is a maze of nested teams: intact, cross-functional, networked, project, agile, matrix, cross-cultural, and virtual. It’s no wonder teams are underperforming. In fact, according to a recent Gallup poll, 85 percent of employees are not engaged or are actively disengaged, which accounts for approximately $7 trillion in lost productivity across the globe.2 The financial impact alone should get every organization’s attention.3 The human costs—stress, turnover, a culture of indifference—are incalculable.


The strategy to put more emphasis on teams makes sense, but it is crippled by an assumption that is simply not true—that team members naturally know how to work collaboratively. The thinking goes, “We all know what a team is. We’ve all been on teams. I do my job, you do yours, and everything will be okay.” Unfortunately, working together effectively is not the sum of individual efforts, even when the individual performance is stellar. We have all seen or been on a team of high-performing individuals who couldn’t function at a high level as a team.


No doubt you’ve been on a great team too, or observed one in action. It’s inspiring. Here’s the point: almost without exception they were created by accident. It was a combination of the right people, the right chemistry, the right time, and the right purpose. If it can happen once, randomly, surely there must be a way to create a repeatable process for that. Yes, there is most certainly a way, or we wouldn’t be writing this book. There is a proven process to improve team performance, deliver real business results, and create committed, engaged, empowered teams. There is a way to unleash the power and human potential in teams.


What You Will Learn


There are three sections in the book. In part 1, we look first at the qualities that make great teams great. What do high-performing teams do better than other teams? What is that template? The team effectiveness model we describe has two fundamental dimensions for team performance: conditions necessary for teams to get the job done—Productivity strengths—and conditions necessary for teams to work together effectively—what we call Positivity strengths.


This leads naturally to a detailed description of the seven Productivity factors and seven Positivity factors that make up the two dimensions. Each factor is a unique and essential contributor to team effectiveness. We show the role that each factor plays in team performance and provide suggestions, tips, and exercises you can use with teams to build those team-effectiveness muscles. There are clear distinctions made to distinguish team building, group facilitation, group coaching, and team coaching. You will also learn about the different roles in a team coaching process, and the contribution and responsibility for each. In chapter 5 we describe a three-phase team coaching process and include insight into the important differences between individual coaching and team coaching. As a process for change, coaching is an ideal methodology for building new strengths on teams.


Part 2 describes the five key team coaching competencies and how together they form a constellation of ways to work with the team. We provide a description of team coaching skills associated with each of the five competencies. These are skills drawn from the larger glossary of coaching skills, and they have been adapted to teams. You will find unique team coaching skills as well. As you can imagine, one of the fundamental differences between individual coaching and team coaching is simply the awareness that there is so much going on, on so many levels. It is happening all at once and changing constantly. These are the skills and competencies we have learned and honed over years of working with teams and training team coaches around the world.


Part 3 brings together a number of important considerations related to an effective team coaching process and approach. For example:


[image: image]Best candidates for team coaching


[image: image]Coaching the virtual team


[image: image]A close-up look at the special role of the team leader


[image: image]The crucial and often overlooked relationship between team and the stakeholder network


We close with a view of the mission and vision for this work with teams, including a look at why we believe the work is so important beyond the obvious benefit to bottom-line results.


Who Should Read This Book?


This is a book for people who work with teams. That includes a wide range of professionals searching for a practical, repeatable process to support sustainable team performance improvement. It is a coaching approach, but people from a variety of functional backgrounds play the “team coach” role. That would include team coaches of course, but executive, business, and leadership coaches too. In addition, basically all professionals who work with groups and teams will benefit: organizational consultants, HR business partners and organizational development professionals, facilitators, learning and development specialists, and team-building practitioners. It would quickly become cumbersome to repeat that list each time we mention the role, so for simplicity’s sake the book uses the term “team coach” to refer to all those who work with teams to improve performance.


