
Teamworks 
Leaders have to consider all the factors—including 
themselves—when selecting the right intervention for 
a management team in trouble. 

DR GAVIN DAGLEY, 2007 

The management team is misfiring. Output is 
adequate, but there is tension between team 
members and a culture of resistance to change. 
Sound familiar? When these problems become 
chronic, leaders often turn to external providers 
for solutions – and they don’t always work. 
These failures usually have more to do with poor 
intervention selection than poor delivery.  

Here’s a case study: Roger was recently 
promoted to regional general manager and was 
briefed on the problems in the team. These 
included general resistance to a new processing 
system, Greg and Mary’s tacit ‘sabotage’, and 
Matthew’s poor interpersonal skills. His initial 
reaction—which is the easiest and most common 
way of understanding team dysfunction—was to 
find a culprit and ‘blame the individual’. “If I can 
just get Matthew to toe the line, then the problem 
will go away.” 

What Roger did not know was that Matthew 
had not been given any input into the new 
system, despite his considerable expertise. With 
that new piece of information Roger realised the 
problem was a leadership issue,—which is the 
second common way of understanding team 
dysfunction - ‘blame the leader’.  

 
“blame the individual … blame the 
leader … blame everyone … blame 
everyone else” 

 
Roger spoke to some of his new peers to 

understand where his predecessor had gone 
wrong. What he found out surprised him: “There 
has been a problem with that team since the 
division was formed,” he was told. “They bicker 
and spar and play power games.” Finally Roger 
had an explanation that made sense. It was a 
systemic problem - the ‘blame everyone’ 
explanation.  

Roger decided a team-building exercise was 
the answer. No sooner had everyone returned to 
work, however, than the same old problems 
returned. This time he talked directly to his team 
members. “We are the most under-resourced 
section of the business,” they said. “We get no 
respect and no cooperation. How are we 
expected to survive in an environment like this?” 
It had started to dawn on Roger that this issue 
might actually be environmental—the ‘blame 
everyone else’ explanation.  

Problems 
What the case illustrates is that chronic team 

dynamics issues are complex. They are also 
stable and self-sustaining – which makes them 
highly resistant to change. To tackle them 
effectively, the manager needs to think beyond 
the personalities, and be able to describe the 
recurring patterns of behaviour, the roles that 
team members automatically revert to, and the 
underlying motivators—individual, team, and 
organisational—that will drive people to support 
or resist change. 

 

Some problem patterns 
1.  lack of common purpose, operating in “silos,” 
        withholding information  
2.  absence of constructive conflict, group-think, 
        over-compliance, over-cohesion  
3.  politicking, avoidance of responsibility, 
        scapegoating, withdrawal 
4.  personal attacks, backstabbing, undermining, 
        sabotage 
5.  overuse of structure and rules, use of political 
        correctness as a weapon 
6.  requirement for consensus, inability to make 
        difficult decisions 

Some diagnostic questions 
1.  What conditions or events act as triggers? 
2.  What roles do people automatically take? 
3.  When did you first notice the pattern?  
4.  What motivations exist for people to change 
        and to resist change?  
5.  How prepared are individuals to look at 
        themselves rather than others as the primary 
        vehicles for change?  
6.  How ready is the leader to engage, and to risk 
        vulnerability and criticism? 
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Due to the power of the role and the decision-
making responsibility, the involvement of the 
leader is critical to any intervention. A leader 
must demonstrate unwavering commitment and 
have a non-defensive style in addressing high-
anxiety and high-emotion topics.  

In deciding how to intervene with team issues, 
it is common, however, for leaders to repeat the 
underlying patterns that fuel the problem. An 
autocratic and task-oriented leader might 
mandate the intervention approach without 
consultation. Equally, a leader who struggles 
with decisions and ‘engaging’, might consult 
endlessly, trying to reach consensus. The 
decision process itself provides useful data about 
the underlying issue. 

Finally, the way in which the word ‘team’ is 
used also gives a good indication of team 
functioning. Sometimes ‘team’ means ‘toe the 
line’ and is used principally as a compliance tool; 
that is, uniformity is preferable to authentic 
engagement. High-functioning teams are able to 
respect both team culture and individual 
expression, despite the tensions it can provoke. 
 

