
Volume 34, Number 1, Spring 2011 3V A L U EWORLD

Understanding Why Some Teams Click Using 
Organizational Behavior Theory and Psychology

Ashley Carson, CVS

This CVS paper was presented at the SAVE International 
2010 Annual Conference.

Abstract

All of us have walked away from Value Management 
(VM) studies exhilarated from the unique synergistic at-
mosphere created by that particular team. Likewise, we 
all have completed studies feeling disappointed that the 
group never “clicked” or “gelled.” VM facilitators con-
tinually navigate through group development, regard-
less of whether we are familiar with or understand the 
organizational behavior theories and psychology behind 
them. This paper focuses on applying Bruce Tuckman’s 
model of group development to VM team building to un-
derstand the group’s evolutionary process and to cata-
lyze and expedite the group’s transformation to a syner-
gistic team.

Introduction

Bruce Tuckman first published his article “Develop-
mental Sequence in Small Groups”, in Psychological Bul-
letin in 1965 based on analysis of 50 small-group studies. 
Tuckman’s focus was to identify a “developmental se-
quence that would fit the findings of a majority of the 
studies” (p 67, 2001). In doing so, he identified “four 
stages going from (1) orientation/testing/dependence, 
to (2) conflict, to (3) group cohesion, to (4) function-
al role-relatedness. For these [the author] coined the 
terms: forming, storming, norming, and performing 
– terms that would come to be used to describe develop-
ing groups for the next 20 [plus] years and which prob-
ably account for the paper’s popularity” (p 67, 2001). In a 
joint effort with Mary Ann Jensen in 1977, titled “Stages 
of Small-Group Development Revisited”, the two refined 
and further developed the model to include a fifth stage 
– aptly labeled adjourning – based on research that posi-
tively indicated that it was a distinctly separate phase in 
the development process.

While some have criticized the over-application of 
Tuckman’s Group Development Model or its represen-
tation as fact rather than well-founded theory (Kreitner 
and Kinicki, p 308, 2007), the model’s basis in research of 

small groups and its self-defined fluidity make it an ap-
pealing target for drawing parallels to Value Methodol-
ogy (VM) team building and the overall VM job plan. VM 
facilitators continually navigate through group develop-
ment, regardless of their level of familiarity with or un-
derstanding of the organizational behavior theories and 
psychology behind them. This paper focuses on applying 
Bruce Tuckman’s Model of Group Development to VM 
team-building to understand the group’s evolutionary 
process and to catalyze and expedite the group’s trans-
formation to a synergistic team.

In this essay, the term team will be reserved for work 
groups that progress to Stage 4 - Performing of the Tuck-
man model, based on management consultants John R. 
Katzenbach’s and Douglas L. Smith’s definition of a team 
as “a small number of people with complementary skills 
who are committed to a common purpose, performance 
goals, and approach for which they hold themselves mu-
tually accountable” (Kreitner and Kinicki, p 340, 2007). 
This essay begins by detailing each of the five develop-
ment stages, compares the VM job plan to the develop-
ment stage sequence, and offers suggestions on how to 
avoid the major pitfalls along the way.

Tuckman’s Group Development Model

Stage 1 – Forming
The forming stage begins with the commencement 

of a group process. Group members are assigned to a 
project; some may know each other and some may not. 
Group members “feel out” the situation with small talk 
with other group members to gain an understanding of 
where they fit in and discover, as Tuckman describes be-
low, group norms. Kreitner and Kinicki refer to this as an 
ice-breaking stage, in which “group members tend to be 
uncertain and anxious about such things as their roles, 
who is in charge, and the group’s goals” (p 310, 2007). 
Tuckman writes:

Groups initially concern themselves with orien-
tation accomplished primarily through testing. 
Such testing serves to identify the boundaries of  
both interpersonal and task behaviors. Coinci-
dent with testing in the interpersonal realm is the 
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establishment of  dependency relationships with 
leaders, other group members, or pre-existing 
standards. It may be said that orientation, test-
ing, and dependence constitute the group process 
of  forming. (Tuckman, p 78, 1965)