This is also a book for team leaders and, in fact, any team member who wants to learn more about how to support a team to reach its potential. In our model, that means a team that grows in both dimensions—Productivity and Positivity—and develops strengths in all 14 of the Team Performance Indicators.™


Summary


As we noted earlier, in organizations today the pressure is on to do more with less and do it faster. For employees, managers, and leaders, that atmospheric pressure is the air they breathe every day, and it is a global phenomenon. There is a relentless search for the next best way to improve productivity and be more competitive. In the face of that challenge, more organizations turn to teams as the engines that drive business results. Teams provide an ideal resource to meet that challenge because of the team’s diversity of strengths and the power that comes from shared connection, working together with a common purpose and vision.


The key to meeting the business challenges will be teams that have learned how to work effectively in that interconnected world. We have seen the results, and they are inspiring. We see teams that set and meet—even exceed—their most challenging goals. Just as importantly, we see teams that are changing the quality of life at work. That’s the underlying purpose for this book and our mission.


There is a need for a clear, practical, repeatable process. A random approach to teams will yield only one out of 10 that is high-performing. As a wise person once said, “Accidental success is not a viable business strategy.” We believe every team has the potential to be a great team. In this book we outline a proven approach that can unleash the power of teams.











PART 1



How to Consistently
Create High-Performing
Teams


Our data from more than 10 years of team-assessment results tells us two things—and these two things are related.


First, as we noted in the introduction, our data shows that fewer than 10 percent of teams rate themselves as high-performing. A survey of executives by McKinsey & Company found only 20 percent thought their team was a high-performing one.4 Pick your statistic, that is still an alarming revelation, and it ought to be a resounding call to action.,


Second, even with no special training or development work with the team, one in 10 teams do rate themselves high-performing. And if one in 10 can do it with no help, imagine what would be possible if we simply figured out what those high-performing teams do well. That would lay the groundwork for a process designed to transfer that know-how to other teams. That’s the focus for the first five chapters of the book.


We start by distilling the essential attributes of high-performing teams. Out of that exploration we build a team-effectiveness model—a template any team can emulate. You will see how those attributes sort easily into two primary dimensions: qualities that optimize a team’s ability to get the job done and qualities that optimize the team’s ability to collaborate.


A viable model is a great start, but it’s not sufficient when the outcome we want is a process that will help any team work more effectively. If the goal is growth and development, like learning any new skill, it takes more than reading a book, attending a workshop, or—for teams—having an engaged conversation. Change—real change—takes place over time by practicing new behavior. That is why a coaching methodology is ideal for this purpose. In fact, a coaching model not only provides a structure to practice new ways of interacting, it holds the team accountable for that behavior to help ensure change is integrated into life at work.


In this section we will look at each of the 14 team effectiveness factors that make up the two dimensions. This section will show team coaches or team leaders how to explore those factors with a team in engaging ways. We describe the change/coaching process for teams and what distinguishes it in comparison to other modalities. You will discover the key differences between individual and team coaching and see the guiding principles on which this team coaching methodology is based.


The coaching process begins by putting a pin in the map, as a team, and saying, “We are here.” That awareness leads naturally to a team conversation about “Where we want to be” and “How we will get there.” The model provides a compass for the team development journey, and coaching provides the means to stay on course.












CHAPTER 1



The Model for
Great Teams


The central question is this: What makes great teams great?


If we knew the answer to that question, we would be a long way ahead in helping teams work together more effectively. It’s a question that has been widely studied, so there is a vast amount of research available.5 And there is another, simpler way to get to the heart of the matter right now without digging into the published research. For the purposes of simplicity, do this exercise, tapping into your own experience.


Take a moment and think about a really great team you’ve been on. Scan back in your memory for a team that really stands out. It could be a work team, or a sports team. It could be an experience from theater or music. It could be a current team you’re on, or a recent team, or a team from your youth, but that team stands out in your memory. That was a great team.


