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Working in Teams

What is a team?

A team may be defined as a group of people who:

· Are committed to a common purpose and common approach to achieving that purpose.
· Have complementary skills. 

· Have day to day responsibility for managing themselves.
· Are driven by the customer's needs. 

· Work towards achieving a specific goal.

None of these characteristics happen by chance. Effective teams need to be planned, created and managed by the team leader and team members.

Examples of teams

Teams can be made up of groups of people performing the same role, for example:

· The IT team

· The partnership team

· The administration team.

Teams can be made up of people who perform diverse roles, for example:

Client service teams, consisting of: 

· Account Manager

· IT Specialist

· Product specialist. 

Dispatch team, consisting of: 

· Store person
· Packaging
· Administration assistant
· Mail/dispatch officer.

Other teams are set up for specific projects. These teams could include people performing the same or different roles, for example:

New product development, consisting of: 

· Research and Development Specialist

· Marketing Specialist

· Manufacturing Specialist. 

Administrative process improvement team, consisting of a team of Administration Assistants.
Effective Teams

Attributes of an effective team 

Teams are sometimes criticised for restricting productivity and holding back the efforts of individual team members. Generally, the problem is not the team, but the way it is working.

All effective teams display the following characteristics:

· Shared leadership

· Shared responsibility

· Commitment to team goals 

· Commitment to the team plan 

· Effective communication 

· Innovation 

· Responsiveness. 

Shared leadership

Although most teams have a designated leader, all team members should share some leadership responsibilities for:

· Decision making 

· Monitoring progress and quality

· Resolving conflict

· Meeting deadlines and budgets.

Involving team members in leadership increases their commitment to the team and its objectives. It also improves the quality of ideas and decisions generated by the team.

Shared leadership is created when team processes encourage: 

· Consultative decision making

· Leadership involvement from all members

· Information sharing.

Shared responsibility

When the whole team shares responsibility for the success of the project, the team is more responsive and more reliable and the client receives the best possible service. In addition, shared responsibility increases productivity and efficiency.

Shared responsibility is created when members:

· Commit to completing tasks allocated to them and assist others to meet deadlines.
· Take an interest in the work performed by other team members and share relevant information freely.
· Focus on solving problems rather than placing blame.

Commitment to team goals

Commitment to a common goal is one of the cornerstones of teamwork. It occurs when each member of the team focusses on achieving the team's purpose over and above their individual objectives.

Commitment to team goals is created when:

· All team members contribute to and agree on objectives.
· Team objectives, and the way in which their achievement will be measured, are determined, documented and communicated at the outset and reiterated frequently. 

· Any changes to team objectives are communicated immediately.
· Team members ensure that their own work is aligned with team objectives and quality standards.
· Team members place the success of the team above their personal success.
· Team members appreciate the significance of routine or mundane tasks to the success of the project and perform them willingly.
· Goals are communicated to new team members.
· Project decisions are based on the established goals.

Commitment to the team plan 

The team plan outlines how the team will achieve its objectives by detailing:

· What is required.
· Milestones

· Deadlines.

Committing to the team plan gives the team a strong focus on succeeding and the steps necessary to do this. When team members understand their work in the context of the team and project objectives, they become more committed to the project's success and less troubled by short term difficulties.

Commitment to the team plan is created when:

· Team members understand:
· what they are expected to produce;
· the standard to which they are expected to work;
· the deadlines they are expected to meet, and 

· how their work impacts the rest of the team.
· Team members have input into the plan.
· The plan and any changes to it are communicated at the outset and reiterated regularly.
· Team members minimise activities which do not contribute to the success of the team.

· To learn about creating a team plan, go to Establishing a team plan.

Effective communication

Effective communication is the difference between a group and a team and is crucial to the success of any project.

Effective communication exists when: 

· Processes are created to facilitate the communication of relevant information within the team.
· Team members actively listen to one another and to the client. 

