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5.2.2: Team Communication in the Workplace

What you’ll learn to do: Discuss the role and types of teams in workplace communication

We enter the workplace as individuals and then quickly interact with peers, work groups, and customer groups. As we make our
way through our careers, we see that work is best accomplished with the power of others. Learning effective group and team
communication skills advances your success and the success of your organization.

Developing a group or team is a useful approach to accomplishing a task. During this discussion, the terms “group” and “team” are
used interchangeably. When developed and run effectively, a team can be used to pool the ideas and experiences of its members in
search of a collective outcome. Organizations of all types can benefit from the work of teams. An effective team should be able to
share experiences and provide members with feedback. By sharing experiences, teams can generate insight and become effective
problem solvers through a collaborated effort. Developing a successful team requires understanding group dynamics and how to
adapt to the strengths and quirks of team members.

This module provides skills related to workplace communication in these valuable groups and teams. It examines types of teams,
roles of team members and how to communicate within teams. There are other group interactions that deserve special attention in
business communication as well.

Learning Outcomess

o Discuss the value of teams in business communication

e Discuss types of teams in organizations

o Explain advantages and disadvantages of teams and team dynamics

o Discuss impact of group size on communication

o Describe various ways of interpreting and responding to conflict in interpersonal communication

The Value of Teams in Business Communication

You hear a lot about teams every day—sports teams, disaster and rescue teams, and medical support teams. Teams exist because
they are effective in achieving goals, especially when the goal is well-defined. In the business environment, reliance on teams has
been growing in the last few decades as organizations become more virtual (operating over distance) and more structurally
complex. Businesses rely on teams to perform tasks not well suited to more traditional organizational structures. The most common
types of teams are discussed in this section.

Business organizations have both groups and teams. A group is formed around a common interest or purpose with the goal of
sharing information, but there is no collective accountability. Employee groups may consist of social clubs or volunteer efforts. A
team’s focus is collective performance, with both individual and mutual accountability. For example, all of the people who work in
accounting constitute a group, but people from each functional department who meet regularly to standardize financial procedures
are a team.

Teams bring together members of the organization with a wide variety of skills to achieve a common goal. Organizations
accomplish these goals by carefully selecting the type of teams they use.

Practice Question

Anton is organizing an Employee Appreciation Day. Which will be most helpful?

e a consultant

e abig budget

e ateam

e a list of all employees

Answer

a team
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Types of Teams

The team is only as good as its members and the ways in which they interact with each other. How many members should be on a
team is largely dependent on the reason the team was established. According to “Sharpening the Team Mind”[Ll, when deciding on
the number of members to have on a team, consider the “uneven communication problem.” This theory states that only a handful of
team members do all the talking. For example, in a team of six, three people do 86% of all the talking.

Here are several types of teams that may be used in the workplace. As you read through them, consider their purpose and the likely
communication issues.

Figure 5.2.2.1: Companies create different types of teams for different purposes.

Cross-Functional Teams

A cross-functional team is just what it sounds like—a team that pulls its members from across the different functional areas of an
organization. These teams are typically permanent or long-standing. For example, cross-functional teams may be composed of
representatives from production, sales, marketing, finance, and legal. The strength of this type of team lies in its members having
different functional backgrounds, education, and experience. The diversity of experience contributes to innovative problem solving
and decision making.

Cross-functional teams may be used to implement new solutions in the workplace. A simple example is when a group of instructors
used grant money to purchase PCs for all four of their classrooms. Without a cross-functional team, the teachers might have
overlooked the special electrical considerations of rack-mounted charging stations for the 25 PCs. The campus engineers are
needed. Without a cross-functional team, the teachers might have overlooked the special campus security software. Inviting other
departments leads to greater project success by using expertise from many areas.

Unfortunately, the very factors that give cross-functional teams strength can also lead to weaknesses. Without a strong leader and
very specific goals, it may be hard to foster social cohesion in cross-functional teams and to create a system of accountability. A
cross-functional team might be brought together to review and make recommendations on potential acquisitions or mergers.

Task Forces

A task force is a group or committee, usually of experts or specialists, formed for analyzing, investigating, or solving a specific
problem. Quite often, a task force is formed in reaction to a problem or specific event, and once the job is done, the task force is
disbanded. The goal of a task force is to offer solutions, support, and, if possible, put preventive measures in place against future
problems.

