


 
 

An Excerpt From 
 

10 Steps to Successful Teams: 
 

 
 

by Renie McClay 
Published by Berrett-Koehler Publishers  

& The American Society for Training & Development 
Published by Berrett-Koehler Publishers 

 



C O N T E N T S

Preface vii

Introduction ix

STEP ONE Form the Team—Identify Leaders with 1
Enthusiasm, Energy, and Vision

STEP TWO Ensure Roles Are Clarified and 17
Understood

STEP THREE Create an Environment to Encourage 29
Communication

STEP FOUR Build Strong and Effective Relationships 47

STEP FIVE Build Processes to Track Progress and 61
Get Things Done

STEP SIX Assess the Team Regularly for Top 71
Performance

STEP SEVEN Tap Into Creative Energy of the Team 95
to Develop Innovative Approaches

STEP EIGHT Use Virtual Team Techniques Effectively 109

STEP NINE Deal with Team Problems and Move 127
On

STEP TEN Reward and Celebrate Success 145

Appendix A: Step One Tools 155
Appendix B: Step Three Tools 159
Appendix C: Step Five Tools 161
Appendix D: Step Eight Tools 163

References 169

Index 173

About the Author 177

About ASTD 178

About Berrett-Koehler Publishers 179

v



I N T R O D U C T I O N

Teams, and work groups working together as a team, will continue

to be critical to business success. The global nature of business

today demands that people work well with others who are often far

away and from different cultures. This adds a new dimension for

many managers and leaders as well as for many team members.

Teams need to be able to connect with each other quickly as

teammates determine what needs to be done, identify obstacles

and overcome them, and meet deadlines and goals. Positive

collaboration becomes an important part of the team’s work.

Coming from a background in sales and having experience with

several Fortune 500 companies, I have worked on some truly

remarkable teams. My favorite were teams in which people became

friends and worked through problems. In these environments we

helped each other out and were very goal focused. No one harbored

hidden agendas, or if someone did, the team called him or her on it.

I have gathered the teachings of seasoned colleagues who have

been successful at working in team environments and incorporated

them here so that you can benefit from their lessons learned and

apply them to your own teams—whether you are leading a team or

participating on one.

What You’ll Find in This Book
This book was written for both team leaders and team members.

Each step has content and specific tips intended for both audi-

ences. This is no accident. Team leaders must lead transparently so
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the team members know exactly what is happening. But great

teams are composed of both effective leaders and effective team

members. This book can be used by team members individually or

by the entire team as a team-building and developmental tool.

There are assessments, tips, and tools included for both audiences.

You will find this book to be a short and sweet resource on the

topic of successful teams. It is not an exhaustive study of teams;

rather, it is meant to be a quick read with steps that are easily im-

plemented and contain the essential keys to team success. You can

read it as 10 steps that build on each other or you can go directly

to the step that interests you and solves today’s problem.

Here are the 10 steps that I believe are necessary to build suc-

cessful teams:

Step 1: Identify Team Leaders with Enthusiasm, Energy,
and Vision—Creating the team is perhaps the single most im-

portant step in the process. If the team doesn’t possess the right

skills and drive to accomplish the goals, then the work will be pain-

ful and often unsuccessful. The right leader can either help or hin-

der the process.

Step 2: Ensure Roles Are Clarified and Understood—If team

member roles are not clear, one of two things will happen. The

team will be inefficient because time will be wasted as more than

one person does the same thing. Or, the team will be ineffective,

because something important won’t get done at all. Clarifying who

is responsible for what is critical up front.

Step 3: Create an Environment to Encourage Communica-
tion—Healthy and effective communication builds trust. Giving

positive and constructive feedback helps to keep things on track

and eliminate errors. Managing conflict helps a team focus on the

goal rather than on interpersonal dynamics that can slow things

down and deteriorate the morale of the team.
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Step 4: Build Strong and Effective Relationships—Getting to

know the other team members is one of the most important parts

of building morale on the team. The members are not robots, and

they need to get to know each other as human beings. When rela-

tionships are strong, relational tension will be weak, and people

can focus on the work to be done.