Relive for a moment what it was like to be on that team. Remember the people you were with, what you accomplished, maybe even what you had to overcome. Recall a special moment with that team. What did it feel like? Savor that experience.


We’ve done this exercise with dozens of teams, hundreds of team members. The stories they tell are uplifting. One story after another—very different teams and circumstances but the energy created by these memories is inspiring: A school sports team, perennial underdogs, with grit and spirit stronger than their individual talents, wins the state championship. A new team, pulled together under impossible project deadlines and limited resources—long hours, late nights, and many pizza boxes later they deliver, and what they remember most is the laughter. The stories aren’t all about overcoming great odds. Sometimes it is simply the unexpected magic and personal connections that last years after the team has dispersed to other organizations and other lives.


In each remembrance you can feel the unique spirit of that team. The stories remind us of the commitment people felt for one another and the commitment to the team’s goal or mission. You can see it on the faces of the storytellers. There was a powerful feeling of “we were in this together.” Those teams that stand out in the storytelling are teams that were truly alive, engaged, and empowered by a common purpose and spirit.


Teams like that, that’s what’s possible. You know that’s possible because, if you’re like nearly every team member who has ever participated in this “best team” exercise, you’ve been on a team like that.


Now ask yourself this question: What were the qualities that made that team a great team? What sets that team apart from other teams you’ve been on? Here is a sample list of qualities we consistently hear from team members:


[image: image]Clear roles. Everyone knew what their job was.


[image: image]Support. I’ve got your back, you’ve got mine.


[image: image]Clear goals


[image: image]Fun—despite the pressure


[image: image]We had a great mix of personalities, skills, and experience.


[image: image]People were accountable.


[image: image]Mutual respect


[image: image]We didn’t always agree—it sometimes got heated—and that was okay. We worked things out.


[image: image]People cared. They cared about the project and they cared about each other.


[image: image]Even when things looked the worst, we knew we could do it.


[image: image]We were unstoppable. Nobody thought we could do it, and we did.


From your own experience of being on teams, what qualities of great teams would you add to the list? When you study the list of attributes, over time a structure emerges. You begin to see that the list can be sorted into two categories. Here is how we sorted them.


The Productivity Dimension


We start with a fundamental premise, that teams exist to produce results. That’s the ground on which we stand. There is no other reason for an organization to put a team together. That premise then leads us to a very obvious question: What are the conditions necessary for teams to get results; to get the job done; to be productive?


Those “productivity” attributes are there in the list of “best team” qualities. From a long list of possibilities, we settled on seven that we believe—and research supports—are essential for teams and, by the way, where high-performing teams excel. These are the Productivity strengths. In chapter 2 we will go into more detail about each of these Productivity factors and how they show up as strengths on teams. We will also include activities to help teams improve in each of the seven areas. For now, here is an overview.


Seven Productivity Strengths


[image: image]Team Leadership


The team leader’s role is clear. The team leader is supportive of the team as a whole. There is also a strong sense of team leadership; team members step up as the need for leadership arises, and that leadership is empowered. In one sense, everyone on the team is responsible for leadership.6


[image: image]Resources


This is not about the quantity. We have yet to meet a team that says, “Resources? Oh, we have plenty, thank you.” Instead, it’s about the ability to effectively manage what the team has. Think of resources broadly: material resources, skills, training, time, team capacity, human capital.7


[image: image]Decision Making


The team has clear and efficient decision-making processes and is adept at applying different processes to different situations. Excellence in decision making is both the ability to make timely and effective decisions and the commitment to learn from decisions that are made.8


[image: image]Proactive


A proactive team is a team that takes initiative—rises to the challenge. Some teams are satisfied with “good enough.” As Jim Collins pointed out in his book, Good to Great, these days “good enough” is no longer good enough. Teams that are proactive show it by being creative and innovative and by embracing change.