A task force might be used to assess the causes for declining customer traffic at a store location, for example. There might be team
members from marketing who analyze competitors in the areas and changes in customer preference. There might be operational
members who review internal procedures related to stock management and customer interactions.

Types of concerns that may generate task forces in the workplace include bullying, health and wellness, employee training,
increasing customer sales, or improving employee job satisfaction. A project team is similar to a task force, but a project team is
often ongoing and covers a wider range of tasks.

Virtual Teams

Virtual teams are groups of individuals working together with a common purpose but in different locations. Virtual teams by
definition may overlap with the team types listed above. People may be in different time zones or even different organizations. The
obvious advantage of a virtual team is the low cost, both in time and money, to maintain it. Meeting in virtual space increases
flexibility for team members (people can attend from wherever they are) and allows the organization to use the talent of employees
around the globe.
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The idea of virtual teams is relatively new; however, according to IQVIS an information management consulting firm, the use of
virtual teams has grown 80 percent from 2005 to 2015. Virtual teams are possible thanks to advances in communication
technology, such as e-mail, the internet, videoconferencing, and collaboration platforms, and other products.

When considering virtual teams, remember that working across cultures can be as challenging as working cross-functionally.
Working with team members from different cultures means working with potentially different leadership styles and decision-
making processes. In the United States, managers tend to gather data, make quick decisions, and move forward, making corrections
as need. Northern Europeans prefer to build consensus slowly, whereas French schoolchildren are trained to debate and confront.
Some business consultants will tell you that decisions in Japan are made in small, informal conversations before the formal meeting
ever takes place. All teams need to be sensitive to these issues, which may be far more prevalent among the members of virtual
teams.

In spite of these barriers, many companies have been adopting virtual teams. SAP is the world’s largest inter-enterprise software
company with more than 30,000 employees in sixty countries. It relies on virtual teams to survive. It has five headquarters around
the globe, each one with a specific area of expertise shared via virtual meetings. IBM and General Electric are corporations that
also depend on virtual team strategies.

Self-Managed Teams

A self-managed team is a group of employees that is responsible and accountable for all or most aspects of generating a product or
delivering a service. It could be thought of as a mini-company within a larger organization. Traditional organizations assign tasks to
employees depending on their skills or functional department (sales, finance, production). A self-managed team carries out the
supporting tasks as well, such as planning and scheduling the technical workflow, and human-resource tasks such as managing
vacations and absences. Team members may take turns leading and assuming technical responsibilities.

An example of a self-managed team is a remote group of engineers that double-checks and configures technical sales data that is
uploaded daily. Rather than wait for a supervisor to assign tasks to the group, the group manages job assignments based on
availability and skills. The group then works with project managers to implement solutions, again based on the team rather than a
supervisor decision. The work finishes with the billing team. When difficulties or disagreements are encountered, the team works it
out for themselves.

Because of the autonomy given to self-managed teams, these teams have greater ownership of the jobs they perform. Some benefits
of self-managed teams are that team members share accountability for what they accomplish, which can be a great motivator;
individuals have greater commitment to the task because they’re directly responsible for its results; and team members take on
some of their manager’s work so he or she can work on other tasks.

However, self-managed teams are not without problems. Groupthink occurs more frequently with these teams. Members may
struggle during the transition from supervisor-led management to self-management, possibly because of lack of interpersonal skills
or poor implementation by the company. Not surprisingly, the most effective self-managing teams are found in companies where
the corporate culture supports democratic decision making,nd the employees are generally well-educated.

No matter how groups and teams come together, there are advantages and disadvantages that must be attended to, as in the
unintentional assumption of roles by gender or age rather than by experience or expertise.
Practice Question

Customer and installer complaints are on the rise due to shipments that seem to either have the wrong cables, missing cables,
or too many cables. Which team type is best suited to solve this problem?

e aproject team
o atask force
e avirtual team

Answer

a task force
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Teams and Team Dynamics

People are social animals and function best when they work with others in groups or teams. Some human behaviors show up
repeatedly among groups. In the workplace, it is important to understand how these behaviors affect performance. Being aware of
advantages and disadvantages of teams in the workplace helps workers bring out the best while overcoming the weaknesses.
Mindfully and deliberately assigning specific roles to team members strengthens a team.

