“The Group Organics Model helps team members, team leaders and practitioners by predicting the
stages of group development and comparing these stages to phases of human maturation.”

The

Group Organics

Model

By Stas’ Kazmierski and Catherine Lilly

G ROUPS ACT IN predictable and natural
ways. It doesn’t matter whether we're talk-
ing about boy scout troops, manufacturing
teams or executive leadership groups. We can
describe the life of all groups in terms of observ-
able stages of group development. Understanding
these stages can help us to participate in groups
more effectively and to lead them with excellence.

Some of us have been part of groups that
have become high performing teams. It's an expe-
rience that is usually treasured by those who expe-
rience it. How can we reproduce these peak func-
tioning experiences in new teams?

If we can describe groups as behaving in pre-
dictable ways, then we can equip leaders, man-
agers, and consultants with the tools necessary to
help groups become effective, high-performing
teams. This article is an introduction to Group

Organics, which is a philosophy and a set of tools
designed to do just that. Group Organics, as
applied to group “growth”, has a parallel to natural
human development. We use these comparisons in
our description of the stages of Group Organics.
The observation that there is a natural life-
cycle to groups and teams was probably one of the
greatest discoveries made in the early sociological
research done in the 1940’s and 50’s, notably by
Ron and Gordon Lippitt. This action research
model was continued at the National Training Lab-
oratory (NTL) and the University of Michigan,
among other places. We also owe a dept of grati-
tude to Bruce Tuckman, who in his article, “Devel-
opmental Sequence in Small Groups” , 1965 Psy-
chological Bulletin, 63, 384-399, coined an initial set
of terms for group development. These terms have
become a standard framework for understanding
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group development, and they form one of the
foundations of our Group Organics model.

Figure 1 is a graphic of the stages of our Group
Organics model as contrasted to the stages that
Tuckman originally described.

Group Organics™ | Tuckman
Forming Forming
Norming
Storming Storming
Re-norming Norming
Performing Performing
Termination

FORMING

Overview:

The forming stage of Group Organics
describes the initial gathering of the group, and can
sometimes extend through several meetings.

Members:

In the forming stage of a group, members are
anxious and questioning, no matter what their
experience level.

“Is this group going to accomplish anything? Will
I be accepted? Will my contributions be valued?
Will I enjoy it? Is the leader competent?”

We all deal with this anxiety through our own
characteristic patterns. Most of us will hold back in
some way, waiting to see what will happen.

Group Maturity Issues:

In Group Organics, we think of a group as a
developing psyche or personality. The forming
moment is the moment of birth of this group
entity. At the very first meeting, the group is like an
infant, an unformed consciousness with tremen-
dous potential, waiting for impressions from the
world around it.

Leaders:

Group Organics consist of both people-
related behaviors and task-related behaviors. Dur-
ing the Forming Stage, a top-down, directive style
of leadership is called for, regardless of whether or
not this is a natural style for the leader

First, the leader needs to define the initial
structure and mission/purpose of the group and
lead the group through its agenda. Second, the
leader must ensure future participation by all
members, by forcing entry into the group through
participation in an icebreaker.

Icebreakers can be simple or complex, and
high or low in risk taking or silliness. They should
be related to the tone or purpose of the group. For
example a group whose purpose is focused on cre-
ativity might have a playful icebreaker, while future
project team members may describe past experi-
ences with a successful project. Their key purpose
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The Group Organics Model

is to allow members to “break the ice” of the group
psyche by sticking a toe in the water.

Good morning. I'm glad to see you all here for
the first meeting of our Intergalactic Connectivity
Group. We will be meeting weekly at this time
for our project updates. Today [ will review with
you our charge and context. In the next several
meetings we will be developing our project plan.
To get started, I would like to go around the room
and have each of you introduce yourselves,
Please say why you were nominated for this proj-
ect, and tell us a little bit about your previous
experiences working in teams.

NORMING

Overview:

The next predictable stage in Group Organics
is called norming. Even though we talk about
norming as a second stage, in fact, many norms are
set by behaviors exhibited by members at an initial
meeting.

At our first meeting, we get started late. Tom sits
to my left, Mary sits next to him, and Jason sits
across from all of us. At the second meeting, we
again start ten minutes late, everyone same seats.
What do you imagine the seating arrangement
and the starting time for the third meeting?

At our fourth meeting, a visitor joins our group
and sits in Mary’s chair. As the members fill the
room, everyone looks at everyone else and there’s
nervous laughter as we see what will happen
when Mary arrives.