[image: image]Accountability


When we look at accountability through a team lens, we see that it is more than a high level of individual accountability. On high-performing teams, team members hold one another to a higher team standard and actively support each other to meet that standard.9


[image: image]Goals and Strategies


The team has set challenging objectives; targets and outcomes are clear and reinforce a strategic vision.


[image: image]Alignment


There is a sense of common mission and purpose. The team values cooperation, cohesion, and interdependence. Team members are all pulling in the same direction.10


These seven are like different muscles. Each one is distinct and serves a particular function, and they are all important in order for the team to function as a whole. Some teams are very strong when it comes to these seven attributes. They would be “High Productivity” teams. Some teams are not, and they would be somewhere lower on the Productivity scale. Notice that we keep looking through the lens of “the team.” Every team member will have their own unique contribution to these attributes; our primary focus is on how the team as a whole functions.


When taken together, these seven attributes define the team’s capacity to be productive. That word “capacity” is important. It doesn’t mean that a team that scores well in those seven areas will be productive by whatever business measures are relevant to that particular team. But it does mean the team has the ability to be productive.


The Positivity Dimension


We also know that the culture of a team exerts tremendous influence on the ability of team members to work together collaboratively.11 The Positivity dimension represents the relationship infrastructure of the team; these factors form the environment in which the work gets done. A team culture can be enormously empowering and supportive, and it can be a toxic fog that sabotages the team’s ability to work together.12 You know this from your own experience on teams. The team morale and the prevailing team attitude—whether it’s sunny and smooth or a cautious walk through a potential minefield—affects every team member and the team’s ability to perform.


This is the team experience—the invisible cloud, the air that the team breathes every day. It can be invigorating and it can be poisonous. This awareness that there is a powerful cultural aspect to every team leads to the next obvious question: What are the conditions necessary for team members to work effectively together? This dimension looks at how team members relate to one another—how the team creates an environment of support and performance. There are many examples of teams of star performers who were simply incapable of working as a cohesive team. They were missing key aspects of this dimension in their work together.


These qualities make up the second dimension. We call this dimension Positivity, a word we borrowed from Daniel Goleman’s work in emotional intelligence many years ago.13 It’s a word that sometimes needs a little clarifying for teams. When we describe these seven factors as “Positivity strengths,” there are times when we can see team members smirking as if they were thinking, “Oh, yeah, right. From now on we’re going to be a ‘happy team.’ Good luck on that.”


Of course, Positivity does not necessarily mean “happy,” although it could include happy, or fun. When there seems to be resistance to the word, we tell teams they can substitute the word “engagement” to describe those attributes of a great team culture. So a variation on the Positivity question would be, What are the attributes necessary in order for a team to be fully engaged? We’ve worked with teams that were absolutely, 100 percent engaged, but at that moment they were not wearing their party hats. Maybe you have had that experience too.


Seven Positivity Strengths


In chapter 3 there will be additional details about each of the Positivity factors along with activities to help teams improve. For now, here is an overview of the seven.


[image: image]Trust


Team members would say, “We can be open and honest with each other without fear of reprisal. There is a sense of safety on this team even when conversations are challenging. We can count on each other.”


[image: image]Respect


There is an atmosphere of mutual respect and genuine positive regard. Respect is extended to team members; it is part of the bond that upholds a sense of mutual value for each team member.


[image: image]Camaraderie


This is the social aspect of being on a team. There is a strong sense of belonging and when present, it reinforces the sense of identity as a team. “This is who we are. We are in this together.” There is an underlying quality of mutual support. “I’ve got your back, you’ve got my back.”14


[image: image]Communication


Clear and efficient communication is valued and practiced. When communication is a strength on teams, it shows up in both the commitment to clarity of the message and in awareness of the impact. In the description of this factor, it is also important to emphasize that communication is not just about sending effectively or about sending more. Communication is a two-way loop that includes sending and receiving. Great teams are great listeners.


