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Preface
This is a book on student teamwork written by students, for students. The 176 
student-authors co-created the chapters of this book in teams during a course 
on Project Leadership. In other words, they were experiencing teamwork while 
writing about it. The co-creators are a group of international students following 
the 2-year master’s program of Strategic Product Design (SPD) at Delft University 
of Technology, The Netherlands. All authors have a bachelor degree in design 
and some of them already have considerable experience in practice. Although 
the authors are all designers they still brought an interesting mix of experiences 
and perspectives to the table. We as editors were surprised by the quality of the 
work that they delivered; they dived into the subjects, found the right balance 
between practice and theory and produced very readable and relevant chapters. 

What is the book about?
This book covers all the major challenges and opportunities related to the 
organizing, learning and interacting of students engaged in education related 
projects. It addresses issues such as team and assignment assessments, creativity, 
task division, project management, leadership, social loafing, conflict resolution, 
feedback, etc. It aims to support you (the students) and your peers to successfully 
and smoothly work in student project teams on the assignment provided by your 
professors. The book illustrates that it pays off to work towards a shared goal 
and to create an open culture and collaborative climate within the team. A cul-
ture should be open to different perspectives and different attitudes originating 
from differences in ethnic cultures, educational backgrounds and personalities. A 
climate that values these differences in a constructive way, allowing the student 
team to have synergetic cooperation by which the team might arrive at better 
and more creative solutions to their assignment and eventually achieve higher 
grades. 
This book aims to help you create a trusting setting that promotes learning from 
and with fellow members and fosters synergy and a sense of unity among the 
diversity of individuals that form a student team. Not only does it explain how 
working in a team can be a learning and fun experience, but also what efforts 
and contributions are required for a team to work efficiently and effectively: 
TeamWorks! 

Why would any one write a book for students on student 

teamwork?

The idea for this book came in 2007 while grading papers written by our students 
in the course Project Leadership, one of the courses within our 2-year master pro-
gram Strategic Product Design at the Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering. 
We, Frido Smulders and Han van der Meer, realized that students, undergraduate 
and graduate, increasingly receive group assignments related to the coursework. 
The idea behind these assignments is that students learn how to use the mate-
rial, literature and theoretical models belonging to the educational program 
they are in and apply it to situations that are fair representations of the reality. 
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This form of teaching is also referred to as problem-based learning1 (PBL): stu-
dents receive a challenging assignment (i.e. the problem situation) and need to 
come up with a solution alone or in collaboration with a small group of peer stu-
dents. Professors facilitate the learning process of the group and keep them on 
track. Assignments vary over the different educational programs from research 
and experimental assignments to assignments that concentrate on assessing 
companies, technologies, patients, cases, etc. and assignments that aim at the 
design and creation of an artifact, strategy, building, etc. They can vary in length 
from a couple of weeks to one semester or even a year. Although all these team 
assignments and projects are very different, there are three major similarities: 
assignments are relevant to the domain of the study program, the answers must 
be produced through collaboration with fellow team members and last but not 
least it concerns an individual learning process.

Is there a problem?
Are there reasons to believe that students in a PBL-settings experience problems 
in their teamwork that they can’t cope with? For instance, do they have trouble 
in handling personality differences? Or handling differences in expectations 
regarding performance, learning and time investment? Are there difficulties 
with planning and distributing tasks within the given time frame? Or leadership 
issues? How to lead a group of peers or even friends? Are students able to han-
dle conflicts or, preferably, prevent conflicts from growing out of control? What 
happens during the hectic stages at the end when the deadline approaches? Any 
fights or unwanted concessions regarding quality? 

We realized that the context of student team assignments is noticeably differ-
ent from the industrial or organizational context in some of its dimensions. Two 
major elements make student teams different from real life. Student teamwork 
is first of all a learning situation. As students you learn by being submerged in 
situations that although fair representations of reality still remain artificial. One 
of the implications is that results produced by student teams will not be imple-
mented or used by any other party in down-stream processes. So, why work 
towards a perfect solution for somebody if there are no downstream users 
waiting for your results? Another implication is that, there are no career influ-
ences related to the performance of the team and the individual team members. 
Passing the course but with low grade and poor teamwork is not going to harm 
your future career. In real life your individual performance in teams can be of a 
considerable influence to your future career opportunities or career options. This 
implies that social loafing is not deadly in student teams, but will be in practice. 
All in all, why would you go the extra mile if the results are enough to pass the 
course? 

The second major difference with projects in practice is that there is no hierar-
chy in student teams. There is no boss, there is no formal structure and there is 
no seniority. Authority is not found within the student team, only outside in the 
form of the professor. Instead there are fellow students, peers, friends and close 
friends sometimes even partners. This setting provides a completely different 

1  Problem-based learning is believed to have its origin at the Queen Mary University in London around the 
sixties of last century.

Preface
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starting point for managing your project and presents questions such as: Who 
is accountable for what? How can we “punish” non-performing friends? Can I be 
angry with my team member (a.k.a. girlfriend) when other team members are 
present? Who is going to lead and who is going to follow? Who is allowed and 
accepted to exert power over the team when necessary? Much of the literature 
focuses on leadership situations in practice, where hierarchy and seniority suffi-
ciently address these issues. It is, however, uncertain whether it provides answers 
relevant to the situation of student teamwork. 

In our opinion these two differences from projects in practice might call for some 
literature solely devoted to student teamwork. Existing books on leadership, 
project management and teamwork remain relevant, but don’t provide an inte-
grated, hands-on perspective on student teamwork within academic settings. 
These insights inspired us to further investigate student teamwork and find out 
how serious the problem is.

How big is the problem? 
We initiated a research project in Spring 2008 within the course SPD-research. In 
this course pairs of two students perform a scientific research assignment under 
the supervision of senior researchers. Meike Brehmer (now our co-editor) and 
Geertje Roodbol took up this challenge and undertook an exploratory study that 
focused on finding out both what went well and what went badly in student teams. 
They first interviewed students and professors/coaches at our university to get 
a feeling of the situation. Focus groups with the same groups of actors followed, 
which resulted in a (online) questionnaire that covered the problematic situations 
uncovered.  All 15.000 students from Delft University of Technology were asked 
to participate in the study by filling in the questionnaire. The results show that 
the majority of respondents have experienced problems related to student team-
work in their education and that there was a lack of knowledge on teamwork and 
project management among the students. The findings, considerable response 
to the questionnaire (≈ 20%) and the large number of students (≈1000) that were 
willing to participate in further research surprised us and led us to conclude: stu-
dent teamwork is a hot topic! Although the study was limited to Delft University 
of Technology, the results supported our assumptions that students are indeed 
struggling with problems related to their teamwork. Students in teams at other 
universities and in other educational programs are likely to have similar problems. 
Based on the findings we were able to come up with a structural division of chap-
ters for this book taking into account the major issues students run into.

We also realized that most professors and professors are not really well equipped 
to coach the team process especially during (personal) conflict situations, if they 
have an eye for these troublesome situations at all. Most professors aren’t very 
eager to engage themselves in team issues. They could of course apply common 
sense to teams in trouble, but most likely they didn’t receive any formal training 
on this matter. Because we cannot change the training of professors and coaches 
all around the world we wanted to support both you and them by developing a 
book on student teamwork that you, as students, can use to help yourself!

How was this book co-created?
These observations lead to the idea that there could be a need for a book that 
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supports the students in their teamwork. Not a book written by us, since we are 
too far removed from your teamwork experiences. This led us to the idea of pro-
ducing a user-centered book for students that have to work in student teams. 
The best possible way to do this was to ask students with student teamwork 
experience to write that book and support them with feedback and a structure 
for the book. 
Initially, the students were slightly surprised that they were going to write a 
book: what a strange idea! Having conducted some research, they realized that 
the subject of student teamwork is not discussed in literature all that well and 
that writing such a book is a real opportunity to help other students. Moreover, 
they related to the subject because they all had their own positive and negative 
experiences with working in student teams.
There were two consecutive runs of the course Project Leadership. The first run 
resulted in the Zero Edition of this book, which was published in December 2009. 
We as editors were proud of this version, which was the result of just 3 months 
of work. We also realized that this version was not good enough to be widely 
spread around the globe, hence the Zero Edition like the zero-series in ramp-
ing-up production lines of cars, televisions, etc. Professor Tudor Rickards from 
Manchester Business School framed it as follows: “The product is indeed a bit 
rough around the edges, but its content reaches a remarkable level of technical 
competence.” (Rickards, 2010). And he was right. The first version still contained a 
lot of irregularities, grammar problems and duplications. Some chapters went on 
too long; others were too short and missed the point.
So we decided to develop an improved version together with the students from 
the second run of Project Leadership in 2010, which resulted in this version. We 
are very happy with the quality of the first real edition. Of course, there remains 
room for improvement and maybe even some minor flaws, but all in all, this First 
Edition provides you with a well-balanced overview of all the aspects most rel-
evant to successfully conduct student team projects. 
We will continue our work by improving the content on one side, but also by 
developing additional tools that are of help to student teams. One tool we are 
currently working on is what we call the Root Cause Navigator. This tool is envi-
sioned as a web-based instrument that aims to help students identify the root 
causes of the problematic situation they have maneuvered themselves into. 
Based on the fact that conflicts grow over time the students will be supported 
in making sense of what decisions and activities led to the situation they are in, 
thereby identifying the root-cause. Based on that they are guided to particular 
chapters and sections in the book. 
We see the ideas for more tools and this First Edition (= second version of 
TeamWorks) as steps towards our vision to provide all students across the world 
with some support in their academic teamwork. That is why we will use the profit 
generated by this book to finance further research and development of the book 
and tools related to student teamwork.

Acknowledgements 
Good ideas are just 1% of the work! An additional 99% is needed to bring ideas 
into reality. As teachers and students in the field of design we have known that for 
a long time and we have also experienced this over and over again. So where did 
the 99% came from? 
We would like to thank Geertje Roodbol who together with Meike Brehmer (now 
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editor), explored the problems around student teamwork at Delft University of 
Technology. Based on their research on student teamwork at our university we 
were able to develop the best structure for this book. 
We thank all students that worked with us and made it possible to co-create this 
book. Participating in two consecutive runs of the course Project Leadership, the 
176 students did a major part of the work and have given their consent for usage 
in the book.   They all worked very hard to grasp the subject of their chapter and 
to devise a plan that would help them to finish on time and at the right level of 
quality. Then we had two publishing teams that designed covers and lay-outs, 
coordinated referencing systems and content, made glossaries and indexes, etc. 
They collected the student’s work and prepared it by iterations and corrections for 
further processing towards the two versions of the book. We are very proud of all 
these students and really see in them what we call designerly behavior. Of course, 
we as editors also had our fair share of work in guiding them and in getting things 
organized, but obviously the real work for us did not start until all chapters, docu-
ments, and designs were handed in. 
We would like to thank Professor Tudor Rickards of Manchester Business School 
who heartily advertised our work on his website (leaderswedeserve.wordpress.
com) and wrote a book review on the Zero-Edition in the journal of Creativity and 
Innovation Management. Many thanks also go to Paul Rullmann, the Vice President 
Education of Delft University of Technology, who gave his financial support to real-
ize the Zero-Edition and moral support by becoming a promoter of this work. 
Last but not least, we would like to thank Professor Cees de Bont, dean (until 
February 2012) of our Faculty of Industrial Design Engineering for becoming the 
launching customer of this First Edition. By doing so, he will provide all 400 first 
year master students (2011-2012) of our faculty with a free copy of this book. 

Final remark
Dear reader, we are continuously looking for opportunities to improve this book 
and extend the arsenal of supporting tools. See yourself as ‘lead user’ as defined 
by our colleague Eric von Hippel from MIT in 1986 and help us bring the book to 
the next level by supplying us with your comments, ideas and insights. 
You can do so by mail at: feedback@studentteamwork.com

Thanking you in advance for your comments we wish you enjoyable teamwork 
by applying this book to your teamwork practice: TeamWorks!

Frido Smulders, Meike Brehmer and Han van der Meer
Delft, The Netherlands, June 2012 
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“Coming together is a beginning. 
Keeping together is progress. 
Working together is success.”

Henry Ford
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Introduction
This chapter explains the idea behind the book and why we wrote it. It also 
includes the basics on what a team and a team process is. In addition, an how to 
(H2) use this book guide is included to help you get the most out of this book.
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Introduction & H2 use the book  / Chapter 0

0.1 Why this book?
During our work and studies at Delft University of Technology, we became aware 
of the large amount of frustration that often surfaced during student project 
teams. The teams often felt stuck, no longer knowing what to try to get back on 
track. These problems often arose due to a lack of soft skills and experience with 
project organization within the teams. Of course the teams also ran into prob-
lems that were content related, but the professors were often able to help them 
with these issues. Unfortunately, once stuck on team level, a team cannot reach 
its true potential and cannot benefit from the added value that shared creativity 
and innovation practices can bring.

In our research we found out that many problems students run into when work-
ing in teams on academic assignments are related to working in and functioning 
as a team. In most cases problems do not lead to conflict directly but become a 
growing agony underneath the surface until they result in major crisis and thus 
in unconstructive conflict with its negative effects on learning, creative thinking 
and team performance. The majority of student teams is hardly trained in the 
ins and outs of successful and creative teamwork and therefore lacks the ability 
to take active control over the team process. They often do not have the proper 
tools or actionable knowledge that helps them to prevent budding conflicts to 
mature and grow beyond control. Although students show a strong awareness 
of the importance of these matters, they do not know how to properly deal with 
potentially escalating team problems and conflicts, or how to prevent them. 
(Brehmer and Smulders, 2010).  Although conflict which results in a reasonable 
amount of excitement increases team performance and can be a valuable tool for 
the creative thinking process (De Dreu and Weingart 2003, De Dreu, 2005, Badke-
Schaub et al., 2010), too little or too much tension restrains the members from 
outgrowing themselves as a team and in terms of performance (Walton, 1969). 
We believe this to be a missed opportunity: a better understanding of group 
dynamics and project organization could lead to more efficient and effec-
tive team work, with positive effects on creativity, innovation and satisfaction 
within the team. Who learns young, forgets not when he is old is a far better 
strategy than trying to teach old dogs new tricks to implement such a body of 
knowledge. This implies that especially higher education programs should offer 
training and help you recognize and prevent unwanted problems at an early 
stage and through recognition increase creative, team and learning perfor-
mance. Unfortunately, because we cannot change the educational program and 
coaching styles of your professors, we tried to come up with another approach to 
improve your team process, creativity, learning, handling of conflicts and, most of 
all, increase your level of satisfaction! 

With this book we tried to provide you with a hands-on-guide that does not have 
to be read cover to cover by the entire team to make it work, but could rather be 
opened when needed. “Teamworks” is a book written by students for students 
who are involved in student project teams and it provides you with insight into 
soft skills as well as into how to organize and facilitate the (student) team and 
project process. It aims to support students working in teams to bring an assign-
ment to a successful result, with an effective process and pleasant experience. 
To that end, this book covers all the major challenges and opportunities related 
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to the organization, learning and interaction of students who are engaged in an 
academic team project. It addresses issues such as: team and assignment assess-
ment, creativity, task division, project management, leadership, social loafing 
/ free-riding, conflict resolution, feedback sessions and many other topics. We 
hope that this book will provide the necessary background knowledge on work-
ing in teams, which will hopefully lead to more effective learning, better project 
results and more (project) satisfaction among university students.
You should, however, not expect all your team projects to run perfectly 
smoothly. Even if you are well prepared there are always things you cannot pre-
dict. Teams are never born overnight, but it takes effort and engagement from all 
team members to build a well performing team!
Enjoy reading and using this book. As mentioned in the Preface, we welcome all 
comments and ideas to improve the book at feedback@studentteamwork.com.

0.2 What is a team & what is teamwork?
In universities across the world, students are required to work together in teams 
more and more often. A team consists of 4 to 20 people who interact with one 
another directly with a common goal (Levi, 2001). For a team to become success-
ful, good teamwork is essential. According to Levi (2001), “teamwork is a set of 
skills that must be developed through practice and feedback.” These skills will 
allow you and your group of peers to function as a team.

0.3 Why are team assignments used?
It is common practice within higher education to use group assignments and 
problem-based learning as an instrument. To receive the collective grade, stu-
dents are expected to collaborate, address key project-related issues, write a 
comprehensive paper or report and / or give a final (oral) presentation. These 
student team projects are a popular tool in teaching and learning for a variety 
of reasons, including their potential to engage students, cross-fertilize ideas, pro-
duce deep learning about complex content areas, but also for the limited time 
and effort they require from the professors.

0.4 Is there a team process?

0.4.1 The different processes of a student team project
During a student team project you have to facilitate the project process, this 
means that depending on the nature of the assignment you were given you will 
have to carry out a chain of activities to arrive at a good end result. Besides the 
project process you also have to track the progression and monitor the quality 
of the content you develop. In addition, when working in a team, you should not 
only consider the project and content development process but also the team 
process. This is unfortunately often forgotten in the heat of the moment. The 
team process is the development a group of students goes through to become 
an effective, efficient and successful team. Because this does not develop 
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overnight it will require patience and hard work. So, be aware that during a proj-
ect you have to facilitate and monitor the project and content development 
process as well as the team process as these unfold over time! 

0.4.2 The team process model
The widely recognized group development model of Bruce Tuckman consists 
of five phases (forming, storming, norming, performing (Tuckman, 1965) and 
adjourning (Tuckman and Jensen, 1977)) that are necessary and inevitable for a 
team in order to grow, face up to challenges, tackle problems, find solutions, plan 
work and deliver results. These five phases are visualized and explained in more 
detail below (fig 0.1).

Figure 0.1: The five stages of the team process

Forming is the phase where the team comes together. It is the orientation phase 
where people get to know each other and the assignment. In this phase, expecta-
tions are shared with the team on the goal and skill assessments are carried out.
In this phase team members want to be accepted and avoid conflicts. 

The storming phase is the phase in which personalities and interest clash. To 
overcome this team members have to make compromises and, in this book, 
eventually define the scope of their project. During the storming phase, the 
team has to investigate and re-define the assignment to formulate both the 
main goal and vision for the assignment. First steps are taken towards tackling 
the problem and decisions on the next steps to be taken are made. In the storm-
ing phase team members show their ‘real’ personality. They attempt to establish 
themselves within the team in relation to the rest. Fractions can be formed 
when different opinions occur and power struggles can take place. This can lead 
to conflicts. During this process the team and its members have to deal with 
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conflicting ideas and have to learn to make compromises. 

Based on the insights gained in the previous two phases, in the norming phase 
the roles and responsibilities are decided upon, divided among team members 
and unambiguous. The team members also establish the team rules and make a 
concrete planning and work division. The team cohesion increases and working 
becomes more and more easy. All team members take their responsibility and 
have the ambition to work for the success of the team’s goals. 

The fourth phase is the performing phase. The actual work necessary to finish the 
assignment will be conducted (getting the job done). In addition, the progress 
that is being made has to be reported to the team, professor/coach and some-
times to the problem owner. In this phase the team has to pay attention to its 
communication and decision making process. It should also assess the perfor-
mance of team members throughout the project, and the level of quality of the 
deliverables on a regular basis. Team members have gotten to know each other 
and can work together well. This leads to commitment and unity in the team. 
There is general respect. Problems and conflicts that have been identified should 
be tackled as soon as possible. 

The last phase is adjourning. This is the phase after you have handed in the work. 
During this phase the delivered work and team process are evaluated to identify les-
sons learned and aspects that can be improved during the next student team project.

0.5 What makes a team project successful?
Simply said it is often a combination of the quality of the end results, the amount 
of learning and individual development, the quality of the social interaction and 
engagement, and, most of all, how satisfied you and your team members are at 
the end of the project with all these.
Consider this: how would you answer the following questions about your last stu-
dent team project?

• Do you feel that you and your team have achieved something?
• Were you able to reach deeper grounds or were the results superficial?
• Do you feel the obtained grade is fair? 
• Did you manage to become a team or were you still just a group of students 

working together at the end of the project? 
• Were you able to overcome all bottlenecks, problems and team conflicts? 
• Are you proud of your behavior, contribution and achievement in the team? 
• Do you and your teammates get along just as well or even better than at the 

beginning of the project? 
• Are you satisfied?

0.6 Why should you engage in teamwork?
Working in student project teams allows you to develop your soft skills and 
learn a lot about project organization and management. You also learn about 
the course content and working in (multidisciplinary) teams. All these things will 
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most likely prove to be of value in your professional career (Mennes et al., 2005). 
Moreover, working in a team allows you to achieve more in less time and it can 
be a rather nice change to all those classes with boring lectures and endless 
paper writing, but most of all it can be a lot of fun!
Unfortunately, as we all know, this is not always the case. Lets not forget that it 
can also cause quite some problems and stress for you and your teammates, as 
the commitment to teamwork and the contribution to the collective task can 
vary significantly among team members (Jassawalla et al., 2009). The best way 
to avoid nasty surprises later on and work with differences in commitment is for 
everyone to be open and honest about their intentions at the beginning of a 
project. You can consider yourself lucky if the intensions match, but even if they 
do not, it is out in the open and as a team you can look for ways to work with it. 
So, even if you did not choose to be in the team, try to be honest and engage in 
teamwork, and make it a richer and more rewarding experience!

0.7 What is the setup of the book?
The chapters of this book were written by a 176 different students, like you and 
I, and were aimed at combining literature, our research findings and their own 
insights and experiences to help you and your team on your way. There are 12 
chapters in total: each chapter focuses on a different phase in a project at which 
obstructions in successful teamwork could arise. Each chapter covers one or a com-
bination of the skills and knowledge needed to tackle the major bottlenecks in the 
team process ranging from soft to organizational skills. To make this book easy to 
use, every chapter is a closed entity that provides you with insights, tips and tools. 
The division of chapters is based on Tuckman’s model as is indicated in figure 0.2. 
An overview of the chapters is provided in table 0.1. We have chosen to name 
every chapter in the form of a ‘How to’ (H 2) question, to make the book as easy to 
use and (student) practice based as possible. In our world (industrial design) ‘How 
to ...’ questions are used to facilitate solution focused creative thinking.  
Please be aware that you should only skip activities in the team development pro-
cess (and corresponding chapters) in case you have a really good reason to do so. 
As it is often the case, problems/conflicts that pop-up later on in the project were 
able to arise only because team and project process related activities were skipped 
or only carried out halfheartedly. Of course if your project only takes two weeks you 
should not spend several days on assessing your team and getting to know each 
other, whereas during a six-month project such a time investment is reasonable. 
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Chapter Chapter title (H2 means How to ...) Topic in the teamwork 

process model

1 H2 understand yourself, your team & your 
stakeholders

Team assessment

2 H2 assess the assignment & manage expecta-
tions

Vision, mission & goal

3 H2 explicate norms & values for good teamship Explicate norms

4 H2 lead, follow & coach in a collaborative set-
ting of peers

Distribution of  
responsibilities

5 H2 get organized through planning Project organization

6 H2 manage team spirit & motivation Spirit

7 H2 handle the social dimension of creativity & 
decision making

Decision making

8 H2 keep communication constructive & man-
age conflicts

Communication &  
conflict

9 H2 give & receive feedback Feedback

10 H2 review the team process & project progress Ongoing reflection

11 H2 bring the final (hectic) stages to a satisfac-
tory end

Meeting deadlines 
End evaluation

12 H2 turn a professor into a valuable asset Coaching

Table 0.1: Chapter overview

0.8 H2 use this book
Below three ways of using the book are described. The most common way to 
read a book is from cover to cover. However, people often prefer skipping to spe-
cific parts in the book that are interesting to them, therefore other ways to use 
this book are also explained.

0.8.1 Read the book from cover to cover
The book is organized in such a way that it follows the sequence of how team-
work activities should be carried out and which key aspects to consider when 
working in a team, as can be seen in figure 0.2 and in the table of content. You 
can use the book as a guide to follow the Forming – Storming – Norming – 
Performing-Adjourning model of group development (Tuckman, 1965; Tuckman 
and Jensen, 1977) throughout your project. 

0.8.2 Start with the chapter that interests you most
You can start with the chapter that attracts you most. The content of the book 
is problem orientated, and each chapter discusses one aspect of successful 
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teamwork. The book does not have to be read in any specific order, you can jump 
from chapter to chapter at any point in time. There are also links between chap-
ters, these illustrate how the chapter relates to other problems or chapters, in 
order to give you a deeper insight into how these aspects can be interdependent. 

0.8.3 Go straight to the chapter that is most applicable
If you know exactly what is happening in your team and what kind of problems 
occur, you can skip directly to the chapter which deals with this problem in order 
to find a solution. This book contains many suggestions and can assist you in 
tackling a number of different problems, common to student teams. 

0.9 H2 find the causes of your problems
For those of you who experience problem(s) but do not know where they come 
from, there will be an online tool (the root cause investigator) on the website in the 
near future that can help you identify the underlying causes (a.k.a. root causes) of 
you problem(s). It is currently under development and will be available on www.
studentteamwork.com. The tool will offer you and your team easy-to-understand 
steps that can help you find out where the problem(s) of the team originate. 

0.9.1  What is a root cause analysis?
Root Cause Analysis (RCA) is a structured investigation that aims to ‘identify the 
true cause of a problem and the actions necessary to solve it’ (Andersen and 
Fagerhaug, 2006). Simply stated, RCA is a tool designed to help identify not only 
what, and how an event occurred, but also why it happened (Rooney and Vanden 
Heuvel, 2004). Figure 0.3 shows an example of a root cause diagram.
Rooney and Vanden Heuvel (2004) define root causes as:

• Root causes are specific underlying causes
• Root causes are those that can reasonably be identified
• Root causes are causes over which management has control to fix
• Root causes are causes for which effective recommendations to prevent 

recurrences can be generated
There are currently many different Root Cause Analysis methodologies avail-
able. However, most of them do not result in a complete and efficient analysis, or 
effective solution. Knowing what went wrong is usually not enough to prevent 
it from happening again (Hitchcock, 2006). Therefore, the TeamWorks root cause 
investigator is a tool that should be used together with the TeamWorks book. 
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Figure 0.3: Example of a root cause diagram

0.9.2  H2 use the online tool
The online Root Cause investigator will help you find out what might be going 
wrong in your team. Based on the outcome it provides suggestions on which 
chapters to read in order to help you solve the problem. The rationale behind 
this Root Cause Investigator is that, in most cases, the apparent problems may 
be caused by other, deeper problems in the team. An obvious problem can be 
the symptom of a latent issue. The Root Cause Investigation System helps you to 
trace the problematic situation back to its origins. From there, you will be able to 
find the right techniques to overcome or prevent the problems. The tool can also 
be used to evaluate the teamwork at the end of the project. 

If you do not know your problem(s)
The easiest way to use the system is to answer the questions step by step. If you 
choose this option each of your team members can do this process individually. 
The tool will provide you with an overview of the most important problem(s) of 
your team and their root causes to show you which aspects you have to work 

Are you afraid of hurting your friend?

Do you have
personal
issues with
each other?

Go to chapter
9 on how to

make receiving
feedback
easier to
accept

Yes

Are team
members able
to speak their
minds?

Go to tree 28
on team

members do
not speak out
their mind

Go to chapter
9 on how to

give
constructive
feedback

No

Go to Chapter
8 on how to
manage
conflicts

No

Do you have an
open

environment to
give / receive
feedback?

Yes

Go to chapter
8 on how to

keep
communication
constructive
and chapter 6
on team spirit

No
Go to chapter
3 on how to set
team norms
and values

Yes No

Is the problem
caused by the
way you

criticize each
other?

Yes

Yes

No
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on. To be able to make improvements the system will recommend chapters you 
should look at to get a better understanding of the problems and help you make 
improvements.

The general process that is the backbone of RCA consists of 7 steps (Nielsen, 2009):

• Step 1: Identify and define the problem
• Step 2: Gather information about the problem
• Step 3: Identify relationships between all the possible causes of the problem 

by asking the question “why?” recursively
• Step 4: Identify which causes would solve the problem if they could be 

removed
• Step 5: Identify solutions, which will be the most effective at eliminating 

the problem, without causing problems. The solutions must be within your 
control

• Step 6: Implement the solutions
• Step 7: Observe the effect of the solutions and repeat RCA if necessary

If you know your problem(s)
if you already know what problems occur within your team you can also skip 
directly to the overview of problem areas. You can go further and answer more 
critical questions on your specific problem. This in turn will then lead you to the 
corresponding chapters.   

0.10  Link to professional life
Professional teams in business environments can hardly be compared with stu-
dent teams, for several reasons. Student project teams are usually assembled for 
a short period of time. The members are often not acquainted with each other, 
or only with a part of the team, and because of the limited time available for the 
assignment, there is no room for intensive team building. This means that the 
group of students will have to find ways to grow into a team. Moreover, other 
projects belonging to other courses, possibly with different teams, also require 
their attention during the same period. This means priorities have to be set 
which is not always in the best interest of the team. Furthermore, there is a lack of 
hierarchy, authority, job descriptions, and clear delineation of roles and respon-
sibilities in a student project team. The students in a team often have the same 
educational background, which creates more or less mono-disciplinary teams. 
Without clear authority structures they must figure out ways to hold another 
accountable (Kahn, 2009).
This book was written by students for students. It is primarily intended as a 
handbook for students working in academic project teams. Nevertheless, work-
ing effectively in teams is not just important during your time as a student, it 
is equally important after you have graduated. Because of this, each chapter 
includes a section that describes the ‘link to professional life’ and includes the 
main differences between academic teamwork and teamwork in practice. 
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0.11  Keep in mind
In addition, each chapter includes a ‘keep in mind’ list at the end of the chapter 
that highlights the key points. In this case: 

• Good teamwork is key to turning your project into a success!
• Choose a method for reading the book which is most suited for your 

situation
• Use the online tool if needed
• Learn from the book and improve yourself and your team
• Enjoy reading the book!
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“The art and science of asking 
questions is the source of all 
knowledge.”

Thomas Berger
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Introduction
Teams are everywhere. In sports, organizations, and among students, all depend 
on teams. Regardless of discipline, teams are always composed for a particular 
purpose. Many aspects play a part during the entire process the team has to go 
through. Skills, capabilities, motivation, and commitment of each team member 
are aspects that can influence the performance of a team. Chances for success 
increase when such influences are better understood by the team members. 
Particularly the early stages of the process offer the opportunity to explore each 
other’s qualities and characteristics. A well-prepared team will be beneficial, but 
this preparation goes beyond solely understanding each individual. The impor-
tance of understanding the team and its context must be emphasized as well. 
Whether studying at university or some other educational institution, teamwork 
is a fact of life. In most cases the team’s composition is predetermined, which 
might require you to work with people you have never met or have not worked 
with before. The size of the group and the goal of the project to work on are 
often predefined by the professor and are something you as an individual have 
little influence on. 
To maneuver your team into an operational position you need to address two 
things in particular. The first concerns the team, its participants and its environ-
ment. The second, discussed in the next chapter, concerns the assignment you 
have to work on. 
This chapter concentrates on: understanding yourself, understanding the team and 
understanding the external factors (fig. 1.1). Understanding this complete set of 
stakeholders makes your team better prepared and ready for the project. Each 
of these categories starts with its theoretical fundament and is completed with 
practical assessment tools and methods. Although this chapter’s focus is on the 
initial stages of the project process, you may consult this chapter at any point of 
your project when you need to better understand the team and its context. 

Figure 1.1: The three categories of project stakeholders
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1.1   Understanding yourself
Although there is a general human instinct to think that all people are essentially 
the same, this is not true. Apart from showing many similarities, it is in the differ-
ences among group members where the real strength of a team can be found. 
A team with only one kind of people is unlikely to come to the best solution, 
because diversity is key to success! Understanding the diversity in your team will 
build a solid platform for great performance. To understand the team’s diversity 
however, you first need to assess yourself: Know thyself! 
Find out who you are, where your strengths lie and how you react to certain sit-
uations. Understanding how you respond in teamwork enables you to see that 
others might act differently. 

1.1.1 Personal characteristics
This section of the chapter discusses the individual factors that can influence the 
team’s performance. It will address factors like culture, education, personality, 
skills, etc. 

Cultural background
Culture has a considerable influence on the individual. Each culture has its own 
norms and values, which is reflected in the behavior of the individuals. The way 
individuals with different cultural backgrounds interact in a team is therefore 
different. As a result, the cultural background of the team members may influ-
ence the group dynamics of the team. Once you are familiar with each other’s 
individual cultural backgrounds, these differences can be taken into account 
when working together. Culture is not only determined by nationality, but also 
by region, education, organizations and even by families. This implies that within 
one country we will see many sub-cultures related to the various sub-groups. 
Each individual, then, bears elements of all the different cultures they have lived 
in. Understanding the various elements of your own cultural baggage will help to 
understand the cultural baggage of your teammates. A good starting point are 
the most well-known descriptions of cultures as determined by nationality (e.g. 
Hofstede, 1991, Hofstede, 2001, Trompenaars and Hampden-Turner,1997 ). 