Step 5: Build Processes to Track Progress and Get Things
Done—Building processes and tracking progress are necessary for

many reasons. This step builds efficiencies that allow a team to rep-

licate its success. It also helps to keep stakeholders informed and

team members aware of what is happening now and what needs to

happen next.

Step 6: Assess the Team Regularly for Top Performance—

Ideally, everyone needs to be aware of his or her strengths and

then support fellow team members’ development efforts. A leader

who knows who needs support is a beautiful thing. No one pos-

sesses every skill and all knowledge, so self-awareness is helpful

for the team’s progress and ultimate growth and success.

Step 7: Tap Into Creative Energy of the Team for Innova-
tive Approaches—A team can continue to do things the way it

has always done them, but it can be energizing to develop creative

solutions. Creativity and innovation can save time and money.

Teams can be innovative about the end product or about how the

team operates. A mix of left- and right-brain thinking can also be

very powerful in the team environment.

Step 8: Use Virtual Team Techniques Effectively—Working

remotely and participating on a team virtually is often challenging.

Connecting with people you may never have met can make it

harder to build trust and learn to rely on team members. Depend-

able technology and deliberately cultivating people skills can help

to smooth out this step.

Step 9: Deal with Team Problems and Move On—All teams

face problems. Perhaps the single most important quality of a team
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is how it works through problems. This step identifies 10 different

problem areas that many teams experience and gives tips on solv-

ing them.

Step 10: Reward and Celebrate Success—Many teams do not

celebrate victories. Many organizations do not properly reward

team successes. There are ways to reward teams that do not cost

much and there are even some that cost nothing. If a team is mak-

ing a significant contribution to the organization, it should get

more than an email saying thanks. This step explores ways to recog-

nize the contributions.

This book was written to be a very practical resource. Enjoy it

and use it to be a stronger team member and to strengthen your

team!
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Teamwork is a journey and not

What teams do for the a destination.
organization

—Kimberley Cornwell
Members of the team

Stages of team
Teams have been around sincedevelopment
the beginning of recorded his-

Keys to success
tory. People have always worked

together for a common goal. Take

military squadrons, sports teams, orchestras, and bands, for exam-

ple. The entire foundation of teamwork is based on the belief that

the whole is greater than the sum of its parts and that together we

can accomplish more than we can by working independently.

In most organizations at work today, just about every group is

referred to as a team. All too often, managers want to call their de-

partment’s employees a “team” as a way to inspire the concept of

team building. A word to the wise: Employees are rarely fooled! In

truth, not all business issues are best addressed by the formation

of a team. So, which situations need teams? What is a team? And,
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how will you, as a manager or leader, know if you have an effective
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team? Let’s begin by looking at the definition of team.

What Is a Team?

Webster’s Dictionary defines the word “team” as “a group of people

associated together to work on or achieve a common goal or pur-

pose.” Though this may not always be the case, it is generally un-

derstood that teams pull together and that team members support

each other and are collectively accountable for the work they

produce.

Most teams have two things in common: They have coaches (or

leaders) and players (or team members). Coaches, whose job it is to

inspire the team, set the ground rules, monitor progress, and get

out of the way so the teams can run the play and score the goal.

The coaches, simply put, are the team leaders and facilitators. Play-

ers consist of the team members who communicate, collaborate,

solve problems, and run the various plays to ensure specific tasks

get accomplished and a successful outcome is achieved.

Teams share several common characteristics:

◆ The work and the outcomes are connected in a way that

differs from the way that individual contributors operate.

Team members are more interconnected and

interdependent.

◆ Team members share accountability for the process and the

results.

◆ There is a sense of shared commitment in the way that

members interact and agree to work together to produce

their end products.

