Team Building

Technological advance may occur via incremental improvements or when ideas are layered one on another.  Transformative, seemingly sudden, innovations are the work of countless, often nameless, individuals.  The term “technology” indicates that it occurs through the study of a skill or craft.  This study or process is enhanced when it occurs through a diverse group which works together towards a common goal—a team.  

Several theoretical understandings exist into how teambuilding occurs:

· Group Dynamics—in which the abilities of individual members progress until the group is able to complete their work.  In this case, the needs and roles of each member as well as their achievement of personal and interpersonal goals are primary considerations.

· Group Phases such as Tuckman’s which states that effective groups/teams generally progress through stages: Testing/Forming, Confusion/Storming, Getting Organized/Norming, and Mature Closeness/Performing.  In this approach it is important to keep an eye on the phase in which the team is located in order to keep it on track towards its productive end-stage.

· Gersick’s Temporal-based model in which successful teams create a framework of the task to be accomplished, reach a midpoint transition in which their timeframe is considered and its inertia overcome, and then finally get to work and complete the task.

Teambuilding is often enhanced when members share, and survive, challenging experiences.  NASA uses rock climbing and an undersea research craft with its astronauts.  Businesses may use obstacle courses or “crew” (competitive rowing).  Teams at their work/school setting may also undertake less adventurous, yet nonetheless difficult, experiences.  All seek to build shared understandings, increase morale, and solidify the desire of individuals to achieve the group’s focus on the path towards true teamwork.

Cooperation is often considered to be a synonym for teamwork.  Any smoothly functioning team will have a fully cooperative spirit.  The focus of the team/group becomes the primary goal, often supplanting those of the individual members. 

Effective and open communication is a critical component of teamwork.  Teams will meet their goals most reliably when members are willing to constructively share ideas and critiques.  Communication is a two-way process.  The recipients must also be willing to consider the others’ points of view and maintain confidentiality in order to avoid unproductive conflict.
 
The role of leadership may be viewed in two ways.  First, somewhat externally, the role of management is to help teams maintain focus and provide support.  Management does not need to be directly a part of the team, but should be viewed as integral to its work.  Secondly, and certainly internally, effective teams effective leaders.  The role of the leader is not to be the most competent in any one area, consider the coach/manager of a sports team.  Rather, s/he needs to be able to maintain goal-orientation, motivate and build positive morale, resolve conflicts in a timely and positive way, and generally be a positive influence.  
 
Many other factors influence the effectiveness of teams.  These include goals which are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Results-Oriented, and Time-bound (SMART).  Team member loyalty and trust, security, and congruence between group goals values and those of the individual members are also important.  
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