Stage 2 – Storming
After group norms are better understood by the 

group members, the non-confrontational information 
gathering from Stage 1 transitions into a less comfortable 
stage marked with confrontation, direct or passive ag-
gression, and discord: Stage 2 – Storming. Not all group 
members progress through the development stages at 
the same time; some members might be impatient and 
eager to move forward with the group’s assigned tasks 
while others are still “feeling out” the group and com-
fortably gathering information (Stage 1). Mild forms of 
aggression that arise include procrastination, complain-
ing about the group’s assigned tasks, etc. While the dis-
cord can be very subtle, groups can stall in this stage if 
the struggle for power “erupts into open rebellion” (Kre-
itner and Kinicki, p 311, 2007).

The second point in the sequence is characterized 
by conflict and polarization around interpersonal 
issues, with concomitant emotional responding 
in the task sphere. These behaviors serve as resis-
tance to group influence and task requirements 
and may be labeled as storming. (Tuckman, p 78, 
2001)

Stage 3 – Norming
Stage 3 – Norming is the result of the group achieving 

some agreement, tacit or otherwise, of the group norms 
and each group member’s role. Group tasks and scope 
are defined and accepted. Cohesion of the group begins 
in this stage as respect builds among its members. Chi-
maera Consulting in the UK caution that if Stage 3 - Norm-
ing does not progress well, or if members continue to be 
resistant to change, the group could revert back to Stage 
2 – Storming (“Stages of Group Development,” 2001).

Resistance is overcome in the third stage in which 
in-group feeling and cohesiveness develop, new 
standards evolve, and new roles are adopted. In 
the task realm, intimate, personal opinions are 
expressed. Thus, we have the stage of  norming. 
(Tuckman, p 78, 2001)

Stage 4 – Performing
Stage 4 – Performing is realized when trust builds 

among the group members and they believe that the 
tasks at hand cannot be completed without the effort of 
each group member. Members see each other as inter-

dependent. Conflicts that may arise are addressed quick-
ly in a collaborative and constructive manner. This is the 
stage in which the group matures into a team, and the 
much soughtafter synergy is created. Many groups do 
not progress out of the Norming stage, and can be quite 
productive there as individuals working concurrently. 
However, teams in Stage 4 – Performing tend to propel 
themselves forward with “a climate of open communi-
cation, strong cooperation, lots of helping behavior . . . 
and personal commitment to group goals [that] help the 
group achieve more than could any one individual acting 
alone” (Kreitner and Kinicki, p 311, 2007).

Finally, the group attains the fourth . . . stage in 
which interpersonal structure becomes the tool 
of  task activities. Roles become flexible and func-
tional, and group energy is channeled into the 
task. Structural issues have been resolved, and 
structure can now become supportive of  task per-
formance. This stage can be labeled as perform-
ing. (Tuckman, p 78, 2001)

Stage 5 – Adjourning
Stage 5 – Adjourning was added by Tuckman and 

Jensen 12 years after the original model was proposed in 
1965 based on numerous studies that documented teams 
that progressed through Stage 4 - Performing frequently 
demonstrated a sense of loss when the team completed 
their tasks and was disbanded.

Although Tuckman saw performing as the final 
stage of  group evolution, those who agree with a 
life cycle model view separation as an important 
issue throughout the life of  the group and as a 
separate and distinct final stage. With a substan-
tial amount of  activity taking place in . . . groups 
in which presumably strong interpersonal feel-
ings are developed, the “death of  the group” be-
comes an extremely important issue to many of  
the group members. As a reflection of  the recent 
appearance of  studies postulating a life cycle ap-
proach, the Tuckman model is hereby amended 
to include a fifth stage: adjourning. (Tuckman 
and Jensen, p 426, 1977)

