
In a recent program on team development the purpose was 
described as moving towards “self-directing teams”. After the 
launch, the team leaders of the various service teams felt, that the 
program was a path towards their complete abdication. “Who would 
need team leaders when the team was self-governed” was the 
impression, thereby creating significant defensive attitudes. The 
immediate solution was to change the headline to “self-governing” 
teams, but the question is still relevant.  

The Team Alchemy definition of a team is: 

 

This is the aspiration of the newly appointed team leader, a guiding 
star for how to create the best environment for performance. This 
state is approached through the Team Lifecycle, which form a 
stage-gate model for gradual strengthening of the performance 
climate. 

 

The essence is, that all through this journey there is a need for 
leadership, though gradually the role of the leader changes. From 
being almost 100% focused on the actual mandate and objectives 
of the team, to gradually shifting towards identifying the comple-
mentary opportunities of individual team member’s strengths, and 
ending up leading the process of reflection and learning in the team.  

“Leadership is a process, whereby an individual influences a group 
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of people to achieve a common 
goal” – however, leadership 
changes with the different 
stages, as the team matures 
along the lifecycle. 

Stage 1: Team Traction 

The main focus is to set the 
team up for performance. 
Aligning the team around the 
mandate, getting the emotional 
commitment to collaborate with 
trust and respect towards 
thoroughly accepted goals is 
the platform. In Stage 1 the 
leader is assuming a quite 
directive role, primarily as a 
conduit to the mandating level 
of the organisation.  

Stage 2: Team Calibration 

Once the team is aligned and 
committed, the focus for the 
leader is to establish team 
dialogue processes – initially for 
learning how to perform as a 
team. A very important aspect 
is to invite the stakeholders 
outside the team into the 
dialogue – and in the learning 
process ensure, that the 
external inputs are used to 
learn and adjust. The external 
collaboration begins with 
mapping expectations from all 
stakeholders and decide 
potential adjustments to the 
mandate and team objectives.  

At this stage the team roles are 
emerging through shared 
insight into individual skills, 
experiences and personal 
strengths. This process is only 
effective when done in a 
climate of straight talking and 
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openness. The Leader 
orchestrates this, as the situ-
ation moves from being very 
task oriented to be more 
people oriented. 

Stage 3: Team Momentum 

Having established a solid 
platform for team performance 
in stage 2, the focus should be 
on ensuring that this per-
formance is delivered consis-
tently, and making certain the 
opportunities for improving are 
captured and acted upon. The 
leader moves into a less task-
focused role, and leads 
through feedback in reflection 
sessions. This stage is enab-
led by the leader insisting prio-
ritizing time to monitor perfor-
mance metrics, and inputs 
from collaboration externally. 
We have experienced teams 
so busy performing, that 
meetings with a learning 
agenda are seen as a waste 
of time.  

Now the leader has the role of 
ensuring everyone’s participa-
tion in the teams’ develop-
ment process, and are open to 
suggestions and inputs from 
each other. Moving into the 
momentum stage, the leader 
will focus on gradually shifting 
from leading to facilitating, as 
the team matures and confront 
reality as a matter of fact, and 
without defensive attitudes.  

Stage 4: Team Alchemy 

Consistently high perfor-
mance and high learning cha-
racterize this stage. The task 
and people focus is very much 
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an ingrained habit in the day-
to-day operations. The leader 
is ensuring that successes are 
celebrated and newcomers 
brought up to speed 
effectively.  

Even though the team is more 
or less functioning as an 
integrated entity, the role of 
the leader is never in question. 
Task leadership shall revolve 
with changes in skills and 
experience needed, where 
direction setting is facilitated 
by the most capable team-
member in that specific 
situation. However, overall 
leadership remains with the 
designated team lead.  

The essence of the team 
leaders role – as team leader 
– is to enable the team to 
move through the lifecycles ef-
fectively. The leader may also 
perform the role of subject 
matter expert, and as the team 
matures, it will be important for 
the team lead to reflect on 
which role they act on in any 
given situation.  

Should the team at any given 
stage and time begin to falter 
and fail to meet performance 
criteria, it’s the team leaders 
responsibility alone to decide if 
a team reset is needed. This 
means altering the compo-
sition of the team, revisiting 
objectives and processes. It’s 
not a decision taken lightly, 
but on the other hand is 
absolutely necessary in situ-
ations where the team looses 
faith in its own ability to achie-
ve the Team Alchemy stage.  