The question was posed earlier about how you know if you

have an effective team. So, in addition to the characteristics above,

winning teams share these skills and abilities:
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◆ communicate clearly
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◆ are accountable

◆ are action oriented

◆ use effective listening

◆ are goal oriented

◆ use a participative decision-making style

◆ employ problem-solving skills and techniques

◆ are cross-culturally sensitive

◆ look beyond their own needs

◆ leverage conflict-management tools

◆ develop cooperative relationships

◆ relate well with management

◆ inspire trust.

Types of Teams

There are many different types of teams in our society today. We

will focus our discussion on teams operating in business organiza-

tions, such as executive teams, department teams, short-term or ad

hoc process-improvement teams, longer-term self-directed teams,

and permanent functional teams that span multiple departments.

And, in today’s work environment, virtual teams operating across

time zones and continents are becoming increasingly commonplace.

(Much more discussion is given to virtual teams in Step Eight.)

There are two key types of teams in business: independent

teams and cross-functional teams. When forming a team, consider

the type of team you need to accomplish the desired task.

Independent teams are self-managed. Each person works inde-

pendently on the same task for the greater good of the team.

Think of the “scramble” format used in golf. Each of the players

hits a tee shot, and then the best shot hit by one of the group

members is selected. The whole team then moves and each member

drops his/her ball and plays from that location on the fairway.

Players don’t keep an individual score, they work for the good of

the team.
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Cross-functional teams are made up of members who have dif-
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ferent expertise who often come from other areas of the business

and all work together toward the common goal. Usually each team

member performs separate tasks. A good example of this may be

seen in a marching band where each member plays a different in-

strument simultaneously and works toward the common goal

through a collaborative effort. In a cross-functional team, various

departments often are represented to ensure they achieve an orga-

nization’s mission.

What Teams Do for the Organization

Organizations that use teams effectively to work through goals or

operational challenges accomplish much more than simply solving

an internal problem, they create a culture of self-motivated

problem-solvers. According to Deborah K. Taber, an organizational

development consultant who has been coaching corporate teams

for over 20 years, “While teams may not be the solution to every

business problem, they can accomplish many significant things.”

She points out that teams

◆ Are the Best Organizational Change Agents—

Organizational change is inevitable. The old adage that peo-

ple don’t mind the change as much as they mind having to

be changed reflects the compelling truth that senior execu-

tives cannot effectively mandate or implement change. If

an organization wants to reduce the amount of resistance

to a proposed change, it should entrust several teams of

employees to develop recommendations for the change and

begin implementing them.

◆ Form Partnerships to Solve Operational Problems—

Effectively trained employee teams know what’s what.

They know what the customer service issues are and how

to reduce costs and service errors, they know how to de-

crease lead times and cycle times on the shop floor, they

know how to best manage the work processes, they know
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what the problems are with the raw materials and where
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to find the lost supplies. Over the course of the last two

decades we have come to understand that employees, not

managers, are often the real experts on what is really hap-

pening on the front lines.

◆ Network to Problem Solve—Whether a team is formed

from within a department or spans multiple departments,

teams of employees already know who to talk to in adjoin-

ing departments regarding errors or omissions in the work

process. Barriers often fall away when employee teams feel

empowered to search out the source of their existing work

problems.

Members of the Team

Teams are made up of individuals who play different roles. As men-

tioned, the main distinction in team roles is between the team

leader and the team members. Let’s look at each role, beginning

with the team leader.

Team Leaders maintain a constant balance between keeping

the group on task, on the one hand, and allowing the team to

make its own decisions on the other. Leaders are charged with

keeping the team motivated and moving forward to accomplish its

task. The best leader may or may not be a supervisor or manager of

the group. Effective leaders never use positions of power to push

their agendas. Team leaders communicate team progress with oth-

ers, act as a coach when rules aren’t being adhered to, become a

cheerleader to encourage progress, and celebrate personal as well

as team accomplishments.

Team Members participate and dedicate themselves to the

team mission. Team members must be honest and have the ability

to listen to others’ perspectives. It is not necessary to be a subject

matter expert to be an effective team member. It is crucial that
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team members place their own agendas by the wayside for the
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good of the team. Great team members are often successful prob-

lem solvers. They often see opportu-

nity where others see issues. Team

members are bound together by mis-

sion, respect, and the realization that

together they can work to achieve the

mission.
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The leaders who

work most effec-

tively, it seems to

me, never say “I.”