[image: image]Constructive Interaction


The team understands that they have the ability to wholeheartedly disagree for the sake of something important to the team. Team members would say, “We know how to work things out. Even when the conversation is heated, the attention is on the issue—not the people.” On the best teams, healthy conflict is constructive; it contains the seeds for new thinking and new action.


[image: image]Diversity


A team that values diversity recognizes the strength that comes from differences. Teams can do much more than individuals operating alone because of the diversity of talent, experience, perspective, expertise, and the individual styles and strengths of each team member.15


[image: image]Optimism


The team is forward looking and appreciative of each other. Even on the darkest days, this is a team that believes “we can do it.”


If the model is a compass, these 14 are the points of the compass that help provide direction to the team. They represent the natural and obvious experience of being on a team where collaboration is necessary in order to fulfill the team’s mission. They capture the everyday language teams already use when they talk about issues such as how things are going, what’s working, and what’s not working. Together, these two dimensions of Productivity and Positivity create a dynamic balance that helps teams understand where they stand in the moment and creates the opportunity for conversation about where the team wants to focus in order to improve.


The Intersection of Productivity and Positivity


It is possible to graphically map the intersection of these two core dimensions of Productivity and Positivity. To do that, we put Productivity on a horizontal axis. Teams that score high on the Productivity factors will be on the right side of that line; low-Productivity teams will be on the left. We put Positivity on the vertical axis, with high-Positivity teams in the upper half and low-Positivity teams below, forming a familiar four-quadrant matrix.


The ideal position for a team is in the upper-right corner: a balance of Productivity and Positivity. The best of both worlds. But in addition to showing the aspiration for teams, this matrix reveals the inherent power that team culture creates and the impact of that culture on how the team works together, what the team values, and what the ground rules are for success or failure.


FIGURE 1-1:Productivity and Positivity: Quad Diagram


[image: image]


High Productivity – Low Positivity


For example, start in the lower right corner: High Productivity and Low Positivity. This is the “red” corner of the world. This is typically the area that the organization prizes above all others. The incentives are all designed around “get results” at any cost, sometimes even human cost. This is the “drive” corner. Just get the job done. You’ve probably been on a team like this.


In this world, relationship is sacrificed over meeting personal goals. “I got my job done. I hope you got yours done.” Here, relationships are based on functional roles. On a cross-functional team, the team member from manufacturing views the team member from marketing as a role, not a person—and sometimes as a competitor for resources. Silos are prevalent.


Results drive this team. Teams like this often show great pride and high energy. Celebration of the team’s ability to produce results should be encouraged. And there are natural consequences. It’s no coincidence that the color in this corner is red. Red for the heat of stress and pressure. Red for the fires that suddenly ignite and must be put out. Red for burnout. Red for alarms going off.


This is a “me first” world where individual team members are generally more concerned about their personal success than they are about team success. Sometimes they are simply unaware of the impact of their solo behavior. Sometimes they are consciously making sure of their own success at the expense of others. Under pressure and stress to achieve performance goals, competition within the team can become rampant and destructive to team performance. Pressure to produce results in this culture can also mean sacrificing quality, customer relationships, or even ethical behavior. While we all agree that getting results is essential, this is a team environment that is simply not sustainable.




A director of sales brought us in to work with his team, much to the surprise of the team. “But we’re hitting our numbers,” some said. It was true. The team had historically top-performing sales figures and a steadily growing market. They also had historically high turnover and historically low employee engagement scores. They were all paying a price for their success. Simply rotating new people onto the team as others burned out meant starting new customer relationships, additional time and investment in training, and relentless pressure to hit targets. The costs may be hidden but they are real.





Worth noting: There are times when a focus on high productivity is normal and essential. For example, when a competitor comes to market with a new product or service and your team or organization is caught off guard. There is a necessary urgency to address the issue. But it doesn’t mean the team has to abandon the Positivity dimension. In fact, the opposite is true. An important challenge is an opportunity to pull the team together, balancing the best of both Productivity and Positivity.


