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PAN BOOKS






INTRODUCTION





‘There is no strength until there is cooperation.’
Irish proverb


Few things are more satisfying in life than working in a really successful team. There are few more rewarding activities than using your qualities and skills as a leader to create such a team.


The aim of this book is to help you to choose, build, maintain and lead teams at work.


Let us start by saying that a team is a group in which the individuals share a common aim and in which the jobs and skills of each member fit in with those of the others; and let us see if we find in the course of this book that other qualities are necessary or desirable.


As any good racing driver knows, the team who designed and built the car and the team who service it before, during and after the race are as necessary for success as the person driving it. Generating effective teamwork is equally important in industry, commerce and the public services as it is in the world of professional sport, if not more so. How to get the right people in the team, how to get them to work together, how to raise their standards of performance; that in a nutshell is what this book is about.


Whether you are thinking primarily about your responsibilities as a leader or as a team member or – more likely – with both in mind, then you should carefully work through the checklists found throughout the book. They are designed to help you to think and to apply the principles, lessons or rules of thumb to your own situation.


For this is essentially a practical book. When you have read and studied it in the light of your experience you should have most of the relevant knowledge about groups and teams that you need. Then the opportunity is yours to put it into practice.
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Like any craftsman a leader must first understand their raw material. Just as a wood carver learns to work with the grain, so a leader must learn the nature of groups so that he or she can work with rather than against it.


To understand the phenomenon of groups I shall draw largely upon the tradition known as Group Dynamics. This phrase was coined by Kurt Lewin (1890–1947), a German-born psychologist and the principal figure in the early days of the Group Dynamics movement in the US during the 1940s and 1950s.


The term ‘group dynamics’ came to be used in two different ways. In its more general and basic sense, it was – and still is – used to describe something that is happening in all groups at all times, whether anyone is aware of it or not. Group dynamics in this general sense refers to the interacting forces within a small human group that cause it to behave the way it does.


The study by British and US social psychologists of these forces – why groups behave the way they do – was also known as Group Dynamics, which gives us the second main sense of the word. This includes the findings of such studies and the theorizing that preceded or followed observation. Group Dynamics amounted to a movement, which is why I use capital letters for it in that context.


As a training method for large numbers of leaders, the Group Dynamics approach was too time-consuming. Moreover, it was flawed by hidden assumptions of various kinds, such as those concerning leadership that I shall come to later. As a system of ideas or philosophy, the movement reflected the preoccupations of 1950s US society and especially of humanist psychologists within it. Therefore, it was much more culture-bound than its advocates were aware.


But like many ruins, Group Dynamics makes a marvellous quarry for new builders. In writing Part One I have pictured myself walking around and over the collapsed edifice of Group Dynamics and selecting here and there a stone, a length of timber, a door or piece of ironwork that I feel can still be put to use. Alternatively, I see myself as one borrowing recipes from old cookbooks and adapting them in the light of my experience. Some of the materials remain the same; others have been transformed beyond recognition. But I can think of no better foundation to effective teambuilding than this piecing together of an understanding of how human groups work, inspired by those remarkable pioneering efforts in Britain and the US during the last century.
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‘When people are of one mind and heart,
 they can move Mount Tai.’
Confucius (Tai was a famous mountain in Shangdou
 Province – the highest known to Confucius)





Consider a queue waiting for a bus, a cluster of people having a drink together, a crowd of angry workers on strike and a rowing eight. Which of them could be termed a group?


It is difficult to say, isn’t it? For group is a concept. Like many concepts, such as love or friendship, it is not susceptible to a single definition. It sounds more concrete than those abstract words but it is just as hard to pin down. We all know what a group is – until we are asked!


In situations like this I usually turn to the dictionary to try and discover the picture behind the general word. The word ‘group’, which appears in French as groupe and Italian as gruppo, seems to be of seventeenth century German origin. It then meant: a cluster; a bunch or knot or bump; a heap; a bag (of money). This imagery suggests a number of things or people together – no more than that.