And that’s not be-

cause they have

trained themselves

not to say “I.” They

don’t think “I.”

They think “we”;

they think “team.”

They understand

their job to be to

make the team func-

tion. They accept re-

sponsibility and

don’t sidestep it,

but “we” gets the

credit. This is what

creates trust, what

enables you to get

the task done.

—Peter Drucker

Choosing a Team Leader

Great care should be given to the selec-

tion of team leaders. They a crucial

role in the success of the team by un-

derstanding and continually reinforc-

ing the team’s vision. Also, team

leaders have myriad team responsibilit-

ies—often in addition to their regular

job duties. When determining who

should fill this role, you will need to

select individuals whose regular duties

can be reduced or shifted elsewhere for

a defined period of time while they are

serving as a team leader.

It is important that the team

leader directs the initial activities of

forming the team, helping members

learn new skills, and setting up the

team’s mission, focus, and process. It is

equally important that the team leader

allow the team members to share re-

sponsibilities for problem solving and

accomplishing project tasks. The
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team leader should never try to maintain complete control over the
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team throughout the course of the team project.
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Vision is caught, not

taught. People

respond to vision.

—Terrence Donahue

Team leader responsibilities include

◆ scheduling and facilitating team

meetings

◆ coordinating processes for the

team

◆ serving as the liaison between

the team and the rest of the

organization
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Great team leaders

are servant leaders.

They see and hear

between the lines

of communications.

They are intuitive,

proactive, and great

problem solvers.

They recognize

when a team

member is

struggling with

personal issues

versus with

professional issues

and skillfully

address the issues

with empathy and

consideration.

—Sue Drake

◆ coaching and moderating team

members if and when there are

any differences of opinion or per-

sonality clashes

◆ communicating effectively at all

levels of the organization—in

both written and verbal formats

◆ articulating the team’s vision con-

tinuously and facilitating the vi-

sion’s translation into action

clearly enough for the team to

stay motivated and on target

◆ serving as a liaison between the

team members and any other

team or committee

◆ coaching team members in build-

ing or strengthening skills.

The skills needed for the team-

leader role can vary greatly from

team to team and project to project.

Competencies, however, for team lead-

ers remain relatively the same. See
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Managing is about

accomplishing the

day-to-day tasks, in-

cluding administra-

tion, coordination,

and process. Lead-

ing is about trans-

forming: big picture

changes that excite

and motivate. The

best leaders can do

both well and are

worth their weight

in gold.

—Donald Sandel

the pointer for an overview of common
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competencies required for this role.

Leading Versus Managing

Sometimes there is confusion about

the difference between leading a team

and managing a group. A quote from a

trusted colleague, Donald Sandel, sum-

marizes this difference best (see

pointer).

Another way to look at this distinc-

tion is shown in Table 1.1.

If you find yourself in a leadership

role, use Checklist 1.1 to see if you are

doing what it takes to be effective in

leading your team. If you answer “no”

to any of these questions, you may

want to renew your efforts to change

the answer to “yes”!
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You do not lead by

hitting people over

the head—that’s

assault, not

leadership.

—Dwight D.
Eisenhower

Choosing Team
Members

Ideally, the organizational sponsor (if

there is one) and the team leader

should identify the various departmen-

tal areas and skills needed for represen-

tation on the team. It is important to

have all areas affected by the team’s

project represented on the team. A
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Team Leader Competencies

A team leader values:

◆ collaboration vs. individual contribution

◆ creative problem solving and innovation by

supporting and initiating new ideas, methods, and

solutions of the team.

A team leader demonstrates:

◆ great team-building skills and sensitivity by getting

others to work cooperatively

◆ concern for quality by monitoring quality and

accuracy of others’ work and by personally

maintaining high standards of quality

◆ results orientation by focusing on setting and

achieving challenging goals for self and others

◆ interpersonal relationship management and

communication skills by sharing ideas, opinions,

and feelings with others in a way that builds

consensus.