Illustration

Based on cultural norms and values, a Chinese student might not share their opinion 
directly with the team, whereas a Dutch student might share all their thoughts with the 
group without hesitation. This could cause confusion: the Dutch student might perceive the 
Chinese student as passive, whereas the Chinese student might be offended by the Dutch 
student’s straightforwardness. 

Educational & professional background
Students in teams often cooperate with students that possess different forms of 
expertise and knowledge. This variety could be based on different interests, dif-
ferent professional experiences, different courses taken (within one educational 
program), or even on different educational programs. Consider, for instance, the 
international master programs at universities that bring together students with 
different bachelor degrees and students who have already gained a couple of 
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years work experience after their bachelor degree. This, on the one hand, can 
complicate teamwork because they might have a difference in approach to the 
assignment. On the other hand this offers an opportunity, because different edu-
cational backgrounds and different interests and experiences can be interpreted 
as different areas of expertise. This variety in expertise, experiences and skills 
within a team both increases the complexity of collaboration and offers a prime 
opportunity for increasing the quality of the work that is carried out in collabora-
tion with each other. Diversity is one of the great virtues of working in teams. 

Illustration

A team can benefit from differences in educational background by using the diverse types 
of expertise. One team member, for instance, has a creative background and finds their 
strengths in creating ideas. Another team member might have experience in leading teams, 
but lacks creativity. By focusing on their strong assets, their weaknesses cease to matter.

When working in a diverse group, be sure to divide the tasks according to peo-
ple’s strengths and interest (see chapter 4). Team failure usually arises when team 
members are given tasks that do not address or match their qualities. Teaming 
up with somebody with a different background and expertise offers the oppor-
tunity to learn from each other without compromising the end goal.

Personality
Because each person is unique and therefore different, team members are some-
times confronted with unfamiliar behavior. As an example, some people start to 
cry when they win an award, whereas others cheer and shout when confronted 
with the same circumstances. According to Wikipedia, “personality is the par-
ticular combination of emotional, attitudinal, and behavioral response patterns 
of an individual”. From the outside the response patterns you have are the things 
that make up your unique personality. No matter how strange and abnormal a 
personality (i.e. response patterns) might be in the eyes of someone else, from 
the inside everybody sees themselves as being totally normal (and often not so 
unique). Being ‘normal’ is what makes up one’s personality from the inside. Seeing 
and experiencing known, expected, unexpected, new, strange and ‘abnormal’ 
response patterns of other people is what defines their personality in your eyes. 
Don’t forget, this is equally true for how your personality is experienced by your 
teammates. To ourselves we behave in a normal way, which could be experienced 
by others as being remarkably good or pretty mediocre (or even bad). All the 
experiences by others regarding your behavior (response patterns) make up your 
strengths and weaknesses in that particular setting of individuals. Although from 
our own perspective we might have learned how to work around our weaknesses 
(making use of our strengths) this might not be enough in the team setting. 
One dominant conclusion regarding all the differences among people can be 
drawn here: all the other people are also very normal …… be it in a (very) differ-
ent manner! 
In a collaborative setting it comes down to respecting all the individual strengths 
and weaknesses that one has in the eyes of all the others. Realize that strengths 
and weaknesses are relative and depend largely on the context and situa-
tion. Someone who is very creative and shoots idea after idea into the group is 
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fantastic to have during the project, but during the final hectic stages (see chap-
ter 11) this particular person must somehow suppress this quality. Utilizing (at 
the right moment) the various qualities and balancing the various weaknesses of 
these different ‘normals’ is what is required to make the most of your team.

Illustration

A team member who is very good at fleshing out the final details of a solution must be 
careful not to apply this quality at the beginning of the project when solutions are still in 
a conceptual state. Also, this team member must not develop an allergy for people only 
interested in the general outline who don’t want to talk about these details (yet).

Skills & capabilities
Skills can be divided into hard (technical) and soft skills. The hard skills are 
defined as skills that include the education of the individual, and any knowledge-
based skills that the individual has acquired during their studies (or professional 
life), such as computer skills, mathematical skills, design skills, analytical skills, 
data compilation skills and problem solving skills. The latter is also related to the 
skills of approaching the assignment the team has to work on (see chapter 2 & 
5). Soft skills include traits that the individual has acquired from their past expe-
rience in different projects, such as social skills, communicative skills, people 
management skills, conflict-managing skills, planning skills and organizational 
skills.
The combination of skills, competences and personality traits result in capabili-
ties regarding certain subjects or tasks. The ability to handle a complex issue, the 
ability to produce a comprehensive, written report in a short period of time, or 
the ability to discuss poor interim team results with the professor in such a way 
that the professor provides extra support (see chapter 12), are all abilities that can 
come in handy during the project. A team’s prime concern should be to distrib-
ute the tasks (see chapter 5) among team members according to the distribution 
of skills and abilities. 

Individual work styles and methods
Team members have their own working styles and methods, independent of edu-
cational or cultural background. Conflicting or unexpected working styles and 
methods can result both in miscommunication and confusion within the team. 
The success of the team and its members, and the chance that a project is 
brought to a successful end, depends on how individuals behave in the team. To 
that end, it is important to create a common language, a logical structure of the 
team and the methods that will be used, to which every team member can relate 
(see chapter 3 & 4). To do so, it is important to understand the individual work 
styles and methods. This makes it easier for each team member to work on the 
project. 
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Illustration 

There are many different ways of working. Some people prefer to plan everything, create 
structure by keeping the report up to date and by making tables and graphs, while others 
prefer to globally go through the project and leave the paper work for the last couple of 
days. The planners, in this particular case, might be annoyed by the ‘lack of effort’ of the 
others in the early stages of the project. The exactitude of the planners might annoy the 
‘procrastinators’. Discussing the different work styles helps to try and find a midway to work 
with. 

1.1.2 H2 assess yourself 
As mentioned earlier, to understand your teammates you first need to under-
stand yourself. This section describes some self-assessment tools and methods, 
which can help you and your team in getting to know and understand yourselves 
better. Of course, in parallel to learning about yourself you also develop a struc-
ture and vocabulary to understand the personalities of other team members. 
According to Tuckman (1965), evaluating individual team members is not only 
important at the beginning of the project but during the entire process: in the 
forming, storming, norming, and performing stage. A more detailed description 
of the phases can be found in the introduction (see chapter 0).
The assessment tools and methods in the following segment are specifically use-
ful in the forming, and performing phases. Table 1.1 provides an overview of the 
five methods and their goal as described in this chapter. 

Tool Goal

MBTI (see section 1.2.1) The MBTI tool helps to explore the role of an individual 
in everyday life

KAI (see section 1.2.2) The KAI inventory measures individual styles of prob-
lem definition and problem solving

Hofstede (see section 1.2.3) Hofstede can be use to evaluate the cultural back-
ground of individuals by the five cultural dimensions

Belbin (see section 1.2.4) The Belbin inventory is used to gain insight in an individ-
ual’s behavioral tendency in a cooperative environment

Strengths and Weaknesses 
(see section 1.2.5)

This tool helps an individual to create a clear overview 
of their strengths and weaknesses in relation to team-
work and on the level of expertise on the topic. 

Table 1.1: five self-assessment tools
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MBTI
The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) tool helps you to explore the preferences 
of your behavior. It helps you to learn more about yourself and to examine the 
relationships with others, be it teachers, colleagues, family, friends or teammates. 
The outcome of the MBTI is an abbreviation of four letters that indicate your per-
sonality type. The results of the test are based on pairs of preferences (table 1.2) 
that define the personality of the individual. The four letters of your test result 
make up your personal code. 

Pairs of preferences Explanation

Extraversion vs. Introversion 
(E/I)

Is your main focus the outside world or your own 
thoughts? Extraverted people enjoy working in 
teams and creating ideas with others. Introverts 
like a calm work environment and create ideas best 
when they are alone. 

Sensing vs. Intuition (S/N) Are you interested in facts or are you fascinated by 
what is possible? People who work through sens-
ing like to work step-by-step in a way they already 
know. Intuitive people enjoy new, complex proj-
ects and love to be challenged.

Thinking vs. Feeling (T/F) Are the decisions you make based on reasoning or 
personal emotion and feelings? Thinkers are more 
consistent in their opinions. Feelers make decisions 
based on emotions.

Judging vs. Perceiving (J/P) Do you prefer living structured and organized or 
spontaneous and flexible? Judgers prefer living by 
a planning and focus on what needs to be done, 
while perceivers like change, are open to new ex-
periences and feel limited by too much structure.

Table 1.2: Myers-Briggs Types

Abbreviated MBTI tests can be found on the Internet (www.developandgrow.
com) and one of your professors might have an official test. 

KAI 
The Kirton Adaption-Innovation (KAI) inventory measures individual styles of 
problem definition and problem solving. The KAI inventory orders the individual 
styles into two different groups: an adaptive or analogical problem-solving style 
versus an innovative or pioneering style. The KAI-test provides insight in how 
people solve problems and interact whilst decision-making. This inventory shows 
how individuals within a team interpret problems differently. This difference can 
be used to strengthen the team. This assessment is used for:
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• Enhancement of group cohesion and effectiveness 
• Leadership techniques, and
• Team building around problem-solving

In table 1.3 you can see the characteristics of the two different groups the KAI 
inventory measures according to Kirton:

Adaptor Innovator

Solves problems, rather than finding 
them

Seems undisciplined, approaching tasks 
from unsuspected angles

Seeks solutions to problems in tried and 
tested ways

Treats accepted means with less regard in 
pursuit of goals

Maintains high accuracy in long spells of 
detailed work

Capable of detailed tasks only in short 
bursts

Rarely challenges the existing rules Provides the dynamics to

bring about periodic revolutionary 
change

Sensitive to maintaining group cohesion Has little self-doubt when generating 
ideas

Provides a safe base for the innovator’s 
riskier operations

Table 1.3: the two groups of the KAI inventory

As KAI tests are difficult to find on the Internet. ask your professors if they can 
arrange a KAI test for you. For more information about KAI see www.kaicentre.
com. 

Hofstede theory
The cultural background of individuals can be evaluated using Hofstede’s 
five dimensions of culture: Power Distance Index (PDI), Individualism (IDV), 
Masculinity (MAS), Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) and Long-Term Orientation 
(LTO).  These dimensions are explained in table 1.4 (Hofstede, 1999, Hofstede, 
2001). 
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PDI: Small vs. large power distance 

The lower the number the 
smaller the power distance.

Lowest rate: Israel 13

Highest rate: Slovakia 104

Power distance is measured in the way members of 
organizations with less power perceive and accept the 
inequality of power distribution within the institution. 
In countries with a small power distance, the hierarchy 
of organizations is seen as more democratic, there is 
less centralization, a flatter organization pyramid and 
choices of people in formal higher positions can be 
questioned. In countries with a high power distance, a 
bigger difference in behavior can be seen between the 
subordinates and those with more power. 

IDV: Individualism vs. collectivism 

The lower the number the 
more collective.

Lowest rate: Guatemala 6

Highest rate: United States 91

An individualistic nation acts with focus on themselves. 
People are expected to have their own connections, 
opinions and personalities. Organizations are not 
expected to look after their employees. In collectivistic 
cultures, people act as members of a group. These 
groups have a strong connection, similar to families, 
religious groups, hometowns, etc. Organizations are 
expected to look after their employees. 

MAS: Masculinity vs. femininity 

The lower the number the 
more femininity.

Lowest rate: Sweden 5

Highest rate: Slovakia 110

Masculine cultures value ‘male’ values like competition, 
assertiveness and ambition. They have higher job stress 
and more industrial conflict.  Feminine cultures value 
relationships and the quality of life more and have a 
larger percentage of women in qualified and well-paid 
jobs.

UAI: Weak vs. strong uncertainty avoidance 

The lower the number 
the weaker uncertainty 
avoidance.

Lowest rate: Singapore 8

Highest rate: Greece 112

This index reflects the number of people in society who 
are anxious about the unknown. People from cultures 
with a high uncertainty avoidance try to minimize the 
uncertainties in their life. They tend to need explicit 
rules and stick to what is usual to them. People worry 
more about the future and are more risk averse. In 
cultures with a weaker uncertainty avoidance the 
contrary is often seen. 

LTO: Long vs. short-term orientation 

The lower the number the 
more short term oriented.

Lowest rate: Pakistan 0

Highest rate: China 118

Long Term orientation is best explained as the 
importance that is given to the past, present or future. 
Cultures with a high long-term orientation value things 
that affect the future. Values associated with a long-
term orientation are thrift and perseverance; values 
associated with a short-term orientation are respect for 
tradition and fulfilling social obligations. 

Table 1.4: the two groups of the KAI inventory
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Illustration 

PDI 40

IDV 91  

MAS 62

UAI 46

LTO 29

As can be seen above, John Doe has a low power distance index, which means that he 
will act as an equal of his boss and it is likely that he discusses with his boss in a critical 
way. John has a very high individuality score. John is an individualist, with a private life 
and his own opinions.  The masculinity score is high, which means that John has work 
high on his list and tries to be competitive. He also has a low UAI score which tells us 
that John has little hesitation towards change. 

The LTO of John is low; he believes in meeting his obligations and tends to reflect an 
appreciation for cultural traditions. 

Each culture is defined by all five dimensions. The analysis of such dimensions 
helps to understand different cultures norms and values. Through such an analy-
sis, individuals will gain insight in improving interaction with people from other 
cultures. Chapter 3 will go more into detail about norms & values. More informa-
tion about the cultural dimensions can be found on www.geert-hofstede.com. 

Belbin
The Belbin Team Inventory tool is used to gain insight in an individual’s behav-
ioral tendency in a team environment. It assesses the way an individual behaves 
in a team environment. The results indicate an individual’s score according 
to eight categories, which are referred to as Belbin Team Roles and are illus-
trated on the next pages (table 1.5). The Belbin model is based on the following 
assumptions:  

• Members of a team can contribute in three different ways when achieving 
the goals of the team. They can contribute based on their professional role 
(expertise), an organizational role and the personal or team role. Belbin 
defines a team role as the way someone acts, contributes and interacts with 
his/her team members. 

• A good team needs an to balance between the different Belbin Team Roles. 
A good division of the tasks, where the tasks are close to the natural Belbin 
Team Roles of the members, is of great importance. With a good division, 
the team member can complement each other, enhancing the performance 
of the entire team. 

• Every person has two/three Belbin Team Roles which suit their personality 
the best. According to Belbin it is necessary that people are aware of their 
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Roles, in order to develop their Roles further and work with other people. 
A Team Role is built on personal characteristics, mental skills and personal 
beliefs. 

Belbin Team Roles: 

Completer/finisher (CF)

The completer/finisher shows great concern towards 
people and the business; focuses on details and is 
quality-oriented; ensures that standards are achieved; 
maintains sense of urgency and is punctual; searches 
very precisely for mistakes

Team worker (TW)

The team worker stimulates, relieves and embellishes 
the work climate; strives for harmony and unity; averts 
frictions; is loyal to the team and supportive to col-
leagues; is sensitive and of a socially observant nature; 
holds the team together

Shaper (SH)

The shaper (is passionate to achieve results; challenges 
and argues; has drive and courage to overcome ob-
stacles; thrives under pressure; is impatient, has a low 
frustration threshold and is sensitive to being belittled; 
is keen on winning the game; is an enterprising ca-
reerist; sees to it that things get done

Coordinator/Chairman (CO)

The coordinator/Chairman elucidates objectives and 
puts forward priorities; keeps to the protocol; encourag-
es to get involved, unlocks personal qualities by posing 
questions; recapitulates the decision; coordinates and 
controls the activities; is a trusted chairperson with an 
innate ability to lead discussions
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Resource investigator (RI)

The resource investigator has an inquisitive mind; is 
always on the lookout for new possibilities; explores 
the environment by identifying ideas, information and 
resources; enjoys developing numerous contacts; is 
candid, enthusiastic, extraverted, energetic; is more of a 
discoverer than an inventor

Monitor/Evaluator (ME)

The monitor/Evaluator wants to grasp matters and 
thoroughly understand them; analyses ideas and pro-
posals; processes and orders a lot of relevant informa-
tion; evaluates feasibility; points out in a constructive 
manner weaknesses of proposals being considered; 
inclines to put a damper on enthusiasm; decides only 
after much deliberation

Implementer (IM)

The implementer converts plans into practical, work-
able activities; likes order, structure and routine; might 
sometimes lack flexibility; entails a down-to-earth 
outlook coupled with perseverance; works disciplined 
and efficient; is a born organizer

Plant (PL)

The plant is always in search of something new and 
different; puts forward an endless stream of original, 
out-of-the-box ideas; is unorthodox; shows creativity, 
imagination and innovation; is a perpetual source of 
inspiration.

Table 1.5: Overview of Belbin Team Roles

More information about the Belbin test can be found on www.belbin.com.
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Individual Strengths and Weaknesses
Having completed the above methods, you are more aware of yourself and prob-
ably also more aware of your strengths and weaknesses. When defining the 
strengths and weaknesses, it is important to differentiate between collaborative 
(social) aspects and knowledge and skills related to the topic of the assignment. 
You can make a list of your strengths and weaknesses where this distinction 
could be made (see table 1.5). It is important to relate those qualities to the 
assignment. This means that the team should first assess the assignment and 
make a list of crucial qualities required for bringing the assignment to a success-
ful end (see Chapter 2). The next step is to share the strengths and weaknesses 
with the team. As a result, an overview of the strengths and weaknesses of every 
team member can be made (see table 1.6) and compared to the qualities needed 
to accomplish the task. Later this information could –and should– be used to 
define tasks and assign possible roles to each member or pairs of team members 
(see Chapters 4 & 5). 

Collaborative skills Expertise on and skills related to the topic

Strengths Weaknesses Strengths/preferences Weaknesses/dislikes

....

....

....

....

....

....

....

....

Table 1.6: Assessment tool for strengths and weaknesses

1.2   Understanding your team
After understanding your personal characteristics it is important to share these 
outcomes with team members in the initial stage of a project. Understanding 
and knowing each other’s cultural background, personality, knowledge and 
skills, strengths and weaknesses helps to create awareness and it can –and will– 
enhance the performance of your team throughout the entire project. Make 
sure you share these personal ‘secrets’ in a safe and respectful environment. 
Everybody deserves to be respected in a mindful way by explicitly and genuinely 
showing interest in each other’s qualities and history. 
This part of the chapter describes the necessity of understanding each other to 
build a successful team. It also describes how different team characteristics, like 
variation in team size and background, may affect the overall performance of a 
team. 
“Ideally, a project team will have a group of people with the necessary skills, who 
are able to work together, share ideas and reach compromises.” (Trott, 1998). 
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1.2.1 Size of the team
The size of the team can influence the team’s performance. Project teams mostly 
consist of four to ten members. Although smaller teams are easier to coordinate, 
larger teams bring more diversity and richer input to the assignment. Most stu-
dent teams can’t choose but for efficient decision making it is preferable to have 
an uneven number of team members (see also Chapter 7). Professors might have 
the habit to base the number of team members on the maximal amount of team 
reports that they want to grade. On the other hand, the weight of the assignment 
should be in accordance with the calculated workload of the course followed by 
the students. 

1.2.2 Pre-existing relations among team members
Team members that know each other or might even be close friends influ-
ence the team climate considerably. Especially, if some of the members are 
friends and others not (yet). In the early phase of the team this situation must 
be discussed. It helps if team members who know each other well tell stories 
to the others about their collaboration. These stories could be as simple as just 
mentioning the occasion of their former collaboration, but could also be more in-
depth, like addressing some of the crucial (conflicting) moments that they have 
experienced. In such a way, the non-friends get a better understanding  of the 
relationship the friends have and how they work together. The other way around 
might work equally well. Just tell each other about former teamwork experiences 
and situations that are memorable to you. 

1.2.3 Team characteristics
The performance of well-balanced teams is much better than that of unbalanced 
teams (Water et al., 2008). Teams are well-balanced when the team member’s 
individual social qualities and the different expertise (skills & knowledge) com-
plement each other. 
The Belbin Team Role Inventory developed by Helga Hohn (2000) (see Box 
below) can be helpful to understand your own and other team members’ person-
alities. The results of the tool are not definitive, but give a first overview of the 
Team Role preferences of the team as a whole. It shows whether the team is bal-
anced or whether certain roles are overrepresented or underrepresented. Again, 
the discussion among the team members should be related to the expected 
Team Roles required to complete the assignment. It is recommended to use the 
inventory in the first (forming) phase of a project. 

1.2.4 Creating a Belbin Team Score
This tool can be used to create an overview of the composition of your team. 
Assumed is that every team member has already done the Belbin test and has 
a personal score for every role. As with an individual score, the team score only 
provides an indication of the composition in order to create awareness; there 
is no good or bad score. Helga Hohn has created a table to fill in the scores for 
each role and the outcome of the team score. According to Hohn, a combined 
score for a role which is higher than 10 is a “profile score”. This means that the 
team is skewed towards these characteristics of a role. The outcome of the Belbin 
Team Score can be discussed within the team, so the strengths and weaknesses 
of the team are known. Also the absence of certain (necessary) qualities becomes 
explicit. 
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Belbin Inventory tool collaborative scorecard (downloadable from www.student-
teamwork.com):

Belbing
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…
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Group profile: 

Sum / no of persons

Table 1.7: Belbin teamscore

1.2.5 Diversity of the team
The first part of the chapter focused on the individual: understanding an indi-
vidual’s background & culture, personality and qualities, knowledge and skills. 
When applying assessment tools and comparing the outcomes with your team 
members, it becomes plain how different we all are. However, these individual 
backgrounds and personality treats are not the only factors that affect the aspect 
of diversity in student teams. Level of expertise and knowledge, personal agendas & 
goals and personal interests are also important.  
Homogeneous student teams (similar educational backgrounds) will have more 
or less the same knowledge on subjects, which makes communication and deci-
sion making easier. However, the levels of understanding regarding the subjects 
learned might differ. Exploring this in relation to the assignment could be of 
help later when tasks are divided. Equally important is to focus on differentiat-
ing aspects like Team Roles and personality scores. Finally, it could be worthwhile 
to look for acquired knowledge and experiences in some other fields, such as an 
internship or student job. 
Heterogeneous teams (different educational backgrounds) provide teams with 
the opportunity to learn from each other by sharing the particularities of these 
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different programs, again in relation to the assignment (see Chapter 2). Although 
the multi-disciplinarity of the team may cause difficulties in sharing knowledge, 
ideas and hunches, such teams can result in innovative and unexpected solutions 
as a result of connecting the various knowledge fields. While it could pay off, dis-
cussions and decision making required to arrive at such innovative insights are 
not as easy as in homogeneous teams. 
Another diversity factor and a form of personal interest is the student’s own 
agenda. In the educational context projects seldom need fulltime commitment 
of the team members, because other courses, projects and educational activities 
also require their attention. Each team member typically will have a different set 
of activities in parallel to the actual project. All these individual commitments 
and goals could work as a time bomb regarding collaborative expectations. 
Where one is completely committed to the project, another person may not 
because of another (more joyful) project. Thus, interests play a major part in 
setting priorities for different activities. In the forming stage it is important to 
openly discuss each other’s project expectations and the level of effort everyone 
wants to put into the project. More on this in Chapter 2. 

Illustration 

PDI 40 PDI 80

IDV  91  IDV 20

MAS 62 MAS 66

UAI 46 UAI 40

LTO 29 LTO 118

When John Doe compares his scores with his Chinese teammate some cultural dimen-
sions show differences. Where the American power distance is rather low, the Chinese 
power distance is high. This may cause difficulties or differences in the way they com-
municate with e.g. project leaders or with teachers. The second dimension shows an 
even larger difference. Where John Doe looks more after himself, the Chinese team 
member may find this rather selfish, because they are striving to achieve common 
goals. The Long-Term orientation dimension for both persons is completely different 
as well. John Doe may wants to create an environment in which all team members can 
work in harmony, while the Chinese team member tries to focus on the content and 
puts all his effort in the project. 

The third and fourth cultural dimensions are almost equal, implying that they both 
have a competitive attitude towards completing the tasks with an average level of 
structuring the project process. 

It is important to emphasize that people from different cultures and countries are not 
attached to these statistical outcomes. It may appear that John Doe and his Chinese 
fellow team member are more closely connected than the Hofstede theory suggests. 
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1.3   Understanding the external factors 
Since student team projects do not occur in an isolated environment, different 
parties outside the team, the stakeholders, influence the teamwork. Stakeholders 
are made up by every person, group or organisation, who can affect or can be 
affected by the team’s actions, the project or by the final product itself (Freeman, 
1984). Every stakeholder has different stakes in the team’s project, which can con-
sist of investments, interest, rights (legal or moral), ownership or contribution in 
the form of knowledge or support (Newcombe, 2003; Bourne, 2009). These fac-
tors may affect the team’s motivation, performance and commitment, which 
make the external environment important to understand when performing in a 
project team. It is recommended therefore to take the stakeholders into account 
when evaluating and assessing both the team and the assignment (Chapter 2). 
This can be done by first identifying these parties and then assessing their level 
of importance, influence and impact (fig. 1.2).

Figure 1.2: Overview of the project environment

1.3.1 Professor
The “professor” is generally the one who also hands out the 
assignment. Sometimes there are groups of coaches in addi-
tion to the one that made the assignment. Since this book 
focuses on educational projects, there will always be a “ pro-
fessor” involved with a coaching attitude to guide the team. 
When someone takes the role of the manager or coach, this 
benefits the progress of the team’s work since the group is 
supported by someone with relevant expertise. As Slevin 
says in his article (1984), the support of the leaders and 
managers in the top of an organization are crucial to team 
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motivation and to the team’s chances for a good develop-
ment of a project. For more information on how to turn your 
professor into a valuable asset see chapter 12.

1.3.2 Experts
Information exploration can be done in a manner of differ-
ent ways, such as studying the relevant literature and 
books, or by browsing the Internet. It can also be useful to 
visit an expert within a certain domain. In the case of stu-
dent projects this often is a teacher or professor from the 
university. These experts are not really stakeholders, but 
they can be of considerable value. Professors always feel a 
bit charmed when students approach them because of 
the expertise they have gained over 20 years or so. Make 
sure you are prepared by, for instance, reading one or two 
of their publications that are relevant to your situation or 
question. Show deep interest in the subject. 

1.3.3 Client / problem owner
Lastly, in educational projects, the university often seeks 
for links with companies, governments or other orga-
nizations to enrich the projects or when the university is 
unable to provide sufficient tools or resources. Adding a 
third party to the project extents the environment of the 
students. Additionally, the type of problem owner can 
have an impact as well, for example, a well-known multi-
national can be attractive to work with.
A common statement in business-related project teams 
is ‘build in the voice of the customer’ (Cooper, 1979). The 
chance of success increases when this voice or need of the 
problem owner and maybe even his stakeholders is con-
sidered as an input to determine the goal of the project. 
In an educational environment the customer can be dif-
ficult to identify because, most of the time, the project 
does not have commercial purposes. However, there is 
always a problem owner (a.k.a. your client). The Project 
Management Institute (2000) stated that the client is the 
individual or organization that will use the project’s final 
product. It could be, for example, the professor, who eval-
uates and determines the academic value of the project. In 
other cases, a company or a fictitious problem owner can 
be involved by means of role playing.
In general, it is wise to keep the relationship between the 
client / problem owner and project team as strong as pos-
sible. Teams have to adapt their working style to the client 
/ problem owners’ desires since the he is going to evalu-
ate, pay for and / or use the outcome of the project. Note 
that this paying also can be done by means of a grade and 
educational credits. Further note that very strict control of 
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the client / problem owner can result in a low degree of 
motivation within the team (Slevin, 1984). From now on 
‘client’ revers to both the problem owner, the customer as 
well as some other external problem owner. Remember 
to take into account the opinion of the problem owner as 
well as the opinion of your professor.

1.3.4 Workspace
Whether the university supplies a workspace for your 
team depends on the duration of the project and the avail-
ability of studios or cubicles. If you have a workplace for 
yourself make it yours by putting some team stuff in there. 
Create your own identity by giving your team a name (and 
logo) and hang that on the wall. Use Post-its and flipcharts 
for brainstorming on difficult questions and to structure 
your work processes. 

1.3.5 Assignment
The assignment is what it is all about and is provided by 
the professor. Most likely these are predetermined assign-
ments but sometimes an external client provides the 
assignment. Companies/organizations/professionals could 
have issues that are relevant to the field of study and col-
laborate with the educational institutions. Such 
assignments are very challenging because they address 
real-life situations. Some assignments are dull due to their 
theoretical or seemingly irrelevant character, which can –
and probably will– affect team atmosphere and team 
performance. In such cases it is key to find ways to make 
the work fun and interesting for all team members. 
Chapter 6 will further explore how to do just that. The next 
chapter (Chapter 2) helps you to assess the assignment 
and to manage the expectations of your team, supervisor 
and potential client. 
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Ilustration – Case 1

James, Tom and Laurence are applying for a Bachelor course of Industrial Design Engineer-
ing. It is one of the favourites and most important courses of the first year in the discipline 
of Industrial Design. They apply as a team and do not yet know each other. They start the 
project with enthusiasm and confidence. James suggests designing a product for a fast 
food chain. He does not mention to the others that his father works in this industry and 
that he already has a good idea how to improve the speed with which the food is served. 
Laurence competes in sports on a high level and is enthusiastic about designing for the fast 
food chain as well. He wants this because he sees possibilities to improve the food and to 
give it a healthier image. Tom agrees this is a global problem and they decide to grab this 
opportunity and dedicate themselves to go for the fast food chain.

The professor of the team also likes taking on this assignment personally because he likes 
going out for dinner and would like to see better fast food restaurants. He expects the team 
to come with a solution in this direction but does not mention this to the team because he 
does not wish to display his personal opinion.

As the project progresses, it becomes clear that James had totally different expectations 
than Tom and Laurence. While Tom and Laurence were trying to do something on a more 
social level, James wanted to make an incremental change towards the production that 
would lead to huge cost savings. The expectations of the professor are not met by the team 
either.

Ilustration – Case 2

For Sandra, a Medicine student, it is not common to study in project teams. She only does 
so when there is a practical exam. When she participates in a practical, she needs to do the 
preparation for the case by herself. During that process, she discusses her ideas and find-
ings with different students. All of her fellow students have the same goal: to discover the 
problem of the patient, and prescribe the best advice for recovery.

When Sandra prepares for the practical exam she will make a differential diagnosis; what 
the patient might suffer from according to the first perceptions available from the patient 
dossier. After that she presents her findings to her fellow students and they discuss the 
findings to define a scope. In this scope it is not clear yet what the patient’s disorder is, but a 
clear border is marked to exclude other options.

After the preparation is done, Sandra will visit the patient. With her perceptions in the back 
of her mind she starts an interview, performs a physical exam and perhaps runs labora-
tory tests to exclude possible diseases. By doing this, she continuously filters the scope and 
further narrows down to form a clear diagnosis concerning the disease. During this process, 
she presents and discusses the possibilities with her fellow students.
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1.4   Link to professional life
Projects and teamwork also exists in professional settings. This somewhat varies 
with teamwork in an educational setting. The organization in which the profes-
sional project is performed introduces other influences in the project, regarding 
guidance, team composition, organizational fit, justification, evaluation (go, 
no-go criteria), resources provided and time management. Tension between the 
senior management (or internal client / problem owner) and the team, concern-
ing time, quick results and resources is an often-mentioned issue in professional 
project teams. Furthermore, the team leader and your fellow team members 
are often assigned to other projects as well, which, generally, negatively affects 
the performance of the team (Cooper, 1979; Tseng, 2004). Although educa-
tional projects have time limitations, predetermined group compositions and 
moments of justification and evaluations, these are not as frequent and strict 
as in professional environments. The organizational fit does not exist as such in 
educational projects since the results of the project are nine out of ten cases not 
implemented. 
Team members in student settings receive a grade and continue to other courses 
without the positive or negative history of their team performance attached 
to them (provided that they passed the course). Team members in practice will 
carry their individual past performances with them, and people will know about 
their performance. Team leaders and other managerial actors typically have that 
knowledge and will use that in career decisions. Team members in practice there-
fore might be much more engaged than some students that just come for the 
grade, whatever level it is. 
In professional life it is equally important to know the qualities and personalities 
of your team members. The assessment could be done in a similar way. However, 
if you have previous experience with the personality tests mentioned in this 
chapter you would easily detect the qualities of your fellow team members. 
Knowing the innovator-adaptor theory, it is not very difficult to detect people 
who have extreme adaptive or innovative qualities.  Also, detecting people who 
are extremely judgmental and extremely perceiving are easy to identify.

