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Organizations depend on groups and teams to solve problems, coordinate specialized work, generate
ideas, and deliver results that would be difficult for one person to achieve alone. The terms “group”
and “team” are often used interchangeably, but they describe different levels of interdependence. A
group can consist of people who share information or a common setting while remaining primarily
responsible for individual outputs. A team requires stronger coordination because members depend
on one another to produce a collective result.

Managing teams therefore involves more than selecting capable individuals. Managers have to clarify
purpose, define roles, create workable norms, coordinate expertise, handle conflict, support
psychological safety, evaluate performance, and adapt leadership to the maturity and diversity of the
group. Poorly managed teams can create delay, conformity, social loafing, conflict, and duplicated
effort. Well-designed teams can integrate knowledge, improve problem solving, and create stronger
commitment than isolated individual work (Kozlowski & Ilgen, 2006) (Edmondson, A, 1999).

Groups and Teams
A work group usually shares information and coordinates activities while individual accountability
remains dominant. A sales department, for example, may meet regularly and exchange market
information, yet each salesperson can still be evaluated mainly on individual accounts. A team
becomes more interdependent when one member’s output is required for another member to
succeed. Product-development teams, surgical teams, project teams, and emergency-response teams
illustrate this stronger dependence.

This distinction matters because management systems should match the work. Calling a set of
individually evaluated employees a “team” does not create collaboration. If rewards, information,
schedules, and authority remain entirely individual, employees may have little reason to coordinate.
Conversely, forcing collective accountability onto work that is mostly independent can create
frustration because high performers become responsible for outcomes they cannot control.

Groups can provide several advantages. They combine knowledge, allow tasks to be divided, create
social support, and improve the chance that problems will be noticed from several perspectives.
Discussion can also increase acceptance of a decision because people understand how it was
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reached.

Groups also create risks. Social loafing occurs when individual effort becomes less visible.
Coordination costs increase as more people must communicate. Strong cohesion can discourage
dissent, while status differences can cause some members to dominate. Meetings may create the
appearance of collaboration while consuming time without improving decisions.

Groupthink is one of the best-known risks. Irving Janis used the term to describe situations in which
highly cohesive groups seek agreement so strongly that they suppress disagreement and fail to
evaluate alternatives critically (Janis, 1982). Groupthink should not be confused with teamwork.
Effective teams need cohesion, but they also need permission to challenge assumptions and raise
uncomfortable evidence.

“Teamthink” is sometimes used informally to describe the opposite condition: constructive collective
thinking in which members build on one another’s ideas while preserving critical judgment. Although
the term is less established in research than groupthink, the underlying management principle is
useful. Strong teams create both belonging and disagreement, consistent with modern teamwork
research emphasizing shared goals, coordination, communication, and adaptive performance (Salas
et al., 2018). Members should feel committed to the group without believing loyalty requires silence.

Team Development
Bruce Tuckman’s model of forming, storming, norming, and performing remains a useful way to think
about team development, provided it is not treated as a rigid sequence. Teams can return to earlier
issues when membership, leadership, deadlines, or goals change. Development is therefore cyclical
rather than perfectly linear (Tuckman, 1965).

During forming, members are learning the task, one another, and the expectations of the
organization. Uncertainty is high, and people may behave cautiously. Managers can help by clarifying
purpose, roles, decision rights, deadlines, and communication methods instead of assuming the group
will discover these arrangements automatically.

Storming appears when differences become visible. Members may disagree about priorities, methods,
status, workload, or authority. Conflict at this stage is not necessarily evidence of failure. A team that
never disagrees may simply be avoiding difficult issues. The management challenge is to keep
conflict focused on ideas and responsibilities rather than allowing it to become personal hostility.

During norming, the team develops shared expectations about communication, meeting behavior,
work quality, deadlines, and mutual support. Norms can be productive or harmful. A team can
normalize careful preparation and candid feedback, but it can also normalize lateness, silence,
overwork, or avoidance. Managers should therefore pay attention to actual behavior rather than
assuming any stable norm is desirable.
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Performing occurs when members can coordinate with less supervision because roles, relationships,
and processes are established. High-performing teams do not eliminate leadership; leadership
becomes more distributed. Members can solve routine coordination problems themselves and
escalate only what requires broader authority.

Teams also need a deliberate ending. Project groups may disband after delivery, while permanent
teams lose and gain members over time. Debriefing, documentation, recognition, and handover help
preserve knowledge. Without closure, lessons can disappear when the team changes.

Culture and Leadership
Organizational culture shapes what teams believe is safe and rewarded. Formal values may
emphasize collaboration, but employees learn culture through what leaders actually recognize,
punish, tolerate, and resource. If senior managers reward individual competition while asking for
teamwork, the reward system usually has more influence than the slogan.