High Positivity – Low Productivity


High Positivity teams feel good. These are teams that have created unspoken agreements around maintaining the “it feels good” atmosphere. Disagreements are avoided, handled discreetly, or processed, often over long periods of time with little actual resolution. On High Positivity – Low Productivity teams there is a drive to consensus in decision making even when it is not the most effective or necessary decision-making approach.


This team places a high value on ensuring that everyone is heard, acknowledged, respected, and included. The team is generally very sensitive to the emotional climate. In meetings, you are more likely to hear the question “How do you feel about this?” than “What do you think?”


On a High Positivity – Low Productivity team, process is valued over production. How the issue is addressed is more important than timely results. These are teams that typically lack a sense of urgency. Keeping an “even keel” is a high priority. Risk taking is taboo because it’s likely to be disruptive and might lead to conflict. Low Productivity is often seen as the result of circumstances beyond the team’s control.


There are times when a team might end up in this quadrant as a natural result of the team’s life cycle. For example, a team that worked hard and achieved a major success might rest here for a while to enjoy the afterglow, putting team performance on cruise control for a time. That would be normal, but if it’s more than a brief “push the pause button,” this will be a team in trouble because hanging on here is also not sustainable. Someone will surely notice that the team is not producing results. Over time, this lack of productivity is a strain on team members who value getting things done and take pride in accomplishment. It may feel good to visit here, but as a team culture it is disabling if the goal is to be a high-performing team.


Low Productivity – Low Positivity


Teams that find themselves in this corner of the world are missing both motivation and connection. It can feel stagnant and isolating. There is a pessimistic, helpless air around these teams. When we talk to team members on teams in this quadrant and ask them what it feels like, we hear reports with words like “It feels hopeless.” “What’s the point?” “I’m going to fly under the radar here and hope nobody notices.” Or sometimes you might hear “I’m the only one working hard here.”


The responses are a combination of somber, angry, or frustrated. There is a definite energy created here. The color is muted, brownish, lifeless, and featureless. There is a mood on teams like this that is contagious. Like a bad cold, it gets passed around and around until everyone is infected. When people recall what it was like when they were on Low Productivity – Low Positivity teams, they also talk about what it was like at home during those times—and they do not paint an uplifting picture.


On some Low-Low teams there is little desire to change. If they are getting by, it is less risky and potentially less painful to maintain the current system than to make changes. In that case the team is basically saying, “Leave us alone.” As a coach who invites change, you become the enemy of the status quo and their stable, if unfulfilling, way of life.


Over time, a sense of powerlessness begins to grow on teams in this quadrant. The circumstances feel insurmountable as well as being the explanation for all the trouble and strife. Defensiveness and blame contribute to the toxic atmosphere. Teams begin to believe they have zero control over their lives and work. It feels hopeless and helpless. These teams don’t need cheering up. They need help finding a way out of the dark.


High Productivity – High Positivity


No doubt the team you remembered when this chapter opened was one of these High Productivity and High Positivity teams, and it qualified as a truly great team even if you didn’t win the championship or break the sales record. Great accomplishments happen with teams in this corner, but what teams mostly recall is how they performed at the top of their game when they worked together.


[image: image]There was a feeling of unquestionable support.


[image: image]People could disagree and that was okay.


[image: image]People rose to the challenge.


[image: image]There was deep appreciation for the diversity on the team.


[image: image]People could ask for help in a judgment-free atmosphere.


It wasn’t always a smooth ride, but it was a meaningful and memorable ride the team created together. High-performing teams like this are also typically restless. They’re always looking to raise the bar.16 There is much to celebrate with teams in this quadrant.


If the team you’re working with is one of those 10 percent teams that starts in this High-High corner, congratulations. Teams that find themselves in this corner are rare and deserve to be acknowledged. And that leads to the next obvious questions for this team: What did you do to get here? and What’s next?