SOME DEFINITIONS CONSIDERED





The value of the word group largely lies in its vagueness. The biologist, for example, can use it to describe an assemblage of related organisms when he or she wishes to avoid taxonomic connotations – those that relate to classification – when the kind or degree of relationship between organisms is not clearly defined. Likewise the psychologist can employ it for a number of persons when he or she does not wish to be – or cannot be – too specific about their relation or degree of similarity. The social psychologist Edgar H. Schein, author of Organizational Psychology (Prentice-Hall), does not take us much further when he offers this definition:





A psychological group is any number of people who (1) interact with one another, (2) are psychologically aware of one another, and (3) perceive themselves to be a group.





The size of the group is therefore limited by the possibilities of mutual interaction and mutual awareness. At least Schein’s definition also rules out mere aggregates of people, like the crowd waiting for a train on a station platform or passengers sitting together in an airliner. Whereas work teams, committees and cliques would fall within its boundaries.


There are many variations on the themes above. Bernard M. Bass, author of Leadership, Psychology and Organizational Behaviour (Harper and Row), to give another instance, defined a group as:





A collection of individuals whose existence as a collection is rewarding to the individuals (or enables them to avoid punishment). A group does not necessarily perceive itself as such. The members do not have to share common goals. Nor are interaction, interlocking roles, and shared ways of behaviour implied in the definition, although these are common characteristics of many groups.





You will notice the points of disagreement between Schein’s and Bass’s definitions. Do groups perceive themselves as such? Is interaction intrinsic to them?


These examples – and disagreements – could be multiplied. They take us back to the points that group is a general word and that part of its attraction is that it can be used when the factors mentioned above are either not known to be present or are not clearly defined.


For precision of a language, as the Austrian philosopher Karl Popper pointed out, depends upon not burdening its terms with the task of being precise. The terms ‘sand dune’ and ‘wind’ are vague, yet for many geological purposes they are sufficiently precise. Besides, we can always qualify them, if necessary. The notion that precise knowledge requires precise definition is wrong. We operate with concepts such as ‘energy’ and ‘light’, which are not capable of being reduced to a simple definition. So it is with ‘group’.


WORK GROUPS





Things are more precise if we do introduce a broad qualification and focus upon groups found in work environments – in a design office, purchasing section, night shift or executive committee. Here, for example, there is a very high probability that there will be some sort of common task. Such work groups are deep-rooted; they are part of the primary social experience for mankind. In the mists of prehistory we can imagine a group of men banding together to hunt a hairy mammoth. Perhaps some dig a pit and cover the top with branches while others locate the prey and drive it towards the trap. After the kill they divide up the meat in some order of status and take the spoils home to their cave dwellings.


It is not too fanciful to trace the descent of all working groups – expedition armies, business enterprises – from that ancestor, the primitive hunting group.


The other primary group is of course the family. It is instructive to consider some of the differences between work groups and families, as shown in the table below:
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If the work qualification is introduced, then many of the disagreements and differences of emphasis among psychologists about what distinguishes those collections of individuals that are groups, from those that are not, begin to fade. A collection of people is clearly a work group when it possesses most if not all of these characteristics:







	
A definable membership – a collection of two or more people identifiable by name or type.
 

	
Group consciousness – the members think of themselves as a group, have a collective perception of unity, a conscious identification with each other.
 

	
A sense of shared purpose – the members have the same common task or goals or interests.
 

	
Interdependence – the members need the help of one another to accomplish the purposes for which they joined the group.
 

	
Interaction – the members communicate with one another, influence one another, react to one another.
 

	
Ability to act in a unitary manner – the group can work as a single organism.
 







These factors can be pictured in a model, as below:





[image: image1.jpg]





The individuals on the left hand of the diagram share no common goal. The goal arrows of the various individuals are centrifugal in this case. They lack a boundary, indicating a low consciousness of being a group and an ill-defined membership. No lines of interaction or interdependence link individuals. Clearly such a ‘group’ is unable to act as a whole.


Let us return to the differences between work groups and families. These differences should not be allowed to obscure the considerable overlap between them. Work groups, for example, can provide a considerable degree of mutual support and comfort. Companionship – a word directly related to company – is certainly experienced in organizations.


In both kinds of group, individuals acquire or shape their existing values and attitudes, beliefs and opinions, goals and ideals. The family is much more potent in this respect because a young child is more impressionable. School, which is a bridge between family and working life, comes next in potency, with the work groups we enter in young adult life, last. Traditionally, the attitudes we acquire in adult life are written in sand but the values accepted in childhood are engraved in stone. Some families, of course, are also work groups. Many of us will have watched a family of trapeze artists soaring through the air. There are family businesses that have begun with a father-son, brother-brother, sister-sister or husband-wife partnership. There have been famous family work groups, such as the celebrated Von Trapp Singers whose early story was told in The Sound of Music or more recently The Jackson Five.


