
different points of view. 

Leaders need to literally “take the
lead” when groups first form.  They
need to set the overarching goal for
the team and provide the structure,
through scheduling regular meetings,
setting the agendas, and communicat-
ing to each member that he/she has a
secure role to play on the team.
Leaders know they are doing their
job well in this stage when they are
seen as benevolent and competent.
Direction will rarely be challenged
during this honeymoon period.  

If led correctly, groups can graduate
from start-up through Stage 1 to
Stage 2 in about two months. That’s
how long it typically takes for a team
to begin to gel. However, as much as
25% of teams never evolve from this
beginner stage.

It may be tempting for a leader to
continue this benevolent-dictator
approach long after the team needs it.
However, a team has only reached a
fraction of its potential productivity
at this point, so it is counter-
productive for a leader to maintain
this seemingly blissful state.  

In the bank CEO case mentioned
earlier, there were other obstacles for
the CEO to overcome in moving his
team out of the infant stage; the bank
culture, for example, excluded
pointed debate and lauded polite
interchanges. As a result, his
leadership team has remained in 
this leader-dependent state, unable 
to move to Stage 2.

Stage 2—Negotiation: At Stage 2,
the group seeks to free itself from 
its dependence on the leader and
members express differences among
themselves about group goals, how
to solve problems, etc. The group’s
task at this stage is to develop a
unified set of goals, values and
operational procedures.  This task
usually generates conflict.
Arguments are an inevitable part 
of this process.  

A key aspect of this stage is
increased participation by the team
members. Thus, communication has
moved from mostly top-down to a
healthier give-and-take mode both in
an upward direction and at a peer
level. Despite the potential for
conflict and disagreements in this
stage, team satisfaction actually
improves from Stage 1.

This transition to Stage 2 can feel
like the most challenging time for the
leader.  His/her formerly polite and
respectful team meetings are now
characterized by seemingly irrecon-
cilable different points of view on
issues. People don’t seem as cooper-
ative and are challenging the leader
for the first time. Tension can be
thick in the room. For a team to
develop through this stage, the leader
must be able to constructively
resolve conflict in order to establish a
climate of trust where members feel
free to disagree. The leader’s role is
primarily that of support for the team
members through what can feel like a
trying time. Like a parent with a
teenager, you want to encourage
independent thinking, while guiding
and modeling mature behavior. A
fortunate team can navigate through
this stage in about two months. 

Stage 3—Productivity: If a group
manages to work through the
inevitable conflicts of Stage 2,
members’ trust, commitment to the
group, and willingness to cooperate
increase. Communication becomes
more open and task oriented.
Territoriality decreases as members
focus more on the task and less on
issues of status, power and influence.
The third stage of group development
is characterized by more mature
negotiations about roles, organization
and procedures.  It is also a time in
which members work to solidify
positive working relationships with
each other.

Leaders working with stage 3 teams
find that their job has become a bit
easier. They are able to be much less

directive and can now count on the
team members to keep the meetings
and work on track. Leaders often
find themselves playing more of a
coaching role to their team on skills
like group decision-making.  Moving
a team from Stage 3 to Stage 4 takes
a minimum of two months.  

Stage 4—High Performance: As
the name implies, Stage 4 is the
high-performing team that everyone
wants to be part of. The fourth stage
of group development is a time of
intense productivity and effective-
ness.  Having resolved many of the
issues of the previous stages, the
team can focus more of its energy 
on goal achievement and task
accomplishment. Although some
work occurs at every developmental
stage, the quality and quantity of
work increases significantly. Team
members are excited to be working
together and esprit de corps is clearly
evident.  

The leader plays more of a subject
matter expert role, almost as at a peer
level, as the team members have
assumed constructive behaviors to
keep the team performing well. This
characterizes the delegation role that
our bank CEO aspires to.

In summary, it takes a minimum 
of six months to create a high-
performance team. Relatively few
teams ever reach this level. To do 
so requires that both the leader and
group members are educated in how
to be leaders and members through-
out the team maturation process.