Teams are common in larger organizations, and they benefit both the company and the employees. People who feel they are part of
a team are often mutually supportive and report greater job satisfaction. However, not all teams are successful. In one survey, only
14 percent of the companies rated their teams as highly effectivel2l, around 50 percent rated them as somewhat effective, and 15
percent rated them not effective at all. In this module, we look at teams and how effective teams are developed. We start by looking
at common behaviors that can help or hurt efforts to meet organizational goals.

Advantages

Teams bring together people with diverse skills to create something that no one person could do alone. A well-planned team
improves motivation. Communication is higher on teams, and the diverse skill set means teams can discover new approaches.
Because teams have specific shared goals, team members usually enjoy greater autonomy, variety, task identity, task significance,
and feedback. Teams often enjoy the social support for difficult tasks, improving morale and motivation.

Another benefit of teams is to improve product and service quality. Each Whole Foods grocery store operates with an average of
ten “self-managed” teams, including produce, prepared foods, groceries, etc. Each store also has a team made up of just the leaders
from each team to facilitate communication and sharing. Each team takes responsibility for the quality of the products and service
in its area.

Efficiency in product development is another advantage to building teams within the traditional hierarchy. Teams can analyze and
identify dependent tasks in a nonlinear process, sometimes realizing startling improvements.

Employees also benefit from participating on teams. They develop relationships to people from other areas of the business and
learn more about what is happening across functional department lines (cross training). A 2009 study by CG and WHU-Otto
Beisheim School of Management among eighty global software-development teams showed that members of effective teams are
more motivated and report greater job satisfaction, which leads to fewer employees quitting.

According to LaFasto and Larson in “When Teams Work Best,”3l there are four aspects of a good relationship: constructive,
productive, mutual understanding and self-corrective. These four aspects are the basis for LaFasto and Larson’s Connect model
(Table 1), which can be used to develop good relationships.

A constructive relationship can also be between a person and the team. “Good relationships are constructive for both people.”l In
order to have a constructive relationship, there must be trust and mutual understanding between both parties. Constructive
relationships do not happen overnight, it takes time to develop trust and to be open with others. Productive relationships are
important because if the relationship between two individuals on a team is not productive, the team may not be productive.
Productive relationships also, “allow us to focus on real issues—the ones that matter—and to do so in a way that makes a
difference.”®! Mutual understanding is critical because, “[it encourages] us to focus on and understand the other person’s
perspective, and [it offers] us the satisfaction of being understood.”[8l Not only is it important to validate another person’s point of
view, it is important for us to be validated. It goes back to trust and building a constructive relationship; in order to be understood,
you have to be able to understand others. Good relationships are self-corrective, like a good marriage in which each partner is
committed to improving the relationship. By continuing to work on improving a relationship, you are developing trust and mutual
understanding among the parties.

Social cohesion is defined as the willingness of members of a society to cooperate with each other to survive and prosper. In work
teams, social cohesiveness means the members want to be part of the team and want to contribute to its success. Members of
cohesive teams have social and emotional bonds to each other and to the overall team, which motivates higher commitment and
performance. Southwest Airlines, for instance, works hard to develop cohesiveness in its organization. As a result, everyone is
willing to work toward the success of the organization. That is why it is not unusual to see people pitch in on a task even when it is
not part of their job. For example, pilots may help to load luggage if it helps maintain on-time performance.

The main factors influencing cohesion are size of the group, similarities among its members, and team success. Small groups tend
to be more cohesive than larger ones because people can interact with each other more. Similarity among group members
contributes to team cohesiveness because people with similar backgrounds are more likely to have fewer communication barriers
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and share views on what constitutes appropriate behaviors. People are generally more trusting of others when they share some
important background experiences. In substance abuse recovery groups, for example, members know that everyone has had the
same ailment and is dealing with similar experiences. When a team experiences success early in its development, members get
reinforcement that their efforts can produce results. They are more likely to be motivated to continue to contribute. Success also
creates a sense of pride that fosters feelings of belonging and mutual attraction in the team.