1.5   Keep in Mind
• Know thyself! Your (social) life is much more pleasant if you know your own 

qualities, good and bad, strong and weak. Assess yourself by filling in tests 
advised in this chapter. 

• Know thy team! Share personal insights on your qualities, skills and 
knowledge with your fellow team members. Create a safe atmosphere while 
doing so by showing respect and true interest in your team members.

• Understanding your team members may help to efficiently allocate tasks 
tailored to the skills, strengths, weaknesses, personalities and expectations 
of each member. 

• The level of motivation, commitment and expectations are important 
factors to consider when assessing your team and your teammates.
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“The most serious mistakes are not 
being made as a result of wrong 
answers. The truly dangerous thing is 
asking the wrong question.”

Peter F. Drucker
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Introduction
This chapter elaborates on the start-up phase of a student project team. After 
having formed or being appointed to a student team, you have to assess the 
assignment and manage the expectations of all parties involved. This chap-
ter clarifies variables and practical actions in assessing the assignment and 
managing the expectations. To that end, it will firstly provide you with a better 
understanding of what a ‘given’ and ‘taken’ assignment is, by going through the 
investigation processes of the assignment, the stakeholders analysis and the 
interaction with the various stakeholders, and concludes with the forming of a 
‘vision’ and ‘scope’. Figure 2.1 shows the route from given assignment to taken 
assignment and creates a structure for this chapter. 

Figure 2.1: From ‘given’ to ‘taken’ assignment
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2.1   What is the ‘given’ assignment?
The professor provides the student teams with predetermined assignments, 
which can affect both negatively and positively the team members’ commitment 
and expectation. Personal interests, concerning the assignment, can further 
affect the team’s performance. More information on the assignment can be 
found in chapter 1, section 3.5.

2.2   From ‘given’ to ‘taken’ assignment 
At the start of a project there is the ‘given’ assignment, which in most cases is 
not written by the team or one of its members. It can also be the case that the 
assignment is not clear or fully defined. Part of the early activities of the team is 
to assess this ‘given’ assignment to fully understand what it is about and what 
deliverable is expected. Reformulating or paraphrasing the assignment will then 
result in the assignment as ‘taken’. Before the project starts and the team accepts 
and ‘takes on’ the assignment, the team and the client / professor should both be 
satisfied with this redefined ‘taken’ assignment.
Assessing the assignment can be done just by the team or in some form of col-
laboration with the professor. Once the assignment is clear it is advisable to share 
this perspective with the professor/coach, just to be sure your setting out in the 
right direction. Of course, not all assignments require such elaboration before 
the real work can start. 

2.3   H2 investigate the assignment

2.3.1 General investigation
An initial step of general investigation is required to create a deeper understand-
ing of what is asked and how to reach that end. This phase helps to clarify the 
task and the appropriate approach. Moreover, this is also the phase wherein the 
structure of the whole team process is determined. In fact, all further stages and 
the final outcome will be affected by how the assignment is handled at this point. 
The first thing the team needs to know is whether the assignment concerns a 
closed-ended or open-ended situation. A closed-ended assignment has (or aims 
at) a specific right answer as a result. An open-ended assignment will result in 
a range of solutions that are all in some respect viable answers to the question 
posed at the beginning. Consider the anamnesis of a patient who shows certain 
symptoms. Here, identifying the disease of this particular patient is the closed-
ended assignment. You really want doctors to come up with one clear answer. 
Devising a strategy to defend Mister X in his trial against the accusations of the 
hotel maid is a typical example of an open-ended assignment. Based on the 
interpretations of the givens there are many optional strategies for defending 
him. Such a strategy obviously goes (far) beyond the defence activities in court. 

Another general element to discuss or explicate within your team are in general 
terms the expectations regarding the deliverable. Is it a written report or a pre-
sentation, or both? What should it contain apart from the answer: a literature 
study, perhaps, or just a description of what was done by the team, or both? Do 
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you have to hand in any intermediate reports, Final and intermediate presenta-
tions? All these requirements need to be discussed early on. 

After that, your team should discuss and explore the boundaries of the assign-
ment. What subjects or issues are absolutely essential to address during your 
work? And what is considered to be the ‘solution space’? What are possible limi-
tations and what elements fall outside the scope of the assignment? 

Finally, you need to discuss the approach. The variety of approaches for 
closed-ended assignments will be smaller than for open-ended ones. Still for 
closed-ended tasks you need to discuss these possible ways of working towards 
that one, single solution. Regarding open-ended assignments, you and your 
team need to discuss the ideas or possibilities to attack the issue raised. Some of 
you might have worked in similar situations, which could also work here. Share 
those experiences as soon as possible in the team.

Again, it is important –and wise– to share these insights with your professor and 
discuss and maybe even negotiate the consequences with regards to the taken 
assignment. 

2.3.2 Level of abstraction
When the assignment is given, the team basically has two options. They either 
proceed to solutions and solve the problem straightforwardly, or re-frame the 
problem itself before any idea generation. The first approach focuses the atten-
tion on ‘hows’ (how to solve the problem), while the second shifts the focus to 
‘whys’ (why to solve the problem). 
The two approaches differ in their level of abstraction. On the one hand, the 
‘how’ way provides immediate ideas at a concrete level and aims at solving the 
problem as it is given. While, on the other hand, the ‘why’ route has the primary 
objective of avoiding fixation on the problem prematurely and, instead, unwraps 
it in order to take into account all possible alternative trajectories that might lead 
to better results. 

This last approach is typical of designers and ‘design thinking’. Designers, indeed, 
follow the respected tradition of ‘questioning the brief’, namely a method that 
encourages them to dig deeper and question their assumptions. It suggests 
that there are almost always alternatives that have not yet made it to the table, 
ideas that have yet to be conceived, and explorations that could yield different 
perspectives. In this way, designers re-frame problems to find creative and often 
unexpected solutions that others might overlook (Collopy, 2010).

Hence, it is that the ‘hows’ and ‘whys’ approaches are different by nature and go 
to opposite directions in terms of abstraction level. This phenomenon is called 
‘laddering’, and it shows, as mentioned above, the two different ways of facing 
the assignment (fig. 2.2). In a ‘laddering’ process, ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions can 
be asked several time, though preferably not more than three times, in order to 
reach the level of abstraction desired.
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Figure 2.2 - Laddering in levels of abstraction. 

2.3.3 Required learning 
Teamwork and team assignments are part of the educational program you are in. 
It might be a fruitful exercise to discuss with your professor the learning goals of 
the teamwork. What is it that the professor wants you to learn from the assign-
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teamwork. 
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Fuzzy vs. Precise expectations
Fuzzy expectations are those that are neither clearly nor fully defined, in other 
words, they are not SMART (specific, measurable, acceptable, realistic and timely). 
Clients (more than professors) with fuzzy expectations do not always have a clear 
understanding of what they want from the project; they may feel that some-
thing is wrong or needs to be done but are unable to exactly distinguish the 
problem and consequently only have vague ideas about the solution (… it must 
be solved. Basta!). In order to transform the fuzzy expectations into more precise 
expectations, the team should start a dialogue with the professor and/or client. 
In open-ended assignments it is very well possible that on the way it becomes 
clear what goals are reasonable to attain within the given time frame. This often 
requires multiple dialogues or discussions or even negotiations during the project. 
In student team situations, the professor often has precise expectations in abstract 
terms, i.e. you need to deliver a report containing these sections. The precise con-
tent of these sections is then what will come out of your work. The professor has 
extensive experience with the knowledge of students and knows what your com-
petences and capabilities are (or should be …) in respect to the assignment. An 
external client, however, may have little experience with student teams and may 
even have little knowledge about the exact competences of the students. Because 
of this external clients often have more fuzzy expectations of the process and out-
come of the project, and those expectations will change during the project.
 
Implicit vs. explicit expectations
Implicit expectations are expectations that are so self-evident that the professor 
or client unconsciously does not mention them. Especially in closed-ended assign-
ments it seems so obvious to just work your self towards the one and only answer. It 
often takes a long while before it becomes apparent that implicit expectations are 
not met. Explicit expectations are conscious assumptions about the performance 
in the clients mind and the client pays explicit attention to whether these expecta-
tions are met. Unfortunately, explicit expectations are not always expressed openly 
at the very start of the project. This could be part of the assignment or due to the 
fact that you first have to cover some ground towards resolution. Make sure you 
stay in regular contact with your professor about these expectations. During the 
project, expectations that are communicable can also change into implicit expecta-
tions, when the client assumes that the expectations are self-evident facts.
If the professor or client has too many implicit expectations, the possibility of a mis-
match between expectations and experience increases and it is of great importance 
to reveal the implicit expectations. Implicit expectations may become explicit if the 
client purposely reveals them, or when you present your first results. The results 
may then trigger the explication of these implicit expectations. For your team it is 
difficult to notice implicit expectations, however when the members are aware of 
these kinds of expectations and they attentively question the professor/client, you 
might help them to explicate those expectations.  It is not that clients or profes-
sors don’t want to explicate their expectations, it is more that they are not able to 
do that. They first need some content and only then will they be able make their 
expectations concrete. 
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Unrealistic vs. realistic expectations
Unrealistic expectations are impossible or highly unlikely to be met. The more 
realistic the client’s expectations are, the higher the possibility that they can and 
will be met.. When the professor’s or client’s expectations are unrealistic, disap-
pointment cannot be avoided. When unrealistic expectations are identified, 
preferably at the beginning of the project, and are adjusted towards a more real-
istic goal straightaway, future disappointment can be avoided and the project 
can be brought to an end that satisfies everyone involved. Similarly, unrealistic 
expectations at the beginning could be just a matter of perspective since you 
as a student team will experience the assignment for the first time. Professors 
typically know what is possible because they have a general idea about the 
knowledge and ability levels of the students. So, make your perspective explicit 
to the professor and ask for their opinion. Don’t wait till the end.

2.4.2 Different strategies in expectation management
According to Johnston (1995) the overall satisfaction of the client or professor 
is a result of a series of experiences with the project during the overall process. 
Johnston distinguishes three different states of outcomes e.g. delight, satisfac-
tion and dissatisfaction. There is a range of performance that a client judges 
satisfactory. A performance below the tolerance zone will leave the client dis-
satisfied and performance above the tolerance zone will pleasantly surprise the 
client (delight) as shown in figure 2.3. The boundaries of the three different zones 
are dynamic and can be adjusted during the project.

Figure 2.3: expectation levels (Johnston, 1994)

The experiences of the professor and/or client during the project affect their final 
judgement. When the student team’s performance is acceptable during the total 
project, the outcome is most likely satisfactory to the professor and/or client (fig. 
2.4). One peak above the zone of tolerance threshold will result in a delighted 
result (fig. 2.5) whereas one peak below the threshold will result in a dissatisfy-
ing outcome (fig. 2.6) and to compensate one single dissatisfying experience 
requires several satisfying experiences (fig. 2.7). 
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Figure 2.4: obtaining a satisfying outcome (Johnston, 1994)

Figure 2.5: obtaining a delighting outcome (Johnston, 1994)

Figure 2.6: obtaining a dissatisfying outcome (Johnston, 1994)



65

H2 assess the assignment & manage expectations / Chapter 2

Figure 2.7: Compensating a dissatisfying experience (Johnston, 1994)

With every experience below or above the threshold, it is possible that the 
threshold is (unconsciously) changed or adjusted. A dissatisfying experience, 
for example, can raise the dissatisfaction threshold (fig. 2.8) and has the effect 
that is becomes more likely you will perform below the threshold again. A posi-
tive experience has the power to lower the satisfaction threshold (fig. 2.9) and 
reversely has the influence that you will perform above the threshold more easily. 

Figure 2.8: Raising the dissatisfying threshold (Johnston, 1994)

 Figure 2.9: lowering the satisfying threshold (Johnston, 1994)
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2.4.3 Managing stakeholder expectations
Because the expectations and experiences during a project influence the over-
all satisfaction of the stakeholders, it is possible for the student team to manage 
the overall satisfaction of the stakeholder by deliberately focusing on it during 
the process. As a team you have some optional strategies. Firstly, you can aim 
to always stay within the range of acceptable experiences and surprise the pro-
fessor/client at the end with a delightful experience of presenting beyond their 
expectations. Secondly, you could carefully balance positive and negative experi-
ences by making sure that a delightful experience compensates every negative 
one. Be careful with delightful experiences early in the project, because this may 
sensitize the professor/client to look for positive experiences in the future and 
raise the expectations threshold. A third strategy is to deliberately have under-
performing results (don’t show all you’ve got) in the beginning and then slightly 
increase to a more than acceptable ending. This will show the professor/client 
that you have gone through a huge learning process, which is the ultimate goal 
of the professor.

2.5   H2 negotiate the assignment and its 

  deliverables
Being open and discussing among each other and with the professor the steps 
and (sub-)goals helps to create an open environment. In most cases there are 
one or two stakeholders that are interested in the final results: the professor and 
sometimes the ‘client’. The first is mainly interested in the learning you have done 
and the second is dominantly interested in the content you deliver, that is, the 
answer to the initial project question (assignment). Being open and discussing all 
envisioned steps and initially intended (sub-)goals helps to create an open and 
pleasant environment.

2.5.1 Why negotiate?
For open-ended assignments, when the final results become clearer, it is neces-
sary to again agree on the mutual expectations. If an external client is involved 
then this needs to be done with regards to the content. With the professor, 
apart from the content that has to be developed, the final report needs to be 
discussed. To reach a shared goal, negotiations are often necessary. These nego-
tiations can be conducted through discussions and dialogues. But by treating 
these discussions as negotiations some useful models can be applied to the con-
versations. The art of negotiating might also prove its value within the team and 
at earlier occasions in meetings with  the professor or client. After these conver-
sations, all set (sub) goals need to be clear so conflicts can be avoided later on.
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Illustration

The following example illustrates that negotiating is also related to situations where the 
goals of the actors are not explicit at the beginning of the discussion. 

“Perhaps the most famous negotiation parable involves an argument over an orange. The 
most obvious approach was to simply cut it in half, each person getting a fair share. But, 
when the negotiators began talking to each other, exchanging information about their 
interests, a better solution to the problem became obvious. The person who wanted the 
orange for juice for breakfast took that part and the person who wanted the rind to make 
marmalade took that part. Both sides ended up with more. Neither agreement is particu-
larly creative. The parable of the orange becomes a story about creativity when both parties 
decide to cooperate in planting an orange tree or even an orchard.” (source Wikipedia).

2.5.2 H2 Prepare negotiations
When preparing negotiations there are five areas that need attention 
(Mastenbroek, 1999):

• Your interests and goals
• The balance of power
• The climate
• Procedural flexibility
•  The relation with your constituency

In the case of student teams important areas are interest and goals; climate dur-
ing the negotiation; procedural flexibility. The educational environment seems 
to bring a traditional imbalance of power, professors give the grades and are 
therefore always right! You as students have to realise that this is not true at 
every moment during your project. It might be the case at the end where the 
grading is done, but during the project it might be the case that you know more 
on the subject than the professors or professors. Engaging yourself in a fruitful 
and interesting discussion could even show that your are in the lead and not 
the professors. A good teacher must make learning contagious and must allow 
that at some points students know more about the subject or are even better at 
a particular skill than the teachers. Teachers should guide and coach your learn-
ing process, which will not automatically brings an imbalance in power (See also 
Chapter 12, H2 turn your professor into a valuable asset). 
The setting of the discussion or negotiation influences the climate and therefore 
must be suitable for its purpose. Ensure the professor (client) has enough time, 
that you can all sit comfortably without being continuously interrupted, that the 
subject on the table is clear and that you have prepared your perspective and 
what options you have as a possible outcome.
Educational systems need to work with procedures because of the large number 
of students. These procedures are also around projects to streamline the bulk of 
students. Sometimes, student teams find themselves in such a different situation 
that negotiation of the procedures is necessary. This implies that an exception 
must be made for that particular team. Although this seems logical from your 
perspective, for the professor or professor this means a different treatment. In 
itself this poses no problem, but, due to the heavy workload some professors 
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have, it becomes difficult for them to pay enough attention to the exceptions. 
These might even be overlooked, causing delays for that team. 
The best way to prepare for negotiations is by first answering the following ques-
tions for your own team: Do we know enough about the subject? Where do our 
interest and goals lie? Where do the interests and goals of the professor lie? What 
educational policies do we have to keep in mind? What results do we want to 
obtain? What is the very least we and the professor will be satisfied with? etc.? 
By asking these questions your team can discover your own goals and interests 
as well as anticipate on the goals and interests of the professor. After this prep-
aration, reformulate what you want to know and have the meeting with the 
professor/client.                                                

2.5.3 Tactics for exploring
Next to being well prepared, a student team should also be able to explore 
the boundaries of the assignment. The purpose of the exploratory stage in 
negotiations is to see where the possibilities lie and what the options are. The 
following three aspects can help students with the exploratory phase: asking 
questions, trying to find common criteria and trying to find common interests 
(Mastenbroek, 1999). A good way of exploring is to ask questions. By asking the 
right questions a team can discover what the real objective is, what the possibili-
ties are, how an assignment has come to be like it is and so on. Another step in 
exploring is finding common criteria. For instance, it might be the case that some 
elements of the assignment appeal to both team and professor. Discovering 
these shared criteria can make dealing with an assignment and future conversa-
tions easier for both parties. Close to common criteria lie common interests; what 
is it that both parties want to get out of this assignment? Being clear about the 
interests can contribute to a transparent environment in which both parties can 
state their opinions and an optimal result can be achieved.

2.5.4 The negotiation grid
In 1976, Thomas and Killman created the negotiation grid. This grid uses the 
dimensions ‘assertiveness’ and ‘cooperativeness’ to clarify negotiation styles, see 
figure 2.10 for an overview.
The grid shows that when assertive behaviour is displayed in combination with 
cooperative behaviour an exploratory negotiation style is achieved. If there is 
no cooperation in the negotiation style, this can lead to fighting or competitive 
behaviour and, in this is not desirable in student teams. A lack of assertive behav-
iour can lead to cooperative behaviour. Although this behaviour is not a problem 
in itself, without assertiveness the goals a team has set can be overshadowed by 
the wishes of the professor. By perceiving dialogues with professors as negoti-
ations, a student team can get the most out of these conversations in terms of 
insights in the objectives, deliverables or interests at stake. 
Assertiveness in this context means that the actor is mindful and interested. They 
value the discussion and stand for their own goals as well as treating the goals 
of others with respect. As with the example of the orange, seemingly opposing 
goals might be complementary at a deeper level!
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Figure 2.10: The negotiation grid

2.5.5 Negotiating within the team
Negotiating within the team happens or is required when two or more members 
have opposing opinions on a particular subject. As we have seen, an explorative 
attitude is beneficial for resolving unknown grounds, which is often the case in 
student projects. Typically students will follow a particular student project only 
once in their educational life, so each project is new to all team members. If the 
dispute is related to the assignment then neither of the parties will have a well-
grounded or well-founded opinion. Because the subject is new to all of you, it 
is important for all of you to explore the subject and collaboratively create a 
shared perspective. You will experience that opposing opinions will soon disap-
pear. If they do not, then it might be a good idea to schedule a meeting with your 
professor. 
We know that student teams engage themselves in long discussions. They 
discuss options relevant to the project approach (e.g. How are we going to pro-
ceed?), to the evolving content (e.g. In what direction should we proceed?) or to 
the way of collaborating (e.g. How shall we divide these tasks?). These discussions 
are not really negotiations, since negotiations require two parties with different 
or opposing goals. These discussions are part of the game and also part of what 
professors aim for. Discussing relevant topics with peers is one of the means 
to become more literate on the subject of the assignment. Each team mem-
ber has to make use of words and concepts that belong to the new vocabulary 
that makes up the professional space of your educational program. By discuss-
ing these theoretical concepts, students start building an integrated knowledge 
base, which requires a deeper understanding of these concepts. You can not 
discuss a subject at a professional level if you lack the deeper knowledge and/
or experience. All academic educational programs are aimed at creating such a 
deep base of knowledge and understanding, and discussions help in creating the 
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right and shared knowledge base that helps to make a informed decision.  
All this doesn’t mean that the discussions you have with your team can’t be more 
efficient or effective. Chapter 7 and 8 provide more on H2 handle decision-mak-
ing and H2 keep discussions constructive. 

2.5.6 Negotiating with your client
External clients live in a totally different (business) world. They have other stan-
dards, they have other mindsets, they have other goals and last but not least, 
they have a lot of experience in their own profession: they are professionals. 
Clients who already see the opportunity to collaborate with universities are rela-
tively open. They know that students might help them in unexpected ways. You 
need to realise that discussing subjects with your clients is really a discussion 
across different knowledge and experience fields, because clients in practice 
have entirely different thought worlds (Dougherty, 1992) from yours. They run 
a business and/or are professionals in their line of work. They might have had 
formal training but could just as easily be self-made individuals. In essence, 
although you have little or no practical experience, you have a lot of theoretical 
knowledge, and, however painful for the professors, there is a large gap between 
practice and theory, so each of you acts from a different thought world. The larg-
est element of this gap is experience. See this as an opportunity to learn from 
experience and to bridge the gap by exploring the different opinions until the 
grounds for agreement surface.  

2.6   H2 set project boundaries

2.6.1 Team goals
In your team you need to discuss which goals each of you aims for during the 
project. There might be considerable differences between individual goals. For 
instance, one team member might just go for the grade since they aren’t particu-
larly interested in the content of the assignment. Another just aims for as high 
a grade as possible bcause they want to graduate with distinction. Yet another 
is very much interested in the content and wants to learn as much as possible 
regardless of grade, because their goal is learning. More frequently than not, 
team members don’t want to spend a lot of time on teamwork. This category of 
students, called social loafers, is omnipresent (and you, on occasion, might have 
been one of them). Social loafing has even become a verb, illustrating that one’s 
attitude to dodge every task they dislike or just wait till others start working on it 
really requires a certain way of behaving. But be aware, because not all behavior 
that seems like social loafing is conscious or intentional, addressing the behavior 
of others as soon as it points toward unwanted directions should be part of the 
team atmosphere (see chapter 5 & 6) .

All the diversity in goals and/or approaches might cause conflicts along the way. 
Explicating these ideas, insights and convictions will help you to create mutually 
shared ideas on how to work on the assignment.
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2.6.2 Vision 
When the expectations of all involved parties are identified and managed, the 
team is able to create a vision about the project. The terms of vision and mission 
are often mixed up, so, to clarify: a mission is what a company, person, or team 
stands for; a vision is what they want to achieve. 

The key problem for communication during an assignment is the understand-
ing of different levels of abstraction related to the assignment. Since student 
teamwork assignments are often complex and open-ended (with more than 
one solution), the start of the project is characterized by operating on higher 
abstraction levels (see section 3.2). No concrete solutions are present yet. When 
one person of a project team is able to cope with high abstraction levels, they 
can have a better idea of where the project is headed, better than another per-
son who prefers to handle concrete assignments. This person has some sort of 
vision or ideas with regards to the assignment, its concrete goals, the approach 
or both. Such a clear vision is especially useful with more abstract assignments. 
Communicating these ideas is necessary for three reasons: 1) to get the rest of 
the team engaged, 2) to create a better vision and 3) to negotiate the scope/
goals with the professor/client. Very concrete assignments with clear goal and 
clear approach don’t really need a vision (Naaranoja, 2007). This has to do to the 
level of abstraction; the more abstract the assignment is the more useful a vision 
becomes. Through the negotiations it is clear how the team (and client) perceive 
the assignment and whether a vision should be created. 

Some guidelines for a vision regarding the goal are that it should be under-
standable, motivational, credible, demanding and challenging (Christenson and 
Walker, 2004). A vision becomes a conceivable image of the future (Smulders, 
2003). All together this means that it is a mixture of personal/team aspirations 
and a substantiated view of the future. 

The vision is used to have an aim for the project and an approach. Abstract or 
vague ideas become more concrete when people share their insights regarding 
these ideas and collaboratively build an integrated scenario representing the 
goal, the approach or both. Over the course of the project, the scenario becomes 
richer and richer or in other words the goal can be described sharper and 
sharper. But it is absolutely necessary to stay in close contact with your professor 
and/or client to share and discuss this progress and maybe even negotiate about 
the final deliverables. 

2.6.3 Scope
To be successful in the given assignment it is important to meet the demands 
and expectations of professors and/or clients. Avoid focussing on ‘wrong parts’ 
of the project and losing valuable time in elaborating too deeply on secondary or 
even superfluous aspects. Defining a scope ensures that project results include 
the required content. A scope defines what is and what is not included in the 
project and thereby determines the width of the solution space. 
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Nevertheless, scope definition depends on many factors of the project and is 
about defining (and during the project, controlling) what is included in the proj-
ect. When defining the project scope, the following things can act as starting 
points for group discussion: 

• Project objectives 
• Project deliverables
• Project goals and team goals
• Nature of the task

Some of these subjects are already explicit due the discussions you had the 
moment you made your first investigations into the nature of the assignment 
(see section 3.1). Others might need some additional discussion. As mentioned 
above, the word ‘scope’ refers to the processes required to ensure that the proj-
ect includes all the work required, and only the work required, to complete the 
project successfully.
In most university teaching projects, however, given assignments are fictitious 
and students have ambiguous goals regarding the expected assignment out-
put. Next to the fulfilment of the task and the learning experience, it is known 
that students work on projects to gain credits. This is why, when working 
within student teams, it is important to define a coherent team scope and cre-
ate boundaries that function as guidelines for all group members. Because the 
scope defines what needs to be done to fulfil the expectations of all stakeholders 
(including you and your team), the scope of the overall project should be dis-
cussed and made clear before you start looking for a solution. It is part of sharing 
expectations. Although smaller steps cannot be predefined, the overall scope of 
projects can be set in advance.
The scope is related to the deliverable (‘product scope’) and the ‘project scope’ 
that consists of the activities and work that must be done to arrive at that deliver-
able, i.e. the answer or solution to the assignment.

2.7   Link to professional life
This chapter has dealt with assignments, the expectations of all stakeholders and 
with negotiating. In professional life project goals and project approaches both 
can vary from known/concrete to unknown/vague. There are projects where it is 
clear what to do, but unclear how to do it. And vice versa. Projects where both 
the goals are vague and the approach is unknown might be referred to as suicide 
projects: you don’t know what you are aiming at and don’t know how to start. 
Don’t accept the assignment until one of the two provides some direction. Most 
likely the client has an intuitive vision that is in need of clarification. 
Oftentimes, clients don’t really know what they want, but do know two things. 
They want to have something solved or out of the way. And secondly, they 
want to be surprised by getting an unexpected answer. Assessing the problem 
or concretizing the feeling of your client is the first step towards a solution. This 
requires a collaborative process aimed at revealing the true nature of the issue 
the client is pondering and a clear discussion on how to approach the newly 
defined project definition. 
In all, for the professional side of project definition discussions we refer here 
to the Project Management Body of Knowledge, the so called PMBOK (Project 
Management Institute, 2000).
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2.8   Keep in mind
• At the beginning of a project you receive a given assignment. You can 

solve either the problem straightforwardly, with a focus on how to solve 
the problem, or re-frame the problem itself and focus on why to solve the 
problem. The two approaches are different in approach and might result in 
totally different answers. Sometimes reformulating the assignment results 
in more efficient teamwork. 

• Because different stakeholders influence your process when you reframe 
the assignment, you are recommended to take the stakeholders into 
account when evaluating the assignment.

• Assignments can be open-ended or closed-ended. Open-ended 
assignments have many good answers, whereas closed-ended assignments 
have only one answer (which the professor probably knows).

• The various stakeholders can differ in their level of importance, influence 
and impact on your teamwork. It is wise to discuss in your team the roles of 
all the stakeholders.

• To create a clear goal and avoid conflict later on, it is necessary to negotiate 
with the different parties.

• The approval of your project depends on the difference between the 
expectations of the project and the actual deliverable or outcome.

• Try to change fuzzy, implicit or unrealistic expectations into a more precise, 
explicit and realistic set of expectations.

• The student team can influence the expectations and experiences of 
the stakeholders during the process and thereby manage the overall 
satisfaction of the project.

• When the team’s performance is acceptable, the outcome is most likely 
satisfactory to the stakeholder. An experience above average will result in 
a delighted stakeholder where a disappointing experience will result in a 
dissatisfying outcome.

• When the expectations of all parties are clear, the team can create a vision 
of the project. The vision describes what the team wants to achieve and 
is a conceivable image of the future. A vision should be understandable, 
motivational, credible, demanding and challenging.

• When forming a team vision, it is important to consider the individual 
competences, individual expectations, the logic underpinning the 
assignment, the required deliverables and the possible approach. All this 
culminates in one coherent shared vision.  

• It is important to define a coherent team scope before taking the 
assignment and create boundaries that function as guidelines for all group 
members. Before you start to look for a solution, the scope of the overall 
project should be discussed and made clear.

• In doing all this, sometimes the questions asked are more important than 
the answers. Questions that stay un-answered reveal important subjects 
related to the assignment. 
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“We do not leave anyone alone. If we 
don’t do it together, we don’t do it.”

Dennis Hall



75

Chapter 3

H2 explicate norms & 
values for good teamship

Co-creators

Bart Klein Hemmink

Florentine Pfeifer

Hugo Nagtzaam

Lisa op ’t Hof

Marlous Nacken

Marloes van Driel

Peter Hermans

Rieneke Boog

Roos van Genuchten

Vince van de Ven

Wouter Volkers

Yubin Chen



 76

TeamWorks

Introduction
A certain level of social integration between the team members is a prerequisite 
for good teamwork between students in a collaborative project. Social integra-
tion depends, among other things, on the awareness and acceptance of the 
group’s norms, practices and culture (Levi, 2007).
Bonney (1974) defines a norm as ‘the limits of allowable behaviors of individual 
members of the group.’ Group norms are the ground rules that define appro-
priate and inappropriate behavior in a group. An example of a (group) norm is 
‘When we have agreed to meet at 9, we agree to arrive between ten to and ten 
past 9 o’clock.’ Alternatively, Tuckman describes how a group goes through dif-
ferent stages during teamwork; forming, storming, norming, performing and 
adjourning (Tuckman, 1965). From both Levi’s and Tuckman’s point of view, 
group members need a process of group socialization (a.k.a. teambuilding) to 
become a team; their norms have to be made explicit, shared and aligned in 
order to form group norms.
This chapter will discuss the process of teambuilding, and specifically, the role 
of norms within this process. You will learn how to make norms explicit through 
playing the ‘Student’s Next Top Team’ game designed for this purpose. Special 
attention will be given to cultural differences that exist within many of today’s 
student teams.
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3.1   H2 become a team

3.1.1 What is teamship? 
At the beginning of a project, a new team is composed out of students who often 
have not met before. They have to get used to each other, and create a level of 
social integration. Social integration refers to how members fit together and are 
accepted in a group. When the socio-emotional needs of a group member are 
satisfied there is a basis for good group dynamics (Toseland and Rivas, 2005). 
In turn, fluent group dynamics are required to achieve successful teamwork. In 
addition, student teams must also be able to find a balance in the work-fun fac-
tor. There is no reason to concentrate on the work alone without allowing for 
any distraction in the form of having fun together. Especially the combination 
between work and fun makes the group coherent. Because you are in it together, 
the team will gradually become more concerned with ‘we’ and less with ‘me’. 
Each of you has to team up by letting go some your personal intersts for the 
common good. Once group cohesion has been created, all group members have 
found their place within the team and are able to rely on each other, teamship 
has been reached. A student team in good socio-emotional and work-fun bal-
ance shows good teamship.

3.1.2 How does teamship develop?
The process of reaching teamship is called ‘teambuilding’. The proces of team-
building brings out a better understanding of the various qualities the respective 
team members bring to the team, for better and for worse. It is not only ‘know 
thy team’ for the positive and useful qualities but also accepting each other’s 
flaws. Real teamship implies that you act as a team and stand up for all teamwork 
in discussions with your supervisor, regardless who did that particular part of the 
work. 

Teamship might not be there the first day but will come gradually. The first build-
ing bricks of teamship are layed down during the team assessment as described 
in Chapter 1, which we see as the ‘forming’ stage (Tuckman, 1965). One of the 
changeover moments from forming to storming can happen during the dis-
cussion on the assignment and by explicating expectations each of you have 
regarding the project, grade and effort. The different viewpoints on these sub-
jects may result in conflict and polarization with associated socio-emotional 
responses. Settling arguments or agreeing on these issues can be seen as the 
transition to norming. As mentioned in the introductury chapter (see chap-
ter 0), it is assumed that over the course of the project, teams frequently cross 
the stages storming, norming and performing related to the issues that pop up 
while working collaboratively on the assignment. This spiral type of movement 
through the last three stages increases the group cohesion and brings your team 
to higher levels of teamship and thus performance. Group energy is focused on 
the tasks and on achieving the goals set in earlier phases of the project. 

