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Introduction

Effective teamwork is a cornerstone of organisational success. Research consistently shows that teams which work cohesively are more likely to innovate, boost productivity, and achieve their goals more efficiently than teams that fail to prioritise collaboration (West, 2012). In today’s fast-paced and competitive environments, understanding how teams function and how to overcome challenges is crucial for sustained success.

My experiences as a student working in various teams have highlighted the importance of understanding team dynamics and navigating the challenges that naturally arise during group work. These experiences have not only helped me appreciate the strengths that individuals bring to a team but also revealed how miscommunication or conflicting approaches can hinder progress.

This report reflects on my personal experiences of working in teams, linking these to key theoretical frameworks such as Belbin’s Team Roles, Tuckman’s Stages of Team Development, and the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict-Handling Model. By exploring these theories in the context of real-life teamwork, I aim to analyse how they have deepened my understanding of effective collaboration and how they can be applied to enhance team performance in professional settings. Through this reflection, I hope to offer insights that can benefit both individuals and organisations in fostering stronger, more productive teams.





























Theoretical Framework

Three key models provide a useful foundation for understanding how teams work and how to improve their performance: Belbin’s Team Roles, Tuckman’s Stages of Team Development, and the Thomas-Kilmann Conflict-Handling Model. These frameworks offer practical insights into how people interact within teams, how teams develop over time, and how conflicts can be managed constructively.

Belbin’s model focuses on nine roles that individuals naturally take on in teams. It helps teams allocate tasks more effectively and avoid duplication of efforts (Belbin, 2010). Tuckman’s framework breaks team development into five stages, showing how teamwork evolves from the initial formation of a group to its eventual conclusion (Tuckman, 1965). The Thomas-Kilmann model highlights different approaches to resolving conflict, recognising that disagreements are an unavoidable part of teamwork (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974).

These models have been incredibly helpful in understanding the successes and challenges I experienced while working in a team. 

Team Roles: Belbin’s Model

Belbin’s Team Roles model identifies nine key roles that people tend to take on when working in teams: Plant, Resource Investigator, Coordinator, Shaper, Monitor Evaluator, Teamworker, Implementer, Completer Finisher, and Specialist (Belbin, 2010). Each role brings its own strengths to the team, but there are also potential downsides. A well-balanced team, made up of individuals who collectively cover these roles, is more likely to succeed because it can make the most of different skills while addressing weaknesses.

In one particular project, I naturally found myself taking on the role of the Coordinator. I focused on clarifying our objectives, aligning everyone’s efforts, and making sure we stayed on track. This role played to my strengths in organising tasks and thinking strategically. However, it also highlighted an area for improvement—I sometimes delegated tasks too much, which meant I wasn’t always as hands-on with the work as I could have been.

On the other hand, one of my teammates thrived as a Plant. They were incredibly creative and came up with innovative ideas that helped us tackle some tricky challenges. However, like many who take on the Plant role, they sometimes struggled to meet deadlines. This led to occasional friction within the team, as others had to adjust their work to keep things moving forward.

These dynamics reflect Belbin’s idea that teams work best when they have a mix of roles. A balanced team can draw on its members’ diverse strengths while managing any weaknesses (Belbin, 2010). For example, while the Plant’s creativity helped spark great ideas, the Coordinator role helped ensure those ideas were turned into actionable steps.

Many organisations use Belbin’s model to build stronger teams. Research by Partington and Harris (1999) showed that engineering teams were more successful when team roles were carefully balanced. This finding highlights the importance of role diversity in achieving better results.

From my own experience, understanding the different roles in a team was incredibly useful. It helped us allocate tasks in a way that made the most of each person’s strengths. At the same time, we were able to address weaknesses, such as helping the Plant manage their time better. This approach allowed us to work more smoothly and ultimately deliver a better result as a team.



Stages of Team Development: Tuckman’s Model

Tuckman’s model provides a framework for understanding the evolution of team dynamics through five key stages: forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning (Tuckman, 1965). Each stage presents its own set of challenges and opportunities for growth, guiding a team from initial formation to completion.

