When teamwork just isn’t working

The problem

Last year | was asked to provide
coaching support to the leader (referred
to here as “John”) of a business division
within a City financial institution. The
problem was presented as the behaviour
of some of his direct reports which, at
best, was damaging team cohesion and,
at worst, was placing the institution at
risk of law suits and negative publicity.
This behaviour ranged from politically
incorrect comments to aggressive
behaviour towards certain team
members. Generally the team
environment was not a positive one
and the group had had several
resignations, a couple of near-miss
tribunal cases and junior staff on
rotation consistently declining offers

to return to the team on their next

rotation

We started to explore the nature and
extent of the problem and how he could
better manage the individuals in his team.
It soon transpired that there was more
going on than the inappropriate behaviour

of one or two individuals.

Firstly the “team” was actually two distinct
and previously separate groups who were
brought together some eighteen months
previously for operational and managerial
convenience, when, in reality, there was
little actual need for the two to work
together. Thus there was a very real sense
of “us and them"”. Compounding this
were the verv different characteristics

of the two sub groups. One (Team A)

was very homogeneous, being ethnically

and nationally alike, male and motivated
by the hard, technical side of business
deals. The other (Team B) was about as
heterogeneous as a group can be in terms
of nationality, ethnicity, sex and sexual
orientation and, in general, more
motivated by the client relationship

aspiects of the business.

Secondly there was a power struggle
bubbling under the surface, with the
leader of Team A believing he should

head the entire group and resenting John's
authority. Thirdly John's personality and
management style were such that he
valued harmony, preferred a hands-off,
non-directive leadership approach and
was highly conflict-averse. In essence

he was not naturally best placed to

tackle these issues
As is 50 often the case in practice, it soon
became apparent that the initial plan for
coaching support was not likely to be the

maost effective solution. John really wanted

someone else to make the problem go away

with minimum risk of escalating conflict
of of exposing individuals. Furthermore

there was a desire not to make explicit the

nature or perpetrators of the inappropriate

behaviour, as there was a belief that not al
team members knew about it and that it
was best if things remained that way.

The intervention, whatever it was to be,
would therefore have to be positioned as
an initiative to improve team cohesion”
This indirect approach was not necessarily
one which [ would have chosen

or recommended but, as is so often
the case in practice, it was the only

reality | could operate.

The Intervention

We agreed and communicated a five

\|'i'|| intervention:

l. First | conducted a series of semi-
structured one-to-one interviews with
a cross section of the team - that is both
teams. The aim of these interviews was
to establish, in their own words

what individuals felt was good in terms
t

they felt was not good about the current

of the current team environment; wi

environment; and what would be
the characteristics of their ideal

team environment
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The intervention,
whatever it was to be,
would therefore have
to be positioned as
“an initiative to improve
team cohesion”. This
indirect approach was
not necessarily one
which | would have
chosen or recommended
but, as is so often the
case in practice, it was
the only reality | could
operate.

E The interview data were content

analysed and OQ-sorted to reveal common

“themes"” or aspects of teamworking tf
team members valued or would value.
Five such themes emerged, such as
Respect for All" and these wers

incorporated into a draft of “Teamworking
Values” unique to this team. As well as
definitions of the values, examples of
desirable and undesirable behaviour were
included to bring these to life and, in the
case of desirable behaviours, to act as

a guide for behavioural change,







