Effective Team-working and Communication

Dr. Meredith Belbin, Bruce Tuckman, and Kenneth Thomas & Ralph Kilmann have all proposed different yet complementary theories that aim to improve team dynamics in the workplace. Their frameworks – Belbin's team roles, Tuckman's stages of group development, and Thomas-Kilmann's conflict management modes – have significant implications for how we perceive and interact within teams (Katzenbach and Smith, 1993).

Belbin (1981) proposed that high-performance teams have a balanced representation of nine key roles, each offering a unique set of strengths and weaknesses. These roles include plant, resource investigator, coordinator, shaper, monitor evaluator, team worker, implementer, completer finisher, and specialist (Belbin, 1981). A 'Monitor Evaluator' is analytical, discerning, and capable of making sound judgments, but may lack the ability to inspire others. On the other hand, a 'Shaper' is a dynamic, outgoing, and highly driven role, providing the necessary drive to motivate the team towards shared objectives, but can be argumentative and may offend others (Belbin, 2012).

Bruce Tuckman proposed in 1965 four stages of team development: forming, storming, norming, and performing. Teams initially 'form' and establish relationships. They then 'storm' as differing views cause conflict. As team’s 'norm' they establish norms, roles, and expectations. Finally, they 'perform' effectively towards common goals (Tuckman, 1965).

Thomas-Kilmann (1974) introduced five styles of managing conflicts: competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating. Each style is effective in different scenarios, and successful conflict resolution depends on individuals' ability to use the appropriate style at the right time (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974).
To illustrate these theories in practice, let's reflect on my experience as an area sales manager for a leading herbal medicine company. At the time, I wasn't aware of Belbin's theory, but after completing the questionnaire I realized that my strengths were aligned with those of a Monitor Evaluator and a Shaper.
As a Monitor Evaluator, I brought critical thinking to the team. I was good at analyzing the data from the sales reports and evaluating the strategies. However, this analytical approach sometimes caused the team to be hesitant in taking action, as I often raised multiple perspectives and potential pitfalls.

On the other hand, my Shaper attributes came to the forefront when the team needed direction and drive. I took charge, set challenging targets, fostered collaboration and pushed the team to overcome obstacles. This provided the team with the much-needed energy, but at times, my impatience resulted in added pressure and the team’s morale to wear down.

One of the challenges was that the team initially lacked cohesion and direction. I realized that while my Monitor Evaluator role was essential in analyzing strategies, it was equally important to drive the team towards a common goal. This is where my Shaper role became vital. By setting clear objectives and being decisive, I managed to rally the team.

In summary, by retrospectively applying Belbin's team roles, I now realize how understanding and dynamically adopting different roles based on the situation can lead to more effective team management. This insight is invaluable and something that I will consciously apply in future roles.
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