Collective efficacy is the team’s belief that its members are capable of organizing and working together to reach its goals. Creating
collective efficacy is a bit of a balancing act. If goals are perceived as being too easy to reach, members may not feel they have to
put in their full effort. On the other hand, if goals are perceived to be too difficult, members may feel their effort doesn’t matter
because the goal cannot be reached regardless of how hard they work. In either case, social loafing may result. But when the goal is
“just right,” difficult but not impossible, the team will believe it can reach it only if it works hard together.

Psychologist Albert Bandura researched the relationship between efficacy and job performance and found that each affects the
other. When a team achieves some success, it can build self-confidence and the belief that it can achieve more. The resulting
collective efficacy, in turn, makes it more likely that the team will be successful. But a downward spiral can occur when both
performance and collective efficacy are low. Poor performance makes team members question their ability, and the decrease in
collective efficacy leads to more poor performance.Z1

Figure 5.2.2.2: The relationship between success and collective efficacy is affected by self-confidence and performance.

Good planning and good leadership can both improve collective efficacy. When the tasks needed to reach the team’s goals are
being planned, initial activities should lead to demonstrable team achievements. When teams experience successes early in their
development, they are more likely to build collective efficacy. Good leadership provides a clear vision for the team and articulates
why the goals are important. The leader provides guidance, feedback, and encouragement. When teams receive timely feedback,
they are more likely to understand the relationship between their effort and their performance.

As you work on developing good relationships, another way to foster good group dynamics is to identify strengths and weaknesses
and assign group roles. For a new team that has not worked together, assigning roles can also help surface individual strengths and
weaknesses. By simply assigning roles at the beginning of the project, a team can quickly focus on specific tasks. Everyone should
be responsible for brainstorming, problem solving and offering their experience and knowledge, but some roles are more generic
and may or may not vary by task. Here are four roles that no team should be without:

1. A Leader: In the event there is no clear chain of command, a team must be prepared to assign the role of leader. A leader can
keep the team focused, mediate conflicts, and ensure that individuals are held accountable.

2. A note taker or scribe: Again, a simple idea, but documenting every meeting is an important step in developing a productive
team. A scribe can quickly get a team up to date with past notes, so little time is wasted remembering where the conversation
left off. By documenting and distributing notes from each meeting, the scribe can keep all members of the team equally
informed.

3. Lessons-learned tracker: Identify one person to track both positive and negative outcomes of meetings and projects. This
individual can solicit input from other members. Documenting what everyone thinks went well and why, and what did not go
well and why, can keep a team productive by not repeating past mistakes.

4. Devil’s advocate: Teams need to embrace conflict and different points of view. A devil’s advocate is a person who brings up
alternatives or objections to other’s ideas. Assigning such a role can make the team more objective and reduce problems like
Groupthink. Because this person’s role can stir up conflict, it can be helpful to rotate who plays the devil’s advocate for the
team.
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Think of cohesion as morale. It makes sense that a group that enjoys each other’s company is more likely to come together to work
toward a common goal. Once everyone is working toward success, little successes occur along the way. This success helps the
team’s morale spiral upward. Teams move past being solely task- or work-focused. They become work-friends, maybe even social
friends. This closeness of relationship adds to the productivity of the team as members are more likely to speak directly even as
difficult issues arise.

Disadvantages

There are also many problems that hinder good group dynamics. We don’t usually have the luxury of picking who we are going to
work with on a team; dealing with different personalities and personal agendas is a common challenge in working within a team.
Other common challenges include poor leadership, a lack of focus, dominant personalities, bad communication, groupthink, and
social loafing. The key to combating these challenges is to be able to identify when they are taking place.

Poor Leadership

The first challenge that hinders good group dynamics is poor leadership. There are a few things an individual can do if the poor
team leader is your boss or someone with authoritative power. First, be supportive. If your boss trusts you and you are supportive,
you may be able to influence decisions by suggesting alternatives. If the poor leader did not assign a devil’s advocate, suggest it
during a team meeting and explain why you think it would be beneficial. Once the devil’s advocate is in place, coach him or her to
bring up alternatives. When alternatives are out in the open and debated, the weak leader may see that there are stronger ideas
available.

Lack of Focus

Lack of focus can make a team just a group of individuals. Keeping the team focused takes constant effort. A good leader can keep
teams focused and on task by assigning roles and enforcing accountability. A good method to keep teams focused is using an
agenda and distributing it prior to meetings. An agenda can get people on the same page and will encourage them to prepare based
on the topics under discussion. Even a functional and mature team should have meeting agendas and planning documents in order
to be sure no one is making assumptions about the group’s direction or undertaking a plan that has not received consensus.

