Harnessing the Strengths of a Team: 
Guidelines for Process Simplification Leaders
Building Cross-Functional Teams

Because many process simplification efforts involve cross-functional teams, understanding how to work with a diverse group of individuals coming from different perspectives is essential.  One of the most important aspects of leading a process simplification team is understanding how to foster open communication within the group.

Open communication is an absolute requirement for successful cross-functional teamwork.  The concept of the cross-functional team is that the outcome -- the product, the system, the service -- will be better because it has been created by the combined expertise of people from a variety of functions.  Viewing a problem or an issue from many vantage points is the strength of the cross-functional team.  However, the value of divergent views can only be realized when there is a free flow of information.
Some underlying factors that lead to poor communication among cross-functional team members include the following:
· Lack of appreciation of the contributions of other departments, divisions, or units as represented by the team member from that area of the institution.

· Plain old-fashioned turf battles. Some individuals play out their competitive games on the field provided by the cross-functional team.  Depending on how they approach a turf battle, some members may work behind the scenes to create a dynamic that suits their own agenda or one that represents the area of the institution which they represent.
· Different jargon or terminology and lack of agreement on common definitions. 
· Different work orientations.  Depending on where a team member spends most of their professional time and energy, they may come to the cross-functional team with a disposition that has been shaped by their work environment.  It’s important to remember that each department or division develops it own work style, which may clash with other styles from other functions within a cross-functional team setting.
· Different degrees of interest in the team’s outcome. Some cross-functional team members are simply more interested in the team’s purpose and may have more to gain from a successful outcome.

· Mistaken goals.  Some team members mistakenly see harmony as the goal of cross-functional teamwork.  As a result, they are afraid to express a contrary point of view for fear that it will destroy the positive feelings among team members. This can result is a false sense of the need to build unanimous consensus and therefore a less than satisfactory outcome.
While these factors explain some reasons for lack of trust and poor communication on cross-functional teams, they do not excuse it.  Members of cross-functional teams are there because they have something to contribute to the greater good of the entire process simplification effort. They must be allowed by the group and the leader of the process simplification effort to share their ideas, information, and opinions without restrictions. 
Creating an Effective Team
The process of creating an effective team can be a daunting task for someone not used to dealing with the human dynamics of teamwork.  The following tips provide an outline for building teams.
Start with Your Ability to Relate:


One of the most important aspects of leading a team is understanding the importance of relating to each of the member’s as individuals.  Recognizing that individual members of a team bring different perspectives, skills, opinions, and ideas is important.  Leaders of process simplification work can begin by simply focusing energy on relating to the unique qualifications of each member of the team – and expressing that openly to the group as it forms. 

Lead with a Sense of Authenticy:


Effective leaders are those who present themselves as authentic with an openness that is characterized by being genuine.  As a leader, you do not need complex interaction formulas to create an effective team.  In fact, you do not have to be easy-going, well-educated, hard-nosed, or even especially experienced to build a team.  In other words, it’s more important to simply be yourself.  You can be effective with people using common sense and a few fundamental principles.

Vision:

Vision means being able to excite the team with large, desired outcomes.  As a leader your vision for the outcome of the process simplification work is essential to helping members of your team achieve results.

The first step in creating a sense of vision is to project such a goal and articulate it to the team. This goal must contain challenge, appeal to personal achievement, a sense of contributing to something larger than one’s self, and it must also provide an opportunity to make a difference.

As a process simplification leader it will be essential for you to position the goal by picturing success.  Initial questions for members of your team might be:

· What will it look like when we get there?

· What will success be like, feel like?

· How will others know that we have arrived?

Commitment:


Some members of a team may assume, for example, that commitment means long hours of work well beyond what is normally expected of others.  To some it may mean increased productivity and a sense or drive for project success.  Generally speaking, when expectations are defined, success rates soar.  When leaders assume that everyone "should" be committed, as a matter of course, we overlook the difficulties many have with certain commitments.

If people cannot initially commit, it doesn't mean they don't care.  More often, it means they do care, and they are caught up in a process of doubt. This process precedes every meaningful commitment.  Effective leaders catalyze this process, so that team members can pass through this stage efficiently on their way to genuine commitment and innovative strategies.