· Team objectives, performance standards and the team manager's expectations are clear.
· Team members have access to the information they require to do their work.
· Conflicts are dealt with openly and constructively.
· Team members give and receive frequent, constructive feedback.

Effective communication is created when:

· The team is aware of potential communication barriers, such as member locations, and develops processes to overcome these. 

· Members of the team are aware of individual differences such as social and cultural diversity, and communicate in an open and flexible manner which allows for these differences. 

· Mechanisms supporting communication, such as regular team meetings and written status reports, are established at the start of the project.
· Communication mechanisms are reviewed regularly and improved if necessary.
· Feedback is encouraged between all team members and the team manager.
· Team members are aware of the work their colleagues are doing and pass on any relevant information.

To learn more about Effective communication, go to Communication.

Innovation 

Effective teams encourage innovation. 

Although teams must have processes, timelines and quality standards, team members should be encouraged to create innovative solutions and to look for ways to improve processes.

The valuable range of experience and ideas available within any team should be utilised whenever possible.

Innovation is encouraged when team members feel able to suggest new ways of doing things and to contribute to brainstorming sessions. 

Responsiveness 

Effective teams are flexible and responsive to opportunities, problems and changing client requirements. 

Responsive teams develop processes for handling change and can pursue their goals confident that they can deal effectively with any unforeseen circumstances.

Responsiveness is encouraged by:

· Considering potential risks and developing contingency plans

· Effective communication of issues

· Developing conflict and problem resolution processes.

Communication

What are the keys to effective communication? 

· The manager ensures that the team is aware of all relevant team information and their expectations of individuals and the team. 

· Team members are willing and able to communicate relevant information. 

· Regular and effective communication regarding task requirements and progress. 

· Actively listening to other team members and the client. 

· Following established project communication processes. 

· Discussing and dealing with conflicts openly.
· Ensuring that team members have the information they need to complete their tasks. 

Encouraging communication

· Establish team communication processes at the outset.
· Establish a communication process between the team and the client at the outset.
· Use these processes. Review and replace them if they prove ineffective. 

· Establish regular contact between all members of the team. 

· Seek and provide regular feedback to all team members.

What is a goal?

A goal is the outcome we are ultimately trying to achieve. Individuals, teams and organisations all have goals. The goals of individuals, teams and the organisation are more likely to be achieved when they complement each other. In these cases, everyone is working together towards the same outcome. If individual goals and organisation goals conflict with each other, either the individual will be dissatisfied with their work or the organisation’s goals will not be met. 

Goals may involve:

· The purpose of the entire organisation

· A specific project

· Sales targets

· Budgets

· Client service standards.

Some examples of goals are:

· To provide high quality products
· To help our clients access low-cost delivery services

· To acknowledge all client correspondence within two business days

· To support a client in building their successful business
· To meet all requests for administration services by the deadline.

Determining team and individual goals

The leaders of the organisation generally determine an organisation’s goals. In private law firms the leaders are the partners, in other organisations, the leaders may be the CEO and the board or the minister responsible for the government department.

Team goals will often be set by the team leader, supervisor or manager. In project teams, the team goal will be to achieve the project’s objective. 

A Legal Administration Assistant may work as part of a team with a legal practitioner on Conveyancing matters. Their team goal may be to provide accurate and efficient Conveyancing services for their clients. In this case, the individual goals of the Legal Administration Assistant may be to conduct accurate and efficient searches and to create the required documents accurately and in a timely manner. 

If you are unsure what the goal of your team is, you should ask your supervisor or manager. This will help you to understand what your own goal should be.

Establishing goals and timelines

Effective teams identify goals, timelines and processes. Once you have established the objective, you need to create a framework which will help you attain your goal. This framework is called a team plan and it consists of goals, tasks, processes, timelines and milestones.

The first step in creating a team plan is to establish goals.

Establishing clear and common goals

Goals should be: 

· Clear

· Accurate

· Relevant

· Reflect organisational culture and performance standards.