Be aware that sometimes high-performing teams become protective of what they have created or achieved. There can be an underlying attitude of “Don’t rock the boat!” Collusion begins to seep in; there may be examples of tolerating what was once intolerable. For example, on teams that attain High-High status, one of the keys was likely the ability to take risk or engage in tough conversations, calling each other to accountability. They may start to back away from the very strengths that carried them to that high level of performance. Integrating new team members can also be a challenge. There may be a subtle evaluation period or hazing to make sure this new team member is up to the team’s standard.


The Goal: Dynamic Balance


The matrix is a window into the way team culture influences team results. It is a simple and compelling way to recognize the impact of these four combinations of Productivity and Positivity. Note that it would be rare for a team to fit neatly into one of the four corners at the start of a team coaching engagement. The picture teams create is more likely to be a range of both Productivity and Positivity. In the Productivity dimension, for example, a team might be strong when it comes to being proactive—moving forward, getting into action—and not so strong when it comes to making good decisions. The same is true for the Positivity dimension. A team might show respect freely but might not communicate well. The result will be a range depending on the culture and character of the team.


Every team is unique, but the influences on the picture are common to all teams. Teams are influenced by the organization’s culture, of course. An organization that places high value on bottom-line results will breed teams that work to that model. That’s where the rewards are. Team members have influence on the qualities, personality, and priorities of the team—especially what gets appreciated and what gets discouraged. New team members can affect the mix of team capabilities and skills and bring new perspectives to the team. The team leader has a major impact on the team by setting and reinforcing priorities.17 Each of these separate influences helps shape the team’s culture and the team’s ability to deliver results. They add brushstrokes to the portrait of each team.


Figure 1-2:Four worlds of team culture
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Figure 1-3:Average scores from more than 3,000 teams from the TCI Team Dignostic™ database, 2008-2017.


[image: image]


Summary


We started this chapter with a question: What do high-performing teams do better than the rest? We looked at the qualities of best teams, those attributes that set great teams apart. The answer to that fundamental question is, high-performing teams excel at both dimensions, Productivity and Positivity, and all 14 factors.


It’s likely that this description of what makes great teams great sounds familiar. It confirms your own experience and observations. There are no surprises. When we do the “best team” exercise with teams, that’s what they report. This synthesis simply puts it all together in one place, in a simple model that gives teams, team coaches, and team leaders a shared and familiar language.


It’s that language—in particular the 14 factors of Productivity and Positivity—that will be the focus of the next two chapters. Our intention is to see these common attributes in the context of what they mean in team behavior. Ultimately, it is how these qualities show up in the everyday interaction between team members that will determine the relative strength or weakness of that particular quality in the team’s performance. A clear understanding of what we mean when we refer to these factors is the starting place for coaching interaction.


For Team Coaches


❑Think about teams you have worked with or teams you’ve been on. Pick a team that stands out for its success. Focus on the atmosphere that existed with that team. Make a few notes about the quality of the environment on that team and the energy it created. Look for images or metaphors that evoke that experience. What was the breathing like on that team? Easy? Rapid? Tight? Expansive?


❑Then pick a team that was 180 degrees in the other direction. Ask yourself the same questions. Both examples provide clues to the culture of those teams. The clues are symptoms that point to expectations on that team and the conditions created by team norms. The symptoms are actually vital signs that give us information about the health of the team.


For Team Leaders


❑Take some time to recall your personal experience on excellent teams—use any sort of team from any time in your life. What are the qualities that stand out? What are a few words that describe the attitude of those great teams? What were the outstanding strengths? How did they behave under stress or failure? What is one trait from those excellent teams you would like to implant in every team? Maybe especially the team you currently lead?


❑On teams that were dysfunctional or simply not performing up to standard, where was the breakdown? It’s always easy to point to the impact of specific team members as the reason things didn’t go well, and to some degree that is likely true. But looking beyond individual personalities, what was a team behavior that was present or missing that undermined team success?
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