Dominant Personalities

Dominant personalities are difficult to deal with; the loudest voice doesn’t always have the best ideas. Sticking to an agenda,
establishing protocols during meetings, and having an effective leader can be used to combat strong personalities.

Bad Communication

Bad communication is a quick way for a team to be unproductive and ineffective. By using a scribe and lessons-learned tracker to
document team meetings and activities, a team can be kept up to date and in the loop. An effective team leader can assign tasks and
hold people accountable for their contributions, which can prevent social loafing and encourage good communication.

Groupthink

Groupthink is simply going along with the team on a decision because that seems to be the consensus and they want to avoid
conflict. It can also be the result of the group talking itself into a decision that doesn’t fit the facts. Having a strong devil’s advocate
will help reduce the chances of groupthink.

Social Loafing

Social loafing is when one or more group members fails to do their fair share of work within the group. You may have witnessed
this behavior firsthand on a team or school project. There are two main consequences of social loafing: The free-rider effect is
when one or more team members do not put in their share of the work, assuming others will cover their shortfall. The other is the
sucker effect, where other team members reduce their effort in response to the free rider’s behavior.

Several causes exist for social loafing. A member may not be motivated by a goal and may not want to work to achieve it. Or a
member may feel that his or her contribution to the team will not be recognized, so the member is not motivated to contribute. Both
of these causes are more pronounced in large teams. Social loafing is also more likely when there isn’t an individual evaluation
system in which the performance and contributions of members are regularly reviewed. Finally, if there is unequal compensation
and the members of the team feel the compensation is unfair, they will be more likely to lessen their effort.
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A good manager should monitor employees to watch out for these social loafers or “slackers.” The manager is responsible for
making sure all team members are carrying their fair share of the work they have been assigned. If the manager doesn’t address
occurrences of social loafing, they can create a stressful work environment that may turn into conflicts among coworkers.

Practice Question

Nimra was very excited to be leading the team managing a move to a new office with four of her favorite coworkers. The
group of five seemed to agree on everything. However, when their manager asked for an update it went poorly, as the manager
asked many questions Nimra and her team had not thought to ask one another. What group issue likely contributed to this
outcome?

e devil's advocate
e poor leadership
o groupthink

e social loafing

Answer

groupthink

Group Communication Networks

In organizations, there are hierarchies of reporting structures. Those official links of authority and responsibility impact
communication among individuals and groups. Here are some of those communication networks. In looking at these patterns,
consider the lines that connect the end points to the other points as communication paths.

dadd8 34343

Figure 5.2.2.3: There is a wide spectrum of communication network styles in businesses

The importance considering these patterns is in direction information flows, power structure, and number of layers. Think about the
needs of your organization to find answers to questions and to solve problems. Communication flows in many directions, yet
without structure and planning, it may overwhelm productivity and real communication, as illustrated in the third model in Figure
1.

Communication channels, the legs of these networks, multiply more quickly than people do. If everyone receives every message,
“information overload” may occur, as employees are bombarded with messages in an unstructured manner. To maintain the power
of additional people, care should be taken to determine how and when to share information. For example, some large organizations
use newsletters or internal blogs as structured ways to disseminate routine updates.

Organizations should consider the various types of structures above and then modify them based upon the employee need to know,
timeliness of information needed, and communication tools available.

When the team process is executed effectively, a team can be used to pool the ideas and experiences of its members in search for a
collective outcome. Team can help organizations of all types be more efficient in problem solving by pooling experienced
employees to work together. A key to an effective team is to understand group dynamics. Good group dynamics begin with good
relationships, both on an individual basis and the relationships of individuals with the team. Once you have established good
relationships, assigning positions in the team will give a team the opportunity to be successful. By identifying possible pitfalls that
may hinder good team dynamics team members can combat the effects and develop a more productive and successful team.