A team leader:

◆ uses analytical thinking to identify root causes to

problems; uses a logical, sequential approach to

problem solving; and weighs costs and benefits of

possible solutions

◆ is skilled at breaking down goals and projects into

component tasks, gives instruction effectively, and

enlists team and organizational resources to

accomplish tasks on time.
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T A B L E 1 . 1
Managing versus Leading
Management Leadership

Focuses on the bottom line: Focuses on the top line: “What
“How can I best accomplish do I want to accomplish?”
things?

Does things right Does the right things

Efficiently climbs the ladder of Determines whether the ladder
success is against the right wall

C H E C K L I S T 1 . 1
Qualities of a Team Leader

Check the questions to which you can answer “Yes.”

❒ Do people find you approachable?
❒ Do you make yourself accessible?
❒ Do you treat people fairly, equally, and with respect?
❒ Do you ask for opinions?
❒ Do you connect with team members individually as human

beings?
❒ Do you build a relationship with each person?
❒ Do you know what motivates each individual?
❒ Do you help the group to manage and resolve conflict?
❒ Do you regularly provide feedback and show appreciation?
❒ Do you explain the reasons for your decisions?
❒ Do you meet commitments?
❒ Do you take a personal interest in the team members?
❒ Do you have relationships with others in the organization that

will be helpful?
❒ Do you give everyone a chance?
❒ Do you give feedback without judging the individual?
❒ Do you stay open to differences?
❒ Do you recognize individual contributions as well as group

accomplishments?
❒ Do you say “Thank you”?
Boxes without checks are potential areas to improve upon to de-
velop your team leader skills.
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Although it is

sometimes hard to

do, it is crucial that

team members

place their personal

agendas by the

wayside for the

greater good of the

team.

manageable team size varies, but typically
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includes between five and eight members.

Criteria for team membership might in-

clude these considerations:

◆ All areas affected by the project

or by the various stages of the

process being examined must be

represented.

◆ The various levels of employees

or management, professions, tech-

nical areas, trades, departments,

or work areas should all be well

represented.

◆ Employees who have expressed

concern for this issue need to be

included. Often, those employees

who are most vocal are the infor-

mal leaders who will be instrumental in selling the ulti-

mate solutions to other employees.

◆ Employees who have good ideas as well as those employees

who like to “get things done” make valuable team

members.

◆ It is better for the team to have employees with different

personality “types.” Research has shown that teams com-

posed of various types of individuals take longer to reach

consensus but ultimately make better decisions than do

teams consisting of similar personality types.

◆ Employees who can actively learn from mistakes are an

asset.

In some cases it may be difficult to include employees and

their managers on the same team. Employees may feel intimidated

or stifle their opinions with managers present. Consider inviting

managers to a particular meeting and asking them to serve as con-

sultants to the team when specific information or technical exper-

tise is needed. There will be situations, however, when both

(manager and employee) are needed for a team to be effective. It’s
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Five Stages of Team Development

1. Forming—The group explores relationships with

other members and determines what behaviors

are acceptable.

2. Storming—Members begin to participate and

influence the team’s decisions.

3. Norming—The team identifies acceptable ways to

interact with each other as members establish

norms of acceptable behavior and operation.

4. Performing—Individuals begin to work cohesively

within their established team expectations and

experience success in achieving the team’s goals.

5. Adjourning—When the team disbands, members

evaluate the team’s work, document its process,

findings, and outcomes, and celebrate the team’s

efforts.

good to be sensitive to these kinds of issues and have alternatives

in mind.

Stages of Team Development

So far we have examined what makes a team, characteristics of a

team, how teams affect organizations, and the key roles on a team.

Let’s turn our attention to the generally accepted stages that

teams go through in the process of completing their mission. Ac-

cording to Scholtes, Joiner, and Streible (2003), who wrote The

Team Handbook, there are five stages of team growth: forming,

storming, norming, performing, and adjourning (see pointer).