In this context it is worth reflecting on the origins of the word team. The dominating image for us today is the sports team in football, baseball, hockey or cricket. But back in Anglo-Saxon times, ‘team’ meant ‘a family’ or ‘offspring’. It was applied to a number of draught animals harnessed in a row because it was found that oxen or other such animals pull better together if they are related. From those teams of oxen or horses came the use of team to describe a number of persons in concerted action.


Work groups that stay together for a long time, such as an orchestra, tend to take on some of the characteristics – good or bad – of family life. Employers may regress and begin to treat their staff as children – the worst sort of paternalism or maternalism. The regiment and the business company, both institutions as well as organizations, often conceive themselves as families. As a sergeant said to a bewildered young recruit, ‘I am your mother now’. A fellow officer is traditionally called a ‘brother officer’. It is more than a mere analogy.


There can certainly be transfer of learning between these two fundamental kinds of group – in both directions. One study, for instance, proposed that people who find their work boring do not tend to compensate with interesting hobbies or activities in their spare time, as some sociologists – in order to defend the morality of giving people inhuman jobs and paying them well to do it – had suggested they would do. It is my belief that jobs that consist of drudgery or toil should be mechanized or automated, until we are left with an irreducible minimum of them. People should be paid exceptionally well to undertake them.





ORGANIZATIONS AND COMMUNITIES





Some psychologists distinguish between:









	Primary groups

	Small numbers of individuals in regular face-to-face contact






	Secondary groups

	Relatively large numbers – no-one has a clear picture of the other members










In working life an important instance of a larger secondary group is what we call an organization. It is best to think of organizations as extensions of work groups. They are larger than small groups, although at what point one shades into the other is a matter for discussion.


An organization is an association or body with an administrative and functional structure. It implies systematic arrangement for a definite purpose. That element of purpose is what relates it to its distant source in the hunting group and to its much nearer ancestor – the armies of the ancient world.


Institution is often used as a synonym for organization. An institution, after all, is an establishment or society instituted for the promotion of some object – one of a public utility, religious, charitable, educational or other nature.


To me, however, institution carries a greater overtone of permanence. We can detect here the outlines of a familiar life cycle. Many small work groups grow into organizations, which in turn become institutions. Not all organizations are institutions but most are.


As a rule of thumb you can define an institution by whether or not it makes provision for paying pensions – the National Health Service or UK Police Force for example. Does it have methods of selecting and releasing people – a regular inflow and outflow of individuals – while retaining its essential character and continuing purpose?


The word organization is related to the word ‘organism’, which reminds us that a root analogy for an organized body is the human body. Central to that metaphor is the concept of interdependence, that ‘we are members one of another’.


From this image comes our most common metaphor for the leader – the head of the company, the head master or mistress, the head waiter, and so on.


By comparison community is more like an extension in numbers of the family: it is a tribal or kinship grouping. It suggests a unified body of people living in a common area of land. Local communities in turn belong to the wider community of a nation or state who share both common characteristics and a number of common political, social and religious institutions that have evolved over the centuries.


I recall hearing some years back that the then chairman of one of Britain’s largest nationalized industries spoke of it as a community. Is that right? Yes, because a community is any group of people with a common characteristic or interest living together within a larger society. The drawback of the word in this context is that it lies rather more in the family camp than in the work group camp. It may be better to think of such an industry as an organization with a definite purpose to achieve, rather than as a community sharing a common history and character and common interests to promote or defend.


This may seem an academic point. But the long and damaging national coal strike in Britain (1984–5) hinged on the issue of whether or not the industry was an organization there to produce coal at an economic rate for its customers, or a community itself composed of local mining communities that must at all costs be maintained, even regardless of the economic viability of the coal pits.


‘Our pit was the mother of our community,’ said a striking miner on television in 1985. ‘The pit is dead. What happens to our community?’


