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Teamwork Essential:

Developing a Team Contract
Throughout your professional career, you will be asked to organize, manage, and participate in various groups, committees, and teams.  Often as not, these teams will be formed around temporary issues so that a group will come together, produce a report or decision, and be disbanded.  Your satisfaction with these teams or task forces will be a function of the group’s ability to accomplish multiple goals in terms of creating an appropriate structure, being efficient, meeting member needs, keeping the politics manageable, and conducting appropriate symbolic events.  The successful team is organized in a way that meets all of these ends for all members.

Teams are essential in organizational environments.  Clearly, only a few teams turn out to be great and many are disasters.  Most teams simply never become high performing teams.  Why do we find this team performance variance?  Currently in North American organizations, few teams take the time necessary to develop a team contract.  Each person assumes that all members collectively know exactly what needs to be done, how, when, and by whom it will be accomplished, who will report out, and that their team processes will be infallible.  Unfortunately each person takes away their own perception from the initial team sessions and assumes (incorrectly) that other members share their individual viewpoint.  As a result, the teams suffer down the road.  Such teams may subsequently spend hours and hours trying to resolve their individual perceptual differences while concurrently attempting to work on a task.  The extra team “process work” crunches the task timelines, escalates the task pressure, and then a contract becomes a luxury which members feel they can not afford.  In short, their lack of preliminary work throws away a potential competitive advantage of teamwork.

The problem to us as managers and participants in organizations is how to get to the positive outcomes from all teams of which we are a part.  An efficient / effective step is through negotiation of a team contract in advance of a task or project.  A team contract entails developing a written agreement to formalize how a team intends to organize and manage its processes and tasks.  Although teams vary in purpose, what follows are some general guidelines which can be adapted to a wide variety of situations.  For example, among other support mechanisms, every group needs a task-timeline, a sense of priorities, a set of norms and roles, some methods for managing information, strategies for reporting to external stakeholders, and a reward system.  The pages which follow are drawn from current professional materials in the area of team development and will help provide an appropriate structure for creating a team contract.  The bottom line is that if you can reach collective agreement around important team process issues in the beginning of your team’s life, you can increase the overall efficiency and effectiveness of the collective effort.

Contrary to common opinions, investing non-task time in negotiating a team contract can payoff by:

1. Helping teams plan activities.  Teams that plan together tend to get better outcomes.  Planning results in a collective vision of where the team is going.

2. Helping teams understand the organizational context in which they operate.  This provides a sense of reality through an assessment of resources and constraints.

3. Developing a written team agreement makes individual viewpoints public.  The document serves as a platform for public leverage, reinforcement, and renegotiation.

4. Providing an opportunity for team building.  The exercise itself is an excellent team development activity.  The process will help people get to know each other, their styles, and their preferences.  

The following pages include steps for negotiating a number of "up front" issues in a team contract. The advantage is that if you negotiate and can get “buy-in” to team processes at the beginning of the process, then when the team settles down to real work, there are fewer disruptions, fights, conflicts, hurt feelings, and unfulfilled needs.  The contract should be negotiated and signed by all to indicate commitment to the success of the team or group.  But remember, things change.  You should allow that the contract can be up for re-negotiation and modification as conditions change.

The Team Contracting Process

The process of creating a team contract requires lots of dialogue and discussion, and some documentation.  The materials that follow will guide you through a team contracting process.  Please use these ideas as thought-starters, then write out your agreements as you develop your contract.

Once done, your team charter can become the basis for effective work together.  In reality, it is just a starting point.  It will need to be reviewed and adjusted as circumstances change.

#1  Preliminary information exchange
This step develops the basic background information that will allow a group to function.  You should share the following information with each other at your first meeting.