Teambuilding is not just something you do at the beginning of a project. It is 
continuous and consists of intentional actions to increase the team’s coherence. 
Group cohesion refers to the interpersonal bonds that hold a group together and 
provide the members with an in-group feeling. Members of a cohesive group 
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have a shared social identity (Levi, 2007), which forms the base for a pleasant 
team climate (see chapter 6). 

Illustration: Teambuilding exercise

A very simple but adequate teambuilding exercise is to engage yourself in a culinary work-
shop. If you have an international team, take typical recipes from your home countries and 
let other team members prepare the meal or course. You could even make small teams that 
are led by the member from that particular country. Such a temporary leadership position is 
illustrative for possible rotational leadership later during your project (see chapter 4). If there 
are many countries involved you could continue doing this on a (bi-) weekly basis, each time 
with another country. 

Along this way and in parallel to the growth of the team coherence the norms 
and values belonging to your team develop. Norms  and values play an impor-
tant role during these social integration and cohesion-building exercises, 
because it is essential to learn about one another’s beliefs to reach a shared men-
tal model which enables the development and acceptance of group norms and 
values. Once group norms and values are accepted and team member’s attitudes 
and behaviours are adjusted accordingly, social integration and group cohesion 
will develop and teamship will be reached.

3.2   Team mental models

3.2.1 What are mental models?
When forming a team, a common understanding of different aspects such as 
tasks, goals and vision will develop. This common understanding, or shared plat-
form of knowledge, is used to act according to the team’s spirit, even without 
having consulted the team. Badke-Schaub et al. (2007) define this shared platform 
of knowledge as a ‘team mental model’. This can be explained by the following: 
everyone forms a mental projection and understanding of the task at hand, the 
goals and the team members based on their experience and personality (fig. 3.1). 

Figure 3.1:  Individual mental models

When a team is formed, parts of these mental models have to become more 
explicated in order to share a common ground (fig. 3.2), which can be done by 
discussing the tasks and end goals and by doing teambuilding exercises. 
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Figure 3.2: Common ground is formed

3.2.2 How do team mental models develop?
Team mental models develop over time, and mainly require the team members 
to participate in an active discussion about the different topics of interest to form 
a common vision and understanding (overlapping of the mental models). By dis-
cussing the assignment, the teams’ expectations, and individual norms and values, 
the process of developing team mental models can be aided. The shared mental 
model that is formed (fig. 3.3) enables teams to predict events and act according 
to the group spirit. The more fully mental models are shared, the easier a team can 
collaborate and know about each team member’s set of knowledge and skills.

 

Figure 3.3: Shared mental model

A part of the personal mental model that is hardly ever shared, but exists implic-
itly in a person’s mind, are the norms and values. Given the importance of (team) 
norms and values in achieving teamship, it is important to create a shared men-
tal model of this topic. Therefore the rest of this chapter will focus on creating a 
shared idea on these topics.
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3.3   What are values?
Values are abstract beliefs a person relies on to guide their behavior and actions. 
These values tell them what is right and wrong. Every person has their own set of 
values depending on how they were raised, their educational and cultural back-
ground, their personal experiences, etc. Some people, for instance, find honesty 
very important whereas others value loyalty or freedom more.
Values are more abstract than norms (for example ‘honesty’ is a value, ‘stealing 
is wrong’ is a norm). Since it is very difficult to work with these abstract values, 
this chapter will focus on transforming them into hands-on norms by providing 
straightforward and practical handles for achieving teamship.

3.4   What are norms?
Bonney defines norms as ‘the limits of allowable behaviors of individual mem-
bers of the group’ (Bonney, 1974) (fig. 3.4). According to Feldman, ‘group norms 
are the informal rules that groups adopt to regulate and regularize members’ 
behavior’ (Feldman, 1984). Group norms result from what is valued, preferred, 
and accepted behavior in the group. Norms provide a basis for predicting the 
behavior of others, thus enabling group members to anticipate each other’s 
actions and to prepare quick and appropriate responses (Shaw, 1980; Kiesler et 
al., 1970). The ability to anticipate on each other’s actions creates good team 
dynamics, which positively influences the project’s likelihood of success.
Norms are based on values. When a group norm develops, this is based on the 
merged values of team members. After values have been aligned, norms can 
be built. This also means that there is a difference in the level of ‘concreteness’ 
between the two. 

 

Figure 3.4: Norms 

3.4.1 Elasticity of norms
It is important to realize that norms vary according to the extent that people 
consider them binding. Some norms are strictly enforced whereas others are 
rarely enforced. Some norms are more elastic than others; that is, some per-
mit a great deal of leeway in behavior, but others prescribe narrow and specific 
behaviors (Shaw, 1980) (Toseland et al, 2005). In order to let norms contribute to 
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the teamwork, all team members should have the same understanding of the 
norm and its elasticity. It is therefore wise to discuss in a team what the attitude 
towards the norms should be and how flexible they are.

3.4.2 Restrictiveness of norms
Besides making sure the perception of norms is on the same level for all team 
members, norms should also not be made too restrictive. Too much conformity 
and compliance resulting from overly rigid and restrictive norms can lead to the 
suppression of individual members’ initiatives, creativity, and intellectual contri-
butions (Toseland et al, 2005). Since a positive effect on the teamwork is desired 
it is important to discuss within the team how to handle them. As an example, it 
could be a norm to be no more than 5 minutes late. Instead of being really strict 
about coming on time you could reinforce it by applying the rule: “If you are 
more than 5 minutes late, you have to get coffee for the team” or “If you are late 
more than three times a week, you have to bring a pie to the next team meeting.”  
By enforcing the rules in this way it is clear what the consequences are of being 
late and “punishment” will be carried out by doing something nice for the team.

3.5   H2 do team norms & values develop?
Team norms and values develop naturally as the team develops: through the 
individual member’s observations of one another’s behavior in the team and 
through discussions in which personal views and opinions are shared. In this way, 
all members contribute in some extent to the development of group norms and 
values. Care should, however, be taken that the preferences of more introvert 
team members are given the same consideration as those of more extroverted 
members, or those with a ‘higher status’ position (e.g. the team leader). Because 
team norms and values develop naturally over time they are hard to explicate. 
Levi finds that even when team members obey the group norms they may still be 
unable to articulate them (Levi, 2007).

According to Cragan and Wright (1998), group norms usually emerge after the 
second or third group meeting. Because they are unsure about the group task 
or concerned with the impressions they will make on other members, during the 
first meeting, most group members act on their best behavior. Once group mem-
bers reduce their initial uncertainty about the task and each other, they let their 
guards down and group norms and values start to develop. 

Tuckman describes this starting point as the ‘forming’ phase (Tuckman, 1965), in 
which boundaries, strengths and weaknesses will be tested including those of 
the team leader, according to Wilson (Wilson, 2008). Norms regarding a certain 
subject will be developed during the ‘storming’ phase related to this subject. 
Wilson states that at the beginning: ‘team members are more concerned with the 
impression they are making than the project at hand; wanting to be respected, 
battling feelings of inadequacy, wondering who will support or undermine 
them, and above all proving to the leader their value to the team’ (Wilson, 2008). 
Defining the norms will only follow in the ‘norming’ phase in which the team will 
create and accept common group norms regarding this subject. Once the team 
learns how to develop norms, the likelihood for good teamwork and a successful 
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project increases, since all members know what to expect and agree on the way 
things work in the team. The team could even decide for the meta-norm, namely, 
the norm that when necessary the team will start a discussion on a certain sub-
ject and then aim for developing a norm.

The group norms develop as the team and the project progresses (Toseland and 
Rivas, 2005). For example, after a few weeks it is decided that because everyone 
works from home ‘being on time’ is not as relevant anymore, whereas ‘clear and 
unambiguous communication’ has become more important. Additionally, team 
member’s perceptions on norms may diverge over time, which could lead to 
conflicts later on. This is why it can be helpful to discuss group norms and values 
again at a later point in the project or hang them on the wall. Suitable moments 
for doing so are, for example, a couple of weeks before a deadline when the team 
faces higher stress levels in which conflict is most likely to arise (Wilson, 2008), 
or shortly after an interim deadline; when the team is in a more reflective and 
relaxed mindset.

3.6  How do norms & values relate to conflict?
In practice, many teams simply ignore the notion of group norms and values. 
They assume that everyone knows how to behave in a team and that there is no 
need to explicate norms. It is often not until a team starts to experience prob-
lems, when realization grows that members are operating under different norms.

It is important to signal emerging conflicts early in teamwork processes (see 
chapter 8). Previous research has identified three primary types of conflict within 
a group (Wilson, 2008, Rispens et al., 2007):

• Task related / intellectual conflict (work issues, such as goal clarification);
• Relationship / emotional conflict (interpersonal issues such as personality 

clashes);
• Process related conflict (logistical issues, such as the scheduling of meetings 

and task allocation).

According to Jehn et al. (2008), if high levels of any type of unresolved conflict 
occur at the beginning of a team’s life, this is likely to result in higher levels of 
all three conflict types later on in the process. This underlines the importance of 
resolving conflict early on. Even more importantly, Jehn et al. find that, in order 
to come to excellent collaborative teamwork, teams should develop resolution 
strategies from the outset of their teamwork and try to prevent conflicts (2008). 
Explicating group norms is an important part of the conflict-management skill of 
high-performing teams.

3.7  H2 explicate norms & values
This section will discuss the ‘Student’s Next Top Team game’, a teambuilding 
game and the ‘Team norms and values brainstorm’, both of which will help evoke 
discussions about (group) norms and values within the team.
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3.7.1 The ‘Student’s Next Top Team’ game
The game is designed for (bachelor and master level) student teams and is based 
on literature findings and personal experiences with teamwork. The goal of the 
game is to trigger discussions on personal and team behavior. By discussing 
behavior, norms and values will be made explicit. Once made explicit, norms 
and values can be balanced and a group norm and values can be formed. The 
intended result is increased social integration/cohesion, conflict prevention and 
improved team performance.

The tool:
Who: The whole team together
When: Early on in the project and optionally again at a later stage
 (when conflict may arise).
Time: 45-60 minutes
Why: To explicate norms and values; create group norms and values and 

thereby enable teamship
How: The game provides provocative questions about behavior and beliefs and 

exploits the team member’s prejudices about each other’s behavior and 
beliefs. These prejudices will serve as a catalyst for discussion on norms 
and values and the behavior within the team. Such a discussion is essen-
tial to create shared mental models and to change norms.

 The game is designed in such a way that it can be played at least twice 
during a project. The first time should be in the early stages, during the 
forming phase, ideally after the second or third group meeting (Cragan 
and Wright, 1998). The second time should be at a later point during the 
project to realign and redefine group norms. For the second game play, 
the team can choose to play with a selection of questions to focus on a 
specific problem in the team. This option reduces the amount of time 
required and makes the game more accessible.

 While playing the game it is important to maintain a positive atmosphere 
by balancing out the number of serious, relevant questions with casual 
questions.

 The game consists of a number of coloured strips, coloured chips, ques-
tion cards, discussion cards (fig. 3.5) and ideally someone from outside 
the team who is willing to facilitate the game. The strips are handed to 
the players with a unique colour assigned to each player. Everyone gets a 
stack of coloured chips corresponding with the other player’s colours.

 After the facilitator has explained the purpose and workings of the game 
they start of with a warm-up round featuring casual questions. After the 
mood is lightened the actual game starts with different rounds in which 
“who” questions are presented by a facilitator. For example: 
• ‘Who is the most chaotic person in the team?’
• ‘Who has the best overview over the process?’
• ‘Who is the last to respond to an e-mail sent to the team?’

 The players have to answer by pointing out one of the other team 
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members. This is done anonymously by using coloured chips correspond-
ing with each of the players. The facilitator collects all the chips and 
presents the result. Aided by a discussion card, read out by the facilitator 
(e.g. “What do you think of this outcome?”) this forms the starting point 
for a discussion about the result, the team member’s behaviour and ulti-
mately (group) norms and values.

 The game can be found at: www.studentteamwork.com.

Illustration - part 1: Playing the game for the first time

A new project starts and a brand new team of five students is formed. The members are 
Michael, James, Suzan, Jennifer and Peter. All members have their own characteristics and 
qualities. These can influence the overall team performance and need to be taken into 
consideration. Michael is conscientious and works best when dealing with tight schedules. 
James is very ambitious; he is willing to invest a lot of time and effort to turn the project 
into a success. Susan does not take this project very seriously; she favors simple tasks and 
generally arrives late. Jennifer is a close friend of Susan. These two girls cluster and are not 
very open towards the other team members. Jennifer tends to do tasks only when these 
are specifically assigned to her, nevertheless she really pulls the strings when deadlines are 
approaching. The final team member is Peter. He already knows Michael from previous 
projects; they both feel that collaboration went very well. In general, Peter acts in the back-
ground; he is a bit shy and experiences difficulties speaking out in a group.

Through playing the game, the team members can get to know each other’s characteristics, 
qualities, norms and values. This is especially useful early on in the project.

Illustration - part 2: playing the game again

The game is also helpful at later stages in the project, when conflict arises. As the project’s 
deadline draws near the collaboration is more intense and stress levels are increasing. 
James is very eager and puts a lot of time and energy in the project. He is disappointed and 
annoyed by the resistance he gets from Susan, who is not willing to match his effort. The 
team also notices that Jennifer requires a lot of guidance; they would like her to take a bit 
more initiative. Everyone can feel that friction is mounting in the team. Michael suggests 
playing the game again to prevent the situation from getting worse. He picks the stack of 
questions about ‘collective responsibility’ to focus on the current issues.

Through playing the game, all team members are given the opportunity to speak up about 
the negative (and positive) feelings they have concerning everyone’s responsibilities within 
the team. This not only feels like a relief, it also helps to bring the team member’s norms 
back together.

 

3.7.2  Team norms and values brainstorm

A less confronting alternative to the game is a collective brainstorm session with 
the team on the perceived issues and their possible solutions. Below, a proposal 
for such a collective brainstorm session is given. 
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The Tool:
Who: Your whole team
When: Early on in the project and optionally again at a later stage (when conflict 

may arise).
: 60 minutes

Why: To explicate norms and values; create group norms and thereby enable 
teamship. This specific technique may be useful when the ‘Student’s Next 
Top Team’ game is found too confronting. This technique may be more 
suited for discussing norms and values in a multi-cultural team.

How: Preferably arrange an external facilitator to guide the team through the 
session or an experienced team member. 

 Explain the goal of the session; provide some explanation about norms 
and the purpose of creating them. Read this chapter and consult the 
Internet for some additional info.

 Have a diverging session to make an inventory of all issues that create 
tension in teams in general. Make sure that there is no discussion on these 
items before they are selected for the next round. 

 Reach consensus for further elaboration on the top 5-10 issues.
 
 Reformulate these 5-10 issues into H2-questions (or In what ways might 

we …) and brainstorm about possible solutions.

 Select best ideas and based on these ideas articulate the norm using a 
framework like this:

 If we are to have [desired positive outcome] then we will [expected 
behavior].

 Example: 
 If one of the issues is that the team meetings are unproductive then turn 

this around and into a question ‘How to hold a productive meeting?’ ‘In 
what ways could we improve the productivity of our meetings?’ and con-
tinue on with possible answers to this question.)

 Articulation of norms: If we are to have productive team meetings then we 
will…
• Start and finish on time;
• Use an outcome-oriented agenda and action list; 
• Let one person speak at a time;
• Have decision-oriented discussions.

3.7.3  Cultural differences and norms & values
Students with different cultural backgrounds are more and more often part of 
the same teams. When playing the ‘Students Next Top Team’ game, doing the 
brainstorm or some other activity to explicate the group norms  in a multi-cul-
tural team it is advisable to take into account the players’ cultural backgrounds. 
For example, students from individualistic societies (e.g. U.S.A, Australia, 
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Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands) will be more likely to defend their 
own interests and opinions during the game (Hoecklin, 1995). Students from 
collectivistic societies (e.g. China, Guatemala, Indonesia, Mexico, West and East 
Africa) ‘expect organizations to defend their interests’, and ‘their opinions are 
often predetermined by the group’ (Hoecklin, 1995). During the game or brain-
storm, these students can become alienated if the team confronts them by 
addressing them too personally. On the other hand students from high uncer-
tainty-avoidance societies (e.g. Greece, Portugal, Belgium and Japan) have 
more emotional resistance to change, take smaller risks and try to avoid conflict 
(Hoecklin, 1995). During the game, these students might not dare to take the risk 
of directly telling fellow students what attitude changes they would like to see.

Team norms and values are best identified and defined if everybody participates 
in the discussion. So, when playing the game or during the brainstorm, try to be 
open-minded, be honest and dare to speak your mind, but do so without step-
ping on anyone’s toes. 

3.8   Link to professional life
In a professional setting, norms play an important role in both team and indi-
vidual activities. In general it may be expected that the level of awareness and 
implementation of these norms is higher in a professional setting than in a stu-
dent setting. Consequences and rewards are larger in a professional setting (e.g. 
losing a job or receiving a promotion). For example, consistently being late, or 
delivering work that does not meet quality standards, will not be tolerated in 
many professional environments. The company often dictates a set of norms 
through a code of conduct. Together with company values and beliefs, this is 
clearly communicated to each employee.

Although the level of awareness and dedication towards norms is generally 
higher in professional life, making norms explicit in a team is still valuable to 
prevent and resolve conflicts, and to improve the overall performance and atmo-
sphere of the team. Especially since politics and internal competition may play 
a role within a team in a professional context, personal interests play a bigger 
role. For the ‘Student’s Next Top Team’ game this means that the availability of an 
independent, external facilitator is pretty much a requisite. The alternative to the 
game, the norm brainstorm session as explained in section 7.2, may be executed 
without alterations. The outcome from either technique may also be of great 
value when the company wants to define or adjust its code of conduct or values 
and beliefs.

Apart from having a code of conduct within a company, there is always a com-
pany culture in terms of: “This is the way we work around here!”. Most often these 
are the hidden rules of the game. Make sure you learn them as soon as possible 
and if, in your opinion, they need revision start a discussion about them in the 
early phases of your arrival. At that point it is still acceptable and sometimes even 
appreciated that you show this behavior. 

In multi-disciplinary teams, there could be sets of different norms for each 
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discipline involved. Marketers and designers typically don’t keep to the rules 
(that is their quality), whereas people from operations, legal department or 
finance might stick to the rules and defend them to the death. Here you have to 
learn how to cope with these differences, because each profession needs to stick 
to their own ‘code of conduct’ or system of rules. Treating each other with profes-
sional respect then becomes the norm. 

3.9   Keep in mind
• When aiming for teamship between students in a collaborative project 

it is important to reach a certain level of social integration and cohesion 
between the team members

• After the forming stage, the team will experience multiple stages of 
storming, norming and performing regarding relevant subjects 

• Team norms set at the beginning of a project might need to be adjusted 
during the project

• Some norms may disappear and some new norms might be necessary 
during the course of the project 

• Teams benefit from discussing and establishing explicit group norms 
in the initial stages of the project Making norms explicit prevents the 
development of unconsciously inappropriate ones and makes everyone 
aware of the behavior that is expected

• Norms are difficult to articulate, so use a simple game for that specific 
purpose. For instance, use your earlier experiences in a brainstorm on issues 
that create tension in teams. Select a top 5 or 10 and generate ideas on how 
to overcome them. See description above

• Group members need a process of group socialization (a.k.a. teambuilding) 
to become a coherent team Go through the culinary experience of cooking 
(complex recipes) for each other (see section 1.2. of this chapter)

• The culinary experience especially works well in multi-cultural teams. Cook 
each other’s native recipes 

• The group member’s norms and values have to be made explicit, shared 
and aligned in order to establish group norms and values

• The ‘Student’s Next Top Team’ game helps to trigger discussion on personal 
and team behavior by providing provocative questions in a playful context

• Explicated group norms and values enable the team members to anticipate 
each other’s actions (and reactions), to prepare quick and appropriate 
responses and to prevent conflicts. This creates good team dynamics, which 
positively influences the project’s likelihood of success

• By identifying the group norms and values the boundaries of accepted 
behavior can be set and the team culture is defined better
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Introduction
Followership and the way to act as a follower is largely dependent on the role of 
a leader, and vice versa, leadership is largely dependent on the role followers play 
in a team. As Patterson (2003) points out: “It is difficult to give a definition of a fol-
lower without referring to the position of the leader, considering they cannot exist 
without each other.” When followers show a positive attitude and are full of ini-
tiatives, a leader only needs to guide and streamline the process. When followers 
seek direction, a leader should point it out with their help, divide tasks and play 
a more active part in stimulating followers. Good leadership, among other skills, 
is highly dependent on the ability of a leader to adapt to the qualities of a given 
team. 
As leadership and followership are interdependent, one might find some overlap 
or interconnections between the two topics in this chapter. In this chapter the dif-
ferent types and styles of leadership and followership will be defined and practical 
conclusions will be provided that can be used as guidelines for student teams.
Student teams often do without leaders since they don’t feel the need to appoint 
a leader. The situation of being friends or peers makes it difficult to create a hier-
archy by introducing a leader position. However, as we will show in this chapter, 
everybody in the team will be in the lead of tasks as part of the assignment auto-
matically promotes your friends to followers regarding that subject. Since this is 
about non-appointed leaders, the collaborative game becomes a form of coaching. 



91

H2 lead, follow & coach in a collaborative setting of peers / Chapter 4

4.1   Being a leader

4.1.1 What is a leader?
Before explaining the distinct factors of student team leadership, it is important 
to understand the meaning of the word ‘leading’. A leader is the person who will 
lead the way, who will guide the team towards a common goal. Since ‘leading’ 
is a verb, it involves actions and some different types of actions form clusters 
of activities like decision-making, discussion leader, facilitating, coaching, sup-
porting, negotiating, etc. All these activities can be performed in a certain style, 
being leadership styles.

4.1.2 Why do we need a leader?
Leaders are necessary to influence the activities of the team in such a way that 
the teamwork is coordinated and well organized. Teams are oftentimes able to 
do this by themselves, but every now and then it is necessary to have someone 
cut the knot, take the lead, facilitate the creative process, energize the team, etc. 
So teams don’t need the leader to be the leader at all times. Especially in student 
teams a leader needs to participate in the task in the same manner as the other 
team members. On certain crucial moments they necessarily take the lead and 
influence the social system.

4.1.3 Different kinds of leaders

Appointed Leader
Within teams, a distinction between appointed and emerged leadership can be 
made. Appointed leadership refers to a leader that is chosen and an emerged 
leader naturally arises. Appointed leadership is not easy to apply to student 
teams, which are composed of people with equal status. Sometimes professors 
require a team leader to interact with, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that this 
person also becomes the leader of the team. You as a team can simply appoint 
someone to do these discussions with the professor. Such a choice should be 
based on the individual qualities as assessed by you (see chapter 1).  Professors 
may also insist on someone within the team to be appointed as the leader in 
order to learn from it. This could be a revolving leadership position related to the 
phases of the project. Here the leadership role is probably part of the learning 
goals and therefore the team has no option than to follow this rule. It is prob-
ably wise to discuss the sequence of leaders by again connecting the phases to 
the individual qualities and interests. Each of you might have a special interest 
related to the work in a particular phase. Eltink et al. (2008) also suggest that it 
is better not to have an appointed and permanent leader within student teams. 
The leader is likely to be positioned outside the team instead of being part of a 
team, which is considered to be harmful for optimal teamwork. In student teams, 
a gradually emerged leader(s) are usually the case.

Teams need to be careful in appointing a leader if someone within the team has 
the qualities of a natural leader, as this could cause friction between the two 
actors. People who have those qualities will know that of themselves and will 
bring that forward during the first team meetings when the team qualities are 
assessed (see chapter 1). If, during the assessment of the individual qualities, a 
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natural leader appears to be in the team it is good to see if they will also accept 
that role during the teamwork and at what moments they expect to contribute 
positively as a leader. It might even be possible that during the assessment two 
or more members have certain leadership qualities. Discussing these qualities in 
the light of the expected need for leadership during the teamwork will be of help 
when the need for a certain form of leadership suddenly emerges. 

Emerged Leader
Research shows that, when no leader appointed by the team or professor, most 
of the time someone will take up the role of team leader. But why is it that one 
person emerges as a leader but another does not? 

One of the first researchers to look into the topic of the emerged leader was 
Stogdill (1948). He concluded that the five traits ‘intelligence’, ‘dominance’, 
‘self-confidence’, ‘level of energy and activity’ and ‘task-relevant knowledge’ - dif-
ferentiated leaders from followers. More recent studies by Smith (1998), Kickul 
and Neuman (2000), and Côté et al. (2010) confirm that not only intelligence and 
dominance, but also ‘self-efficacy’, ‘extraversion’ and ‘emotional stability’ are 
seen as prominent characteristics of emerged leaders. ‘Self-efficacy’ refers to a 
person’s belief about his or her ability to accomplish a task. The team member(s) 
that score(s) high on these traits will frequently emerge as a leader. However, 
these traits do not accurately predict which members will become leaders. As 
will be illustrated below, the individual blending of all these traits will result in 
the preferred leadership style of the leader. There are excellent leaders that 
score low on dominance or low on task-relevant knowledge. ‘Ça dépend’ the 
French say, it all depends on the situation which style is best, hence situational 
leadership. Situations are a blend of the team members, the subject or issue, the 
current team climate, the progress, etc. 

In student teams everyone could be in the lead at some point in time. If one 
member is good at or has experience in a certain subject, they could have a 
leading role regarding the subject related activities. Such task or subject related 
leadership, which emerges during the course of the project, is called rotational 
leadership (see next section). Sometimes this can be foreseen based on the team 
assessment (see chapter 1), but in most cases these qualities surface while sub-
merged in teamwork activities. Be prepared for the opportunity and support this 
emerged informal leader by taking a follower role. 

Rotational leadership 
Wentworth and Anderson (1984) found that, when no leader emerges based 
on individual traits, the person with the most expertise in that phase is likely to 
take over the leadership. He explained this behavior as follows: “when a person 
feels competent about the task at hand, he will be less reluctant to participate 
in group interaction and is more likely to take a leading role. Vice versa, the 
team members will be more open for receiving suggestions or instructions by 
someone who is considered the expert regarding that topic.” The emergence 
of the subject or situation related informal leader is based on the perception of 
the team members that this leader possesses qualities that are relevant to the 
(team’s) needs of that moment. If the subject changes or the situation changes 
another member could have the required qualities, which could result in 



93

H2 lead, follow & coach in a collaborative setting of peers / Chapter 4

changing to another informal leader. This so called rotational leadership can be 
related by the phases of the project since these require different areas (and lev-
els) of expertise and also require different styles of leadership (see next section). 
But do realize that the informal leader at any time will have no formal power. 
Finally, if you choose to have emerged leadership during your project, it might 
be a good idea to be prepared if you arrive at the final hectic stages (see chapter 
11). At that point during your project it could prove to be beneficial to appoint 
a formal leader who coordinates all the dispersed team activities that can no 
longer be discussed during plenary meetings. They will receive the power from 
the other team members to take decisions and to set tasks for the different 
team members. They will also need to stay in contact with all the team members 
and pay extra attention to those that have the habit of working quietly alone, 
because those less communicative team members will not mention the (often 
impressive) progress they made without being asked. 

4.1.4 Different ways to be a leader (leadership styles) 
Every leader has a personal preference for one or more different leadership 
styles. The most effective leaders use a collection of distinct leadership styles . 
Depending on the context they use each in the right amount, at just the right 
time (Goleman, 2000). In the article, Goleman identifies six different types of 
leadership styles, shown in table 4.1. The Coercive and the Pacesetting styles are 
two styles that demand a certain hierarchical power and should therefore not be 
used alone – they should be used with care and only in times of crisis or when 
very quick results are needed. The other four styles, Authoritative, Affiliative, 
Coaching and Democratic, are the best for setting the right climate and ensuring 
quality performances. The most effective leaders switch among styles as needed 
(Goleman, 2000).
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Coercive Authoritative Affiliative Democratic Pacesetting Coaching

The 

leader’s 

modus 

ope-

randi

Demands 
immediate 
compliance

Mobi-
lizes people 
toward a 
vision

Creates 
harmony 
and builds 
emotional 
bonds

Forges 
consensus 
through 
participa-
tion

Sets high 
standards 
for perfor-
mance

Develops 
people for 
the future

The 

style in 

a phrase

“Do what I 
tell you.”

“Come 
with me.”

“People 
come 
first.”

“What 
do you 
think?”

“Do as I 
do, now.”

“Try this.”

Under-

lying 

emo-

tional 

intel-

ligence 

compe-

tencies

Drive to 
achieve, 
initiative, 
self-control

Self-
confidence, 
empathy, 
change 
catalyst

Empathy, 
building 
relation-
ships, 
communi-
cation

Collabora-
tion, team 
leadership, 
communi-
cation

Conscien-
tiousness, 
drive to 
achieve, 
initiative

Develop-
ing others, 
empathy, 
self-
awareness

When 

the 

style 

works 

best

In a crisis, 
to kick 
start a 
turnaround, 
or with 
problem 
team mem-
bers

When 
changes re-
quire a new 
visions, 
or when 
a clear 
direction is 
needed

To heal 
rifts in a 
team of to 
motivate 
people 
during 
stressful 
circum-
stances

Best com-
bined with 
the au-
thoritative 
style

To build 
buy-in or 
consensus, 
or to get 
input from 
valuable 
team 
members

To get 
quick re-
sults from 
a highly 
motivated 
and com-
petent 
team

To help 
a team 
member 
improve 
per for-
mance or 
develop 
long term 
strengths

When 

the 

style 

does not 

work

When it 
used on its 
own and in 
most situa-
tions

When the 
team or 
peers are 
more ex-
perienced 
than the 
leader, 
or when 
the leader 
becomes 
overbear-
ing, under-
mining the 
egalitarian 
spirit of an 
effective 
team

Its exclu-
sive focus 
on praise 
can allow 
poor per-
formance 
to go un-
corrected; 
when team 
is in need 
of clear di-
rectives to 
navigate 
through 
complex 
challenges

When 
team 
members 
are not 
compe-
tent or 
informed 
enough 
to offer 
sound 
advice; 
When it 
causes 
endless 
meetings; 
when it is 
misused 
for putting 
off the 
decision

When it 
is used on 
its own; 
when team 
members 
are not 
self-
motivated, 
poorly 
competent 
and need 
much 
direction 
or coordi-
nation

If leader 
lacks the 
expertise 
to help 
the team 
member 
along, 
or when 
a team 
member is 
resistant 
to learning 
or chang-
ing his 
ways

Table 4.1: The six leadership styles after Goleman (2000)
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4.1.5 Power & authority

The 5 bases of power
Leadership and power are closely linked. As described by French and Raven 
(1959), project leaders can use five bases of power to exert influence over oth-
ers. The five bases are coercive power, reward power, legitimate power, referent 
power and expert power. Table 4.2 provides a more in-depth overview of the dif-
ferent bases of power.

Bases of 

Power

Description Example

Coercive 

power

Punishment power (French and 
Raven, 1959) 

The follower feels that the leader 
will punish them if they do not 
conform to the leader’s influence 
attempt (McCroskey and Rich-
mond, 1983).

Reward 

power

Ability to offer rewards: to 
provide something positive or 
remove something negative 
(French and Raven, 1959, Mc-
Croskey and Richmond, 1983) 

The followers comply with their 
leader’s directives because the 
leader can give special help and 
benefits to those who cooperate 
with them (Student, 1968).

Legitimate 

power

“Assigned” power: similar to the 
notion of legitimacy of authority 
(French and Raven, 1959)

The followers feel that the leader 
has the formal authority and 
the legitimate right. The leader 
expects that their suggestion will 
be carried out (Thamhain and 
Gemmill, 1974, Bachman et al., 
1966).

Referent 

power

Followers’ identification with the 
leader (French and Raven, 1959)

The followers admire the leader 
for their personal qualities and 
want to please them. The stron-
ger the followers’ identification 
with the leader, the stronger the 
leader’s referent power  (Bach-
man et al., 1966, McCroskey and 
Richmond, 1983). 

Expert 

power

Knowledge and skills in specific 
areas (French and Raven, 1959)

The followers respect the more 
experienced leader’s competence 
and good judgment (Bachman et 
al., 1966).

Table 4.2: Five bases of power with their description and examples

Among peers these bases of power are not as clear as within professional teams, 
where the boss (leader) has the final say – always. Leaders among peers have to 
fall back on authority, identification and knowledge and skills.
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Formal versus real & shared authority
The definition of ‘formal authority’, was concisely given by Aghion and Tirole 
(1997), as assigned legitimacy of ‘the right to decide’. ‘Real authority’ refers to the 
effective control over the decisions, rather than making the decisions itself. Real 
authority is not assigned to the leader at the beginning, but can be earned grad-
ually due to the leader’s trust, respect, credibility and competence of leading the 
team towards desired results (Thamhain and Gemmill, 1974). 

