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I have elected to focus this report on defining the concept of team dynamics within the workplace, but I first sought to differentiate how a team differed from a group. Forsyth 1999 in (Levi, 2015) states that “One common distinction of teams is that they have applied functions and the role of team members are related to their functions”.  It follows then that within this structure, team members are accountable for delivering against their allocated tasks and that an element of co-dependence exists whereby reliance is placed on each member to fulfil their individual remits which could, to a greater or lesser extent, determine whether the team successfully concludes their piece of work.

People, by nature, are complex with differing personalities and motivating factors, which, combined with their individual knowledge, skills and experience shape and influence team interactions and outcomes.  Team leaders would, therefore, need to be aware of the psychological forces at play within their team and develop the skill of harnessing the unique strengths of each team member and channel these towards the benefit of the wider team, whilst managing the more subtle nuances and less overt behaviours that could negatively impact on the team dynamics and ultimately prevent the team from achieving its goals.

There are popular tried and tested models that leaders can utilise in order to manage the various internal/external factors impacting the behaviour that drives team dynamics as well as the stages through which the team navigates at each point in its journey.  The Tuckman Model devised by Bruce Tuckman in 1965 is a team development model that is widely used today (Horn, 2009) and outlines explicit behaviours that can manifest at each stage from inception through to adjournment of the team which (Horn, 2009) describes as the Mourning phase.  The preceding stages being: Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing.  A savvy leader would seek to expedite the team through the initial stages and reach the point at which they are performing as an effective and efficient unit.

The Belbin Model as outlined in (Taylor & Woodham, 2016) states that effective teams have to cover nine key roles.  These team roles are grouped into three large areas of Doing (ie: Implementer, Shaper, Completer-Finisher), Thinking (ie: Plant, Monitor-Evaluator, Specialist) and Relationhips (Co-ordinator, Teamworker, Resource-Investigator).  (Horn, 2009) recognises that some roles are not necessary in certain teams and that members can take on more than one role.  A further consideration for a team leader is that he/she will experience his/her own strengths and weaknesses at each stage as the team develops (Miller, 2014) and should remain alert to this when engaging in profiling activities to establish the team role mix.

A number of other contributors to the dynamics within a team aren't touched on above but are, nonetheless, instrumental in how a team interacts and evolves, including the nature of the work being undertaken, the ability of team member to demonstrate the interpersonal skills necessary to forge and maintain relationships with all stakeholders and the overall organisational culture and environment in which the team will be operating.  Failure to adopt the interventions and processes utilising the theory and models in place to support team development could have disastrous consequences on desired outcomes.

In today's world of work, political behaviour is commonplace in organisations and whilst there are a number of arguments that suggest that this should be largely ignored or as stated by (Horn, 2009), “be aware of but try to avoid being part of”.  Conversely, (Buchanan & Huczynski, 2017) highlight that power-plays and the negative use of political activity can hamper a group's effectiveness.

Current research supports the importance of engaging with political dynamics within an organisation (and makes the point that to remain on the periphery of political games and posturing results in a loss of influence and power).

One such view is held by (Hill & Lineback, 2011) who make the point that organisations are inherently political entities and it is the diversity of perspective held by individuals within a group, coupled with scarce resources and team inter-dependency that shape individual agenda’s interactions.  The authors make the point that failure to manage resultant conflict and navigate political dynamics in a constructive manner results in powerlessness and the inability to stand up for what is right.  This is a powerful statement and highlights that failure to actively participate in the political arena of an organisation could potentially result in HR professionals having to compromise their position, which could result in decisions being taken that aren’t in the best interests of organisation and its people, which in itself, could give rise to an ethical dilemma.

A further important point that was made during the aforementioned interview with (Hill & Lineback, 2011) was that an inability to forge separate networks with people had a direct impact on one’s ability to influence outcomes and develop through exposure to strategic players within an organisation.  The following quote sums this up in one sentence…..”Who you know determines what you get to do and what you get to do determines what you know”.

In my view, establishing credibility at all levels as a means to develop networks and grow a sphere of influence is an imperative in the world of work today and this has been my experience throughout my working life.  Historically, I was part of a team comprising of a central core of 6 people in various locations across South Africa and we were tasked with co-ordinating and capturing the budget data of the remaining countries on the continent.  This involved working remotely with the majority of stakeholders and senior audit partners within each of the responding countries.  The senior manager leading our team was a results driven individual who didn’t exhibit the interpersonal skills necessary to engage diplomatically with our African counterparts to acquire the data we needed, who, from a cultural perspective, demanded politeness in all interactions.  There were numerous political agenda's within this context.  Our team leader was seeking a promotion and his agenda centred around delivering the completed project timeously.  The African counterparts were largely dissatisfied with the parameters set for the budget and were keen to delay the process whilst they argued this point.  As a result, the information was not forthcoming and we were at risk
of not meeting the deadline which had global implications.  Myself and two contemporaries requested that we take the lead in communicating with the stakeholders directly and were able to leverage off the existing trusted relationships we had developed with members of their team during past interactions to acquire the data and meet the deadline.
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