Representative information in this section includes:

· Member names, cell-phone numbers, & e-mail addresses

· Current schedule (e.g., classes, work, athletics, personal/family commitments)

· Special commitments requiring extra time that may interfere with accomplishing team tasks (e.g., brother’s wedding, out-of-town tournament)

· Relevant work experience (e.g. training, writing policy manuals, supervising others)

· Special skills (e.g., presentation graphics), resources (e.g., access to certain software), and weaknesses (e.g., fear of public speaking)

· General goals with respect to the Business Design Competition (BDC)
#2  Guiding Principles

Guiding principles are a general code of conduct that you establish together.  These principles are typically descriptions of behaviors and attitudes you feel members should respect and live by for the group to be successful.  They become the basis of agreements for handling more specific issues such as conflict, dealing with non-performance, distributing rewards, etc.  Each member should be willing to make a pledge to abide by these guiding principles by the time you finish your discussion.  

Representative information in this section includes:

· We will work on resolving disagreements rather than burying them (discuss “pet peeves” and agree to be aware of behavior related to these annoyances)
· Our overriding concern will be excellence of output and process

· We will look to new ideas for what will work, not what is wrong

· Everyone should feel satisfied with the payoff from our work

· We will speak positively about the team and the organization at every opportunity

· We will help each other be right, not wrong

· We will look for solutions to problems that come up rather than finding fault.

· We want all members to feel good about this group / team process

#3  Preliminary focus on purpose


All groups have a global/general reason or purpose.  To the extent that you can focus on a common purpose, you will enhance your group effectiveness.  At a global level, you should assess your task.


Representative information in this section includes:

· Who are external stakeholders / customers and what are their needs?

· What is the essential purpose of our team?  (A good way to start here is with two-word verb-noun phrases e.g. “produce wine”, “transport people,” or “write papers”).

· What is our ultimate goal (i.e. to learn about marketing, to perform at a high level)?


Now take these central ideas from your discussion of points 2 and 3 and combine them into a “mission statement” of 25 words or less.  This should capture the essence of what the team is about.  

#4  Dividing up the teamwork:  Group Roles 

All groups need a clear division of group labor to be efficient.  Although roles may change frequently during the worklife of the team, deciding ahead of time the responsibilities of each role creates clear expectations among team members.  Role assignments and responsibilities can change, but be sure that all necessary tasks are accounted for in your role descriptions.


Representative information in this section includes:

· How is power to be shared (hierarchical chain of command? equal influence? impact by expertise?  rotating roles of leadership)?

· How should we do role assignments? (rotate? fixed? voluntary? skill-based? random?)

· What roles do we need and what should be the jobs of each?  Here are some examples (you can also use role examples from the Belbin’s Team Roles self assessment):
· What is the job of the project coordinator / chairperson?

· Manage time & delegate work

· Summarize decisions, accomplishments, & responsibilities

· Set assignments and monitor quality

· What should the record keeper do?

· Prepare and distribute agenda at least ___ days prior to meeting

· Distribute minutes within ___ days of meeting

· Describe (in minutes) attendance, location, date, time, meeting highlights and decisions, status of action items, and assignments 

· What is the liaison responsible for?

· Communication with boss / project director and other stakeholders

· Coordination with other teams, groups, or customers.

· Being a PR / political representative for the team or group

· What should the members at large do?

· Prepare for meetings

· Participate in meetings

· Complete assigned action items

· Support the efforts of other team members

· What should the editor / proofreader do?

· Submit concise materials

· Check drafts with members

· Rewrite as directed by the group

· What should the meeting facilitator do?

· Preplan meeting activities

· Surface both process and task barriers

· Focus discussion and insure equal participation

· Focus discussion & generate action items

· What should the meeting host/ess do

· Arrange location and facilities

· Provide refreshments

· What other special roles to we need and how should they conduct themselves

· Devil’s advocate

· Process manager

· Quality control manager

· Information exchange manager

#5  Dividing up the task:  The division of labor

As with group roles, all groups need a clear division of task labor to be efficient.  Here too there may be of changes during the worklife of the team, but supplanting assumptions with team decisions will help insure effective team functioning.  In sum, how should we divide up the task-work?


Representative information in this section includes:

· Criteria:  Should we divide…

· According to expressed strengths and weaknesses?

· According to time or resources available?