I Practice Question
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This start-up company is no longer the “nimble little company” first reported on in the business section of the newspaper. They
have grown from 3 people in a basement to 25 people in a simple office. Why are so many orders with errors and various
employees, who all have email, saying “why didn’t you tell me”?

o IT needs to check the email server lists

e The communication's network has grown too complex

o They are using a circle rather than a wheel network

o New employees do not know which to include on an email so send to all

Answer

The communication's network has grown too complex

Conflict Resolution

Interpersonal conflict occurs in the workplace between individuals. Can also occur within working groups and is sometimes
maghnified in that setting. When we hear the word “conflict,” we typically think about all the negatives associated with the word.
Most of us would like to avoid conflict entirely; however, conflict can also be productive.

Positive conflict comes from recognizing disagreement as part of a healthy process. It is an exchange of passionate ideas. This
exchange helps us find creative solutions as well as testing weaknesses of current solutions. The difficulty in keeping conflict
positive is in having norms regarding how ideas are expressed and discussed.

A tolerable amount of conflict is vital to group success in order to avoid groupthink and to generate more innovative ideas among
members of the group, who may have diverse opinions and points of view. In addition, positive conflict generates buy-in and offers
elements of ownership and a sense of cooperation and enhanced membership to all of the group members. When members of a
group feel safe expressing conflicting beliefs and opinions, groups are more productive and less prone to conformity.

Conflict is necessary for good results. Learning to understand and manage conflict is critical when working in organizations. Let’s
explore conflict more deeply in order to understand its broad impact and its direct impact on workplace communication.

Sources of Team Conflict
Let’s take a look at a few examples of conflict within teams.

fund allocation

A new product team may find itself split between allocating funds for the second release of the device or bringing a new
product to market. The team may find about half of its members preferring one path and the other half advocating for the other.

In this case, the team may split into two factions—or more if there is additional disagreement within each group. Even if
business considerations support one group’s position more strongly, powerful personalities, interpersonal complexity, and
group history can come into play to overwhelm those practical factors.

differences with management

Employees may think, “Why doesn’t the boss just ask us? We do it every day and that will never work.” The boss may think,
“Those employees don’t realize what that will cost. It will blow the entire department budget in half the time.”

Gaps in communication between leaders and the teams they lead can cause particularly thorny conflicts. There may be conflict
with management because management has not given clear goals to the team or may not be supporting the team. The
organization could have a culture that does not allow teams to work effectively. In extreme situations, this can lead to the
team’s refusal to follow the directions of its leader.

sales versus service

A company organizationally separates its sales employees from its service (installation and maintenance) employees. On more
than one occasion, Sales asked, “What are those service people thinking? We can’t charge the customer for every little thing.”
Equally frequently, service is asking, “What are those sales people thinking? Are they giving the company away? We can’t
install it for that little.”
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When different teams don’t take the time to understand the roles and tasks of individuals on different teams, conflict can arise
between different functional groups within the organization.

Unproductive negative conflict should be avoided and must be swiftly addressed and resolved when it does present itself. Because
of the dangerous nature of negative conflict and the toll it takes on productivity and moral, it may potentially lead to Human
Resource Management issues or even a lawsuit.

Practice Question

The community board meeting had a terse exchange between two members. “You can’t keep spending that much on landscape
year after year!” “We need to plan on that much because things die every year. We told them dues might go up.” Which of the
following statements may be the most helpful as the board solves this problem?

e Our bylaws say we can never raise dues without 67 percent approval.
e Since I am the Chair, I say we do it just to get this resolved.

e You aren't listening to me! Hear me out!

o Perhaps we should create a 5-year landscape planning document.

Answer

Perhaps we should create a 5-year landscape planning document.

What are the Symptoms of Team Conflict?

Symptoms of conflict are seen in the communications of the members. They illustrate themselves in a variety of ways. Once we
recognize the symptom, we can find a solution.

Almost everyone has endured the experience of being part of a team that was plagued with conflict. Whether in a large group that
erupts in anger and can’t finish a meeting, or a small group of two or three individuals that resort to backbiting and gossiping to
vent frustration over a conflict, everyone has been a part of a team where conflict has gotten out of control. With this in mind, there
are several symptoms of conflict that can be identified in groups that can help them to recognize and manage conflict before it tears
them apart. By identifying the following symptoms related to communication, trust, and opposing agendas, the team leader can
identify conflict before it erupts. As you read through these symptoms, think of the teams that you are a part of and look for
symptoms that exist in your team.

