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Too often, teams are formed merely by gathering some people together and then hoping that those 
people somehow find a way to work together. Teams are most effective when carefully designed. To 
design, develop and support a highly effective team, use the following guidelines: 

1. Set clear goals for the results to be produced by the team. 

The goals should be designed to be “SMART.” This is an acronym for: 

• Specific 
• Measurable 
• Achievable 
• Relevant and 
• Time-bound. 

As much as possible, include input from other members of the organization when designing and 
wording these goals. Goals might be, for example, “to produce a project report that includes a project 
plan, schedule and budget to develop and test a complete employee performance management 
system within the next year.” Write these goals down for eventual communication to and discussion 
with all team members. 

2. Set clear objectives for measuring the ongoing effectiveness of 
the team. 

The objectives, that together achieve the overall goals, should also be designed to be “SMART.” 
Objectives might be, for example, to a) to produce a draft of a project report during the first four 
weeks of team activities, and b) achieve Board-approval of the proposed performance management 
system during the next four weeks. Also, write these objectives down for eventual communication to 
and discussion with all team members. 

3. Define a mechanism for clear and consistent communications 
among team members. 

New leaders often assume that all group members know what the leaders know. Consistent 
communication is the most important trait of a successful group. Without communication, none of the 
other traits can occur. Successful groups even over-communicate, such that: 

• All members regularly receive and understand similar information about the group, for 
example, about the group’s purpose, membership, status and accomplishments. 

• These communications might be delivered through regular newsletters, status reports, 
meetings, emails and collaboration tools. 

4. Define a procedure for members to make decisions and solve 
problems. 
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Successful groups regularly encounter situations where they must make decisions and solve problems 
in a highly effective manner. Too often, the group resorts to extended discussion until members 
become tired and frustrated and eventually just opt for any action at all, or they count on the same 
person who seems to voice the strongest opinions. Instead, successful groups: 

• Document a procedure whereby the group can make decisions and ensure that all members 
are aware of the procedure. 

• The procedure might specify that decisions are made, first by aiming for consensus within a 
certain time frame and if consensus is not achieved, then the group resorts to a majority vote. 

5. Develop staffing procedures (recruiting, training, organizing, 
replacing). 

Too often, group members are asked to join the group and somehow to “chip in.” Unfortunately, that 
approach creates “chips,” rather than valuable group members. Instead, if group members go through 
a somewhat organized, systematic process, then new members often believe that the group is well 
organized and that their role is very valuable in the group. Successful groups: 

• Identify what roles and expertise are needed on the group in order to achieve the group’s 
purpose and plans – they staff according to plans, not personalities. 

• New group members go through a systematic process to join the group – they understand the 
group’s purpose, their role, their next steps and where to get help. 

6. Determine the membership of the group. 

Consider the extent of expertise needed to achieve the goals, including areas of knowledge and skills. 
Include at least one person who has skills in facilitation and meeting management. Attempt to include 
sufficient diversity of values and perspectives to ensure robust ideas and discussion. A critical 
consideration is availability – members should have the time to attend every meeting and perform 
required tasks between meetings. 

7. Determine time frames for starting and terminating the team, 
if applicable. 

Now consider the expertise needed to achieve the goals of the team, and how long it might take to 
recruit and organize those resources. Write these times down for eventual communication to and 
discussion with all team members. 

8. Determine the membership of the team. 

What expertise might the team need to achieve the goals of the group? For example, an official 
authority to gather and allocate resources, or an expert in a certain technology. Always consider if the 
members will have the time and energy to actively participate in the team. 

9. Assign the role of leader – to ensure systems and practices are 
followed. 

The leader focuses on the systems and practices in the team, not on personalities of its members. For 
example, the leader makes sure that all team members: a) are successfully staffed, b) understand the 
purpose of the group and their role in it, c) are active toward meeting that purpose and role, and d) 
utilize procedures for making decisions and solving problems. (Note that the leader does not always 



have to be a strong, charismatic personality – while that type of personality can often be very 
successful at developing teams, it often can create passivity or frustration in other members over 
time, thereby crippling the group.) 

10. Assign role of communicator – communication is the life’s 
blood of teams! 

Communication is the most important trait of a successful team. It cannot be left to chance. Someone 
should be designated to ensure that all members receive regular communications about purpose, 
membership, roles and status. Communications should also be with people outside the team, 
especially those who make decisions or determine if the team is successful or not. 

11. Identify needs for resources (training, materials, supplies, 
etc.). 

Start from analysis of the purpose and goals. What is needed to achieve them? For example, members 
might benefit from a training that provides a brief overview of the typical stages of team development 
and includes packets of materials about the team’s goals, structure and process to make decisions. 
Consider costs, such as trainers, consultants, room rental and office supplies. How will those funds be 
obtained and maintained? 

12. Identify the costs to provide necessary resources for the 
team. 

Consider costs, such as paying employees to attend the meeting, trainers, consultants, room rental 
and office supplies. Develop a budget that itemizes the costs associated with obtaining and supporting 
each of the resources. Get management approval of the budget. 

13. Contact each team member. 

Before the first meeting, invite each potential team member to be a part of the team. First, send him 
or her a memo, and then meet with each person individually. Communicate the goals of the project, 
why the person was selected, the benefit of the goals to the organization, the time frame for the team 
effort, and who will lead the team (at least initially). Invite the team member to the first meeting. 

14. Early on, plan team building activities to support trust and 
working relationships. 

Team building activities can include, for example, a retreat in which members introduce themselves, 
exercises in which members help each other solve a short problem or meet a specific and achievable 
goal, or an extended period in which members can voice their concerns and frustrations about their 
team assignments. 

15. Carefully plan the first team meeting. 

In the first meeting, review the goals of the team, why each member was selected, the benefit of the 
goals to the organization, the time frame for the team effort, who will lead the team (at least, 
initially), when the team might meet and where, and any changes that have occurred since the 
individual meetings. Have this information written down to hand out to each member. At the end of 
the meeting, ask each person to make a public commitment to the team effort. 



16. Regularly monitor and report on status of team members 
toward achieving the goal. 

It is amazing how often a team starts out with a carefully designed plan, but then abandons the plan 
once the initial implementation of the plan is underway. Sometimes if the plan is behind schedule, 
team members conclude that the project is not successful. Plans can change – just change them 
systematically with new dates and approval of the changes. 

17. Support team meetings and the members’ processes in the 
team. 

At this point, it is critical that supervisors of team members remain available to provide support and 
resources as needed. The supervisor should regularly monitor team members’ progress on achieving 
their goals. Provide ongoing encouragement and visibility to members. One of the most important 
forms of support a supervisor can provide is coordination with other supervisors to ensure that team 
members are freed up enough to attend meetings. 

18. Regularly celebrate team members’ accomplishments! 

One of the best ways to avoid burnout is to regularly celebrate accomplishments. Otherwise, members 
can feel as if they are on treadmill that has no end. Keep your eye on small and recurring successes, 
not just the gold at the end of the rainbow. 
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