This pre-commitment process is the same for team leaders and members.  When we ponder a new commitment, we climb up to a kind of mental diving board.  Commitments contain unknowns, and some warn of possible failure.  It is common for people to neither jump nor climb back down the "ladder," but rather to stay stuck at the end of the board, immobilized in pros, cons, obstacles, and worries.  In this state of mind, the obstacles begin to rule, obscuring the vision, and often times blunting motivation and creativity.

When leaders do not understand the commitment process they tend to seek accountability without providing support.  Without a means to process doubts and fears, people often feel pressured to commit, but can't.  The solution to this problem is two fold: establish an atmosphere of trust, and within that atmosphere encourage inclusion.

Trust:

Trust is the antidote to the fears and risks that can block meaningful commitment. Trust means confidence in team leadership and vision as well as direction.  When trust prevails, team members are more willing to go through a difficult process, supported through ups and downs, as well as the ability to deal effectively with risk and potential loss or failure. 

Trust is most efficiently established when leadership commits to a vision first, followed by the fact that everyone knows those commitments are genuine.  The process for leaders to commit is the same as for everyone else: assess pre-commitment doubts, questions, unknowns and fears.  This involves three simple steps: 

· List the unknowns.

· Research the unknowns.
· Assess worst case scenarios and their survivability.


The list of unknowns reveals some answers and further questions for the team.  Some of these questions lend themselves to research (others' experience, a small pilot plan), and some have no apparent answers.  Every major commitment contains some risk as well as some lingering unknowns.


Having explored worst case scenarios to the process simplification effort, the team as well as the leader now understands the potential loss and gain involved in the new vision. At this point, leadership can commit itself, and prepare to include other team members. That preparation must include a plan for leadership to share visibly both risk and reward with the other team members who will be coming on board.

With leadership's commitment to a clear vision, and a genuine plan to share risks and rewards, the atmosphere for trust is in place.  From this point forward, you are now ready to include others in the process simplification team effort.

Inclusion:

Inclusion is essential to ensure that the project has all voices represented at the table.  This means getting others to commit to the team effort and helping others through their "diving board doubts" to genuine commitment to the task at hand.  The best setting to obtain buy-in and build trust is in small groups that facilitate thorough “give and take”. The basic tasks are to communicate the vision, make sure it is understood, communicate leadership's commitment (including sharing risk and reward, and how), and elicit and address peoples' doubts.  Inclusion means allowing others to voice their concerns as well as a leader’s ability to elicit response or inquiry through non-invasive approach.

Help Exchange:

The final step in creating the team is to establish a corroborative, balanced strategy for reaching the committed vision.  This plan will consist of all of the tasks and help exchange necessary to realize the overall vision.  If well formed your team is in the best position to supply this information.  Since by this time you have laid the groundwork for trust, and established good buy-in, your team is likely to be enthusiastically cooperative.

At this point, the leadership role is to catalyze consensus, not to issue orders.  Consensus means that team members agree to a particular approach.  Consensus occurs easily when most feel their ideas were heard and considered.  Obtaining consensus again requires use of leadership communication skills such as non-assumptive questions, good listening, and directed response.

Effective teams often produce lively discussions of divergent viewpoints before reaching consensus.  Diverse views can mean unresolved argument, or they can mean increased team growth and ultimate consensus.
In summary then here are some general guidelines for building an effective team:

Open Communication . . . 
· Creates and maintains a climate of trust and open, honest communication. 

· Allows team members to talk openly with one another. 

· Promotes the exchange of feedback. 

· Provide team members to work through misunderstandings and conflicts.
Commitment to a Common Purpose and Performance Goals . . . 
· Keeps the purpose in the forefront of decision making and evaluations of team practices. 

· Helps one another maintain the focus. 

Shared Responsibility . . . 
· Allows team members to feel equally responsible for the performance of the team and its outcome. 

· Permits individuals to have primary roles for completing team tasks and remain flexible to do what is necessary to accomplish the team’s goals and tasks.
Use of Resources and Talents . . . 
· Utilizes the resources and talents of all the group members. 

· Makes good use of the team’s creative talent by openly sharing skills and knowledge, and encourages learning from one another. 

Capacity for Self-Evaluation . . . 
· Allows teams to stop and look at how well they are doing and what, if anything may be hindering their performance and communication. 