One common symptom of conflict is a lack of communication or a lack of respectful communication. This is most often seen when
teams fail to have meaningful meetings. Most often, non-communicating meetings are characterized by team members sitting and
listening to what the boss has to say. Often chatter or silence prevails among such teams. A lack of communication can also be
noted when team members don’t get along and so refuse to talk to each other. These feuds create barriers within teams and prevent
communication. A lack of communication or disrespectful communication leads to a lack of trust, which is another symptom of
team conflict. Teams that fail to produce desired results often lack the trust in one another as team members that is necessary to
succeed. Without trust in a team, verbal or non-verbal conflict becomes the norm of the team. Team members spend more energy
protecting their own positions and jobs than they do producing what is required for the team’s success. When trust erodes in a team,
the habit of blaming others becomes the norm as individuals try to protect themselves. Team members become enemies that
compete against each other rather than allies that build and help one another to achieve a common goal. Teams that lack trust often
gossip about other members or have frequent side conversations after meetings to discuss opposing opinions. Such activity sucks
strength out of the team and its purpose.

Another symptom of team conflict can be seen when team members have opposing agendas. This is not to be confused with
members who have different opinions. Having different opinions in a group can be very healthy if managed correctly because it can
create better ideas and ways of getting the job done. However, when team members have opposing agendas, more is at stake than
differing opinions; two individuals are fiercely committed to the exact opposite approach. Opposing agendas can create confusion
in team members and can cause them to lose sight of their role in the team and of the team’s final goal. Teams must work toward a
common goal in order to be successful. Extreme effort must be made to reconcile differences, or such a team can look forward to
failure.
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Avoiding Destructive Conflict

In most instances of team conflict, avoidance is a worse solution than engagement with the conflicting situation. Moreover, avoided
conflict will lead to less optimal solutions and may even prevent the team from finishing a project. Thus, from a manager’s
perspective, it is a simple equation of a cost/benefits analysis in that the cost to the organization is greater when teams avoid
conflict than when they engage in it.

Fostering support, trust, and open communication is also essential if relationship conflicts are to be reduced and quickly resolved.
Open communication can be established by the following:

o Establish ground rules. Some rules might include the following: Take turns when talking and do not interrupt. Ensure that
each team member has equal time when stating their perspective. Listen for something new and bring something new to the
discussion. Avoid restating the facts and “talking in circles.” Avoid power plays, and eliminate status or titles from the
discussion.

o Listen actively and compassionately. Avoid thinking of a counterargument while the other person is speaking. Listen to the
other person’s perspective rather than listening to your own thoughts. Don’t make an effort to remember points just so you can
refute them one by one.

o Point out the advantages of resolving the conflict. “I know you feel that is too much for us to spend right now, but we should
figure out how to solve this problem. Then, we can figure out when to spend that money.”

e Maintain a neutral vantage point and be willing to be persuaded. “Can you help me understand why....”

¢ Avoid all-or-none statements such as “always” and “never,” and point out exceptions when these statements are used.
Rather than say, “we have never done it that way,” try “we had good reason for not doing that in the past, but let’s talk this
through to see if conditions have changed.”

¢ Create a goal of discovery rather than of winning or persuading. “Let’s set aside our final decision until our next meeting.
This meeting, let’s brainstorm solutions and try to put a cost to each.”

e Be alert to common goals and where goals overlap as each party is communicating their perspective. “I’m not sure I reach
the same conclusion as you, but a 5% decrease is something we do all appreciate.”

o Use clarifying statements to ensure the other party feels understood and listened to. “What I heard you say is that you feel
unappreciated and that you lack vital feedback to help you perform, is this correct?”

¢ Help team members to separate the problem from the person. “I know your job is to remind us of the rules, but could we try
to approach this a different way?”

o Use techniques such as role-playing, putting oneself in the competitor’s shoes, or conducting war games. Such
techniques create fresh perspectives and engage team members. “Let me try to be the devil’s advocate. You tell me your
solution, and I’ll be the technician trying to poke holes in the idea.”

o Team members should recognize each other for having expressed their view and feelings. “I’'m glad to hear your side all
the way through. Thank you.”

¢ Help each team member to understand all the other perspectives, and help them to re-frame the situation. “So, if I heard
you correctly, you are concerned about x. Is it possible that we could address this by trying y?”

Solutions to Conflict

Conflict is a natural and necessary element of a healthy team experience. It will occur even in the best teams. It can be constructive.