Tuckman’s Group Development Model 
Applied to the Value Methodology 
Process

Tuckman does not identify how long each of the five 
stages lasts; conversely, it is suggested that the length of 
each stage depends greatly on the group type, purpose, 
and goals. As mentioned above, not all groups achieve all 
five stages, as many stall in Stages 2 and 3 - Storming and 
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Norming. Group development can also regress and un-
dergo de-forming, de-storming, and de-norming phases 
if the group structure changes, goals are modified or not 
fully understood, group members leave or join, conflicts 
arise that cannot be resolved, etc. Understanding that 
VM studies follow a prescribed path of steps to create 
a valuable product, the group development model can 
be compared to the VM job plan to show in what stage 
a group would exist for each of the phases in the VM job 
plan. (See figure above.)

This paper proposes that groups that are successful 
in progressing to Stage 4 – Performing and consequently 
maturing into a synergistic team would likely spend the 
Information and Function Analysis phases of the VM job 
plan in Stage 1 – Forming. Due to time constraints, these 
phases usually last between a few short hours and pos-
sibly a day and a half, total. In this time, group members 
begin by engaging in conversation, first about the proj-
ect particulars (facts) and eventually, using their back-
grounds and expertise, evaluating the project design 
(judgment) as the Creativity phase of the VM job plan be-
gins allowing them to develop new means of achieving 
the project functions.

Perhaps by fate, the most chaotic points in both the 
Tuckman model and the VM job plan occur simultaneous-
ly in Stage 2 – Storming/Creativity and Evaluation, respec-
tively. As conflicts are quelled and the group moves for-
ward, the Evaluation phase of the VM job plan concludes 
and Development begins, the group members accept the 
VM ideas selected for further investigation, understand 
and accept each of their roles in the group, and begin to 
show respect for one another as they collectively mature 
into Stage 3 – Norming of the group development mod-
el. Once in Stage 3, if the group members’ respect for 

one another continues to grow, they begin to work to-
gether collaboratively versus individually in tandem. The 
unified sense of cohesion established in Stage 3 evolves 
into something bigger and a true team evolves in Stage 
4 – Performing. The self-perpetuating synergy moves the 
team forward as they finish their VM alternative write 
ups, review and improve on each other’s work, and fi-
nally, present their findings. Depending on the situation, 
the entire team may not be part of the final presenta-
tion, which concludes the VM job plan. A sense of being 
“left out” is often experienced by those not attending 
the presentation, which is indicative of that individual 
progressing into Stage 5 – Adjourning of the group devel-
opment model. Others use the presentation to provide a 
sense of closure. The typical rush to finish is followed by a 
more formal meeting for which their proverbial rolled-up 
sleeves from Stage 4 – Performing are rolled back down, 
cuffs buttoned, hair smoothed, and ties straightened.

Keeping the Group on Track

The exact timing for each of the transitions listed 
above will vary as the overall maturity process is highly 
fluid. Some groups may not reach Stage 3 - Norming at all 
and will be very difficult to manage throughout the entire 
process while they continually challenge the facilitator’s 
assumptions and policies, credentials of other group 
members, or usefulness of the task assignments. Other 
groups may rapidly progress through Stages 1, 2, and 3 
and begin acting as a team in Stage 4 – Performing on 
the first day. Reasons for these variances include group 
member composition, whether all of the needed areas of 
expertise are covered in the group, the level of familiar-
ity the members have with each other and the facilitator, 
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and the amount of information given to the members in 
advance of the project.

Starting with team composition, there are things 
that can be done to shepherd the group along to Stage 4 
- Performing. Researchers maintain that groups “that are 
exposed to difficult challenges they can master, that have 
opportunities to observe effective and ineffective teams, 
and that are persuaded that they can persist and succeed 
are more likely to develop team efficacy” (Kozlowski and 
Ilgen, p 90, 2006). From this, one can extrapolate several 
ideas for team-building.