When working towards goals, it is useful to identify milestones. Milestones are the deadlines for achieving parts of the goal, for example significant tasks. Milestones are used as signposts along the way and can help to monitor progress towards the goal. 

Many teams collectively establish the performance standards they would like to adhere to. This is useful when there are no set standards for the organisation. It helps to ensure that all work is up to the standard that the team is comfortable with and can help to prevent team members from spending too long on tasks by exceeding the standards.

Standards and objectives should be reviewed periodically to ensure they are still relevant. 

Clarifying Goals 

Goals should be clearly documented so that all team members understand what the team is trying to achieve. Team members can clarify goals by:

· Confirming

· Defining

· Refining.

Confirming is the process of questioning the rest of the team or the team leader to ensure the goal is understood. Defining is the process of breaking down aspects of the goal and determining what it means. Refining is the process of modifying the goal to ensure it is relevant.

Establishing a team plan

Establishing a team plan involves: 

· Breaking goals into tasks

· Timelines, milestones and deadlines

· Allocation of tasks

· Determining processes. 

Breaking Goals into Tasks

Once goals are determined, they can be broken down into manageable tasks. This involves analysing the goal and determining what needs to be done to achieve it. This can be completed by the team leader, manager or certain team members.

Tasks need to be specified so that each team member knows exactly what they are expected to do. 

The team also needs to decide on the best way to work on tasks to ensure they are completed accurately and on time. This may be completed as a group activity. It can involve:

· Determining communication channels

· Training team members

· Identifying reporting and support relationships.

Timelines, milestones and deadlines

Timelines may be set by the team leader or client or through team discussions. Sometimes, external factors such as court dates or statutes of limitations will impact timelines for completing the tasks and whether or not the deadline can be met.

Team members will need to be aware of the timelines in order to plan their workload effectively.

Some tasks are dependent on the completion of others.

Task – Send a letter to a client. In this situation there are a number of dependent tasks:

1. Draft letter content

2. Obtain client’s mailing details

3. Prepare the letter

4. Proof-read and sign the letter

5. Attach enclosures

6. Make a file copy of the letter

7. Send the letter.

In the example above, some tasks are dependent on the task before it being completed. As the letter includes the client’s address, the letter cannot be prepared without the client’s address details. Task three is therefore dependent on the completion of task two. Obtaining the client’s address details does not depend on whether the letter content has been drafted or not, so task two is not dependent on the completion of task one. 

Tasks will need to be scheduled and given deadlines according to dependency to ensure that all tasks can be completed by the deadline for the project. 

Allocation of Tasks

Allocating tasks correctly ensures effective team operation and efficient use of the available human resources. Tasks may be allocated to team members based on the role of each team member, for example the Administration Assistant would perform administrative tasks and the salesperson would provide product advice to clients. Tasks could also be allocated simply through recognition of each person’s skills, for example, a member of the administration support team who is good at desktop publishing may be allocated a task involving the design of a brochure. A manager would often be allocated tasks because of their experience or expertise in a specific area of the wholesale industry.

Sometimes tasks are allocated by the manager or supervisor of a team, and other times the tasks are divided between the team by the team members. A collaborative approach to allocating tasks is more likely to ensure buy-in from team members.

It is advisable to always be aware of your other responsibilities so that you do not take on too many tasks. To ensure you remember all your responsibilities, you can keep your Task Planning Sheet with you when discussing additional tasks.

The following factors should be considered when allocating tasks:

· The best person for the job 

· Where possible allocate complementary tasks 

· Task familiarisation 

· Encouraging a task focus

· What resources are available, for example:

· People

· Time

· Money

· Equipment.

· What support are team members prepared to give, for example:

· Demonstrating how to do something. 

· Helping to complete a task if someone is too busy.
· Giving encouragement.
· Providing feedback.
· Taking on extra tasks.

Determining processes

Although each team member may be working on a different task, they will each need to complete certain key steps. Establishing processes for common tasks will streamline their completion.