Shared authority can be seen as similar to real authority, but more collaborative 
(Hoegl and Parboteeah, 2006). In this case, the hierarchy within the team is rela-
tively low. A leader should act with self-confidence and emit the feeling that they 
know what they are doing. This form of authority must, however, be treated cau-
tiously, as misuse of authority is seen as a very negative point for a leader. The 
emerged leader within student teams may be overruled in terms of authority, 
since leading in topics of discussion is mainly based on quality of arguments.

4.1.6 H2 be a good leader
In this section some recommendations on how to lead are presented. Keep in 
mind that there is not one right way to lead – different people prefer different 
leadership styles. 

As an appointed leader
Even though an appointed leader within student teams is occasionally seen, there 
might be situations or projects in which it is obligatory to appoint one. The choice 
for the appointed leader should be based on the goal of the project. Is the goal 
to let every team member experience leadership? Then the leadership should 
change among team members along the project. If it is just a formality to form the 
interface with the professor, the team member with the best communicative skills 
will be likely to emerge. Keep in mind though, that as an appointed leader, accep-
tance by the other team members is the most important factor of success.

As an emerged leader
Within student teams and irrespective of the phase the project is in, emergent 
leaders could take on the role of a facilitator. Keeping an overview and manag-
ing activities is what these teams need and what the informal leader can provide. 
Even though the emergent leader arises naturally, their arrival should not go 
by undetected. They do not have to be appointed as the leader, but should be 
noticed as the person in charge of some of the relevant tasks. Realize that the 
reason why you are the leader is that the other team members (followers) accept 
you as leader and that this acceptance is based on trust and respect. As a leader, 
you should trust and respect the team and act more like a colleague than as a 
boss.

For rotational leaders
If no leader emerges, your team will likely have a form of rotational leadership 
according to team members characteristics, expertise and relevant experience. 
Each member will have a certain role due to the specific knowledge and skills 
that they have. The switches of the roles may improve the overall individual skills 
and make each member more competitive. As a result, all student team members 
are allowed to make decisions jointly and feel that their ideas are worthy and 
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valued by colleagues, which can further result in increasing the team cohesion 
and mutual support. This cohesion will encourage them to really devote to the 
project (Hoegl and Parboteeah, 2006).

As a temporary mediator
Decision-making is one of the topics most difficult for student teams. Teams 
often have endless discussions on the issue before a decision is taken. If there 
is no leader and no one really takes the lead in arriving at a decision then you 
have to realize that you can also decide to postpone the decision until new or 
additional information is available. This is in such occasions a team’s responsibil-
ity (see chapter 7). If there are opposing viewpoints regarding the subject then 
someone in your team who is impartial has to take the lead and facilitate the dis-
cussion and pay close attention and listen to what is discussed. Such a mediating 
role requires considerable emotional and social intelligence as well as subject 
knowledge. The first two are necessary to empathize with the disputants and 
the last enables paraphrasing or rephrasing of what has been said. A mediator 
should rephrase carefully from an objective viewpoint and set aside personal 
views and aim for a further deepening or abstracting of the subject being dis-
cussed. Both directions can lead to a shared perspective on the subject from 
where it is easier to continue or to take a decision. 

4.2   Being a follower

4.2.1 What is a follower?
Since the roles of leading and following are dynamic and in constant change, a 
closer look at followers is appropriate and necessary. The name ‘follower’ has 
negative connotations for many people, but is this necessary? To answer that, 
one must look at what a follower is. 

Robert Kelly was the first to give a definition of a follower by calling them ‘people 
who act with intelligence, independence, courage, and a strong sense of ethics’ 
(Kelley, 1992). According to Chaleff (2009), a follower is someone who “shares 
a common purpose with the leader, believes in what the organization is try-
ing to accomplish, and wants both the leader and the organization to succeed”. 
Additionally, Chaleff (2009) also says that a “follower is not a term of weak-
ness but the condition that permits leadership to exist and gives it strength”. 
Therefore, it can be said that “powerful followers support powerful leaders” 
(Chaleff, 2009) indicating that leaders and followers have a symbiotic relation-
ship. In teams without leader, such as most student teams, the followers become 
co-participants, implying that you are in it together and need to adapt and follow 
up team decisions. From such a perspective all team members are also followers 
where it concerns team decisions. 

4.2.2 Different kinds of followers
As there are different types of leaders, there are also different types of followers. 
Sevier (1999) identified five different types of followers and their characteristics, 
shown in figure 4.1. 
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Figure 4.1: Five types of followers (Sevier, 1999)

From left to right, figure 4.1 shows the ‘best’ follower (the Exceptional Follower) 
and the ‘worst’ follower (the saboteur). It is obviously preferred to have a 
team consist only of Exceptional Followers, but what is an exceptional fol-
lower? According to Sevier (1999) “Exceptional followers, especially those 
who work closely with the leader, fulfill the most important tasks of a fol-
lower. They actively participate in the decision-making process with the leader 
and support the decisions that are made. The exceptional follower both chal-
lenges— in part by asking the tough questions—and encourages the leader. 
And finally, the exceptional follower defends the leader”. If you exchange 
‘leader’ with ‘team’ this quote is equally valid for student teams. Team mem-
bers that position themselves as ‘followers’ in relation to the team fit within 
the same five categories mentioned above. We will continue to build on 
Sevier here, but exchange the entity of the ‘leader with that of the ‘team’.  

However, most student teams will not only consist out of exceptional followers, 
but will consist of a combination of the different follower types; the Active-
Passive Follower, whose loyalty to the ‘team’ depends on whether or not they like 
the ‘team’s’ decision; the Alienated Follower, “largely withdrawn from the lead-
ership-followership relationship and contributes neither to the decision-making 
process nor to supporting the resulting decision and/or the ‘team’” (Sevier, 1999); 
the Reluctant-resistive Follower,  begins to oppose the ‘team’ and its decisions 
and could eventually become a Saboteur; pretending to be a follower, but really 
is not. The Saboteur often puts up a good appearance during meetings, but 
stabs the ‘team’ in the back when he is not there, for example by not handing 
in his work (on time). The Saboteur will damage your team and it is wise to pay 
attention to this person. 

Most of these styles tend to be hidden to the actors themselves, meaning that 
the particular team member is not aware of their behavior. Especially the nega-
tive styles might spring from, for instance, disinterest in the subject of the 
assignment. Addressing the behavior of these individuals is the best remedy (see 
chapter 9). 

4.2.3 Factors that influence followership
Factors influencing teams (and leaders) will also influence followers, since one 
cannot exist without the other. Besides the ‘normal’ influencing factors like the 
mood of the follower or time pressure, the style of the leader and/or the cul-
ture or climate within the team is also something that affects the follower. The 
Leader-Member Exchange (LMX), or for student teams, the Team-Member 
Exchange (TMX) gives an indication of the relationship quality between among 
all participants (based on, Goertzen and Fritz, 2004).  Gerstner and Day (1997) 
found that followers who have a high LMX “are more productive, satisfied and 
committed than their low LMX counterparts”. According to Johnson (2009); 
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“Some followers enjoy relationships with their leaders that are marked by high 
levels of trust, support and mutual influence”. This is also true for teams. Good 
relationships among team members and mutual influence on the direction and 
progress favors the quality and progress of the teamwork. 

Another way of putting it: the previously mentioned leadership styles (see sec-
tion 4.1.3) can also be related to the whole team. Take for instance ‘Transactional 
leadership’ (for example ‘Pacesetting’) and ‘Transformational leadership’ (for 
example ‘Affiliative’). Transactional teams exert influence by setting goals, 
clarifying desired outcomes, providing feedback and exchanging rewards 
for accomplishments. Transformational teams exert additional influence by 
broadening and elevating team’s goals and providing them with confidence to 
perform beyond the expectations specified in the implicit or explicit exchange 
agreement (based on Dvir et al., 2002).

4.2.4 H2 be a good follower
This part of the chapter will provide you with answers to the question “How to 
follow in a collaborative setting of peers?” According to Riggio et al. (2008) fol-
lowing all comes down to: “Doing the right thing (prudence), for the right 
reasons (justice), often requires courage, and always requires not acting out (tem-
perance, soundness of mind).” 

Looking at literature and the experiences of us as students, there are three types 
of actions: Actions concerning the team, actions concerning you and actions con-
cerning the leader.

Actions concerning the team
• Communication and openness
 What is essential in having good teamship is the combination of rich com-

munication and openness. Evaluating the team in several stages can help to 
develop both the functions of the team members as well as the team leader 
(see chapter 9). 

• Speak your mind
 Riggio et al. (2008) stated that you should “Express your ignorance, when-

ever and however it appears” so be “willing to express […] doubt, misgiving, 
confusion, apprehension, or fear.” By doing so, the authors learned that 
tension is unlikely to build up and explode at the end of a project. It is every-
body’s responsibility to explicate what is on their mind concerning the task, 
the teamwork, the team climate, etc. 

• Be respectful
 The previous point was Speak your mind. However, the authors believe that 

you should do this with caution. Be respectful and acknowledge that there 
can be differences in opinion. When you do not agree with the team, try to 
find the best way for you and the team. Create a win-win situation.  

• Act as a team 
 It all comes down to constantly, consistently and consciously act as a team. 

You are in it together and need to bring the project to a satisfying end. Each 
team member should act as a follower to the team decisions.
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Actions concerning yourself
• Follow actively
 Take initiative and responsibility. By being active, you can contribute to the 

success of the leader (Gilbert and Hyde, 1988) and your team.
• Make decisions
 Make ethical judgments and be able to consciously and motivated choose 

what to follow. This all requires discipline and taking responsibility for your 
own and the project’s activities (Chaleff, 2009) and avoid pointing to other 
team members when it comes to responsibility (Riggio et al., 2008). 

• Prioritize
 Like Riggio et al. (2008) said: “Do first things first and second things not at 

all […] do second things first is to lose sight of the goal.” This “requires 
insight, forethought, physical and mental discipline, and the ability to put 
that understanding into action.” However, as students you also want to have 
enough fun. Don’t forget to do cool ‘second’ things together with your team. 

• Do not underestimate yourself
 According to Chaleff (2009), a follower has great power that should be used 

in the right way.  All team members depend on each other, since a leader 
alone is not enough for a successful team. It is like Chaleff (2009) said; 
“Powerful Followers support Powerful Leaders” and paraphrasing this for 
our purpose: ‘powerful team members support a powerful team’. 

Actions concerning the leader (of the phase, subject, etc.)
• Support the leader’s decisions
 Work cooperatively and conscientiously by “extending the leader’s vision to 

and through subordinates and maintains an atmosphere of trust and sup-
port.” (Sevier, 1999)

• Serve the leader
 According to Chaleff (2009) courageous followers are required to work hard 

in order to serve the leader. Furthermore, they defend and stand up for the 
leader’s hard decisions. 

• Challenge the leader
 Challenge the leader when you think they made a mistake (Sevier, 2002). You 

should also be able to express discomfort with concern to the leader and be 
willing to take the risk of rejection by standing up when appropriate (Chaleff, 
2009). So, help leaders to change their attitudes and actions when necessary 
(Johnson, 2009).

• Encourage, appreciate and understand the leader
 This can be done by acknowledging their work and by showing appreciation 

for it. “Just as followers enjoy and need to be appreciated and encouraged, 
leaders do as well” (Sevier, 1999). Try to understand the difficulties and pit-
falls of leadership (Chaleff, 2009) and use the same thinking as the leader 
(Riggio et al., 2008).

• Defend the leader
 Defend them against unjust criticism by taking additional responsibilities 

when needed and providing options to handle problems (Sevier, 1999).
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4.3   Coaching, counseling & mentoring peers
Any person can do with a good coach. A coach helps you to achieve higher 
performance or higher grades. In student teamwork there are two coach-
ing roles, one by the professor or supervisor and another by your team-mates. 
Chapter 12 shows you how to turn the professor into a valuable coach. Here we 
will briefly discuss the coaching within the team. Each team member should be 
open towards advices from peers. In a more or less safe environment you can 
learn from what your fellow team members observe or see as opportunities for 
improvement.  Be open to each other’s observations and trust their sincerity. 

Co-counseling is aimed at supporting each other in a peer-to-peer situation. You 
reciprocally share your problems or issues in a safe environment were both are 
treated with full respect and confidentiality. Respectfully and attentively listen to 
the other regarding the issue they want to work on. Peer-to-peer means equally 
sharing time and periods of attention. Sometimes good friends have such mean-
ingful and trustful relationships. 

Mentoring happens where one team member has more experience in a certain 
subject than another who wants to gain a similar level of experience. The mentor 
typically shares their insights, learning and experiences. Compare the situation of 
mentors for freshman at the beginning of each school year. 

4.4   Link to professional life
Although leading and following occurs in both student and professional teams, 
it is not the same. The basic difference between professional and educational 
team situations is the type of leadership; appointed, rotational or emerged.  From 
experience, we can say that in a student team, emerged or rotational leadership 
is most common, whereas in professional teams leaders are appointed based on 
organizational skills, track record and experiences.  Within professional teams, 
there is an organizational structure supporting the hierarchy. Most professional 
teams have a client that is in need of the solution the team is asked to develop. 
Solutions delivered by student teams are graded by the professors and then 
disappears in the university filing system. Solutions delivered to clients in profes-
sional situations are put to work. In both situations the team members learn from 
the project work, which adds to their professional baggage. If you are interested 
please consult some of the widely available books on leadership. 

4.5   Keep in Mind
• People have a preference for a certain leadership style, but not all styles are 

suitable for the situation. The choice of style should be done with care and 
more than one leadership style can be used simultaneously. 

• There are appointed and emergent leaders. While appointed leadership 
is a more traditional form of leadership, in student teams this is difficult 
in application because of team member’s equal status. Over the course of 
the project you will experience that related to the phase, the subject or the 
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situation some of you will emerge as a leader or at least be in the lead for 
the situation. This shows the team is in need of such guidance or leadership. 
This type of leadership, with changing leaders responding to changing 
situations, is called rotational leadership. 

• Sometimes in teams a natural leader emerges. In a student team the 
emerged leader will most likely be the one who has the most initiative and 
ideas, asks the most questions and shows leadership qualities. Although 
natural authority is accepted in a student team, claiming formal authority 
is not. 

• Followers and leaders have a symbiotic relationship: one can’t function 
without the other. Although the term ‘follower’ might have negative 
connotations this is unnecessary, since it requires powerful followers to 
support powerful leadership. 

• There are different types of followers ranging from saboteurs to exceptional 
followers. In a team, it would be ideal to have only exceptional followers, 
which are followers that challenge, encourage and defend the leader.

• In student teamwork, the team members should take up a role as follower 
once the team has decided upon a certain issue or direction. Stay loyal to 
your peers and follow up on the team decisions … or challenge them when 
new insights (or progress) make that necessary.

• Although followers have a preference for a certain style, their performance 
can be influenced. This can be caused by multiple factors, one of which 
is leadership styles. These effects should be taken into consideration. In 
addition, followers can influence and contribute to effective leadership by 
becoming an exceptional follower by focusing on their leader, themselves 
and the team.

4.5.1 When leading…
• You are expected to guide the team, look ahead and provide the necessary 

structure.
• Leadership is earned because of your qualities. Know them and act upon 

them consistently. 
• Leadership might rotate among team members. If somebody else leads 

before or after you, treat them like you would like to be treated.

4.5.2 When following…
• You are expected to support, challenge, encourage and defend the team 

and its (current) leader.
• Follow actively and do not underestimate nor overestimate yourself. Stay 

open to the qualities of your peers if they (slightly) outperform you.
• Speak your mind at all times, but be respectful to the others and the person 

in charge.



103

  H2 lead, follow & coach in a collaborative setting of peers / Chapter 4 



 104
“A good preparation is half the battle!”

Dutch proverb
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Introduction
In teamwork projects, having a plan is essential for guiding a project in the right 
direction in the most efficient and effective way. Reaching your goals and ful-
filling the expectations as discussed with your team members (see chapter 2) 
requires you to plan and coordinate your activities. You and your team will ben-
efit from having a blueprint or a roadmap that guides you to the end. The actions 
needed to obtain the results desired are often called tasks or activities. The 
activities and the associated workload need to be divided efficiently and equally 
among the members of the team. Team members need to know what others 
are doing and similarly share their results with others. A planning considers the 
what, who and when of a project. Within this framework, it should be clear what 
to do when and by whom this will be done. A plan can play an important role 
in helping to avoid mistakes or recognize hidden problems, pitfalls, as well as 
opportunities. In other words, planning is about looking ahead but it should also 
be realistic at the same time. 

This chapter will elaborate further on planning process, by explaining its four 
phases: preparation, realization, execution, and evaluation and adjustment (fig. 
5.1). Of course, the execution phase is not discussed in this chapter. The results 
of the execution again (can or will) have their influence on your planning which 
requires adjustments (see chapter 10 & 11). 

Figure 5.1: Outline of the planning process

This chapter starts with discussing some backgrounds and issues related to proj-
ect management and planning. This is followed by the discussion of the phases. 
Further on, some useful planning tools and methods will be described. The chap-
ter ends with the ‘Link to professional life’ and issues to ‘Keep in mind’. 
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5.1   Historical overview of project management
This section provides an historical overview of project management (Fig. 5.2). 
Since the industrial age, project management has been common practice. Until 
1900, architects and engineers generally managed civil engineering projects. 
It was in the 1950s that organizations started to systematically apply project 
management tools and techniques to complex projects. Businesses and organi-
zations began to see the benefits of organizing work around projects and began 
to understand the critical need to communicate and integrate work across mul-
tiple departments and professions. 

One of the two forefathers of project management is Henry Gantt (1861-1919), 
an American mechanical engineer, well known for his planning and control tech-
niques. He developed a project management tool in 1917; the Gantt chart (see 
section 4.1). The other forefather is Henri Fayol (1841-1925), a French mining 
engineer, the creator of the five management functions, which form the founda-
tion of the Body of Knowledge (Project Management Institute, 2000) associated 
with project management. Project management as we know it developed in the 
1950s. It became recognized as a distinct discipline with an engineering model. 
Projects were managed on an ad hoc basis using Gantt charts, with informal 
technique and tools. At the same time, two mathematical project-scheduling 
models were developed; the Critical Path Method (CPM) (see section 4.2) and 
the Program Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT) (see section 4.3). Section 
4 provides more information about the different project management tools. In 
1987, the American Project Management Institute (PMI), founded in 1969, first 
published ‘A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge’ (BOK) in an 
attempt to document and standardize generally accepted project management 
information and practices (Project Management Institute, 2000). 

Today’s view on project management is that the project manager manages the 
project, by putting together a team and ensuring the integration and communi-
cation of the workflow horizontally across different departments.

Figure 5.2: History of Project Management
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5.2  Why plan? 

5.2.1 What is the goal of planning?
‘Proper planning is the cornerstone of a successful project, while improper plan-
ning is often the primary cause of a failed project’ (Charvat, 2002). A planning is 
the backbone of a project. It is the basis for a successful and effective execution 
of a project and will give you the control over the project; it also provides a clear 
overview of progress for all members involved in a teamwork project. It offers 
information on what needs to be done, how, when, by whom and what resources 
are needed (Onna and Koning, 2004). 

The goal of a planning is to keep an overview of the project activities, priorities, 
time, budget, expenses and resources throughout the project. 

According to Gevers and Zijlstra (2001), a good project planning contains (at 
least) the following three aspects:

• The definition of what activities needs to be done, when and by whom in 
what amount of time.

• The definition of what necessities are needed in what phase to perform a 
result.

• The definition of what results need to be ready on what dates and when 
decisions can be made.

5.2.2 Why is planning important?
Losing control of or wrecking your project due to poor (or no) planning is the 
worst thing that could happen to you as a team. It reduces your energy, spoils the 
atmosphere, creates a bad taste and results in low grades. Planning is like play-
ing chess. You have to envision your steps, taking into account the possible steps 
made by your competitor. In student projects, there is no direct competition but 
foreseeing your steps and imagining the possible outcomes on which you can 
base your next set of steps show similarities with chess.

Think back to the last time you worked on a project that was planned and exe-
cuted perfectly. Think also about projects like the party you organized with your 
roommates or the study-trip you made to with your peers. All the expectations, 
goals and objectives were met and there were no problems at all. Most likely the 
planning was done well for some reason. Try to recapture what happened and 
how the actions to be taken were foreseen, divided and planned in relation to 
each other. Try to create some sort of mental image representing that planning 
process. Many projects do end successfully in some way, but unfortunately there 
are also projects that end unsatisfactorily or even become a disaster. To prevent 
the project from ending up as a disaster or in the grey area of dissatisfaction, 
avoid the top five project management mistakes (Mochal, 2003):

1. Inadequate project definition (see chapter 2) and planning (this chapter)
2. Weak scope-change management (see chapter 2)
3. Not managing the work plan (see chapters 4 & 10)
4. Poor project communication (see chapter 8)
5. Lack of quality management (see chapter 10)
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5.2.3 What are the difficulties with planning?
Planning is generally perceived as a tedious and annoying activity. John Harvey-
Jones (former CEO of ICI) illustrated why planning is perceived as such: “Planning 
is an unnatural process; it is much more fun to do something. The nicest thing about 
not planning is that failure comes as a complete surprise ……”. 

This quote clearly illustrates why so many students don’t pay attention to plan-
ning their activities and wait till the ‘surprise’ hits them. It simply doesn’t feel very 
natural since they just want to start with the project and get going. However, if 
you want to prevent unpleasant surprises during your project it is better to ‘futur-
ize’ how the project will evolve and foresee possible bottlenecks or difficult parts 
related to the assignment. Look forward and identify chunks of work that need 
to be done and then decide around the what, who, how and when of this work/
tasks should be done. Maybe, as will become clear later, you do need to start first 
to develop a feeling for the kind of project and a feeling for the content you need 
to work on. If that is the case make sure you and your team agree on a meeting in 
which you are going to make a proper plan. 

5.3   H2 prepare the project?

5.3.1 H2 assess the situation?
Prior to making a planning, it is advisable to think about how to optimize the 
result and get prepared. It is important to look at the type of information that is 
available before starting to make a planning for a teamwork project, in the form 
of the goals and schedule given to you by the professor, the taken assignment 
and aspirations of the team members (see chapter 2), the characters and qualities 
of the individual team members (see chapter 1), etc. 

First of all, discuss this info and make sure that all team members are on the 
same page and that they agree on the (main) goal of the project. Secondly, it is 
important to know all the stakeholders of your project, everybody who is related 
in some way and might be of help or has influence on the project (see chapter 
2). Finally, one of the most important aspects of preparation is to explicate your 
resources. Resources are normally composed of three parts: money, (human) 
resources and time. For student projects the team members, their qualities 
(expertise) and their availability are the most important resources. Don’t for-
get to make an overview of holidays, non-available days etc. regarding all team 
members. 
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5.3.2 H2 make a project plan?
This section addresses steps to help you and your team with making a plan. 
Some of these steps are discussed more in detail in other chapters, like personal 
goals and deliverables. Figure 5.3 provides an overview of the steps to follow 
when making a project plan.

Figure 5.3: Steps to follow when making a project plan

Steps to follow when making a project plan (fig 5.3):
• Step 1: Determine the main phases
 Every project can be divided into some main phases. Sometimes these are 

given by the scheme of reporting provided with the assignment. Or the 
assignment clearly splits in two or more stages, such as desk research first, 
then field research, etc.  When dealing with a complex problem, it is effi-
cient to divide it into smaller parts or sub-problems. As a result of this you 
turn your project into bite-size parts. Planning basically is about dividing a 
project into a number of small phases to create guidance and clarity within a 
project.

• Step 2: Consider the problem background
 Is the problem open-ended or closed-ended (see chapter 2). Such variations 

can lead to totally different ways of planning your projects. Closed-ended 
problems have only one solution so the project may be planned much 
tighter, while open-ended problems have several optional solutions and 
there are no defined borders, so these kinds of projects could be planned 
per phase. Open-ended planning tools and methods are usually based on 
the purpose of the phase in which they will be used. 



111

H2 get organized through planning / Chapter 5

• Step 3: Consider the methodology
 Methodologies or approaches for finding your way in the assignment are 

often provided by the educational program you are in. In most situations 
these methodologies are not one-to-one ready to be applied to your assign-
ment, and need to be adapted to the situation at hand. Usually, the more 
open-ended the problem is, the more methodological possibilities you have 
to solving it. Keeping this in mind, you and your team should explore which 
methodologies and approaches best suit the qualities of your team and the 
assignment as understood by you.

• Step 4: Consider the expertise
 Team members have built up expertise in teamwork since they have been 

involved in earlier projects and assignments. They have worked on a multi-
tude of subjects and have different expertise and maybe even experiences 
with certain tools and methods (see chapter 1). Your hobbies might also 
offer you an advantage regarding the assignment. It is important to use 
these past experiences and expertise to plan your project and divide the 
tasks. 

• Step 5: Consider personal goals
 Consider your personal goals next to the goals you agreed upon together 

with the entire team. In Chapter 1 the assessment of the team members is 
described which helped you to build an overview of the motivations and 
goals of your team mates. These individual learning goals are particularly 
important for their motivation to work on specific tasks or issues. Consider 
also goals of other stakeholders, and attune your communication accord-
ingly (particularly if there is a gap between one stakeholder’s goal and 
another’s).

• Step 6: Determine the main deliverables
 The assignment as formulated by the professor and as discussed by your 

team will give you a clear idea of what the deliverable of the project must 
become (see chapter 2). Most likely you will need to hand in a report describ-
ing all your findings as well as the process followed by your team to reach 
the answers. Additionally, you might be required to give a presentation to 
your peers, clients or other stakeholders. 

• Step 7: Determine the tasks
 Based on the phases, the (sub-)deliverables and the general activities 

needed it is possible to make a work breakdown structure and identify sepa-
rate tasks. The task structure forms the first help in dividing the tasks and 
assigning them to team members. Specify the tasks required to reach the 
various deliverables and sub-deliverables.

 Again consider each team member’s qualities and allocate the tasks and 
responsibilities accordingly. Openly discuss the division of workload and 
make sure there is shared agreement on it each time tasks are divided.  
Tasks need to be accompanied by a planning, a closed planning with fixed 
time schedule and deliverables or an open planning with scheduled meet-
ings to discuss the progress. Tasks with an open end require a designerly 
approach that is hard to plan without considerable experience. The team 
must then set regular meetings to discuss the intermediate results of a task 
in order to be able to adjust the plan. Just stay close to all findings at any 
time and discuss the next steps. 
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• Step 8: Determine the critical path
 Some tasks are interdependent and critical for the success of the project; 

others may be not that critical at all (e.g. styling the report). The critical path 
within the network of activities is made up by the sequence of activities that 
add up to the longest duration overall. In section 4.2 the critical path plan-
ning will be discussed and explained in detail. 

The next phase is execution of the tasks as planned and checking the progress 
by having regular progress meetings (see chapter 10). Based on these meetings it 
might be necessary or desirable to adjust your planning. 

5.4   Keep your project plan up to date
The execution of your plan, or the work you and your team members do will 
bring you in until then unknown areas which will alter the circumstances of your 
project. The progress (or lack thereof) and too the knowledge you develop will 
affect your perspective on (the rest of) the assignment. These new insights pro-
vide you with the opportunity (necessity) to check and adjust your plan. Chapter 
10 shows you how to review your progress and your way of working. 
In reality, only few projects run exactly according to plan. Morris identified three 
issues that initiate the necessity to adapt your plans (Morris and Pinto, 2004): 

• Performance predictions not adequate
 The performance of your team or of some individual team members is dif-

ferent from the predictions (positive or negative) in the plan. Any team that 
start to work together for the first time need to go through the Tucker stages 
before any ‘performing’ state is reached (see chapter 0). ‘Norming’ your 
way of working, ‘storming’ your individual levels of quality, etc. is bringing 
your team’s norms and values that underpin good teamship (see chapter 3) 
and are necessary requirements for team performance. Building a collec-
tive responsibility regarding the assignment and the sub-division of tasks is 
necessary to reach the expectations of your work and to reach those in time. 
A crucial requirement is for all team members to follow the plan and to be 
honest about the status of their work - concerning the planning. If you do 
not have the time to do the job, simply do not take the task. An obvious rea-
son for this behavior could be the fact that the norms and values are unclear 
for some of the team members, so make sure everyone understands them 
perfectly from the beginning of the project. 

• New insights
 New information becomes available that obscures the original plan. The 

progress you make as a team may result in unexpected new perspectives 
or insights on your assignment. It is important to detect these changes and 
explicate them within your team as early as possible, to be able to discuss 
the consequences for your plan. If these insights are fundamental to the 
assignment it is wise to also have a discussion with your supervisor and/or 
client to see if you are still in line with their expectations. 

• Objectives change over time
 Due to the progress you make, your client or professor may change the 

objectives of the assignment or is better able to formulate the real goals 
you should be aiming for. This sounds a bit weird and unprofessional, but 
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in actuality the client might not really know beforehand what to expect in 
detail. Your progress may be the stepping-stone for the client to make their 
expectations regarding the end result tangible.  This requires reviewing the 
planned deliverables and work results to ensure that they are still aligned. 

Whatever the reason causing your team to revise or adjust your plan, your team 
must be open to it. Adjusting the plan when necessary is what differentiates 
good teams from mediocre ones. Teams that adjust their plan regularly will have 
a plan that reflects reality at any time during their work. Having an up-to-date 
plan will keep your team sharp regarding its progress and will prevent the final 
stage to turn into a hectic war zone (see chapter 11). In short, have regular prog-
ress meetings, be honest about your progress in time and in quality and adjust 
your plans when you see the opportunity.

5.5   Project management tools
There are many different tools that can aid planning a project. There have been 
many developments and debates on what kind of tools are best to use. There is, 
however, no best or worst tool. This part will therefore give an overview of project 
management tools that could help you organize your project in a more efficient 
way. Below, a brief explanation of several project management tools is given with 
their strengths and weaknesses. It is up to your team to decide which tool will pro-
vide them the most benefits for planning and executing their project. 

5.5.1 Gantt Chart
As mentioned in the history of project management the Gantt Chart was devel-
oped by Henri Gantt in 1917. A Gantt chart is a relatively easy way of visualizing a 
project plan. A Gantt chart is usually visualized in form of a table where the hori-
zontal axis represents time (in either days, weeks or months) and the vertical axis 
represents tasks, activities, phases and stages (fig. 5.4). A horizontal bar represents 
the estimated time to complete for a task/activity/phase/stage.  You should also 
indicate milestones and deadlines such as presentations or deliverables. Gantt charts 
are especially helpful for student projects because of their open-ended character. 

Figure 5.4: Example of a Gantt Chart
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5.5.2 Critical Path Method (CPM)
The Critical Path Method (CPM) was developed in the late 1950s by Morgan R. 
Walker of DuPont and James E. Kelley of Remington Rand. Because CPM is cur-
rently used in all sorts of projects, it is a strongly recommended method for 
project planning. CPM helps you to map out the longest path of sequential 
activities that are needed to realize the project. This path is most critical for task 
completion. If tasks are sequentially dependent then one can’t start a new task 
until the preceding task is completed. In other words, delay of a task that is part 
of the critical path will automatically cause delay in the final deliverable. A typical 
CPM model shows all tasks and milestones in form of a network diagram (fig. 5.5). 

Figure 5.5: Typical representation of a Critical Path Plan (CPM)

The mapped paths show what kind of tasks need to be finished in order to 
start with another task. In case a project goes in the wrong direction or specific 
project deadlines are not met, the CPM model can show where actions need to 
be taken to get the project back on track. Tasks that are less important can be 
finished parallel to the critical activities, as long they do not require essential 
resources. In figure 5.5 you can see that Task D and Task E form the critical path 
of the project. E can’t start without D being finished. If Task D is too late, your 
project will also be late! Or you need to reallocate the people that work on Task 
A, B and C and let them support the people that start with Task E and try to make 
up the lost time. Another situation occurs, if Task A is totally underestimated and 
takes 4 days, then you end up having two critical paths in parallel. The message 
here is, to keep track of what you are doing and how the results of your work 
influence the planning.  

For student projects we can imagine that it is very hard at the beginning of the 
project to uncover the critical path since it is the first time you work on such a 
project. Especially projects that last longer than a couple of weeks may be dif-
ficult to schedule using CPM. However, later during the project when the goal 
becomes concrete and the activities/tasks to reach the goal are known or sort of 
routine it is much easier and in fact necessary to identify your critical path. For 
instance, if you have to deliver a report to your supervisor, make sure you don’t 
underestimate crucial editing activities such as correcting language, synchroniz-
ing content, and creating layout. Last but not least, don’t forget to plan enough 
time and quality team members for a sound summary and clear introduction.
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5.5.3 Project Evaluation and Review Technique (PERT)
PERT was developed by the US Navy to measure and forecast progress in 
research and development projects and is supposed to simplify the planning of 
complex projects like submarines. It focuses on three factors: time, resources and 
technical performance indicators. PERT aims to quantify knowledge related to 
the uncertainties in development projects especially in projects that explore the 
unknown. It is a management control tool quantifying the relation between time 
and performance as input to measure progress, forecast completion dates and 
warns for deviations of the plan. PERT takes into account three time expectations 
for each task: optimistic time, pessimistic time and most-likely time. The tasks 
and their interdependencies result like in the CPM-method in the critical path, 
being the longest duration of sequentially dependent tasks. 