Some teams progress rapidly through the first four stages in

only a few meetings, whereas others struggle and stall in the storm-

ing stage for a long time. Sometimes, a team will experience norm-

ing or performing in one meeting and fall back into storming at
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the next meeting. There is no correct formula for progression
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through the stages of team development. The key is to recognize

and respond appropriately to the stage your team is in at any

moment.

Keys to Success

Over the years, I’ve led and been a member of many teams—some

worked well and others didn’t. From that experience I have found

several key elements that are critical to any team’s success: trust,

shared vision, clear and comprehensive plan, diverse team mem-

bers, and sustained momentum.

Trust Is a Must

A lack of trust is perhaps the most pervasive problem facing any

team. Invariably, team members come to meetings with personality

conflicts, competing departmental agendas, and emotional baggage

from old feuds. All of these things contribute to a lack of trust and

cohesiveness among team members. Individuals working together

must be able to trust one another, and that trust is built one inter-

action at a time.

Trust is a nebulous concept that exists in our minds and is

based on perceptions and interpretations of others’ behavior. Unfor-

tunately, there is no magic bullet for creating initial trust or re-

building it among team members once it has been violated. Trust is

built by consistently acting with integrity and by continually doing

what you say you will. One or two team-building exercises will not

repair one or two month’s worth of dysfunctional behavior and

hurt feelings.

Shared Vision

The main priority in establishing an effective team is to create a

shared vision. The initial vision might have been handed down by

a senior management team or it could be the product of a fact-

gathering process. However the team’s mission is developed, the

Form the Team 13



team effort will only be successful if there is a clear understanding
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of what the team is going to achieve and the scope of the under-

taking is clearly defined. Start with a written statement of what

the team is expected to accomplish—with any resources available,

deadlines, schedules, or constraints clearly listed. Then, discuss the

team’s vision and determine if it is truly achievable. Appendix A of-

fers tips and tools to use to set a firm foundation at your kick-off

meeting.

The team should develop a list of questions and perceived barri-

ers and decide if the scope is too big or inappropriate for this team

to handle. It is important to emphasize that all members are en-

couraged to ask questions about the vision until they are confident

that it can be achieved.

Clear and Comprehensive Plan

Once the team’s vision is clearly defined, another key to success is

to establish a project plan or team action plan. The team members

will find that the process of developing and refining the project

plan can be a unifying process as long as all members are equally

involved in this process. Sharing ideas during the initial action-

planning stage allows for the identification of work steps, mile-

stones, and needed resources.

Diverse Team Members

My experience working with many different types of teams sug-

gests that the best and most creative teams are made up of individ-

uals with diverse technical backgrounds and personalities.

Although these kinds of teams take longer to get through the

storming stage, they tend to see problems and solutions from very

different viewpoints and therefore are better, more creative

problem-solvers.

Sustained Momentum

Teams often experience many different feelings and emotions

throughout the course of the team’s work. The initial stage is often
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one of high expectations and optimism. However, as team members
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begin to work through the complexities of problem identification,

fact gathering, and problem resolution, they can often become dis-

couraged. The “ups and downs” of teaming are to be expected and

should be managed by the team leader with a great deal of coach-

ing and patience. Maintaining the team’s enthusiasm in the midst

of looming deadlines and mounting work is a critical part of a

team’s success.

Make It Happen!

An important question to ask is: What does a great team look like?

Peter Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline, describes it as “align-

ment—when a group of people function as a whole” (Senge 1990).

In this state, he continues,

when a team becomes more aligned, a commonality of

direction emerges and individuals’ energies harmo-

nize . . . a resonance or synergy develops, like the coher-

ent light of a laser rather than the incoherent and

scattered light of a light bulb. There is commonality of

purpose, a shared vision and understanding of how to

complement one another’s efforts. . . . Team learning is

the process of aligning and developing the capacity of a

team to create the results its members truly desire.

(Senge 1990)

Work with your team to find your own sweet spot or rhythm.

Get in “alignment” behind your team mission and take your team

to the next level.
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