Stages of readiness 
  The transtheoretical model, developed in 1983 
by James Prochaska and Carlo DiClemente, 
provides a useful model for describing the 
relationship between readiness for behavioural 
change and likely intervention success. They 
argued that for change to occur there needs to be 
a good match between the selected interventions 
and the individual’s or group’s stage of change 
readiness. A common error is to propose an 
action-based intervention when the person has 
not yet decided to act.   The stages are: 
Pre-contemplation—“I haven’t even thought 
    about it.” 
Contemplation—“Yes, I’m thinking it might be 
   good to change that.” 
Preparation—“How do I go about making this 
   change?” 
Action—“Yes, I’m actively making changes.” 
Maintenance—preventing relapse. 
 

Approaches 
Intervention approaches can be grouped as 

skills-based, awareness-based and engagement-

based. Most interventions contain elements of at 
least two and often all three of these 
classifications.  

Skills-based programs are relatively brief and 
therefore less expensive. They offer concrete, 
measurable and actionable targets. The greatest 
failing here is when the problem has little to do 
with skills or knowledge, and more to do with 
interpersonal styles, inclination and motivation, 
or leadership and systemic issues. 

Awareness-based interventions are becoming 
increasingly popular as a means of improving 
personal and group dynamics. One common 
approach uses personality-related measures as a 
base for providing personal feedback that is 
delivered on a one-to-one or group basis. These 
programs are particularly effective when 
participants have had little previous exposure to 
self-awareness measures and when the issues 
have not become entrenched. 

Engagement-based approaches are a diverse 
group of interventions including team-building 
exercises, group discussions, individual coaching 
and mediation. What distinguishes these 
interventions is that they require authentic 
engagement with other group members, and, for 
the most part, they deal with ‘live’ issues. The 
more powerful of these interventions can deal 
with difficult and long-standing problems. These 
approaches tend to be longer-term, and their 
‘success’ and the measurability of outcomes 
varies considerably. 

When confronted with long-standing and 
persistent team problems, there is a strong 
temptation to look for a single and simple 
solution. That an issue has managed to maintain 
itself over a long period in the face of multiple 
attempted interventions probably means that 
single, simple solutions will not work.  Thinking 
through the complexity of the problem, and 
matching the intervention to the underlying team 
dynamics will improve your chances of making 
the right next move. 
 
Dr Gavin Dagley is a consulting psychologist 
and former company secretary who practices as 
a researcher and executive coach. In partnership 
with AHRI, he recently completed research 
investigating executive coaching efficacy and 
best practice. gavin.dagley@bigpond.com 
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Categories and dimensions of intervention 
INTERVENTIONS/DIMENSIONS SKILLS-BASED AWARENESS-BASED ENGAGEMENT-BASED 

PERSONAL CHALLENGE 
Educational—least 
personal challenge 

Personally 
revealing—can have 
considerable 
personal challenge 

Requires authentic 
engagement around 
anxiety-producing 
issues—frequently very 
challenging 

TIME REQUIREMENT 
Relatively brief Usually most 

effective with some 
follow-up 

Process-driven—often 
requires engagement 
over a period 

ACTION ORIENTATION 
Concrete outcomes 
with specific targets—
highly actionable 

Largely experiential 
and awareness 
focused – less 
concrete targets 

A range of outcomes 
from very specific 
actions, through to 
largely unmeasurable 
personal change 

MEASUREMENT 
Readily measurable 
due to specificity of 
targeted change 

Experiential 
approach may result 
in less measurable 
results 

Generally more 
difficult to measure in 
the absence of specific 
targets 

DEGREE OF STRUCTURE 
Frequently highly 
structured 

Normally contains 
structured elements 
set in an experiential 
context 

Limited structure with 
focus on engagement of 
participants  

FACILITATOR SKILLS 
Narrow range limited 
to specific educational 
area 

Specific educational 
and limited 
facilitation skills  

Broad range of 
available tools, models 
and interpersonal 
facilitation and 
engagement skills 

EXAMPLES 
Goal-setting, 
communication skills, 
time-management 
skills, coaching skills 

Personality 
measures, 
interpersonal style 
measures, emotional 
intelligence training 

Teambuilding 
exercises, mediation, 
facilitated discussions, 
executive coaching 
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