5.5.4 Microsoft Project
Microsoft Project is project management software that does most calculations 
and visualizations automatically. It assists you in developing plans, deploying 
resources, managing budgets, analyzing workloads and track progress. With 
Microsoft Projects you can create CPM schedules and visualize everything in 
a Gantt chart. It can be used from basic projects, up to very professional and 
detailed projects. It requires some time to learn but it is worth it once in use. It is 
a pity it is only compatible with Windows. 

5.5.5 Prince II
Projects In Controlled Environments (PRINCE) is a process-based method for
effective project management (fig. 5.6). The Central Computer Tele-
communications Agency (CCTA) in the UK developed PRINCE in 1989. PRINCE was 
mainly used in the telecommunications and software industry IT projects, but 
is still used in any kind of project today. The main difference between Prince II 
and the methods in the previous paragraphs is the constant building of the plan-
ning as the business case or project evolves. It is used where the scope of the 
pro ject evolves and it is difficult to plan the project before starting since most of 
the activities are unknown at the beginning. More information on Prince can be 
found on their website (www.prince2.com).
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Figure 5.6: Prince II (PRINCE2, 2010)

5.6   Link to professional life
The importance of creating and managing an effective planning is often quite 
hard to imagine as a student. But in real life project management is everywhere, 
from planning the launch of a spacecraft to organizing a music festival. Behind 
every routine maintenance job there must be a tight planning if the company 
wants to be efficient and profitable. In practice, like in student teamwork, there 
is (or should be) also a difference in managing an open-ended and a closed-
ended project. But most projects that start open-ended will have a close-ended 
finishing in terms of implementation or transfer to other stakeholders. During 
the different phases of innovation the characteristics of processes change and 
will require different forms of managing. Consider for instance the (fuzzy) front 
end of innovation where there is no clear goal yet to focus on other than ‘we 
are searching for new business’. Some vague ideas need to be turned into clear 
and viable business propositions. This is more a process that needs to be lead 
by highly creative and visionary people than a process that can be managed by 
qualified managers. Once the propositions (and business case) are clear the proj-
ect becomes more manageable which requires a different leading style.

Projects in business will have a clear deliverable and a clear client or group that 
will apply the results coming out of the project. Close collaboration with these 
actors in downstream processes to prepare the ‘landing ground’ is key to suc-
cessful transfer and implementation. It might seem simple and logical, in many 
large software/automation projects, however, the implementation and transfer 
to the actual users causes enormous amounts of trouble. User centric software 
and system development is hardly ever found in business. 
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Planning and fulfilling expectations is dominant in business settings. Especially 
projects that you run for external clients need to be on schedule at all times. In 
contracts there is often a substantial penalty for late delivery. Clients count on 
using whatever they have ordered and plan accordingly with their clients. If the 
delivery is late, they get a fine form their clients or have no business. Companies 
are therefore hesitant to take risks in terms of planning, and will grasp at any 
opportunity to control project progress. 

In business, having experience with making and communicating a planning will 
help you present a convincing story when pitching for a project. In effect, it will 
(1) allow you to create the “breathing space” that allows you to also do the “fun 
stuff” and (2) helps shield you and your team from legal issues not even men-
tioned in most educational settings. In addition, sticking to the planning and 
successfully completing a project creates a bond of trust with your clients and 
superiors; which (1) yields in follow-up assignments and (2) allows you to ask 
more money for your work.

5.7   Keep in mind
• Plan what you’re going to do and do what you’ve planned!
• Discuss at all times in your team the division of the workload. Unequal 

distributions of work packages are like a slow working poison. 
• Project management aims to manage your resources, time and quality in 

order to control your progress and the quality of your deliverable. 
• It is important to be constantly aware of your progress and new insights. 

Make sure that you adjust your plan as soon as deviations in time or content 
to the original plan show up. 

• In the beginning of open-ended projects it will be difficult to make a good 
plan. If this is the case for you, don’t fall in the trap to do no planning at 
all. Later during your project the goals and remaining activities become 
clear. Then you will be able to make a plan with clearly defined tasks and 
interdependencies. This will help you to devise the critical path. 

• Evaluate your progress and your plan at any meeting with your team. Even 
by just a little remark: “Are we still OK in terms of time?” 

• Realise that project management tools you apply may change over the 
course of your project. 

• As soon as you realize that you are not going to meet the time schedule, 
negotiate a new deadline with your supervisor.
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“Individually, we are one drop. 
Together, we are an ocean.”

Ryunosuke Satoro
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Introduction
When working in a team, you are cooperating and working together towards a 
common goal. To complete a challenge and reach that goal, team-members 
will need to interact dynamically, interdependently and adaptively. Any group 
striving towards a common goal works most efficiently and creatively when 
motivated as a team. The different (personal) motives influence team spirit, soli-
darity, goal setting and how the team acts in the chaotic and stressful period 
before a deadline (Kim, 1997).
Motivation is essential because it excites, enthuses or even impassions people 
about the tasks that need to be completed. It tends to make individuals and 
teams work harder, be more energetic and it challenges them to perform well. 
Lack of motivation, however, often leads to frustration, unwillingness to perform, 
and a deteriorating level of teamship. This is where symptoms of social loafing 
start to emerge, the situation of underperforming team members (see also chap-
ter 8 & 9). In extreme cases, absence of m otivation results in a lack of involvement 
and effort within a team. 
However, the feeling we get from being part of a good team can be a more 
powerful motivator than actually reaching the goal itself. So, to drive perfor-
mance while working as a team, a good atmosphere should be created. Creating 
a good atmosphere is all about how to get along with each other, regardless 
of the outcome and goal (Stout et al., 1997). ‘Good atmosphere’ also stimulates 
people to actively and positively engage in the conversation and avoid negative 
downturns. 
Having a good atmosphere during the project, while working with your team-
mates, will inspire you, will increase your willingness to perform, and you and 
your team will have fun while completing your work. On the other hand when 
the atmosphere is not positive and supportive, team-members will be less eager 
to work together. Consequently, problems within the project process will occur 
and the motivation to work towards that common goal will decrease. The team 
spirit and the willingness of the members to make the team succeed will decline, 
which will lead to an individualistic group of people instead of a cooperative and 
collaborative team. As the team loses its norms and values and alters its expecta-
tions, conflict and fights within a team regularly arise.

However, when a good team spirit is present, team-members will collaborate 
to reach the goal and be able to outperform themselves, as a team and as indi-
viduals. Additionally, the team process will often be well coordinated and the 
motivation will increase, as all team member want to be successful together. The 
satisfaction of knowing the task has been completed successfully, and the high 
team performance are more powerful and last longer than any prize or trophy 
(Kim, 1997).
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6.1 H2 initiate good team spirit & motivation
The initiation of good team spirit, atmosphere and motivation starts with 
the very first steps one takes when forming a team. The applicable defini-
tion of ‘initiate’ for this sub-chapter is ‘to induct into membership by or 
as if by special rites’ (see Merriam-Webster). What this means is that moti-
vation is induced when starting a new project or forming a fresh group.  
According to Levi (2001), teams should address several project and team related 
issues during the initiation stage. At first, the team should assess the members of 
the group. The socialization process takes into account all members while accom-
modating their individual needs (see chapter 1). Secondly, the purpose of the 
team should be defined through team goals based on the assignment as given 
(see chapter 2). The team goals can help increase group motivation and give a 
sense of direction. Thirdly, the team should develop rules or group norms with 
regards to operation work ethic. These rules will determine the team’s general 
behavior and also help avoid various kinds of problem (see chapter 3). All these 
steps create a common ground and establish how the team expects to fulfill the 
task in the best possible way, while at the same time having fun doing it. During 
this process the group slowly turns into a team and starts to think as ‘we’ instead 
of ‘me’; teamship is emerging.  Figure 6.1 shows the initiation of team spirit 
and motivation during the initial stage of the project. Once a good team spirit, 
atmosphere and motivation are created it is important to maintain this. In case 
problems arise, they should be dealt with as soon as possible.

Figure 6.1: Initiating motivation
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Illustration: 

Initiation of motivation in teams without pre-existing relationships 

Before the start of the course Joint Master Project (JMP) at Delft University of Technology, 
students were asked to form a group of five or six members. All of the participants were Mas-
ter students at the faculty of Industrial Design Engineering (IDE). Each group had to consist 
of students from each of the three different Master specializations, and during one semester 
will work on an actual company assignment. In this case, all of the members were recruited 
via e-mail. In the e-mail, the reader was asked if they were interested in participating in 
the research of a given subject. From all of the replies, five students were selected and they 
formed a group. They had not met each other before. In order to get to know each other and 
to break the ice, each one of them made a personal slide to introduce themselves. They only 
elaborated on their professional skills and competences and interest with regards to the 
assignment. 

Since the members of this group were selected based on their interest in the topic this be-
came a strong motivator for the whole team to work together and contribute to the project. 
However, their common interest was solely based on this single topic. Regarding other more 
individual issues, the group members still had many differences. While the team was being 
formed, instead of getting to know each other and creating a common understanding of 
the project and goal, every group member had only cared about his own professional ideas 
and interests. As a result, the group needed to spend a considerable amount of time on team 
building before they were able to start working together. 

Lesson: While introducing your self to other team members also share a piece of your per-
sonal life and interests. Maybe even do such a meeting twice. Second time also include the 
results of some personality tests like Belbin Team Roles (see chapter 1). Getting your individ-
ual test results could be homework for all team members. This in addition to the assessment 
of the assignment. Both can be shared during the second meeting (see chapter 2). 
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Illustration: 

Initiation of motivation in teams with pre-existing relationships 

Another team that was shaped for the course JMP at Delft had pre-existent relationships. 
A few months prior to the start of the project, five students were already planning to col-
laborate again. They had already worked together on a previous occasion and knew each 
other’s personalities and competences. There was a common agreement on their norms 
and values regarding their way of working. They knew that being supportive, understand-
ing and caring for each other are also advantageous when working with people who know 
each other well. 

Instead of just considering their own interests and competences, they also considered the 
qualities of the individual members of the team in relation to the assignment. Basically, the 
members immediately acknowledged the qualities of the team as a whole based on prior 
experiences. Based on this trust they adopted a very democratic system where decisions 
were made together.

The relationships among the team-members for the JMP-project were however not solely 
based on a personal and social level. It is important to bring this personal relationship to the 
professional level, by separating themselves from their personal history during the team-
work. In this way, the group members are able to keep an open mind for constructive criti-
cism. In an earlier project one of the group members had brought this subject forward, and 
they realized that within their highly cohesive group they were prone to become victim of 
what is referred to by Janis as groupthink (Janis, 1972). Groupthink is a type of thought with-
in a deeply cohesive in-group whose members try to minimize conflict and reach consensus 
without critically testing, analyzing, and evaluating ideas. This happens because the group 
is not (or no longer) able to separate the content of the discussion from the personal level. 
In other words, they can’t engage themselves anymore in seriously playing the ball without 
having the feeling that they are also hurting the man (i.e. harming their individual relation-
ships). So, based on this understanding, the team expressed that it was just as important to 
have people who are capable of generating excitement and fun, as well as having members 
who are skilled at their work. Having these people in your team keeps motivation high and 
creates a relaxed working atmosphere. Celebrating accomplishments and having fun is also 
of crucial importance since a boring atmosphere is to be avoided and it stimulates creativity 
and good relationships among team-members.

Lesson: Be aware of separating the content of discussions from individual relationships, 
especially in teams with pre-existing relationships. Learn from political debates where they 
slaughter each other with words sharp as knifes in congress but discuss issues of their pri-
vate life with a beer afterwards. These guys know how to play the ball and not the man. 
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6.1.1 Improving group atmosphere during project start-up
There are several ways team leaders and members (when there is no leader) can 
improve group atmosphere during the initiating meetings of the project. First, 
the leader or all members should allow and facilitate to mingle and talk freely. 
This will help the team in getting to know each other’s interests, skills, motiva-
tion, etc. Secondly, you should try to facilitate contributions from all members of 
the team for all task accomplishments. This would also positively influence agree-
ment on task distribution, flexibility in work practices, compensation and reward 
systems. Thirdly, it is the responsibility of all team members to manage the 
expectations of their teammates as well as the expectations of the supervisors 
and/or clients. Make clear what tasks are to be carried out, set boundaries and 
parameters, and clarify the expected outcome of the project (see chapter 2 & 5). 
Finally, the leaders could restrict the formal appearance of hierarchy within the 
team, in order to gain the full participation of all team-members (Rushmer, 1997).

6.1.2 Team building exercises
Collaborating to improve the team’s atmosphere could even be done through 
team bonding experiences that also increase the team spirit. Different methods 
can be employed to increase the motivation of the team, e.g. a frequent change 
of working environment, having creative sessions, etc. (Tassoul, 2009). 
One particular good idea is to spend some leisure time together. Maybe go to a 
museum or exhibition that is relevant to your field. Another way to socialize is 
to prepare a meal together. In chapter 3, the authors came up with a particular 
good idea of cooking a meal for each other. If you are a team with more than 
one nationality then you could learn from each culture by preparing traditional 
dishes. Of course, don’t prepare your country’s own recipe, but let non-residents 
do that. A third idea is to play a board game with each other. Have some beers 
and wine and have a wonderful evening. Finally, the most common one: Go out 
to a bar and have some drinks together and share your hobbies and interests. 
Apart from these ideas, don’t forget you are creative yourself. You could hold 
a mini brainstorm to make a long list of social activities you could do over the 
course of the project. By hanging that on the wall in your cubicle you can select 
one every time you feel the urge to do something together. 
In addition to these teambuilding exercises, it is necessary to create some sort 
of ‘family-atmosphere’ within your team. This makes you eager to meet up and 
collaborate. 

6.2 H2 maintain good team spirit & motivation
Since teams consist of a group of people with individual personalities and traits, 
it is important to maintain a harmonious social relation over time (fig. 6.2). Levi 
notes that social relations are an important part of group development and that 
groups will experience emotional highs and lows. Similar groups tend to go 
through periods of lower motivation as well as lower performance levels (Levi, 
2007). Sometimes a group may experience a period of very low conviction with 
and motivation towards the project and its progress. Don’t let this influence the 
morale of your team. It is pretty normal that innovative teams experience such 
a period wherein the team makes seemingly little progress or encounters some 
unexpected problems. It is then not strange that such a period is labeled “the 
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dark night of the innovator”. Don’t worry, stay close to your original vision and 
the work already done. Discuss your victories and accomplishments so far and 
you will see that you’ve already come quite a way from the beginning. You must 
already have learned a great deal and that is what is important to your super-
visor. Remember, it is a student project. So even, if the dark skies pack around 
you and you don’t see a way out, your professor / supervisor might be of help. 
Let them join the conversation and ask for advice since that is what they are 
for. Make sure you are well prepared before involving them (see more on this in 
chapter 12). 
Maintaining the spirit and atmosphere is the responsibility of the whole team, 
however, not all team members are as sensitive to picking up weak signals that 
the morale is dropping a bit. You should of course not rush out to restore the 
morale at the slightest indication, but keep track of hints that might indicate that 
something is going on. Discuss in your team these observations just to prevent 
that the demotivation threshold is crossed unnoticed. 
It will not always be easy to maintain the productive and motivating atmosphere 
in your team. Many influencing factors are not in the hands of individual team 
members and therefore the spotlight will be on the whole team and if you have a 
leader they will need to mobilize the team. Nevertheless, each team member can 
contribute to a good team spirit, by staying open minded and giving other team 
members the benefit of the doubt, by recognizing storms ahead and by trying 
to mitigate the problems and motivate the rest of the team to keep up the work.

Figure 6.2: Maintaining motivation

There are two theories that are important to recognize regarding people’s moti-
vation: Expectancy theory and equity theory. According to Vroom’s Expectancy 
Theory (Vroom and MacCrimmon, 1968), the strength of a person’s motivation 
is determined by three sets of variables: “(1) the effort-performance linkage: 
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the probability that exerting a certain amount of effort will lead to high perfor-
mance; (2) the performance-reward linkage: the degree to which an individual 
believes that his level of performance will lead to a certain reward or outcome, 
and (3) the importance or attractiveness of the reward or outcome for the team-
member.” This theory suggests that the team must build a culture of praising 
each other’s work. Since you are all peers and have never done the project before 
you have no objective standard to value each other’s work. So, just praise the 
work done and use the output in discussions on the next set of tasks. 
The Equity Theory (Adams, 1965) is the second theory to keep in mind. This the-
ory argues that team-members weigh their effort (input) against what they get 
from their work, and compare that to that of others within the team. If the per-
ceived ratios are equal, than the motivation is in equilibrium and the reward is 
perceived as fair. If the ratios are perceived as unequal, motivation will be incon-
sistent throughout the team. 
Since every team member has their own likes and dislikes, praising each other’s 
work is not at all an easy thing to do and the praise, subsequently, needs to be 
tailored to the recipient. Of course a pat on the back will always do. It might be 
a good idea to hold a brainstorm on the kind of rewards you can give each other 
and that you all give to yourself as the team that performed well. An example 
would be something like, “if we pass the first deadline successfully and without 
stress we will celebrate that with ……”. Maybe have a ‘piggy bank’ in which all 
team members make a donation every week, or only when they are late without 
a valid reason. For every means you put in place, don’t overdo it. Too much posi-
tive reinforcement may deprive team members of their motivation. Balance fun, 
rewards and serious work at all times. 
It should be pointed out that when team members are well matched with their 
tasks, it is often not necessary for team leaders to manipulate team members to 
work harder and to perform well. When somebody is good at their job and feels 
‘valuable’, the person will typically possess a high level of motivation, and feel 
good about themselves and what they accomplish. Make sure every individual in 
the team feels responsible for the work they deliver. 

6.3 H2 troubleshoot for good team spirit & 

motivation
Unfortunately, even if you have successfully initiated a positive and supportive 
team spirit at the beginning of the project, and have successfully maintained this 
engaging atmosphere, this does not guarantee a continually high team motiva-
tion (fig. 6.3). 
Groups face different types of challenges during their existence. Rather than 
a smooth progression, groups go through periods of low activity followed by 
bursts of achievement, and from periods of smooth relations to conflict (Levi, 
2007). If managed carefully, trouble and conflicts that negatively influence team 
spirit, motivation, and atmosphere could consequently lead to an even stronger 
group determination to achieve the collective goal.
Since a team consists of people with different personality traits and lives and 
all of these individual interact with one another, team dynamics involve social 
aspects that change over time. Even when the team collaboration is efficient and 
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runs smoothly, a team can always fall into a period of low energy and consequent 
low motivation. It is important to understand how to detect and handle those 
critical moments and how to promote productivity within your team. 

Figure 6.3: Troubleshooting

6.3.1 Complications caused by internal issues 
As part of the team, you need to be honest and open to share your problems, 
and every team member should be aware of how other members experience the 
teamwork. If a team member has a team-related problem, it will take the whole 
team to fix it. There are several internal aspects that can have a negative influ-
ence on team spirit, atmosphere and motivation. The most important ones are:

• Selfish or overly dominant individuals
 Whenever dominant individuals are present that do not allow less dominant 

members to contribute, you should give an evaluation of the whole team in 
the next group meeting. As mentioned earlier, an option to consider is peer 
feedback, where all team members evaluate each other’s work. This way the 
team member’s perspective is presented in a controlled and fair manner. 
Communication is always the key to resolution.

• Individuals that do not contribute effectively to the project
 The team member’s commitment is almost always determined at the begin-

ning of the project (as discussed in chapter 1). However, if complications or 
(inter-)personal problems arise during the project, motivation and com-
mitment can change for the worse. In some cases team members are not 
committed to contribute as much as others in the team and hope to profit 
from the team (social loafing) (see chapter 8). This is always a difficult situa-
tion. In that case you may need to review the setup and systems employed 
at the initiation of the project. All team members should discuss the initial 
rules (norms) and methods that have been set at the project start, and evalu-
ate if these are still relevant enough to proceed with (see chapter 3). How to 
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properly deal with social loafing depends on the context, the kind of projects 
and its length, the determination of the rest of the team and the willingness 
of the team member to change their attitude and step up. If nothing else 
helps, the ultimate step is to kick somebody of the team, but this is not easy 
and maybe not very social. Chapter 8 mentions that social loafing is a symp-
tom of deteriorated teamship, which in its turn is a team responsibility. But if 
it is the sole solution to set one of the team members outside the team, not 
only should the rest of the team agree, but your coach also has to sanction 
this action and, if you are lucky, support you in the process.

• Frequent conflict(s) between team-members
 Conflicts between team members can destroy team atmosphere, which 

influences the motivation. As described in chapter 8, conflicts related to the 
content can be favorable because it can enhance creative new insights. So, 
having conflicts is not always a bad thing if it is related to the project or task 
itself. If managed carefully, trouble and conflicts that negatively influence 
team spirit, motivation, and atmosphere could consequently lead to an even 
stronger group determination to achieve the collective goal (Levi, 2007) On 
the other hand, personal conflicts should be handled as quickly as possible. 
Conflict resolution is discussed in more detail in chapter 8.

• Cultural and language barriers
 In most of the multicultural groups, language and cultural barriers create 

frequent cases of miscommunication and misunderstandings. Not feeling 
understood by other team members and not understanding others can lead 
to isolation in the group and makes it hard to feel included in the team. Even 
if an international individual starts a project with high spirit, that situation 
can affect their motivation. You can try to overcome this problem by talking 
with the team members about the cultural differences explicitly. Make sure 
this is a mutual process, especially if you are the only foreigner in the team. 
It is a team responsibility to share these cultural insights. Such sharing allows 
the team members to become more aware of the differences among each 
other and allows them to take these differences into consideration. Informal 
activities (related to different cultures) are a fun way of understanding and 
embracing the differences. An example of such informal activities would 
be a potluck party, or joined cooking session. Other options are using more 
visual representations to understand each other. Knowing about language 
barriers and trying to overcome these weaknesses will provide chances to 
learn from each other and improve the team atmosphere.

6.3.2 Complications caused by external issues 
Even when a team has good spirit and is motivated, external influences could 
still ruin the team’s atmosphere. All team members should be aware of this and 
group discussions should be employed to find a way to deal with the external 
obstacle(s). The main external aspects that might have a negative influence on 
team spirit, atmosphere and motivation are:

• Problems with the coach, company, or other external parties
 External parties that take an important role in the project’s direction could 

sometimes impose diplomatic constraints that may demotivate the group. 
Although it may not always be possible to resolve issues related to external 
parties, the problem should be addressed by somebody during one of the 
meetings with this external party. This is usually the team leader or the one 
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who takes the lead during these interactions (see chapter 4). If the problem 
persists, for instance with the external client, then this should be discussed 
with a supervisor. Another option is to follow the direction requested and 
at the same time follow up on your own vision in parallel. During a subse-
quent meeting you could first present the results based on the client’s 
direction and then present the extra work done in your direction. Make sure 
you connect the two solution areas seen from the perspective of the origi-
nal assignment. Such initiatives are always valued if brought diplomatically. 
Always try to respect the opinion of the supervisor / client, even if you do 
not (entirely) agree. Do remember, they have many years of experience in 
the field. After the presentation start a discussion on the two alternatives. 

• Difficult phases of the project
 There are certain moments when the project becomes more complex or 

hectic. These are moments when, for instance, a presentation needs to be 
prepared, a tight schedule is formulated, and changes are required at the 
very last minute. This often takes its toll on team spirit and atmosphere, as 
members become more stressed and sensitive to conflict. Clear task distribu-
tion and time-based planning becomes very important for a team to finish 
the task efficiently and in a timely manner. However ‘work’ and ‘play’ should 
be balanced and the team should still be given time to relax and rest during 
stressful periods to keep them in high spirits and motivated to go the extra 
mile.

 On the other hand, if there is a long period of time between deadlines, the 
team spirit can be great but sometimes the motivation goes down because 
there is no work pressure. This is an excellent opportunity to professionalize 
your team by setting your own deadlines …… AND KEEPING THEM!

• Personal problems (non team related)
 Although it is necessary to make a clear distinction between personal and 

professional relationships, attitude, demands, and so forth, sometimes it can 
be difficult for team members to keep up the work when personal non-team 
related problems arise. In that case it is always best to explain the issue to your 
coach and fellow team members, either personally or through the team leader 
to make sure that they know that your lack of performance has a legitimate 
reason and you are not just being lazy. How to deal with the situation will 
depend on the issue: how long will it influence your performance, how severe 
is the issue / how much are you impacted by it, is it a physical (broken leg) or 
emotional issue (one of your parents is very ill), etc. It also depends on the pos-
sibilities there are within the project to catch up with the work at a later stage. 
Whether or not this is possible will depend on the length of the project, the 
kind of project, the tasks you are responsible for, etc. It will further depend on 
the willingness of your team to be flexible and compensate for your work.

6.4 Link to professional life
Team motivation and atmosphere is as important within professional envi-
ronment as it is in educational settings. Similar techniques could be applied to 
increase motivation and team atmosphere. On the other hand, these are pro-
fessionals and they have experience with working in teams and have their ways 
of solving problems and keeping the motivation right. And in a professional 
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environment you are more likely to know your colleagues from earlier projects. 
One of the big differences is that the actors within professional teams have yearly 
evaluation meetings with their bosses, which implies that the work you deliver 
and the enthusiasm you show directly influences your future career prospects. 
Motivation in real life is related to engagement, which is a fusion of individual 
energy, individual interest and individual capabilities. People interested in their 
work are intrinsically motivated to learn more about their line of work and this 
provides them with the energy to go the extra mile and still have energy left 
(Bakker and Schaufeli, 2008). Energy consuming jobs on the other hand are 
caused by demotivating circumstances related to the individual, the team, the 
colleagues, the organization, etc. or a combination thereof. People want to feel 
of use to their organization and this usefulness gives them wings. Of course, 
nobody is indispensable, but the paradox here is that everybody wants to feel 
like they are really necessary and unique in their organization. Although this is 
true, most often the organization, or more specifically the particular manager, is 
unable to value contributions in such a way that the employee becomes or stays 
engaged. Surrounding people with an environment of positive communication 
and unambiguous expressions of support by fellow workers and managers will 
result in flourishing organizations (Frederickson and Losada, 2005). 
People need to have a vested interest in their line of work but must feel secure 
and socially embedded in a system that values such interest. Social embedding 
is the summation of what peers, colleagues, and managers bring to the corporate 
system and results in what literature refers to as positive organizational behavior 
(Bakker and Schaufeli, 2008). Similar to how they feel at home, employees must 
feel safe, trusted and valued (and loved) within their organization. They don’t 
want to ‘push their ideas with a rope’ through the organization, they don’t want 
to be ordered to change (but they do want to learn and change themselves), they 
don’t want to punished for failing innovative experiments, they just want to feel 
at home, be (intrinsically) challenged and rewarded personally. If organizations 
can build and maintain such an environment, then they will have engaged and 
motivated people that make the organization flourish. 

6.5 Keep in mind
• Building a good team atmosphere starts on day one. 
• Having a good team atmosphere will be inspirational and rewarding. 
• Social loafing and free riding are strongly related to bad team atmosphere 

and unexpressed expectations. Address these things in a team meeting as 
soon as the symptoms are surfacing. 

• Teamship is the result of positive investments by team members and is 
reached when the team starts to think as ‘we’ instead of ‘me’. 

• Have a brainstorm on potential social activities during the start-up. Select a 
Top 3 and hang those on the wall. Plan these activities in your master plan. 

• Build a good relationship with your supervisor and stay contact to keep 
them interested in your results. This will help you to stay challenged by the 
subject of your assignment. 

• Social loafing or decreasing motivation of individual team members can be 
related to personal problems. Aim to build a relationship of mutual trust to 
make the issue discussable.
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6.5.1 Tips & trics to create teamship
• Sharing is the best policy! 
• Share personal hobbies and interests
• Try to ‘fall in love’ with your team 
• Discuss personal expectations, values and outcomes 
• Attempt to get to know each other on a personal level
• Acknowledge individual and team strengths and weaknesses 
• Do creative sessions together with (silly) ice-breaking exercises
• Talk informally about individual strength, weaknesses and interests 
• Do sports or have lunch, dinner, or any other informal activity together
• Take a family-life attitude and bring gifts, such as cookies, to team meetings
• Create a personal presentation slide or profile to introduce each team 

member 
• For multicultural teams, sharing different cultural backgrounds and rituals is 

a great ice breaker  

6.5.2 Tips & trics to maintain teamship
• Identify the right person to make decisions without harming the pre-

existing relationships
• In dividing tasks, help your fellow team members in matching their abilities 

with their tasks
• Continuously value each other’s qualities for all team related activities, from 

tasks to fun
• Open up your heart as soon as you feel something is threatening the team 

atmosphere
• Aim for a professional attitude and don’t let emotional conflict get in your 

way
• As team member, always feel responsible for the work that you are doing 
• Put extra effort into getting unmotivated team members back on track
• Team members should stay dedicated to the team and to the team task 
• The team must trust each other’s capacities and positive intentions  
• Form rules and consensual agreements on important team issues 
• Always keep an open mind and mind for constructive criticism 
• Praise each others work and celebrate team accomplishments 
• Resolve conflicts between team-members as soon as possible
• Turn negative loaded disputes into constructive discussions 
• Team motivation and team spirit are team responsibilities 
• Good teamship grows over time and should be maintained
• Permanently avoid negative team atmosphere to build up
• Always pose clarifying questions if something is unclear 
• Maintaining a good team spirit is a team responsibility
• Aim for a good balance between fun and serious work
• Strive for delivering high quality of your work
• Distribute work equally among team-members 
• Appoint a leader for indecisive moments 
• Always be respectful in communication
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“Creativity is the power to connect the 
seemingly unconnected.”

William Plomer
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Introduction
This chapter will explain the role of creativity and design thinking within student 
projects. Student teams can benefit at many points from consciously applying 
creativity in order to come up with answers or new insights to a given problem. 
Because the creative process in teams, explained in section 1, is a social process, 
the social dimension must also be considered. Social dimension issues occur dur-
ing the idea generation and the decision-making process. Section 4 will offer a 
few golden rules on how to handle the social dimension in the idea generation 
stage, and section 5 deals with the decision-making stage. Some explicit atten-
tion will be given to design thinking, since this is a specific form of creativity. 

After reading this chapter you will have a clear overview of creative processes. 
Furthermore, you will know how to act collaboratively during this process in 
order to handle creativity within your project in a beneficial way.
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7.1   Creativity in teamwork

7.1.1. What is creativity and how can it help me?
Creativity is often defined as ‘connecting things that were not connected before’. 
Others go a bit further and describe the serious dimension of creativity (serious cre-
ativity) as the development of novel ideas that are useful (e.g. Amabile, 1996; Kasof, 
1995; Mumford and Gustafson, 1988; Sternberg and Lubart, 1995; Paulus, 2000). 
One popular perspective equates creativity with divergent thinking or the extent 
to which individuals are able to generate a wide variety of ideas or responses to a 
particular problem situation (Baer, 1993). Group creativity can thus be defined as 
divergent thinking in groups as reflected in ideational fluency (Brown et al., 1998; 
Paulus, 2000). 
Creativity requires the ability to overcome dominant routes of thinking and thereby 
create new perspectives on the subject. There are many tools and methods aimed 
to foster creativity. Smith (1998), for example, analyzed 172 idea generation tech-
niques used in organizations and by (creativity) consultants. This tremendous 
number of techniques can be overwhelming, but in the end you should consider 
that all these creativity techniques and methods are based on the observations of 
creative people or creative processes. 
Creativity is a very important factor in teamwork. Without creative processes, innova-
tion is impossible. According to Shavinina (2003) creativity and innovation are the 
most often mentioned remedies to ensure a long-term survival of companies and 
to face a worldwide competition. It is essential to consciously learn about the appli-
cation of creative processes in student teams. Once acquired, the ability of creative 
acting will prove to be very beneficial throughout your professional career.
While creativity is considered to be important in teamwork, design thinking can 
be equally useful for each individual or group, especially if you are dealing with 
open-ended assignments and ill-defined problems (see section 2). Design think-
ing originates from the field of design and has become quite popular these days 
(Brown, 2009). For many years, design thinking has been associated only with the 
design discipline, being product design and architecture. Recently, however, new 
views on its importance have emerged in other fields. In scientific literature more 
and more articles argue for the need to incorporate design thinking in other dis-
ciplines such as engineering (Dym et al., 2005) and management and business 
administration (Dunne and Martin, 2006). 
Design thinking is described as the opposite of scientific thinking. Where scientists 
shift facts to discover patterns and insights, the design thinker invents new patterns 
and concepts to address facts and possibilities. In a world with growing problems 
that desperately need understanding and insight, there is also a great need for 
ideas that can blend that understanding and insight into creative new solutions. 
Implicit in this notion is the belief that design thinking can make valuable contribu-
tions to decision making (Owen, 2007). 