Processes should encourage and recognise input from all team members. Feedback between team members and between the team and the team leader should be encouraged and acted upon.

Negotiation

It is often important to negotiate with others when tasks are allocated. You will need to find out the deadline and the importance of the task. If the deadline conflicts with other important tasks you have already been allocated, you may need to negotiate alternative strategies for ensuring all tasks are completed. The alternative strategies may involve:

· Negotiating the deadline for the new task.
· Renegotiating the deadline for another task.
· Seeking help from others to complete the new task or another task.
· If there is no alternative and if it suits you, obtaining approval for working overtime to complete all tasks.

When negotiating, you should be careful that your manner is firm but not aggressive. 

You should explain why you think you may not be able to complete the additional task and provide an alternative, for example:

"I have a number of other important tasks to complete today and I don’t think I’ll be able to meet your deadline. Can I give it to you tomorrow morning?"

If your alternative does not suit the other person, you should suggest another, for example:

"You have also asked me to type a letter for the Jones Discount Stores matter by today. If I type the letter tomorrow morning, I can complete the new task today. Would that suit you?" 

There will be times when you will need to speak to a third person and negotiate with them, for example:

"Henri has asked me to conduct an urgent search for him this afternoon. I was planning to prepare the documents for the Ng complaint for you. If I get the documents to you by lunchtime tomorrow, will that be okay?" 

There will be other times when you will want to negotiate when dividing tasks among team members. Sometimes this will happen because you enjoy the task, feel that you are particularly good or quick at it, or if you would like to learn how to do it. Again, you will need to explain why you should be the one to complete the task, for example:

"I’d like to volunteer to conduct this search of past correspondence. I’ve conducted three similar searches this week and I am experienced in this matter." 

When you are dividing tasks between team members, you should also respect the wishes of others. If someone else wants to do the same task you want to do, you will need to think about how important it is to you that you complete the task. If it is very important to you, be assertive and explain clearly why you want to complete the task. If it is not very important to you, it may be better to allow the other person to do it. People who constantly fight to secure the more desirable tasks within the team can provoke resentment, just as people who never stand up for themselves are less likely to get what they want. You should try to find a balance. Remember that there should be a team-based approach to tasks.

Monitoring Progress

It is important to monitor the progress of tasks. This will help team members to determine when tasks and goals are on track to meet the deadline or if alternative strategies are required. 

Timelines may be checked by:

· Holding regular team meetings to report on progress.
· Setting milestones or mini-deadlines during a project where work is presented to supervisor

· Monitoring daily or long-term work schedules.

When designated timelines are not being met, alternative strategies to achieve allocated tasks should be negotiated. Some examples of alternative strategies are:

· Allocating more people to work on task.
· Allocating a different person to work on the task.
· Assisting by providing advice, ideas, support, administrative assistance to the person working on the task.
· Modifying team membership. 

An example of monitoring progress is the firm that had a great deal of material that needed to be collated into folders for a court case about complaints against a product the company carried. This situation was monitored and it became clear that they were not going to meet their deadline. The firm employed two temporary support staff to ensure that the deadline to have the documents to their lawyer was met.

Teamwork in the electronic office

Teams are communicating more and more using electronic tools, for example email and telephones.

When using electronic tools, remember:

· Leaving messages over the telephone or email is not as immediate as face-to-face communication. You may need to wait for a reply.

· Email messages do not convey the non-verbal messages that are included in face-to-face communications. The other person may not be able to decipher the tone of you message. To avoid any misunderstandings you will need to keep messages business-like.

· It is often quicker and easier to send an email or leave a telephone message while you think of a question rather than wait until you see the team member.

· Email messages can be referred to after they have been sent. This means you can check to see what you have written to ensure consistency in future communications.

· Email messages that you receive can also be stored for future reference. 

· Email and telephones are essential for team members working in different offices. If you are in the same office, email should be used for questions that need to be considered or information that may need to be kept. Quick, simple queries should be made in person.
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