Forming
In the forming stage, our team focused on understanding the project’s scope while beginning to establish trust and rapport. Although enthusiasm was high, communication tended to be cautious and tentative. This aligns with Tuckman’s observation that teams in this phase often avoid conflict and operate on polite interactions (Tuckman, 1965). To lay a strong foundation, we prioritised setting clear objectives and aligning on expectations. This approach reflects Wheelan’s (2016) emphasis on the importance of early goal-setting to prevent misunderstandings later in the project.

Storming
  The storming stage brought inevitable conflicts as differing work styles clashed, such as one teammate’s preference for strict deadlines versus others favouring flexibility. This reflects Tuckman’s view of role-related friction (Tuckman, 1965). Applying the Thomas-Kilmann model, I facilitated open discussions and encouraged compromise, helping the team navigate this phase effectively


Norming and Performing
As we progressed into the norming stage, mutual respect and clearer lines of communication began to emerge. Roles were more clearly defined, and responsibilities were distributed effectively. This cohesion allowed the team to transition smoothly into the performing phase, where collaboration was at its peak. Tuckman’s model emphasises that teams can only reach this high level of performance after working through earlier challenges (Tuckman, 1965). For our team, this was evident in the quality of our output and the efficiency with which we worked together.

Adjourning
Finally, the adjourning stage marked the conclusion of our project. This phase provided an opportunity to reflect on our achievements and discuss areas for improvement. Closure was an important aspect of this stage, helping the team feel a sense of accomplishment while also gaining valuable insights for future collaborations. Tuckman’s later work, in collaboration with Jensen (1977), highlights the importance of this final stage in bringing closure and reinforcing a team’s shared sense of purpose.

By recognising and adapting to the challenges of each stage, we were able to grow as a team and deliver strong results. Tuckman’s model proved invaluable in understanding how team dynamics evolve and how best to navigate these transitions.


Managing Conflict in the Workplace: The Thomas-Kilmann Model

Conflict is a natural part of teamwork, making it essential to manage effectively. The Thomas-Kilmann model outlines five distinct styles for handling conflict: competing, collaborating, compromising, avoiding, and accommodating (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974). Each style is suited to particular situations, depending on the goals and dynamics of the team.

In my team, conflicts often arose around task prioritisation. For instance, one team member tended to adopt a competing style, focusing on efficiency and sticking firmly to their own priorities. Meanwhile, others leaned towards an accommodating style, prioritising harmony within the group. These contrasting approaches initially caused delays and frustration. However, they also provided valuable opportunities for growth. Research by Rahim (2011) highlights that understanding different conflict styles can improve team cohesion by encouraging a more strategic approach to resolving disputes.

Through trial and error, we found that adopting the collaborating style worked best for our team. For example, during a disagreement over resource allocation, I organised a brainstorming session where everyone could share their views and priorities. This session helped us integrate competing ideas into a solution that worked for everyone. This approach reflects Thomas and Kilmann’s argument that collaboration creates outcomes where all parties feel heard and valued, leading to stronger relationships and better results (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974).

Organisations like Google also champion collaboration as part of their approach to conflict resolution. According to Edmondson (2018), Google has incorporated collaboration into its training programmes, helping teams resolve disputes constructively while strengthening their working relationships.


Conclusion

This report highlights the value of applying theoretical models to better understand and improve team dynamics. Belbin’s Team Roles framework provided clarity on individual strengths and helped us allocate tasks more effectively. Tuckman’s model of team development underscored the importance of working through challenges to reach a high level of performance. Finally, the Thomas-Kilmann model showed how choosing the right conflict resolution style can maintain positive and productive team dynamics.

Reflecting on my own experiences, I’ve realised just how crucial teamwork is for achieving organisational success. To build high-performing teams, I recommend organisations focus on three key areas: ensuring a diversity of roles within teams, investing in training to support team development, and fostering a collaborative culture. These steps will help teams stay adaptable, cohesive, and productive, even when facing challenges.
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