A team that never experiences conflict is likely to be less productive than a team that does experience conflict. This is especially
true if the task that a team is attempting to complete is complex in nature or highly detailed. Without having members question
specific actions, specific decisions, or the specifics of the proposed solution, it may appear to the team that there is only one way to
solve the problem or complete the task.

When choosing team members, consider making choices that will promote healthy conflict. You will want to avoid fostering
groupthink and combining people who already clash with one another. People who want peace at any price and scramble to quash
even productive, positive conflict are also not especially useful. While you may choose individuals for their personality traits,
commitment is equally important. If team members are individually or collectively indifferent toward the overall goal, they
probably will not perform well. A lack of commitment can also lead to a lack of conflict. If the team is committed to the overall
goal and members are well chosen, there can be a healthy dose of conflict in the process to complete the task.

When conflict does occur, it is important to address it immediately. Although developing a solution to the conflict may take time,
acknowledging it will help to ensure that it can become productive to the team. “Whatever the problem, effective teams identify,
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raise, and resolve it. If it’s keeping them from reaching their goal, effective teams try to do something about it. They don’t ignore it
and hope it goes away.” By not addressing conflict, the leader risks sending the message that conflict is unmanageable, which can
cause vested members to become complacent or feel their input is not valued. In the worst-case scenario, a conflict that is not
resolved could go from being task oriented to personal.

How Do Teams Prevent Damaging Conflict?

In order to prevent damaging conflict, the team leader must lay a conflict-friendly foundation for the team. The following approach
will help the team leader to set the stage for conflict that is creative and productive:

1. Set a clear goal for the team.

2. Make expectations for team members explicit.

3. Assemble a heterogeneous team, including diverse ages, genders, functional backgrounds, and industry experience.

4. Meet together as a team regularly and often. Team members who don’t know one another well don’t know each other’s
positions on the issues, impairing their ability to argue effectively. Frequent interaction builds the mutual confidence and
familiarity team members require to express dissent.

5. Assign roles such as devil’s advocate and sky-gazing visionary and change these roles up from meeting to meeting. This is
important to ensure all sides of an issue have been considered.

6. Use techniques such as role-playing, putting oneself in the competitor’s shoes, or conducting war games. Such techniques create
fresh perspectives and engage team members.

7. Actively manage conflict. Don’t let the team acquiesce too soon or too easily. Identify and treat apathy early, and don’t confuse
a lack of conflict with agreement.

Resolving Conflict

Interpersonal conflict should be managed and resolved before it degenerates into verbal assault and irreparable damage to a team.
Dealing with interpersonal conflict can be a difficult and uncomfortable process. Usually, as team members, we use carefully
worded statements to avoid friction when confronting conflict.

The first step to resolving interpersonal conflict lies in acknowledging the existence of the interpersonal conflict. Recognizing the
conflict allows team members to build common ground by putting the conflict within the context of the larger goal of the team and
the organization. Moreover, the larger goal can help by giving team members a motive for resolving the conflict.

As team members, we all understand the inevitability of interpersonal conflicts. Open and supportive communication is vital to a
high performing team. One way to achieve this is by separating the problem from the person. Problems can be debated without
damaging working relationships. When interpersonal conflict occurs, all sides of the issue should be recognized without finger-
pointing or blaming. Above all, when a team member gets yelled at or blamed for something, it has the effect of silencing the
whole team. It gives the signal to everyone that dissent is not allowed, and, as we know, dissent is one of the most fertile resources
for new ideas.

When faced with conflict, it is natural for team members to become defensive. However defensiveness usually makes it more
difficult to resolve a conflict. A conflict-friendly team environment must encourage effective listening. Effective listening includes
listening to one another attentively, without interruption (this includes not having side conversations, doodling, or vacant stares).
The fundamentals to resolving team conflict include the following elements:

1. Prior to stating one’s view, a speaker should seek to understand what others have said. This can be done in a few clarifying
sentences.

2. Seek to make explicit what the opposing sides have in common. This helps to reinforce what is shared between the disputants.
3. Whether or not an agreement is reached, team members should thank each other for having expressed their views and feelings.
Thanking the other recognizes the personal risk the individual took in breaking from groupthink and should be viewed as an

expression of trust and commitment toward the team.
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