7.1.2. Can everyone be creative? 
Anyone who comes up with new ideas, solutions or answers to problems goes 
through a creative process and is creative. This implies that everyone can be cre-
ative. Some of you are creative within the given system or paradigm (adaptive 
creativity) and some of you might be creative outside that system (innovative 
creativity). For more information see also chapter 1, innovators versus adaptors. 
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This said, every person differs in their own creative activity. Some work best from 
home, others prefers to stay in a noisy or dynamic environment, still others needs 
to make a plan before the creative process can start. This means that everyone 
acts differently and everyone needs a proper environment to be creative. What 
people do not know is that they are following existing methods, best described 
as a “creative process” (Tassoul, 2009).
There are several factors that can stimulate the creative potential of idea gen-
eration within groups. Social stimulation is one of such factors. Deliberate 
facilitation is another one. Some studies, however, point out that creative indi-
viduals have more ideas than groups (Nijstad and Stroebe, 2006). However, the 
question remains if such a conclusion is relevant to innovation. Creativity is just 
a tool applied at some point in the process of innovation. The collaborative 
application of this tool helps in accepting the ideas that spring forward. So, the 
comparison between individual and group performance would likely lead to bet-
ter performance of idea generation in groups where it takes the total teamwork 
process into account. Supporting, coaching and stimulating each other by pro-
viding explicit feedback about individual performance levels can even lead to 
higher group performances (Paulus, 2000). Social factors in teamwork are there-
fore very important. Knowledge of the creative processes and techniques can 
help improve the social dimensions in a team. 

7.2   What are problems?
You usually notice a problem when you do not immediately know how to pro-
ceed towards the desired goal. In a broader sense, problems are characterized by 
barriers between the desired situation – the goal – and the current situation – 
which is the initial state of the problem. 

7.3   The different kinds of problems
There are different dimensions to problems, some of which might require creativ-
ity in order to come up with the solution (Badke-Schaub, 2009, Badke-Schaub, 
2010).

7.3.1  Closed problems
Problems that have only one solution are called closed problems. These are simi-
lar to the closed-ended assignments as discussed in chapter 2. The difference 
between the assignment and the problem here referred to is that there can be 
many problems to solve within one single closed-ended assignment. They could 
be implemented in different ways, but as the outcome will always be the same, 
no creativity is required to look for the answer. For instance, in a simple math 
problem such as 3+3 =6, the outcome is always the same, no matter if you use 
your fingers or a calculator.  However, there might be different routes to arrive at 
the answer and detecting these routes can benefit from creativity. 

7.3.2  Open problems
Open problems are different, similar to open-ended assignments (see chapter 2). 
These have multiple possible solutions, which makes it more difficult to answer 
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the question straightforwardly. To solve these kinds of problems requires cre-
ativity. For instance, when designing a new bicycle, the outcomes are almost 
infinite and even the ways to get there are infinite. To solve open problems stu-
dents start thinking of solutions, maybe combining solutions, until they feel they 
have arrived at the optimal outcome. In fact, such processes are already consid-
ered part of creativity. Creativity is not just applied to arts or design, it can also 
be applied within other fields such as engineering, social sciences, medicine and 
law. Take, for instance, the defense of someone accused of larceny. The lawyer 
needs to be creative to come up with a successful strategy. 

7.3.3  Well-defined problems 
Sometimes a problem has well-defined parameters and criteria, and there are 
a limited number of rules and principles that need to be used to come up with 
the solution. These are called well-defined problems, which require the applica-
tion of a finite number of concepts, rules and principles. Well-defined problems 
present all elements of a problem and in the problem statement the parameters 
are specified. These problems involve concepts and rules that appear regular in a 
well-structured and predictable domain of knowledge. The answers are correct 
and have a preferred and prescribed solution process. The solutions are known 
and comprehensible, where the relationship between decision choices and all 
problems states is known (Jonassen, 1997). The mode of problem solving here is 
referred to as rational problem solving, i.e. running from well-defined problem to 
solution. 

7.3.4  Ill-defined problems
Ill-defined problems are much less clear than well-defined problems. Most 
design problems are for example considered to be ill-defined and open-ended 
and therefore require a different approach. In these problems, one or more 
problem elements are unknown, and the goals are also vague and unclear with 
unstated constraints. Therefore it is not clear at the beginning which ideas, rules, 
principles, etc. are necessary for the solution. Furthermore, these problems have 
multiple answers, solution paths and few constrain parameters, and don’t offer 
information about which solution is best. Ill-defined problems require personal 
opinions or beliefs about the problem and the direction for resolution, because 
there may be many alternative solutions to the problems. Research will often 
have to be done to identify the best (most appropriate to the circumstances) 
solution. This makes ill-defined problems difficult to tackle and creativity is 
needed to come up with several solutions and may even require a combination 
of solutions. 
Ill-defined problems are challenging. You can’t just start looking for solutions 
since the problem is not at all clear. So, what solutions will fit? Here you have to 
work on both sides, on the problem as well as on the solution. Such a process 
is referred to as co-evolution of problem and solution (Maher et al., 1996) since 
both evolve during your work. At the end you will be able to give a clear descrip-
tion of the problem you solved with your solution or answer.

7.3.5  Wicked problems
Wicked problems are the toughest ones there are (Rittel & Webber, 1973). Usually 
there are many stakeholders that have as many perspectives on the prob-
lem. Perfect solutions for one stakeholder are totally unacceptable for another 
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stakeholder and vice versa. These contradictory requirements are typical for 
this category of problems. Wicked problems never give the feeling that they 
are solved. Wicked problems are complex and need to be worked on from sev-
eral disciplines. Unsolvable doesn’t mean you can’t work on them. They require 
the involvement of many stakeholders and the integration of several content 
domains. For instance, finding solutions to pollution may require input from 
fields as diverse as math, chemical science, political science, business, physics, 
social psychology, etc. It is unlikely that you will work on such a problem during 
your teamwork, but for reasons of completeness we felt that this category must 
not pass by unnoticed. 

7.4  The creative process
Because the social dimension within a group plays a fundamental role for a suc-
cessful creative problem solving process, it is important for groups to understand 
some basic characteristics of the collaborative creative process. This section 
provides the basic principle of a creative process using the Diamond analogy. It 
further provides two examples of creative processes, which the authors consider 
to be suitable for group work.

7.4.1  The Creative Diamond
The basic principle of the creative process can be described best using a dia-
mond shape, the so called creative diamond (fig. 7.1). The creative diamond has 
two shapes corresponding to two phases: widening (divergent phase) followed 
by narrowing down (convergent phase). In the divergent phase a large num-
ber of alternative ideas are generated, as it is necessary to collect and generate 
as many ideas as possible. In this context, ideas can also be words or thoughts. 
Afterwards, it is important to evaluate the ideas and to select the most relevant 
and useful ones. This is called the convergent phase. Section 4 and section 5 
describe in more detail the social dimension of the divergent and the convergent 
phases and provide useful tips to handle the social dimension in creative group 
work.
Because selecting from a large number of different ideas (converging phase) can 
sometimes be cumbersome and difficult, the clustering of the ideas into catego-
ries can be helpful as it provides an overview of the most relevant topics and the 
ex ante solution space. Furthermore, clustering favors and enables the shared 
understanding of the relevant issues and possible solutions within the group. 
One simple way to perform a clustering is to group ideas into categories and 
to associate these categories with names, which might lead to new inspiration 
(Tassoul, 2009).
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Figure 7.1: The creative diamond

7.4.2  The natural process of creativity
According to Wallas (1926) the creative process runs through four stages (fig. 7.2). 

Figure 7.2: The four phases of creative process by Wallas

In the first stage, called preparation, problems, ideas and desires are defined; 
information about possible solutions is collected, and criteria for judgment are 
developed. This first phase is usually followed by a phase of incubation, in which 
one focuses on something else. According to Wallas, after this phase of uncer-
tainties (which could last minutes, hours or even weeks), suddenly some ideas 
will appear. Lastly, these ideas are tested with regards to their feasibility and via-
bility, while using the judgment criteria already developed at the beginning of 
the process (Wallas, 1926).

7.4.3  The three diamond CPS model
The CPS (Creative Problem Solving) model can be interesting for small groups who 
lack experience with creative processes and their corresponding techniques. It 
is criticized for not being sufficient for complex projects with many stakehold-
ers, which are involved at different levels of the project and hierarchy (Buijs 
et al., 2009). The three diamond-shaped steps of CPS model (Buijs, 1984) forms 
a condensed version of the CPS model (Parnes, 1992) (fig. 7.3). According to 
Tassoul “this model with its diverging-converging phase is more about quantity” 
(Tassoul, 2009: pp 31). In other words, this three stage model can help to gen-
erate as many ideas as possible and a good selection helps to choose the most 
feasible and viable ones.
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Figure 7.3: The three diamond CPS model

In the first phase, Problem Analysis and Definition, information on the starting situ-
ation is gathered and analyzed. Based on this first step, a description of the problem 
and the direction of the idea generation is elaborated. In this stage, questions such 
as “What is the problem?” ,“Who has the problem?” or “Why isn’t solved yet?” should 
be answered and reflected upon. A written problem definition enables a shared 
understanding of the problem and the related issues within the group. Such a prob-
lem description is typically formulated as a challenging How-to-statement (H2 …), 
like the title of every chapter in this book. Another frequently applied formulation is: 
“In what ways might we …?” (IWWMW). Please generate at least five of those problem 
statements. In the second stage, the Idea Generation and Idea Selection, the goal is 
to generate as many ideas as possible (diverging phase) and to select the best out 
of them (converging phase). Here the problem statements (H2’s) are used to facili-
tate the creative thinking of your group. You are of course free to reformulate these 
statements if you feel like it. The last stage of the CPS model is the concept develop-
ment and preparation of acceptance and implementation. Here, all required actions 
are taken to develop and implement a solution or concept. It is important to under-
stand that in this context an idea can be a word or a thought, whereas a concept 
consists of multiple aspects (Tassoul, 2009). So again, creativity is required to inte-
grate the ideas into a promising concept or solution. This model is applicable to any 
problematic situation. This an also be used for brainstorming about the approach of 
your project. Maybe not all three steps, but generating possible pathways for your 
teamwork and selecting the most promising (efficient & effective) is something fre-
quently done by design students.
As a final note, in each phase of its steps the three step diamond CPS model employs 
the Creative diamond process. The process as a whole and each single phase can be 
circular and iterative (see also the CPS Revisited model, Buijs et al., 2009).

7.5  The social dimension during diverging
The diverging phase of the creative problem solving process can also be defined 
as Idea Generation. During the diverging phase, group members share ideas and 
insights in order to develop various novel and innovative solutions for certain 
problem areas. According to several studies, the performance of groups during 
the idea generation is often hampered by various social influences (Paulus and 
Brown, 2007). Negative social influences could restrain the creative thinking of 
the group members. Woo (2005) suggested five aspects, from which three are 
social ones that may influence the divergent thinking of the group members, 
namely (table 7.1):
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• Cultural Blocks
 The effects of society on the group members. Some group members might 

come from countries where it is not accepted to speak openly about your 
ideas (see chapter 1). 

• Environmental Blocks 
 Social and physical environment that hinders the group member’s 

performance.
• Emotional Blocks
 The group member’s emotional conditions or psychological characteristics (see 

chapter 1) that restrain the group member from sharing their ideas with others.  

Blocks to idea generation 

(things to avoid and not to do / say / think)

Cultural factors ‘Fantasy and reflection are a waste of time, laze, even crazy’

‘Playfulness is for children only’

‘Problem solving is serious business and humor is out of 
place’

Reason, logic, numbers, utility, practicality are good and 
always know the answer

Tradition is preferred to change

‘Taboo’

Environmental fac-

tors

Lack of collaboration and trust among the colleagues

Autocratic boss who values only his idea

Distractions, mobile phones, easy intrusions

Lack of support to bring ideas into action

Forced atmosphere

Uncomfortable interior environment

Emotional factors Fear to make a mistakes, to fail, to risk

Overriding desires for security, order

Preference for judging ideas, rather than generating them

Inability to relax, incubate, and “sleep on it”

Lack of challenge

Excessive zeal / over motivation to succeed quickly

Table 7.1: Social Factors that could hinder the diverging phase (Woo, 2005)
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Many people are usually unaware of this problem and its negative effect. To 
ensure the success of the diverging phase, it is very important that the team 
members identify the social influences that restrain the continuity of the diverg-
ing phase and try to decrease its effects. 

7.5.1  Golden rules for the social dimension in diverging 
For every brainstorm session it is a good idea to have one of you facilitating it. 
Although facilitation is a real profession, for your purpose you need someone 
that writes down all the ideas mentioned on a flipchart. The facilitator must 
not skip any of those, even if the idea seems to be totally out of sync with ear-
lier ideas. Just write them down and continue with the next idea. If an idea is not 
clear, then ask for additional clarification. All ideas should be written down in the 
exact words mentioned. Paraphrasing might be necessary if the idea is not just a 
few words but a complete sentence. Always ask whether reformulation is still in 
line with the idea as brought forward. The following section formulates eleven 
golden rules that could make the group idea exchange more effective. 
The rules are:

• Criticism is not allowed 
 According to Osborn (1957), one of the key problems in idea generation ses-

sion is that people may feel inhibited in expressing their ideas due to the 
judgment of others. During group session, the group members are often 
concerned about looking stupid or silly in front of their colleagues. In many 
studies this problem has proven to be a real creativity killer. Groups should 
avoid making trampling or negative comments that could hurt someone’s 
feelings. Ideas are never bad or wrong, at most ideas do not sufficiently 
solve the issue. Just leaving them there without any criticism is OK. The 
facilitator could make some kind of a gesture if someone violates this rule. If 
someone criticizes someone for the second time ask this person to generate 
at least two new ideas. Constructive remarks that could reinforce ideas are 
always welcome. Cross-pollination between people and ideas is one of the 
big advantages of brainstorms and is something that should be stimulated. 

• Create a safe environment so everyone feels comfortable participating.
 Another important factor within group productivity is the comfortable feel-

ing towards other team members. Paulus and Van der Zee (2004) mention 
that this positive feeling may motivate group members to take a genuine 
interest in one another and create a desire to share and listen carefully to 
their diverse perspectives. It is essential that each person is supportive of the 
other team members and their contributions. 

• Be open to the ideas of others
 The effectiveness of the group interaction influences the degree to which 

group members pay attention to each other’s ideas (Brown et al., 1998). The 
diverse perspectives of the group could enhance the possibility that the 
group could come up with a broad range of unexpected and surprising ideas 
for a certain problem area (Paulus & Brown, 2007). 

• Only one member is allowed to speak at any time
 Group members should not interrupt each other. The facilitator should be 

extremely aware of this. Interrupting others ideas might result in ideas that 
are left unfinished and abandoned by both the speaker and the group. This 
interference might discourage the speaker and make them feel that their 
ideas are not important. However, on the other hand, some studies suggest 
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that listening to ideas of others can also have distracting or inhibiting effects 
on idea generation (Nijstad and Stroebe, 2006). There is a possibility group 
members may forget their idea while someone else is speaking. It might 
then be better to write down your idea and share it later.  

• Focus on the same topic
 To reduce the potential distraction of hearing another’s idea it is important 

to ensure that all group members are still dealing within the same problem 
context (Paulus & Brown 2007). So, stay focused on the problem formula-
tion. By instructing the group to generate ideas from one category (one 
H2-statement) at a time, the performance of idea generation might improve 
(Coskun, 2000).

• Every group members should willingly participate & contribute to the 
group

 Paulus & Brown (2007) suggested that idea generation is strongly moderated 
by social and motivational factors. They mentioned that even if knowledge-
able group members can conceivably generate a useful idea without much 
effort, if they are poorly motivated, the frequency with which that would 
happen would be quite low. To ensure the success of the idea generation 
session, it is thus essential that group members are motivated to share and 
elaborate the given task (Van Knippenberg & Schippers, 2007) (see chapter 
6). The facilitator can easily ask those who are a bit quiet for ideas they have. 
Make sure to treat those ideas with care by writing them down literally.  

• No Idea ownership
 Group members should work together as a team. It is important to create a 

team atmosphere where an idea is not the sole property of a specific con-
tributor, but rather has been built up by all team members and used as a 
starting point for additional ideas to strengthen the original idea. This is fun-
damental for the team to develop a sense of belonging (Osborn, 1957).

• Get to know each other 
 Good relationships among the group members can improve the per-

formance of the group because it can foster a shared sense of identity, 
cohesiveness and cooperation behavior. Group cohesion may help group 
members feel more comfortable and more motivated to interact (Harrison, 
et al., 2002, Watson et al., 1993). Group member’s effort to share their own 
ideas and pay attention to the ideas of other group members will enhance 
the productivity of the idea generation session. 

• Have the same goals
 It is important to focus on common goal and priorities; avoid sidetracking, 

and hidden agendas. Help the group members focus on the same goals by 
deliberately concentrating on one single H2-statement. The goals of the idea 
generation session should be clearly defined upfront: what are we looking 
for? What needs to be solved? Each group member should participate in set-
ting the goals at the start of the session, because this will enhance the goal 
acceptance and commitment.

• Share your opinion
 To develop a breakthrough solution, it is very important to generate a large 

number of ideas. Each group member should try to contribute all ideas that 
come to mind. Avoid being intimidated by highly creative group members 
who dominate the session by constantly coming up with new ideas. Each 
individual has different qualities and converging type of people (fewer 
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new ideas) are necessary to prevent the group to end up in a paralyzing 
split! Each group member should feel free to generate any number of ideas 
without self-censorship. This can enhance the productivity of the idea gen-
eration session.

• Avoid a judgmental climate
 Sometimes groups have difficulty with creating a creative climate and get-

ting out of a judgmental sphere. An idea could be to generate as many idea 
killers as possible and hang them on the wall. If, after that, anyone of you 
again kills an idea then just pointing to the particular idea killer on the wall 
will shut this person up for a while. If a new killer is used, add that to those 
you already have. 

7.5.2  Tools for the social dimension in diverging 
Creativity methods are frequently used to help group members develop a 
broad range of solutions for a wide variety of problems in a short period of time 
(Tassoul, 2009). A few examples are:

• Brainwriting 
 Brain writing is very useful for more introverted group members, who 

experience difficulty with presenting many ideas in front of everyone (see 
Tassoul, 2009).

• Brainstorming 
 This technique is suitable for extroverted group members who are likely to 

give their opinion frequently (see Tassoul, 2009).
• Ice Breaker Game 
 This creative listening technique is developed to help the group members to 

get to know eachother and share their ideas without interruption, for exam-
ple the “Shut Up Game”.

 (See http://wilderdom.com/games/Icebreakers.html)

7.6   The social dimension during converging 
The converging phase of the creative problem solving process can also be 
referred to as a process towards decision making. This decision making is seen 
as a converging and repeated activity, because alternatives (ideas or concepts) 
have to be selected (for further development) and other alternatives are ruled 
out. In this section, the following definition of group decision making will be 
used: “relates to situations in which individuals must make a joint decision” (Islei 
and Lockett, 1990, p.67). Here again we find a social process that could involve all 
team members.
As already indicated in earlier chapters, student teams tend to have long discus-
sions without making any decisions. These long discussions can also be seen as 
processes that have some diverging and converging character. Not being able to 
arrive at a team decision could point to situations with insufficient information 
regarding the options or situations that lack viable options. 
The decisions are made in an ad hoc way or by using methods that increase the 
likelihood of an effective choice. Since the decisions that are made can be of 
great influence to the outcome of the project, it is a good idea to pay sufficient 
attention to the options and their respective qualities (pluses/minuses).  Some 
might even say that the decision-making process easily leads to conflicts (see 
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chapter 8); or at least that it is time consuming and generates endless discussions. 
The preference for group over individual decision-making is explained by two 
reasons:

• Groups can represent larger and more diverse perspectives (Tyler and 
Smith, 1998).

• Decisions that are made in groups are perceived as  “better” and acceptable 
choices than those made by single individuals (Paulus et al., 1993). 

In the decision-making process, different social aspects play a role. The following 
section will provide you with rules that can be applied in the group decision-
making process. 

7.6.1  Golden rules for the social dimension in converging 
The following rules are taken from relevant literature (Leana, 1985; Janis, 1989; 
Kline, 1999), websites (Brodie, 2010, Liraz, 2010) and through the experience of 
the authors. Each rule will be accompanied by an explanation relating to social 
aspects.
The rules are:

• Listen to your team members with respect and interest  
 This rule is one of the main components of setting up a positive thinking 

environment. A thinking environment (Kline, 1999) is the set of conditions 
under which people can think for themselves with rigor, imagination, cour-
age, and grace. In order to achieve this, it is key that you listen respectfully 
and show that you are listening by using the right body language and eye 
contact. You should also be aware of negative body language of others, such 
as rolling your eyes. Even if you do not agree with someone else’s opinion, 
respect their point of view and try to remain interested and objective. You 
can make your point later, even without attacking the other.  

• Know that you will have your turn to talk, so listen to the others!
 People are often afraid that they will not get enough time or attention 

to express their viewpoint during decision-making and that is why they 
interrupt others. By assuring that everyone gets an equal say, every team 
member will feel at ease and wait till their turn is there. This will lead to dis-
cussions with equal contributions. 

• Appreciate your teammates and their ideas
 Appreciation is just as it says—appreciating your teammates, their thoughts 

and opinions. Appreciating peoples’ thoughts will encourage all teammates 
to share their opinions without constraints, such as having to “say the right 
thing”.

• Move beyond competition to collaboration
 Competing in a team occurs, even if you should be collaborating. Often it is 

directly derived from the “idea ownership”. People have the feeling that their 
idea is the best and are not willing to let go. Try to keep in mind that you 
can combine your ideas or aspects of your ideas to come to a better solution. 
Encouragement is then the antidote to competition. This reinforces strong 
ideas and possibilities to build upon each other’s ideas. 

• Allow sufficient emotional release to restore
 In discussions it is often advised not to show emotions and feelings. This 

might be a bit ‘old school’. When you are deeply involved (true engagement) 
in a project, it is hard to let go of these feelings. Ignoring your feelings might 
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also lead to lower-quality thinking. You are advised to express your feel-
ings when you are upset, with you team or your friends / family, in order to 
restore your ability to think carefully, thoroughly and deeply. This does not 
mean that you can lose your temper (even raising your voice), since this has 
a bad influence on the team and will not help the decision-making process. 
Feelings are about yourselves, not about others: it is what you feel. 

• Try to stay objective
 A main factor in decision making is that you should try to remain objec-

tive. Use relevant criteria, methods or techniques to form a judgment. Being 
a critical thinker also relates to coming up with constructive arguments. 
Burning down someone’s idea is easy, but coming up with ways to improve 
it is more effective for decision-making. 

• Create synergy by using the differences 
 In teams you might encounter a lot of differences in character, culture, 

knowledge, viewpoint, etc. These differences might end up resulting in bet-
ter decisions because you have diverse perspectives. So try to look from 
another persons’ point of view. Explore different possible perspectives and 
place yourself in your teammates’ position. 

• Take your time to make the right decision
 Ease, contrary to action and speed, is needed to deal with decision-making. 

Try to avoid making snap decisions or empty promises just to end discus-
sions. Consider that making empty promises or rash decisions could lead 
you to unsatisfactory results, or a repetition of the decision-making process. 
Take your time for the eventual decision-making; let the facts and view-
points incubate in your subconscious mind until it is time to finally make the 
decision.

• Not making a decision is a decision not to take action
 Being afraid of making the right decision for a team’s process may make it 

is easy to postpone decision-making. In most cases you cannot know with 
100% certainty that your decision is correct, because the consequences of 
your decision will only become apparent in the future. Be aware that end-
lessly postponing the decision is also a decision ‘to stand still’ and will often 
hinder your progress.

• Try to avoid groupthink and stay critical
 Groupthink is one of the most dangerous traps in decision making (Janis, 

1989). Groupthink is embedded in our deep social identification mecha-
nisms - everyone likes to feel part of a group - and our avoidance of social 
challenges. Studies show that members of non-cohesive groups engage in 
more self-censorship of information than members of cohesive groups. So 
try to avoid groupthink, because this keeps you more “on edge” when mak-
ing decisions.

7.6.2  Tools for the social dimension in converging
Most of the golden rules already refer to the social dimension. A main question 
that often arises in teamwork is: “how do I get all the members to contribute 
equally and to inspire one another in the decision-making process?” Making sure 
every group member contributes equally can be overcome by choosing to use 
consensus decision-making methods (Consensus Decision Making, 2010). These 
methods have the following characteristics: 
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• Inclusive
• Agreement Seeking 
• Process Oriented
• Collaborative
• Relationship Building
• Whole Group Thinking

The following links can help you with finding methods for (consensus) decision 
making and for dealing with the social dimension. They might especially help 
you to overcome the inequalities in contributions in decision-making:

http://www.consensusdecisionmaking.org/Articles/Basics%20of%20
Consensus%20Decision%20Making.html (website of PhD Tim Hartnett)

7.7   Link to professional life
In professional life creativity is found everywhere and in every form. Of course 
people with a creative profession, like designers, marketers, advertising agents, 
etc. apply creativity at every occasion. Sometimes these people need to be 
stopped because they keep diverging or offering up alternatives. For these cre-
ative actors creativity is both a common language and common behavior. What 
is oftentimes the problem in practice is getting acceptance from the less-creative 
people for creative ideas that are just out of their box of rationality. They can’t 
see any reasoning behind the idea and subsequently won’t feel comfortable 
in accepting it. Ideas outside the box of present business processes also have 
a hard time to find their way downstream towards implementation. Business 
people don’t have any trouble with getting ideas, but do have trouble with fos-
tering the innovative qualities of those ideas until they are fully implemented. 
In practice the social dimension is more complex, since it involves people from 
completely different business processes and departments. When it comes to new 
ideas, it might sometimes feel more like talking to strangers than like talking to 
colleagues. Involving these key actors as soon as possible in your creative pro-
cesses might clear the way a bit. Make sure they are part of the idea generation 
or at least let them choose among alternatives. It is a social game and you have to 
learn to become good at it. Why not start in your student team now. 

7.8   Keep in mind
• Creativity is applicable everywhere by everybody. Everybody is creative. 

There are different forms of creativity, both within the present paradigm 
(adaptors) and outside of it (innovators). Both forms of creativity are 
necessary for a project. First, create the right (new) perspective/paradigm 
and then start consolidating and optimizing within the new perspective.

• Because working in teams has these days become a common approach in 
many (educational) organizations, Creativity is not limited to one creative 
person, but has become a social process with social rules. The social 
dimension is one of the most important factors that influence the creativity 
and the productivity of the group.
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• Creative processes have a diverging and a converging phase, hence the 
diamond shape. Look first for sufficient ideas and then select those that 
show promise and develop these until decisions can be made. 

• The creative problem solving (CPS) process contains three consecutive 
steps: 1) problem orientation and selection, 2) idea generating and idea 
selection and 3) idea elaboration and implementation planning. All three 
steps show diverging and converging activities.  

• There are roughly four types of problems. Closed problems with one 
solution. Open problems with many solutions. Well-defined problems 
that benefit from rational problem solving approach. Ill-defined problems 
reflecting design problems that could benefit from co-evolutionary 
approach (attacking both the problem area and the solution area). 
Wicked problems are multifaceted and have no one solution to satisfy all 
stakeholders. Working with all these stakeholders in a collaborative setting 
is the best approach.

• During group based brainstorming, criticism is a mortal sin regarding the 
creative process. If you feel the urge to criticize an idea from somebody else, 
count till ten and contribute a better idea. 

• When you end up with a large number of ideas, then it is wise first to cluster 
these ideas and see what clusters feel better. Further deepening within 
such a cluster could work. An alternative way is to set better criteria for the 
solution.

• Read the golden rules for diverging and converging processes. 
• During divergent idea generation processes, appoint one team member 

to facilitate and to write down all the ideas generated on a flip chart. In 
their writings, facilitators should stay as close as possible to the original 
formulation. 

•  Some team members have many ideas and some have few ideas. The 
number of ideas one brings is irrelevant. All ideas are valuable and 
participation by all is crucial for acceptance of new ideas. 

• Make sure your goal for brainstorming is clear to everyone. Keeping focus 
during creative processes increases efficiency. 

• If you get stuck, take a stroll with your team, or a drink or a night out. After 
that, and often during those distractions, you will get fresh ideas. 

• If creative processes don’t seem to work for you because of too frequent 
critical remarks., stop the process and start a brainstorm on idea killers. 
Hang those on the wall and continue. Point to the specific idea killer if 
someone criticizes an idea. Add to the list if they come up with a new idea 
killer. 

• Not taking a decision means that you decide on that. Make sure that the 
decision process comes back on the agenda. New information or progress 
made by you will enable decision making later. 
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“The single biggest problem in 
communication is the illusion that it 
has taken place.”

George Bernard Shaw
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Introduction
Since the beginning of time, man has worked in groups: from the very first 
primitive hunter/gatherer pre-homo sapiens, to the advanced nanotechnology 
producers of today, teamwork has been essential for our survival and success as 
a species. Today, in an ever-progressing world, the concept of group work has 
maintained its fundamental value. This all applies to student teams as well. 
For efficient teamwork to be realized, efficient communication is a conditio sine 
qua non, without communication nothing goes. Many factors influence the com-
munication within a team. Personality, cultural background, gender and tone 
setting of communication are examples of such factors. Cultural differences 
(both ethnic and social) play an important role in interpersonal trust, and as 
such affect the efficiency of communication. The gender of team members has 
a large influence on communication as well. It appears that same gender pairs, 
particularly female-female pairs communicate more than mixed gender pairs. 
This results in higher group cohesion in homogeneous teams. Because stu-
dent teams are often mixed, it may take more time and effort to ensure smooth 
communication within the team. Finally, the way your team communicates is 
important. Does your team use mostly face-to-face communication or com-
puter-mediated communication? Research findings indicate that face-to-face 
teams communicate information more effectively because the communication 
is more positive at a socio-emotional level, you get more attempted answers, 
more questions, more discussions. While computers and email may be helpful for 
information sharing, it can make consensus formation more difficult when time 
is limited. When emotions get involved, emailing is out of the question since in 
emotional communication the gestures, expressions, and tone of voice need to 
come with it for the right interpretation or for corrections at misinterpretation.   
While there are various methods to keep communication constructive, most indi-
viduals are unaware of the effects of miscommunication within a team. It starts 
with some friction and if the transition point is not recognized properly this fric-
tion can turn into an undesired conflict. This chapter gives some insights into 
how conflicts can be prevented and how budding conflicts can be recognized, 
categorized and solved. The good news is that cognitive conflict related to the 
content of your assignment, addressed in a positive way, can become a construc-
tive conflict, which can yield innovative insights. This chapter shows that, as in 
sports, you shouldn’t play the man but play the ball.
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8.1   What is communication?
The business dictionary defines communication as a “Two-way process of 
reaching mutual understanding, in which participants not only exchange 
(encode-decode) information but also create and share meaning.” The commu-
nication processes can be subdivided because of different features. The most 
important criteria are the number of involved participants, the direction of com-
munication and response time.

The communication process differs with the number of people involved. This 
communication can be one person to another person (variant 1), many people to 
one person (variant 2), one person to many people (variant 3) or many people to 
many people (variant 4). The figure below represents the different variants, and 
gives an overview of the different options (fig 8.1). The differentiation between 
the direction of communication, unilateral or bilateral also plays a role. Only if 
the communication is bilateral (“two-way communication”) interaction between 
people takes place. The time of response to a message can be synchronic or 
a-synchronic.

Figure 8.1: Communication variants

According to Berlo’s SMCR model there are four factors that influence the com-
munication process (Berlo, 1960):

• Sender
 A sender is the person who sends the message. He has his own set of 

characteristics (knowledge, culture, social system, attitude, communica-
tion skills), which differ between people. The sender affects the receiver 
with two primary characteristics, his ‘credibility’ and his ‘attractiveness’. 
Credibility is in this case understood in the sense of perceived exper-
tise and trustworthiness of the sender. The sender should not give the 
impression of trying to persuade the audience or benefit from the com-
munication. It can happen that a sender with low credibility might cause 
the audience to believe the opposite of the message (boomerang effect).  
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The attractiveness of a communicator on the other hand, depends not only 
on physical appearance, but also similarity in appearance, attitudes, life-
styles and background.