Participative Leadership…
· Provides opportunities for team members to participate in decision making. 

· Allows team members to help set goals and develop strategies for achieving these goals. 

· Allows team members to help identify tasks and decide how to approach and evaluate them. 

Characteristics of Effective Team Members
Essential to the process of forming and leading a team is the ability to assess how effective the team functions both as a group and as individuals.  Effective teams will often display the following when functioning well:

· Team members are supportive to achieve the results. 

· Team members avoid "winning" or looking good at the expense of others. 

· Team members keep the goal and the mission in mind. 

· Team members are open to the ideas of others. 

· Team members share information and ideas. 

· Team members support the contribution of others.
In addition, teams generally are generally performing at their best when the following can be observed:

Ability to contribute ideas and solutions 

· The willingness of all team members to draw on their own expertise and experience to contribute ideas and solutions is what makes an effective team. Team members should feel comfortable enough in the team setting to express themselves and know that their ideas have value.  Creative input from a variety of member perspectives is the basis of effective problem solving.  Team norms must encourage contributions, not inhibit them.

Recognize and respect differences in others 

· Creative, effective teams bring together individuals with widely divergent skills and backgrounds who must work closely together to execute the tasks assigned to them.  This can only be accomplished in an atmosphere of mutual respect and willingness to listen.  As the leader, you may not always agree with the ideas other team members bring to a discussion, but you should always be willing to listen without prejudice and contribute positively to the problem-solving process.
Value the ideas and contributions of others
· A willingness to respect ideas and opinions that differ from your own is the cornerstone of positive and interactive teamwork.  Input from every member of the groups should be carefully weighed and evaluated, never disparaged. 
Ability to listen and share information 

· Really listening to what other team members have to say is one of the most vital skills you can contribute to a productive team atmosphere.  You should always be willing to give an attentive ear to the views of other team members and expect them to do the same for you. 
Ask questions and get clarification 

· If an idea isn't clear to you, it is your responsibility to the team to ask questions until the matter is clarified.  The field of education often has a language all their own; asking questions to cut through the jargon will benefit all participants. 
Participate fully and keep your commitments 

· To fully participate, you have to contribute ideas, challenge conventional ways of doing things, ask questions, and complete the tasks assigned to you in a timely and professional manner.  These are your responsibilities. Without the enthusiastic participation of all its members, a group is just a collection of individuals.  The unique skills and viewpoints you bring to the team are crucial to the successful completion of tasks.
Team Climate Survey
Take the following team climate survey, to see where your process simplification team stands firm as a group.
	Purpose
	Do members share a sense of why the team exists and are invested in accomplishing the mission? 

In a successful team: Members proudly share a sense of why the team exists and are invested in accomplishing its mission and goals.

	Priorities
	Do members know what needs to be done next, by whom, and by when to achieve team goals? 

In a successful team: Members know what needs to be done next, by whom, and by when to achieve team goals.

	Roles
	Do members know their roles in getting tasks done and when to allow a more skillful member to do a contain task? 

Members know their roles in getting tasks done and when to allow more skillful members to do a certain task.

	Decisions
	Are authority and decision-making lines clearly understood? 

In a successful team: Authority and decision-making lines are clearly understood.

	Conflict
	Is conflict dealt with openly and considered important to decision-making and personal growth? 

In a successful team: Conflict is dealt with openly and is considered important to decision-making and personal growth.

	Personal Traits
	Do members feel their unique personalities are appreciated and well utilized? 

In a successful team: Members feel their unique personalities are appreciated and well utilized.

	Norms
	Are group norms set for working together and are they seen as standards for everyone in the group? 

In a successful team: Group norms for working together are set and seen as standards for every one in the groups.

	Effectiveness
	Do members find team meetings efficient and productive and look forward to this time together? 

In a successful team: Members find team meetings efficient and productive and look forward to this time together.

	Success
	Do members clearly know when the team has met with success and share in this equally and proudly? 

In a successful team: Members know clearly when the team has met with success and share in this equally and proudly.

	Training
	Are opportunities for feedback and updating skills provided and taken advantage of by team members? 

In a successful team: Opportunities for feedback and updating skills are provided and taken advantage of by team members.


The Five Dysfunctions of a Team
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