The common interest in any work community, no matter how long it has existed, must be in giving value for money in the service or goods it provides and thereby creating satisfied customers. If that becomes impossible then the raison d’etre of the industry – or that particular part of it – is gone. To maximize the chances of success calls for effective and efficient working together of all concerned: in a word, teamwork.
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KEEP A DIARY





In order to write down your answers to these questions – an aid to clarity of thought – I suggest you use a stiff covered notebook. Keep it as a diary, adding ideas and insights, quotations and examples concerning teambuilding as they come to you. This book will give you some material but you should be aware while you are reading it of other sources all around you. In this way you should be able to compile your own reference book on the subject, a sourcebook of knowledge, self-understanding, inspiration – and enjoyment – for years to come.






KEY POINTS: GROUPS





 •  Groups of both kinds – families and work groups – together with their larger counterparts, communities and organizations, are integral to human life.


 •  The focus of this book is upon work groups. But you can apply many of its lessons in your family life or to the various social or community or religious groups to which you might belong.


 •  The starting point is for you to become more interested in, and more aware of, what is going on in groups. At the next group meeting you attend – preferably within two days of reading this chapter – resolve to sit and listen and observe as if you have never seen a group before in your life.


 •  If you are not already aware of your chief personal strengths and weaknesses as a group member, ask two or three people who know you well to give you some constructive feedback.


 •  Day by day you can become more effective in working groups. Keeping a diary of your steps in that direction over the next six months, together with key ideas from this book and elsewhere, and reviewing the contents from time to time, will help you immeasurably.





Groups are not only there to carry out tasks – they provide you with a series of unique opportunities to grow as a person.
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‘Even a goat and an ox must keep in step 
if they are to plough together.’ 
Russian proverb


Work groups share certain properties with each other and with other kinds of group. There is such a profusion of them that the quest for similarities may seem a vain one. But it is possible to identify characteristics that all groups possess, albeit in varying degrees. These properties have received much attention from researchers. They are of course overlapping and interactive, so it is better to regard them as facets of a single diamond than as separate entities.


In this chapter I shall outline a set of these properties. The list of them below is by no means exhaustive. Some of the properties, such as common task, roles and leadership, are reserved for later chapters but they cannot be divorced from the factors described in this chapter.



BACKGROUND





Each group has a historical background, or lack of it, which influences the way it behaves.


The members of a new group assembling for the first time may have to devote much of their initial energy to getting acquainted with one another and deciding what needs to be done and how to do it. A well-established group, on the other hand, will be better acquainted with the situation. They may be assumed to know what to expect from each other and how to define the group’s task. Ways of working together will have evolved. But such a group may also have developed habits that impair its effectiveness, such as unpunctuality, poor listening or wasting time.


Members come to a meeting of a new group or team with some expectations. They may have a clear idea of what it is about or they may be uncertain about what is going to happen. They may be looking forward to being in that group or dreading it; they may feel deeply concerned or indifferent. In some cases the boundaries around the group’s freedom of action may be tightly drawn by its terms of reference, or so poorly defined that the group doesn’t know what its boundaries or limits are.


The history of the group in terms of its past successes and failures – its record in pursuing common objectives – is a central ingredient in background, relating as it does to group morale. Whether or not membership of the group in the past has been satisfying to each member is also another ingredient. The sense of sharing a common history – people, places and events – tends to bind people together. It gives them a dimension, a reference point, a depth, a quarry for memories and, often, a source of inspiration.


Most groups, especially those having relatively long histories, develop ceremonies and rituals to help them deal with certain events. These include birthday celebrations, ‘farewell drinks’ when a member leaves the group, and ‘initiation rites’ of various kinds.


A crucial factor in group or team formation is therefore the amount of time that has been spent together. It takes time for a group personality to take shape. Nature does not work quickly. Relationships are as tender as plants when young but as strong as oaks when formed. If you want to build a team it is essential that you do get it together – and hold it together – over a significant period of time.
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PARTICIPATION PATTERN





In the snapshot of any given moment a particular participation pattern can be observed in every group. For example, it may be all one-way traffic, with the leader or some other member conducting a monologue; or it may be two-way, with the leader talking to members and members responding to him or her; or it may be multi-directional, with all members talking to one another and to the group as a whole.


In any given group you may notice that one of these patterns tends to be prevalent over a period of time. In other groups there may be a considerable variation within quite short spaces.


