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Teams are productive to the degree their leaders succeed at managing a range of responsibilities, i.e., setting clear goals members support, defining decision making authority and facilitating differing points of view. As with most criteria for success, these responsibilities are easier said than done. But experienced leaders have learned they are easier done - than not done.

SET CLEAR GOALS MEMBERS SUPPORT: Everyone knows to maximize productivity a team must set clear goals. It is hard to get somewhere when you don’t know where you are going. One could use the principles of “SMART Objectives” (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-Bound). However, it’s not enough to have clear goals if people don’t work actively to achieve them.  

Members who perceive team goals as supportive of their personal and professional directions are more likely to acheive those goals. Unanimous agreement may not always be possible, but teams will be more productive when they build a consensus based upon individual goals. This should not be an attempt to get everyone to agree, but to reduce resistance by having differing viewpoints respectfully understood and considered. The Consensus Style Decision Making Flowchart©1 can facilitate unanimous and consensus decisions when possible, and reduce risks associated with majority or authoritarian decisions.  

DEFINE DECISION MAKING AUTHORITY: A clear hierarchy of roles and responsibilities is needed for any organization to function.  Bylaws and job descriptions define responsibilities of officers and members, but not how those individuals choose to work with one another. Productive teams approach decisions as a process in which many people are involved at varying levels, not simply as a vote or choice made by one person.  A powerful tool for clarifying this authority is The Decision Making Grid©2 which specifies that each person’s decision making authority falls within one of the following options - for each decision:

1) No Involvement in the decision - May be informed, 

2) Must be Informed when decision is made, 

3) May Contribute to the decision, 

4) Must Contribute to the decision, 

5) Participates in the decision with a Vote, 

6) Participates in the decision with a Veto that can block a decision’s implementation, unless overruled by an ultimate level of decision making authority entitled, 

7) Ultimate Authority that trumps all other input.  

When members respect one another’s proper level of involvement in the decision making process, the result is less confusion and conflict about roles and responsibilities, and greater productivity. 

In addition to clear roles, members must feel comfortable expressing viewpoints that disagree with those in authority. Therefore, it is necessary to define what processes will be followed when disagreements exist. In volunteer organizations this is even more critical.  A set of Volunteer Agreements3 can lay a good foundation.

FACILITATE DIFFERENCES:  Even if goals and roles are clear, some teams never reach beyond the Storming stage of team development into the productive Norming stage.  This occurs when leaders do not build the trust that produces an atmosphere in which it is safe to disagree.  

It can be messy and time consuming to facilitate constructive conflict, and this is certainly easier said than done as well.  Patrick Lencioni4 says, “Teams that fail to disagree and exchange unfiltered opinions are the ones that find themselves revisiting the same issues again and again.  All this is ironic, because the teams that appear to an outside observer to be the most dysfunctional (the arguers) are usually the ones that can arrive at and stick with a difficult decision.”  Unfortunately, many teams spend time and energy in unproductive, covert and overt infighting and political maneuvering.   

The leader is responsibility to promote respectful communications among team members.  No organization is healthier than the people at the top.  Therefore it is incumbent upon each leader to not only hear what is being said but what isn’t being said, to actively seek out differing points of view and make certain each member feels understood.  People will tolerate a disagreement when they feel understood.  They will not tolerate being misunderstood.  Research indicates leaders are often the least likely to understand what is going on within a group, but they could become the most likely. 

Leaders of a productive team set a tone by their presence and maturity by the way they facilitate the setting of goals and by the way they handle authority and the expression of differing opinions, especially those different from their own.

123All references at: http://www.resource-i.com/MPITeam.html
Stephen Haslam and Robert Pennington, co-founders of Resource International, have worked together for 25 years assisting leaders in understanding how to create a more productive workplace by reducing the resistance to change and conflict.  Whether assisting the U.S. Navy in base closures, NASA-JSC’s assessment of its workforce stress, or the Architect of the Capitol’s development of supervisory staff, their insights and humor produce more productive teams. Rob is currently an MPI Platinum Presenter.   Call 713-305-5117 or go online at: <www.resource-i.com>

©2004 Resource International




www. resource-i.com