First, one might liken “observing” to “participating” 
(i.e., observing first-hand) in other VM studies as a way of 
being able to “observe effective and ineffective teams,” 
(Kozlowski and Ilgen, p 90, 2006) resulting in an individual 
that will be better prepared to participate on future proj-
ects. Kozlowski and Ilgen assert “networks of individuals 
with frequent informal social interactions” (p 82, 2006) 
maintain better-aligned understanding of group norms 
and expectations. However, Kreitner and Kinicki note 
that “highly cohesive groups victimized by groupthink 
make the poorest decisions, despite high confidence in 
those decisions” (p 328, 2007). A solution to these issues 
proposed by Carlin Flora is to choose “a wellbalanced 
mix of old hands and newcomers” (p 30, 2005) with a 
variety of backgrounds and perspectives, preferably as 
indicated above, including several individuals that are ex-
perienced working on VM projects and possibly having 
worked together on such projects. To avoid groupthink, 
Flora suggests that some individuals chosen for a team 
not have this experience. If social interactions have not 
occurred, the facilitator can approach a site visit as hav-
ing dual information-gathering objectives: one is for the 
project under study and another is to help expedite the 
group norm testing and information gathering of Stage 
1 – Forming. Also, good attitudes beget good attitudes. 
Bringing in several group members that have strong 
working relationships with the facilitator will positively 
influence newcomers in how those newcomers relate to 
the facilitator and other group members.

Second, few things are as motivating as realizing 
some sort of achievement. Kozlowski and Ilgen’s previ-
ously cited idea that groups “exposed to difficult chal-
lenges they can master” perform better suggests incor-
porating team-building exercises into the VM job plan 
can be useful. While some facilitators consider these triv-
ial and tiresome, used in moderation and in good taste, 
they can help break the ice and get the group subcon-
sciously working together to solve a problem. Perhaps 
a more productive solution, Function Analysis System 
Technique (FAST) diagramming, can be used in a similar 
fashion, resulting in a better understanding of the proj-
ect under study, establishing effective group discussion 

and problem solving, and producing the first success-
fully completed task for the group. Mastering difficult 
challenges fosters cohesion; allowing the project design 
team to promote an “us versus them” mentality as they 
relate to a VM team does not. It is important to guide 
both teams in a positive direction to ensure that they 
view each other as partners to solve project issues rather 
than adversaries. Team bonding is imperative, but bond-
ing over a common enemy undermines the VM process 
and spirit.

In addition to composition, group size is a vital ele-
ment to successful VM studies. It is crucial that resources 
are available to ensure the expertise needed to analyze 
the project is represented in the group members. Under-
standing that this is not always possible with budget cut-
backs, identify consultants that can contribute outside of 
their own field of expertise or who have a wide spectrum 
of experience. If the budget cannot accommodate the 
appropriate personnel, discuss options with a client to 
bring in members of the user group, or even the design 
team, to fill in the gaps. Conversely, considerable re-
search shows “as group size increases, group members’ 
liking for the group decreases, and group members’ per-
formance decreases” (Mullen and Copper, p 13, 1994). 
Mullen and Copper’s research findings pose a strong ar-
gument for not overloading the group with excess mem-
bers simply because the budget allows it, or discussing 
how to “right size” the group if a client is leaning in that 
direction. Other options include splitting a large group 
into subgroups, each with its own facilitator, to ensure 
social loafing does not occur.

Once the project has started, and the team begins 
to transition into Stage 2 – Storming, there are ways to 
use conflict to the group’s advantage. Conflict can be 
functional if it can be well managed and channeled to 
increase creativity. During the Creative phase of the VM 
job plan, it is imperative to set ground rules to eliminate 
judgment of the ideas until the Evaluation phase. Requir-
ing group members to voice how an idea could be made 
better, instead of why it will not work, is generally stan-
dard procedure. Serious efforts to reduce competition 
among group members will encourage an environment 
of collaborative teamwork instead of individual perfor-
mance. Gitlow and McNary’s research indicates “inter-
system competition causes individuals, subsystems, or 
stakeholders to optimize their own efforts at the expense 
of other stakeholders,” and find “this form of optimiza-
tion seriously erodes overall system performance” (p 25, 
2006). Another method for managing conflict is to edu-
cate the individual(s) about the value of VM and create 
liking for the task (or respect for the process) to increase 
intrinsic motivation. Mullen and Copper maintain that in-
terpersonal attraction and group pride are lesser motiva-
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tors than “liking for or commitment to group tasks,” and 
that “efforts to enhance group performance by fostering 
interpersonal attraction and/or pumping up group pride 
are not likely to be effective” (p 38, 1994).