There is no reason to believe that any one pattern of participation is always best: it depends upon the situation. But many studies point to the common sense conclusion that the more that members participate, the more that they will tend to be involved in the group.


It should not be assumed, of course, that silent members are necessarily uninterested. These members may be simply thinking. As leader, you should ask yourself the following questions about them. Are they really interested? What prevents them from speaking? It may be that they want to speak but never have the opportunity to join in the discussion because someone (is it you?) is talking overmuch. If so, you should practise the skill of gatekeeping: ‘Malcolm, we have heard your views at some length but Sally hasn’t said anything for the last hour, though doubtless she has been thinking a lot. Sally, have you anything to contribute to next year’s objectives on the marketing front . . . No, Malcolm you can’t just clarify your last point (laughter) – Sally?’
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It is very easy, and often useful in teambuilding, to chart the participation pattern during a defined period of discussion, thus providing some objective data about this aspect of group working, as in the diagram on the previous page.
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COMMUNICATION





How well do group members understand each other’s meanings: how clearly are they communicating their ideas, values and feelings? If some members are using a highly specialized technical vocabulary they may be talking over the heads of the rest of the group.


Sometimes a group will develop a specialized vocabulary of its own, a kind of verbal shorthand, or private jokes that aren’t understood by new members or outsiders. This can facilitate communication within the group but can create problems within the organization as a whole.


Communication in a group will be greatly enhanced if each member is skilled in speaking, listening, writing and reading. In fact a person tends to be stronger in one or two of these activities than the others, giving him a profile of strengths and weaknesses as a communicator. In my companion book Effective Communication you can read more about the Five Principles of Good Speaking (and good communication as a whole). They are: Be Clear, Be Prepared, Be Simple, Be Vivid and Be Natural.


The good listener is one who looks upon listening as a positive, searching, active and cooperative activity. Too often when a person is not speaking at a meeting, he or she spends their time framing their intervention: they hear what is being said but do not listen in a way that grasps the core meaning of someone else’s contribution, enabling them to elucidate it if necessary and build upon it or weave it into the discussion.
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CHECKLIST:
Participation patterns

 How much of the talking is done by the leader, how much is
done by the other members?

* To who are questions usually addressed — the group as a
whole, the leader, or particular members?

« Do the members who don’t talk much appear to be interested
and listening alertly (non-verbal participation), or do they
scem bored and apathetic?

© Do the leader and other senior members in the group practise
gatekeeping skills — to open the door for lower status members
o talkt
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CHECKLIST:
Group background

© What is the group’s story? When did it come into being and
for what purpose?

« Has the purpose of the group changed? If so, when did this
occur and why?

 What is the composition of the group? What is the previous
experience and personal history of cach member? How were
they related?

© What are the key experiences of success and failure that the
group shares?

© What are the expectations of cach member about the group
and their role in it?






OEBPS/html/docimages/table2.jpg
CHECKLIST:
Yourself as a group member

o Think of the primary groups of which you are a member
(work, social, family). Can you identify the needs in other
group members fulfilled by their belonging to that group?

o Can you pick out some opinion, belicf, value or goal that has
been suggested to you, or shaped, by belonging to a group?

© What is the first small group (apart from your family) that
you belonged to? What were its characteristics?

Do you contribute best in formal work groups, such as
committees, or informal groups — those created by chance or
as a result of personal preference?

© What three adjectives best describe your behaviour in most
groups? How, in fact, do you sce yourself now as a group
‘member?

 What situations within groups cause you the most problems?
How do you handle them?

 What group skills would you like to develop? What strengths
in behaviour in groups would you like to grow?
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WORK GROUPS AND FAMILIES

WORK GROUPS.

FAMILIES

Have a common task — or
aset of individual tasks —
that tends to be explicit.

Serve two ends: companionship
and the procreation and nurture
of children. These are natural and
often implicit.

Relationships are
functional.

Relationships of parents and
children are ontological.

Groups exist to work on
tasks.

Families may tackle tasks —
gardening together for example —
but they are expressive rather than
intrinsic to the family.

Leadership tends to go
with competence. A young
man may lead the hunting
band.

Leadership traditionally tends to
go with gender and seniority.
Father or mother is in charge.

‘Work groups are often
temporary.

Family implies a much greater
degree of permanence.
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