Culture can strengthen commitment by creating shared identity and expectations. It can also become
restrictive when “fit” is used to favor people who resemble existing employees. A useful culture
should establish standards for integrity, performance, and respect without requiring everyone to think
or behave identically.

Leadership style should vary with the task and team rather than remain fixed. Directive leadership
can be useful during urgent situations, new-team formation, or highly regulated work where roles
must be explicit. Participative leadership is valuable when members possess relevant expertise and
decisions benefit from discussion. Delegating authority is appropriate when capability and clarity are
high.

Transformational leadership can help teams connect immediate work with a larger purpose, while
transactional leadership clarifies expectations, rewards, and consequences. These approaches are not
mutually exclusive. A manager may inspire commitment to a project while also setting concrete
milestones and holding people accountable.

Psychological safety is especially important. Edmondson (1999) describes it as a shared belief that a
team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking. In psychologically safe teams, people are more willing to
admit mistakes, ask questions, challenge assumptions, and report problems. Safety does not mean
low standards or endless agreement. It means that speaking honestly about the work will not lead
automatically to humiliation or retaliation.

Leaders influence psychological safety through response patterns. If a manager punishes the first
person who reports a mistake, later problems may remain hidden. If every disagreement is treated as
disloyalty, members learn to remain silent. By contrast, leaders who ask questions, acknowledge
uncertainty, and separate error reporting from blame create better conditions for learning.
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Diversity and Conflict
Multicultural and multidisciplinary teams can produce stronger decisions because members bring
different knowledge, networks, languages, and assumptions. Diversity does not automatically improve
performance, however. Differences create value only when the team can integrate them. Otherwise,
diversity may increase misunderstanding, subgroup formation, or exclusion.

Cultural differences can affect communication style, attitudes toward hierarchy, directness, time,
conflict, and decision making. Managers should avoid reducing these differences to national
stereotypes. Two people from the same country can have very different professional and personal
preferences. The appropriate approach is curiosity and clarification rather than prediction based on
identity.

Language differences also deserve attention. Employees working in a second language may need
more time to formulate complex ideas and may be interrupted more easily in fast meetings. Written
agendas, pre-reading, structured turn-taking, and follow-up notes can improve participation without
lowering standards.

Conflict should be separated into task, process, and relationship conflict. Task conflict concerns ideas
or substantive choices and can improve decisions when managed constructively. Process conflict
concerns who should do what and how work should be coordinated. Relationship conflict involves
personal tension and is more likely to damage trust.

A manager should not try to eliminate all conflict. The goal is to prevent disagreements about the
work from becoming attacks on people. Clear meeting rules, evidence-based discussion, direct
conversation, and defined decision authority help teams disagree productively.

Team Problem Management Response

Unclear roles Define responsibilities, decision rights, and handoffs

Dominant voices Use structured participation and written input

Social loafing Make contributions visible and assign clear ownership

Groupthink Invite dissent, alternatives, and independent review

Relationship conflict Address behavior early and refocus on task standards
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Team Problem Management Response

Cultural misunderstanding Clarify expectations rather than relying on stereotypes

Performance and Learning
Team performance should be measured at both collective and individual levels. Collective measures
are appropriate when results genuinely depend on joint effort, while individual accountability prevents
contribution from disappearing inside the group. The weighting should reflect how the work is actually
structured.

Goals should be specific enough to guide action but should not become the only thing the team
values. If a customer-service team is measured only on call duration, it may end conversations quickly
without solving problems. If a project team is measured only on speed, quality may deteriorate.
Balanced measures reduce the risk of optimizing one number at the expense of the real objective.

Feedback should occur during the work rather than only at the end. Short reviews can identify delays,
coordination problems, changing assumptions, and workload imbalances before they become major
failures. Teams also benefit from after-action reviews that ask what was expected, what actually
happened, why the difference occurred, and what should change next time.

Technology can support collaboration through shared documents, messaging, video meetings,
workflow systems, and dashboards, but tools do not solve unclear roles or weak trust. Remote and
hybrid teams require more explicit communication because informal cues are reduced. Managers may
need to document decisions, rotate meeting times, and create intentional opportunities for
relationship building.

Managing teams and groups is therefore a design problem as much as a leadership problem. Effective
teams need meaningful interdependence, clear purpose, suitable roles, constructive norms,
psychological safety, manageable conflict, and performance measures that reflect the work. Leaders
cannot create high performance by demanding “teamwork” in the abstract. They create the
conditions in which cooperation becomes rational, safe, and useful.
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