The bulk of research on effective teamwork continu-
ally returns to the skills and the team’s trust of the team 
facilitator. Many organizational theorists believe that fa-
cilitators should lead with a directive and structured style 
in the early stages of group development, such as Stages 
1 and 2 - Forming and Storming. As the team progresses 
through the stages to Stage 3, 4, and 5 – Norming, Per-
forming, and Adjourning, gradually shifting to a collab-
orative, participative, and supportive style demonstrates 
the facilitator’s faith in the group’s efforts, and produces 
“more productivity, satisfaction, and creativity” (Kreitner 
and Kinicki, p 313, 2007). Regardless of where the group 
is in the process, the facilitator should always practice 
what he or she preaches in order to build trust: Create 
ground rules/guidelines and stick to them and let your 
behavior be a model for the group members. Kreitner 
and Kinicki note how Management Professor/Consultant 
Fernando Bartolemé highlights trust as the underlying 
strength of all teams and offers six guidelines for leaders 
to build trust:

Communication. Keep team members and employees 
informed by explaining policies and providing accu-
rate feedback. Be candid about one’s own problems 
and limitations. Tell the truth.

Support. Be available and approachable. Provide 
help, advice, coaching, and support for team mem-
bers’ ideas.

Respect. Delegation, in the form of real decision-mak-
ing authority, is the most important expression of 
managerial respect. Actively listening to the ideas of 
others is a close second. (Empowerment is not pos-
sible without trust.)

Fairness. Be quick to give credit and recognition to 
those who deserve it. Make sure all performance ap-
praisals and evaluations are objective and impartial.

Predictability. Be consistent and predictable in your 
daily affairs. Keep both expressed and implied prom-
ises.

Competence. Enhance your credibility by demon-
strating good business sense, technical ability, and 
professionalism. (p 352, 2007)

Considering the brevity of VM studies, following Bar-
tolemé’s guidelines is an ideal prescription for winning 
the hearts and minds of group members. However, oth-
ers have far simpler solutions, with some overlap. Wheth-
er a member or facilitator, “don’t tattle,” “don’t com-

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

plain,” and “don’t keep score,” says Judith Sills, Ph.D., 
a Philadelphia-based clinical psychologist (p 62, 2007). 
Instead, Sills suggests focusing on positive attributes of 
others in the group to maximize their contribution, help 
the struggling group member instead of highlighting his 
or her shortcoming, and as much as possible eliminate 
competitive, zero-sum behavior.

Where Do We Go from Here?

While many of the concepts in this paper are com-
mon sense, many of them are not common practice. Un-
derstanding where a group is in the group developmental 
process through the use of organizational behavior theo-
ries and psychology will allow a facilitator to successfully 
shepherd the group through both the VM job plan and 
the development process’ stages. This ensures the pit-
falls are avoided and the group can evolve into a syner-
gistic team. Experienced facilitators already provide the 
proverbial grease to keep the group’s motor functioning 
well, regardless of whether they are completely con-
scious of it. Tuckman’s Group Development Model and 
the multitude of organizational behavior theorists cited 
here all point to the responsibility continually falling on 
the facilitator to cultivate positive team dynamics. The 
facilitator must push for the correct group composition, 
locate and develop stellar group members, understand 
and help meet the members’ needs so they can fully 
evolve into a team, and do so within the context of and 
focusing on the tasks within the VM job plan. Perhaps 
this is not so easily achieved, as evidenced by the rarity 
of the synergistic team experience, but not impossible.
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