· According to personal interests?

· Methods.  Should we…

· Divide the work into equal, measurable units

· Divide the work by action items/deadlines and balance among members

· Divide randomly

· Assign work by personal preference

· Redistribute if initial assignments are inequitable

#6  Developing a Team Work Plan (preparing for semi-finals and finals)
Using the information collected in determining roles, responsibilities and division of labor, develop a detailed plan for accomplishing the team’s objectives (i.e., Business Design Competition). Create a spreadsheet matrix with team member names at the top on the “y” axis, dates on the “x” axis, and fill in the spaces between with task performance and task completion responsibilities.  

Representative information in this section includes:

· Start with the ending deadline and work backward.  What needs to be accomplished when in order to assure a high quality final outcome?  

· Remember to include all tasks needed to complete the project – and enough time to get each task done properly.  Include time for organization, feedback, and evaluation.

· Make the plan as detailed as possible, with information on specific tasks.
· Make the plan flexible so that it can be updated daily if necessary.

· Try appointing a “plan master” responsible for updating the plan as tasks, assignments, roles and deadlines change.

#7  Meeting Management
All too often meetings are unproductive.  Effective meetings require planning, preparation, shared responsibility & cooperation.  Establishing meeting guidelines helps this come together.


Representative information in this section includes:

· Frequency:  How often?  Regular, as needed, emergency?  Location?

· Scheduling:  Common calendar, fixed length

· Attendance:  Mandatory, as needed, notification, allowances for late or missing persons

· Attitude:  Reinforce positive attitudes yet deal constructively with real problems

· Task and social focus:  Stick to topic at hand, brainstorm, allow devil’s advocate

· Communication:  One person at a time talks, everyone has a responsibility to contribute, everyone pays attention, stick to topics at hand.

· Decision making:  Consensus, majority, absent member rights.
· Chairing (see roles above)

· Conflict management:  Negotiate, decide upon power resolution, use 3rd party resolution, confront members who fail to compromise or who compromise too much

#8  Accountability Processes


Frequently persons in teams either mis-understand assignments or simply fail to follow through on what is requested.  A management control system, even a simple one, can help to insure the team gets what it wants.


Representative information in this section includes:

· What documentation do we need to check accountability?

· How often do we need to check up on actions (time span of discretion)?

· Who is responsible for checking whom? (role specific?)

· What project benchmark checkpoints do we need?

· When will we schedule intermediate peer review sessions?

#9  Rewards and punishments


Lots of team member tensions arise over the distribution of rewards as well as punishments for non-compliance with team norms.  A major set of tensions can surface over the final allocation of rewards, unless the team plans for this in advance.  A good way to build a record along the way is to regularly collect member judgments (See attachment A).

Representative information in this section includes:

· How do we connect accountability processes with rewards and punishments?

· How do we allocate final rewards/ownership?

· How do we celebrate team success?

· How do we reward individual initiative and contribution?

· How do we handle non-performance and failure to meet commitments?

· How do we handle behavior which disrupts the functioning of the team?

· How will we process negative internal or external feedback?

· Should members receive equal rewards or equitable rewards?

#10  Follow-Up

Even with well thought out team contracts, it is impossible to plan for all contingencies.  Additional agreements are needed and new problems arise or as individual members face new constraints.  The team contract should be a living contract which you revisit and revise.  In order not to have revisions buried under the crunch of task activities, it is important to schedule revisits in advance.


Representative information in this section includes:

· What will be our schedule for revisiting our contract?

· How does a member call “time out” for important issues which arise which are not covered under the contract?

· What rules will we make for contract revision (majority rule? consensus? leader preference?)?
Attachment A
Sample Performance Assessment Matrix
	Assessment Matrix for week of _______________
	

	Completed by______________  Date _______________
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	Instructions:  Rate each member on each dimension using a 1-5 scale ( 1 = not at all
	

	demonstrated or accomplished to 5 = exemplary performance).  Multiply the rating
	

	by the agreed-upon weights then sum across the rows for each members score.
	
	