A norm is a conscious or unconscious habit
that a group develops about the way it does its
business. Most norms are unconscious, much as
the standards that we learned from our parents are
now unconscious guidelines. Often we can only
identify a group norm by the discomfort that hap-
pens when it's been violated.

Members:
In the norming stage of a group, members are
trying to determine what's expected of them and

how to behave. There’s a pressure to conform, and
members will often unconsciously agree to behav-
iors that do not serve them personally.

Group Maturity Issues:

During the norming stage, the maturity of the
group is like that of a three or four year old child.
The child is looking around for cues about how to
behave, and what will gain approval. Once set,
these “childhood” norms are very hard to change
at a later time (as is also the case with our own
early programming).

Leaders:

There are two key responsibilities to managing
this stage. The first is to make norming immedi-
ately into a conscious and participative activity.

I'd like to take some time today to agree on our
group Rules of Conduct. We can talk about both
Housekeeping guidelines (calling in absent, rotat-
ing minutes) and Group guidelines (arriving on
time, fulfilling assigned tasks, listening to each
other). Let’s brainstorm for a few minutes and
then come to agreement.

The second responsibility that the leader has
is to reinforce agreed-upon norms during the sub-
sequent meetings.

Hang on there a second, Tom. In our Rules of
Conduct discussion, we agreed that we wanted to
listen and not interrupt each other, and I'm not
sure Mary’s finished making her point.

Note: it is helpful if one of the norms that the
team develops during the norming stage incorpo-
rates continuous self-reflection or “Team Critique”.

STORMING

Overview:

The next stage of group development is called
storming. No matter how skillful the leader is, no
matter how experienced the group members are,
teams will always pass through this stage. Storming
is characterized by the emergence of conflict. It
often happens about a third of the way into the life
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of the group.

I'm feeling concerned about the team. Lately Tom
and Mary have been arriving half an hour late.
Jason mentioned after last meeting that he
believes the group has been wrong all along in
the strategy they chose. Two other team members
have consistently begun to make significant nega-
tive eye contact during meetings

A period of creeping fragmentation may sig-
nal that storming is occurring. Or, more overtly,
there may be disruption or conflict so explosive
that progress is suspended for a period of time.

Members:

In the storming stage of a group, members are
(often unconsciously) testing to see how their
group will deal with conflict. They may experiment
with expressing their real feelings or opinions.
They may ally with the team leader (dependence)
or with a powerful emerging coalition (polariza-
tion) or feel uncomfortable or isolated (with-
drawal).

Group Maturity Issues:

The developmental stage of groups during the
storming stage could easily be compared to that of
adolescence.

Like a teenager, the group is asking:
= How much control do | have over my life?
= Can | actually succeed?

m How can | have conflicts with others and still
have positive relationships?

These questions will be resolved during this
stage of group development.

Leaders:

The temptation may be strong to respond to
these adolescent or challenging behaviors by being
strict or authoritarian. However, effective team
leaders realize that the advent of the storming
stage is the cue for a change in leadership style.

Leaders must answer the questions posed
during this stage by skillfully turning the responsi-
bility for the answers over to the group itself.

We call this the “aikido style” of group man-
agement. In the aikido style, effective leaders
deflect the conflict energy back to the group for

resolution. These leaders let the group be in charge
of the task, yet stay present to support members in
learning how to handle conflict together. At key
points during this stage, leaders remind the group
of their common goals.

['ve noticed recently that we are no longer all
here at the beginning of our meetings. We agreed
early on to respect each other, and to value each
person’s input. So I've set some time on the
agenda to talk about starting time, as I'd like to
hear what the rest of you think about this.

Jason, you make an interesting point about our
strategy. 1'd like to hear more about your ideas
and then let’s see what the rest of you think
about Jason’s recommendations.

In high-performing teams, conflicts are seen as
normal occurrences and are resolved by the mem-
bers, with the leader (and eventually other mem-
bers) being skillfully facilitative. Member differ-
ences are valued as strengths and resources. Inclu-
sion of everyone is seen as necessary to success.
All feel committed to working together towards
the goal.

WHAT HAPPENS IF AIKIDO IS NOT USED?

During the storming stage, the norms for how
to handle conflict will be set. In low-performing
teams, we see many other variations from the
aikido model. For example, conflicts are only
raised privately with the leader, who acts single-
handedly to resolve them. Some groups create
scapegoats. Some groups will simply deny that
conflicts exist.

When the norms for dealing with conflict are
set in an unhealthy way, members can’t fully con-
tribute. The ownership for success rests mostly on
the leader, who feels the heavy burden.

RE-NORMING

Overview:
Once members feel freely able to raise con-
flicts, many norms that developed in earlier stages