• Message
 The message is the content that is being send from the sender to the 

receiver. It often consists of different elements, a structure and a ‘code’. It 
can have various characteristics that influence the receiver such as sophis-
tication, level of emotion, aesthetics and formulation. The goal is that the 
receiver understands the intended content of the message. 

• Channel
 The channel is the way in which the message is received. This can be hear-

ing, seeing, tasting, touching, and feeling.
• Receiver
 The receiver is the audience that receives the message send through the 

medium. The receiver will than, depending on the situation, reply to the 
sender. The sender and receiver do not always have the same communica-
tion skills, attitude, knowledge, social system and / or culture, which can lead 
to wrong interpretations of the message. For example the existence of dif-
ferent professional backgrounds in a team, can lead to miscommunication 
and thus result in communication barriers within the team. A low level of dis-
agreement between the sender and the receiver may produce discomfort, 
whereas a high level of disagreement may cause a rejection of the message.

8.2   H2 communicate
A major reason of conflict is miscommunication or at least inadequate communi-
cation. Most of the misunderstandings and the friction built up are the result of 
inefficient communication. Although much has been said about communication 
in the literature, it seems that the issue of “constructive communication” has yet 
to be assessed thoroughly. This is of course partly due to the diversity of situa-
tions as well as the inconsistent nature of human reactions. However, there have 
been some attempts to create guidelines for constructive communication. These 
currently are in the form of suggestions and tips, rather than facts and applicable 
methods, and it seems that more research is needed.
Generalizing the outcomes of the research conducted in this field, it is important 
to implement the following statements:

• Problem oriented, not person oriented (play the ball, not the person)
 Problem-oriented communication focuses on a solvable problem, rather 

than who is responsible for it. Problem oriented communication decreases 
the chance that the target of the message will take a defensive approach to 
suggestions.

 “That topic is not on today’s agenda,” is less likely to cause a defensive reac-
tion than, “You are off-topic.”

• Congruent, not incongruent
 Congruent communication expresses what the speaker is feeling. In most sit-

uations, it is more effective to be sincere and honest in your communication. 
The more honest we are in the conversation, the more likely the audience is 
to trust what we say and treat us accordingly.

 “It’s no big deal,” or “I don’t mind,” when in fact an important issue is being 
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discussed is not candid, and as a result less constructive than expressing the 
true importance of the conversation subject. Giving the truth, rather than 
misleading the audience is more constructive.

• Descriptive, not evaluative
 Evaluative communication expresses judgment of the listener, or their 

actions. It is deemed more constructive to objectively describe problems and 
situations rather than speaking evaluative.

 “Your last report was a total failure,” is evaluative and is more likely to get the 
listener into the defensive, rather than, the open proactive mood. “Your last 
report left out an important piece.” On the other hand, is less evaluative.

• Specific, not general
 The two main drawbacks of general messages are that they are often 

too large to be resolved, and they tend to oversimplify and misrepresent 
problems.

• Conjunctive, not disjunctive
 Disjunctive communication is comprised of three aspects; not letting the 

other party speak, long pauses, and switching topics frequently. All these 
can blur the essence of the message in such a way that the listening party 
doesn’t understand the message correctly (if at all).

• Owned, not disowned
 Owning a communication is taking responsibility for the statements being 

made, and acknowledging that the source of the ideas conveyed belong to 
the speaker, and not someone else. 

• Listening is not equal to one-way message delivery
 Effective and deep listening is actively absorbing the information conveyed 

by the speaker, showing that you are both attentive and engaged and pro-
viding feedback to the speaker; so that they know that the message was 
received.

When communication goes wrong, conflicts are bound to happen. The following 
paragraphs will go into the subject of conflicts and the role of communication 
within conflicts.

8.3   What are conflicts?

8.3.1 Different types of conflict
Conflicts are a result of real or perceived opposition to one’s beliefs, values, 
actions, desires, ideas or general interests. De Dreu (2005) makes a distinction 
between task conflicts, which center on content (cognitive conflict), and socio-
emotional conflicts, which center on relationships (emotional conflict). Conflicts 
are “the process resulting from tension between members due to real or per-
ceived differences” (De Dreu and Weingart, 2003, p. 741). From this definition a 
conflict is a situation in which the differences are not discussed satisfactorily to 
prevent tension.

Although conflicts cause frustration, anger and occasional violence, proper 
conflict resolution can have a positive influence on the group process and per-
formance. This dual nature of conflict is called the “double-edged sword nature 
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of conflicts” and can be divided into destructive and constructive conflicts. 
Destructive conflicts can disrupt an entire work process and are usually the 
result of ineffective communication and interpersonal relationship problems. 
They tend to be more socio-emotionally focused or the result of a transition in 
that direction, due to the actor’s inability to develop a shared (team) vision, come 
to agreements, openly share ideas, work together or produce the needed team 
results. Group members need to develop interpersonal skills and expertise in 
dealing with these conflicts to enable better communication and make conflicts 
constructive. This means that teams should aim to have positive and respectful 
discussions focused on bringing various interpretations or thoughts together or 
to the level of acceptable opposition. The latter will resolve over time when more 
knowledge and insight is gained by the team. Constructive conflicts offer the 
opportunity to make substantial progress and arrive and better or new innova-
tive insights which will result in a greater range of perspectives and possibilities 
to produce more valuable results of the teamwork.

8.3.2 Conflict development and escalation
What happens when a conflict occurs and how it can escalate is explained in 
a model developed by De Moor (De Moor, 1991). This model is called the “ABC 
model for inter-subjective conflicts”. As mentioned before, conflicts are the 
result of perceived differences (regardless whether they are real or not). The ABC-
model’s description of an inter-subjective conflict is visualized and explained 
below (fig. 8.2).

Figure 8.2: The ABC model

The model is divided into four blocks: an observation in reality, a perception in 
someone’s mind, provoking an emotion and an action in reality. A conflict is an 
interaction that takes place between two or more parties that have a disagree-
ment about something. When one party (or person) says or does something (=A), 
which negatively affects the (working) relationship, this is a trigger or action that 
will be interpreted in different ways. This leads to unbridgeable (A’) interpreta-
tions, because each member has its own frame of reference or Belief Systems (B) 
that they do not “share” with each other, resulting in dissimilar mental models. 
These differences will eventually make people feel annoyed, misunderstood or 
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threatened (aC). This feeling will accordingly trigger a (emotional) response (gC). 
The process is called conflict-initiating behavior triggering a certain behavioral 
cycle: Initiating behavior – response- response to response (De Moor, 1991). The 
model is looped internally and the initial response (gC) is a new trigger (A). This 
makes conflicts hard to resolve, because of the self-reinforcing nature of escala-
tion. When analyzing this construction, it can be concluded that the emotional 
response of a group member is not based on actuality (A), but on the perception 
of reality (A’) as seen by the Belief System (B). The according response (gC) is also 
not perceived correctly. The solution in solving a conflict lies in defining the ini-
tial trigger and setting up a shared frame of reference. 
The ABC model is obviously person (and situation) dependent. An analogy that 
describes the development of the personal feeling of a conflict is that of buckets 
slowly filling with annoyances. Each person has their own size bucket that can be 
either big or small. When the bucket floods, under normal circumstances the per-
son exhibits the conflict they have with the rest of the group. Some people can 
endure a lot of small things happening before they burst out, while others are 
more easily agitated. Not only the size of the buckets play a role, also the speed 
with which they fill and empty. For some people, a problem seen by others as 
minor, can be experienced as a major problem. This means that for sensitive 
people the bucket fills faster than for others. A benefit of this is that the bucket 
also empties faster when flooded. After bursting out with the problem, the stress 
level could easily go down again. It must be said that the buckets can be filled 
with different types of conflicts, representing diverse levels of importance. The 
different levels of importance can be imagined as a tap running faster or slower; 
faster for a big conflict, slower for a minor conflict. The bucket, when filled, con-
sists of several conflicts that have added onto each other, causing the outburst to 
be an interconnection of all the conflicts within one bucket. The conflict must be 
decomposed to define its core.

Figure 8.3: Ofman’s Core Quadrant model
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8.3.3 Decomposition of the conflict
In order to solve a conflict, it has to be decomposed. A large part of the decom-
position is to look at the people involved in the emotional conflict and their 
personal characteristics. In terms of a model, the Core Quadrant Model of Daniel 
Ofman can be used (Kleen and Jaspers, 2008), see figure 8.3. This model gives 
insight into the different personalities and helps to find a more structural solu-
tion for conflicts, based on those personalities.

The model deals with four terms: core quality, pitfall, challenge and allergy 
(Ofman, 2006). These are all personal characteristics and the model describes their 
correlation. The four terms are:

• Core quality
 According to Ofman, each individual has certain core qualities. These are 

the specific qualities that distinguish people from each other. These are not 
acquired qualities, but innate ones. 

• Pitfall 
 Everybody has a number of core qualities but some of them can be so domi-

nant that they can become a pitfall. For instance, someone who is good at 
analyzing something can be inclined to be somewhat indecisive. So, a pitfall 
is an interleaved core quality of a person. 

• Challenge 
 The opposite of someone’s pitfall is the challenge. Opposite indecisiveness 

stands decisiveness and vigor. A person who is indecisive has to work at their 
vigor. A challenge is the opposite of a pitfall and a good addition to the core 
quality.

• Allergy
 It can annoy people, when someone overacts in one their core qualities. In 

this case, Ofman (2006) speaks of an allergy. Someone who is good at analyz-
ing can be allergic to impulsive behavior. Next to that, the allergy is also an 
overreaction of the challenge; after all, impulsiveness is also overacted vigor.

8.4   Different levels of conflict
A conflict can manifest in different ways. Glasl has studied conflicts and the dif-
ferent stages of conflicts (Glasl, 1982). He took a very broad perspective, studying 
all kinds of conflicts people have and divided these into nine levels, based on 
three levels of possible solutions (fig. 8.4). De Dreu (2005, p. 48) provides clear 
descriptions of the intensification of these three stages.
Phase 3 will rarely occur in student teamwork. The 9 levels of Glasl’s model have 
been divided into three types of conflict, minor, medium and hard conflicts. 
These types of conflicts are not equal to the phases 1-3 of Glasl’s model, but with 
the levels 1-9.
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Figure 8.4 Glasl’s model

8.4.1 Minor conflicts (level 1 and 2)
Conflicts that are not difficult to solve, defined as minor conflicts, can be solved 
by the social abilities of the group. These conflicts are, in general, conflicts where 
both parties benefit from a good result and can be solved by discussions and 
collaboration. Collective cooperation methods tend to work better than avoid-
ance and withdrawal. For minor conflicts, using “integrative problems solving” 
prevents the conflict from developing further. Groups will find their way in coop-
erating within the same organization.
Characteristics of minor conflicts: 

• Desire to settle the conflict together, mutual understanding can no longer 
be taken for granted 

• Competition, polarization and point-scoring

8.4.2 Medium conflicts (level 3 and 4)
For medium conflicts, the problems cannot end positively for all parties. At least 
one of the parties has to compromise on their requirements or conditions. This 
method of dissolving is therefore called conciliation.
Solving medium conflicts could end in different ways, in advantage of different 
parties. Both giving in on something is called compromising; while when it turns 
to advantage for the other party it is called competing.  
Characteristics of medium conflicts:

• Conflict of interest 
• Caricaturing the other, black-and-white standpoints, need for supporters

8.4.3 Escalating conflicts (level 5 to 9)
In hard conflicts, loss of face and loss of trust for both parties is inevitable. This 
stage is reached when signals of earlier stage conflicts are avoided or not treated 
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properly. Due to the disagreement and difficulties in dealing with these severe 
conflicts, it is advised to let a mediator intervene.
Characteristics of escalating conflicts:

• Foul play, demands, mutual avoidance
• Threats, sanctions
• Stress, harming the other

This description reveals a crucial breaking point between minor and medium 
conflicts, where cognitive conflict turns into socio-emotional conflict (Smulders 
et al., 2008).

Tip: Be aware of the stage the conflict is in and try to ensure it remains a minor 
conflict, so that solutions are still possible and acceptable to all parties. Look for 
the opportunities while resolving the conflict.

8.4.4 Special situation: social loafing or free-riding 
One of the most frequently encountered conflicts in student teams is social loaf-
ing or free riding: typically doing less in a group then you would do if you had to 
work alone. But, please notice this is a judgmental interpretation of expectations 
you have regarding the work efforts or results delivered by another team mem-
ber. It is debatable whether this particular team member has the same opinion or 
even the intention to under-perform. Maybe they worked hard but encountered 
some problems that consequently resulted in lower performance. It is everybody’s 
responsibility to check whether observations hold any truth. Open up the con-
versation and discuss value-free mutual expectations regarding the task and the 
delivered result with your team members, including those that supposedly under-
perform. In nine out of ten cases you will discover that instead of having a case of 
social loafing you find yourself offered the opportunity to increase cohesion and 
teamship. 
Apart from situations with misinterpretations regarding social loafing, research 
shows that social loafing is the symptom of deteriorated or low levels of teamship. 
Especially within teams that are too individualized, social loafing can emerge. If 
most of the tasks are assigned to individuals then there is no or little team feeling 
and you run the risk of underperforming team members. A student team project 
is a social project and not a project with a bunch of individual tasks that somehow 
need to be brought together. 
To prevent social loafing you can do a few things. While dividing tasks choose to 
make pairs of people that together have to do several related tasks. Never assign 
one task to each of you (see chapter 4 & 5). Praise and show interest in the efforts 
of others. Remember, each result is a building block towards the final deliverable. 
Team members must value spontaneous individual contributions. These show 
that the contributor is close to their energy. Make sure the team meets regularly to 
enrich the team commitment and the social coherence. Everyone wants to contrib-
ute and be of value to the team. 
As a final remark: social loafing is a team problem, not just a problem of one person 
who seems to contribute less to the team. Social loafing can be the boomerang of 
teams with too little social cohesion and too much individualistic behavior. 
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8.5 Conflict awareness
Another aspect towards solving conflicts is the recognition of such. Conflicts 
develop over time, sometimes they grow and sometimes they become smaller. 
According to H. Hohn (2000) there are four levels within conflict awareness. 
Hohn’s diagram has been elaborated with the dimension of time, see figure 8.5. 
The lowest level consists of latent conflicts, which are conflicts that exist but peo-
ple are not aware of. Then there is a recognition stage in which someone feels 
there is something wrong without knowing exactly what it is. When the conflict 
further develops, emotions start to play a major role. The highest level is where 
the conflict manifests, or in other words, people express what the conflict is. By 
expressing it and trying to solve the conflict, the conflict disappears or decreases 
from top to bottom.

Figure 8.5: Hohn’s diagram elaborated with the time dimension

This diagram is different for each individual. For some a conflict might get near 
the threshold when others just start to feel there is something wrong, but they 
don’t know what it is. Keep in mind the analogy of the individual buckets, their 
size and their speed of filling and emptying. 

The manifest stage of a conflict is something that should be avoided or at least 
managed well. Expressing the conflict is not bad as long as it stays constructive. 
The best situation would be to recognize or address the feeling of a conflict as 
early as possible, addressing it keeps it on a low level. 
The model has a grey area near the threshold; this is because there is no clear line 
between two stages, in some situations the conflict would have manifested while 
in other situations it wouldn’t have.

8.6 Personal conflict coping styles 
Conflicts are multi-dimensional, because they can occur everywhere, between 
the departmental ‘silos’, between an employee and the boss, between your team 
and the professor, between team members, etc.  
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In the mid-seventies Ken Thomas and Ralph Kilmann developed a model that 
looks at the ways people deal with conflict (Thomas and Kilmann, 1974). The 
Thomas-Kilmann Conflict Mode Instrument (referred to as TKI) has been very 
popular ever since and is still in use by many consultants. 
The instrument has two dimensions: assertiveness and cooperativeness.   
Assertiveness, how much someone attempts to satisfy their own concern, ranges 
from not asserting your will at all to asserting your will at all costs. Likewise, coop-
erativeness is related to the intention to satisfy the concerns of others and ranges 
from not willing to cooperate at all to seeing cooperation as the only solution. 
These two basic dimensions of behavior result in a 2x2 chessboard yielding 5 
ways of dealing with conflict (fig. 8.6).  

Figure 8.6:  The Thomas and Kilmann conflict handling model

The 5 ways of dealing with conflict:

• Competing
 Competing is the first mode with high assertiveness and low cooperative-

ness.  It is a war type of handling conflicts, where you as individual enforce 
your will without any form of collaboration. You will use all appropriate 
power and tools to defend your position and win your argument. 

• Collaborating
 Collaborating behavior surfaces when you are both assertive and coopera-

tive. It opposes avoiding behavior and sets the tone towards resolution and 
exploring solutions that satisfy the concerns of both parties. The orange 
metaphor is a fine example of the willingness to search for deeper and less 
opposing or even complementary concerns of those involved. Exploring 
each other’s perspectives and underlying assumptions could even lead to 
new and shared insights for both. 
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• Compromising
 Compromising resembles the famous Dutch ‘Polder model’ balancing both 

assertiveness and cooperativeness. This behavioral strategy is dominantly 
aimed at the identification of a mutually acceptable solution that partially 
satisfies the concerns of both parties. It doesn’t avoid issues and it doesn’t 
accommodate to one parties concerns. In a way, it resembles the trader’s 
behavior of looking for middle-ground solutions, “let’s split the difference”. 

• Avoiding
 Avoiding connects unassertive and uncooperative behavior together. 

Sidestepping the issue by not pursuing your own concerns nor those of 
your counterpart. This is what diplomats and politicians often do when con-
fronted with a threatening subject. Postponing the discussion and hoping 
the issue will lose its danger is another strategy.

• Accommodating
 Accommodating with low assertiveness and high cooperativeness forms 

the opposite of competing. Here you neglect (and sacrifice) your own con-
cerns to satisfy the concerns of the other person. It shows some generosity 
although the other doesn’t know whether you are really bypassing your 
own concerns, you can have higher aims that go beyond the issue at that 
moment. But it will settle the argument quite fast. 

Each person has some kind of a preference regarding these modes. However, all 
people are capable of using all modes and choose them depending on the situa-
tion and their own position. Although it seems that one mode is better than the 
other this is not the case. All conflict-handling modes have their value depending 
on the situation and if the situation changes then you might want to adapt your 
mode as well. But, all in all, you, together with your opposing teammate, have to 
find acceptable ways to handle the situation and knowing that these two dimen-
sions exist might help in explicitly choosing your way out of the situation. 
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8.7   Conflict solving tools
In this section, an overview is given on tools that can help you to solve conflicts 
for each of the three stages the conflict is in. The tools are suggestions that can 
be used.

Illustration
Conflicts can occur in different ways. The following case will show how something can 
develop into different kinds of conflicts. 

Two team members are described, John and Steve:

John and Steve are working together on a project for their class. Steve is a person that seems 
to forget a lot. He is not very organized and he often tends to forget something. John on the 
other hand is very well organized and always carries the stuff he needs for the day with him. 

On the first day of the project, John and Steve decide to meet to get some work done. While 
John is unpacking his stuff, Steve, who is empty handed, asks John for a pen and paper. 
John does not mind at all and gives it to him. The whole day, John and Steve work together. 
At the end of the day, Steve and John go home. When John arrives home, he notices that 
he did not receive his pen back. He does not think much of it; after all, this could have hap-
pened to everyone.

A week later, John and Steve meet again. Again, John unpacks his stuff and Steve seems to 
have come empty handed again. When Steve asks for a pen and paper, John gives it to him. 
He does not ask him for the stuff he gave him the previous week. Again at the end of the 
day when John arrives back home, he notices that this time he did not receive his pen back 
either. This process goes on for 4 weeks. In these weeks, John gets annoyed and agitated. 
Steve asks for a pen and paper again in week five.

To find out what happens next skip to 8.7.1, 8.7.2 or 8.7.3.

8.7.1  Minor conflicts
Conflicts are sensitive situations; humor can be used to make awkward, sensitive, 
or negative situations less harsh. Especially for minor conflicts, which are rela-
tively easy to solve, the use of humor can be helpful. This depends on the gravity 
of the situation; in case of a minor conflict it is indeed appropriate. Humor, when 
used in the right way, might aid in softening up the atmosphere. Humor must 
have the intention to drag people out of a negative trench. However, be careful 
with important messages and the use of humor. Some people may not grasp the 
intended meaning or even misunderstand the message which takes your further 
of resolution. It very much depends on the social skills of both parties where and 
how to use humor.
Besides the use of humor, which is an active way of solving, there is also a passive 
way for minor conflicts: avoiding. Apart from the preference people have avoid-
ing can be a good strategy when an issue is insignificant. It is possible that time 
can heal the conflict. On the other hand, the issue remains unsolved, thus the 
possibility that it ‘boomerangs’ back to you at a later stage remains. 
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Illustration: minor conflict
John is slightly surprised that Steve’s repetitive unorganized behavior keeps going on every 
week. Because John is slightly annoyed, he decides to make a tactful joke. The joke is meant 
to address the situation in a humorous way so that Steve will take personal notice and will 
start paying attention to his unorganized behavior in future. John replies to Steve as follows: 
“Wow Steve, you could start a pen shop with all the ones I have handed over to you in the 
past four weeks!” Making a remark like this reduces John’s annoyance, due to the expression 
of his feelings. From this remark, John expects that Steve will understand the situation and 
that Steve will bring his own stuff next week.

8.7.2  Medium conflicts
Medium conflicts are more serious. Overall, medium conflicts can be solved 
within the group. Humor is not sufficient; a more serious approach is required to 
solve the conflict. Planning a meeting with the whole group, or the person that 
you are in conflict with, and discussing the conflict is mainly a good approach. 
The basic rule is to keep communicating. The conflict must be discussed in detail, 
so that both parties understand the mutual feelings. Solutions towards the con-
flict must be made in order to prevent it from coming back. Here an objective 
team member could act as a mediator. 
There are some general approaches for this category. Competing is one of them. 
An alternative approach to this is to compromise. On the other hand, we should 
“collaborate” when compromises are not possible because both parties’ concerns 
are important, or when we need a consensus decision. In this case the threat 
could be spending too much valuable time on insignificant issues with ineffec-
tive decisions and unfounded assumptions.

Illustration: medium conflict
John reacts agitated. He says: “I have given you four pens over the past weeks, that should 
be enough. You are very unorganized, I am not giving you another pen! In fact, I demand all 
of the pens I have lent you back!” As you can see, John has become agitated over the past 
four weeks. This remark comes as a surprise for Steve. Steve however, is unsatisfied that John 
has not mentioned anything before. After all, Steve did not noticed his own behavior all this 
time. Steve is disappointed in the lack of communication of John. After all, he did not tell 
him that this has been on his mind. It was never Steve’s intention to take them home and 
hurt Johns feelings. Now they are agitated with each other. A medium conflict has arisen.

As you can see social skills are very important in conflict situations. Someone who has great 
social skills will be able to resolve or prevent conflicts better. It is also very important to keep 
communicating. Communication is the most important tool to solve conflicts. Read para-
graph 1.2 of this chapter to find out how to communicate in this situation. 

8.7.3  Severe and escalating conflicts
If a conflict cannot be solved within the group, a mediator may be a necessity. 
Below an overview is given of the steps that a mediator will execute to accom-
plish a successful end result. A mediator can be sought within your team, among 
your fellow students or one of the supervisors. 
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• Step 1: stabilise the situation
 At the point of the conflict when a mediator is asked to find a solution, the 

conflict is already at a dramatic stage. Conflicting parties often express feel-
ings of frustration and anger, and are not on speaking terms. It is the task 
of the mediator to stabilize the situation and to earn trust in the mediation 
process. As a mediator, you must be polite and show that you are in con-
trol of the situation. It is very important to show you are neutral. This first 
step helps the conflicting parties to feel at ease, they must feel that they are 
allowed to speak freely about their feelings concerning the situation.

• Step 2: help the parties to communicate
 The mediator must decide who may speak first; make sure you explain your 

choice. Ask both parties (one at a time) to explain the situation to you. Make 
sure the parties are not interrupted while speaking. As a mediator you must 
also make sure you understand the situation. Then both parties are asked to 
explain the most important differences. As a mediator you need to be critical 
and try to hunt down any other possible problems that lie at the basis of the 
conflict. Once this is done, the mediator can define the problem, where the 
differences and resemblances between the parties are clearly mentioned. 
The final step of this stage consists of helping both parties to prioritize their 
wishes and demands. 

• Step 3: help the parties to negotiate
 To be able to come to an agreement, collaboration between the parties is 

essential. Optimal collaboration requires a stable area, the control over out-
bursts, creation of trust and the exchange of information. These conditions 
will contribute towards the willingness to negotiate. However, it still may 
occur that the parties tend to show competitive and escalating behavior. It 
is the task of the mediator to apply positive pressure into collaboration alter-
natives to explore alternative solutions. Asking both parties to make a list of 
alternatives can help this process along, which will result in the choice of the 
most practical solution. Help both parties to design the action plan and the 
implementation of the alternative. The focus must be on joint progress.

• Step 4: clarify their agreement
 Due to the mediation, the attitude of both parties towards each other will 

change. The mediator must explain the agreement in detail. The individual 
roles of the parties must also be clarified. After this has been done, the view 
of the parties must be checked again to make sure the agreement is clear. 
Finally, a follow-up meeting must be arranged to check the practicality of 
the chosen solution.
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Illustration: severe and escalating conflict
When Steve asks John for a pen in week 5, John snaps. “I can’t believe this, Steve! I have 
given you four pens the past four weeks and apparently your character lacks all manners 
when it comes to receiving a favor. How can you be so egocentric not returning any of those 
borrowed pens? In fact, you still have the guts to ask me for another!” John, on the other 
hand, is unpleasantly surprised by the emotional outburst towards his character and takes 
the insults very personally. “Gosh, John, you think it is necessary to go nuts like that, just be-
cause I accidentally forgot to return some of your pens? If you happen to have any problems 
with me than just come to me and express them, instead of acting like a teenager who has 
just been grounded for the night. When you have found your temper you are welcome to 
offer your apologies.” And Steve walks out the room. John has no intention to take back any 
of his words and offer his apologies. Steve, on the other hand, is insulted by John’s words, 
especially since he is of the opinion he has put significantly more effort into the project than 
Steve. Both parties are not on speaking terms now. The medium conflict has now escalated 
into a hard conflict. The best way to solve this situation now is by means of a mediator. The 
professor who guides the project has offered to take this role and invited Steve and John in 
his office to sort this conflict out. 

8.8   (Re)building teamship after conflicts
Bringing a conflict to resolution also requires discussing how to prevent similar 
conflicts in future. Sometimes a similar problem will not come up since venting 
mutual annoyances and discussing the underlying individual norms and val-
ues will simply prevent a second time. Knowing each others deeper personality 
structures will make sure each of you takes those into account when similar sit-
uations occur. There are also situations that require explicit decisions on future 
behavior within the team in order to prevent new annoyances to build up. Your 
team then needs to explicate the behavior that will not be tolerated anymore. 
Adapting existing or creating additional team norms might then be necessary 
(see chapter 3). Please add to these norms a serious but team-centered sanction 
if it is violated again. Sanctions like: get coffee for all of us, bring cake the next 
time, cook a meal for the team, etc. You are creative enough to come up with 
these kinds of sanctions.
After a serious conflict it might be necessary to regain a pleasant, open and 
trustful level of collaboration and teamship. First it is good to celebrate the 
settlement somehow. It already shows true teamship when the team is able to 
arrive at acceptable solutions. So, have a party, a dinner or just go out to the 
pub. Secondly, all team members must take care not to break the engagement 
by showing constant and consistent behavior regarding the agreements made. 
Praise each other’s positive behavior explicitly whenever you realize it really 
works what has been discussed during the conflict. This will result in reinforce-
ment of the agreements.
In all, you must realize that settling conflicts in your team improves your team 
cohesion and teamship, which offers opportunities for better and more efficient 
performance.
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8.9   Link to professional life
Communication in practice is as good or bad as anywhere else. Over the years 
people that frequently have to collaborate know each other’s personality and 
disciplinary ways of reasoning. They have learned how to synchronize these 
diverse thought worlds without getting into socio-emotional conflicts. They 
understand that good discussions on content or on process to follow are not 
discussions on the individual. It is playing the ball instead of the man that pro-
fessionals are good at. Still, most failures are assigned to communication failures 
and people start shouting, ‘we need more communication!’. According to 
Smulders et al. (2008), it is not about more communication, but about different 
communication. A form of communication, for instance, that aims to connect the 
diversity of perspectives during multidisciplinary innovation at the deepest level, 
even without the right vocabulary or sufficient vocabulary to address these tacit 
levels of knowledge. 
Of course there are also conflicting situations in professional life. But, there is also 
hierarchy. This means  that people either accept the unpleasant situation (leading 
to lower levels of performance) or move to other projects or even to other jobs. 
In professional life there might be less social loafing, simply because it is your 
career that is at stake. But, if there is a very individualistic climate in the organi-
zation (which is not so rare), then there still might be considerable amounts of 
underperformance due to that. Increasing the sense of belonging to the organi-
zation could improve teamship on the level of the total company. 
Teams in professional life are either focused on routine type of work within the 
operational chain or on innovation processes (new product development, R&D). 
Within the operational chain companies aim at having known forms and known 
content of communication. Even troublesome situations must routinely be con-
quered like in cockpits or at nuclear power plants. Communication in operational 
teams becomes a (tricky) challenge if unexpected things happen and they need 
to switch to unknown forms of communication. Think back only to Three Miles 
Island and Chernobyl and many plane crashes where operational crews took 
wrong decisions based on communication errors. 
Large multi-disciplinary teams in innovation (airplanes, spacecrafts, cars, pro-
fessional copiers, aero engines, etc.) need to cross all disciplinary borders and 
thought worlds to realize effective and constructive communication. They have 
all kind of tricks and tools to keep communication constructive and to prevent 
miscommunication. They use boundary objects, engineering review meetings, 
complex software tools, prototypes, mock-ups, etc. to synchronize the diverse 
viewpoints and to integrate all into one coherent design. But accidents do hap-
pen, such as working in parallel in different metric systems without knowing it 
from each other, or by misalignment of the disciplinary interfaces within the 
design (Boeing’s Dreamliner, Airbus A380). 
So, even in professional life there are many problems with communication, so all 
you learn about it during your educational program makes you better equipped 
and better prepared for your professional career. 
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8.10  Keep in mind
• For constructive communication as well as for conflict prevention (and 

resolution), it is absolutely necessary to keep “talking”. Lay any problem, 
relevant observation or thought on the table, and discuss them with your 
teammates. 

• Conflicts at any stage not treated appropriately migrate slowly and 
unnoticed towards serious conflicts. So don’t shuffle things under the carpet 
… things tend to grow there causing you to stumble over them later.

• Be constantly aware of these budding conflicts and explicate as soon as 
you have enough ‘language’ to express your observations. Team members 
should be open to these observations, also when they are mistaken.

• Miscommunications happen when different interpretations are made of 
objective facts. If this is critical to the team’s work and stays unnoticed for a 
longer period of time then you might find yourself in trouble. 

• Check at every suitable moment if all of you are still synchronized and 
operating from the same (continuously evolving) mental system. 

• Cognitive conflicts provide opportunities for creativity. 
• Tasks conflicts provide opportunities for getting better organized. 
• Emotional conflicts provide opportunities for increased cohesion and better 

teamship, but can also, if not discussed, easily develop into severe conflicts.
• Teams must not only be tolerant for mistakes made, but also for mistaken 

observations.
• The stages of conflicts can be divided into different categories: minor, 

medium and severe conflicts.
• Minor conflicts end up in developments in favor of both parties. 
• Medium conflicts end up in favor of one of the parties, where a party loses 

face in the conflict. 
• Severe conflicts keep a persisting crank in the cooperation between parties. 

The cooperation can mostly be restored by the intervention of a mediator, 
but to re-build teamship it will take hard work from all parties involved.

• In case of a conflict within the team, keep in mind that there are three levels 
of conflict. Make sure to determine which level the conflict is on.

• Every individual has different levels of conflict tolerance, and due to 
the diverse environment, these can be at varying levels already when 
confrontation begins. Someone with low tolerance could be having a bad 
day; they may already be at the breaking point, while someone with a higher 
tolerance level could be in the brightest of spirits, allowing them to tolerate 
even higher amounts of stress before turning it into conflict, or the other 
way around.

• Use a personal approach within conflicts; everyone has a different level of 
conflict tolerance.

•  Be willing to compromise! Everyone has needs and desires. However, as long 
as people are willing to end a conflict, it is possible to find a compromise 
that suits all parties.

• If all else fails, then it is best to remove conflicting sides from contact.
• Use an appropriate way of communicating to solve or deal with conflicts.
• Communication is the key for teamwork and dealing with conflicts. Although 

conflicts are regular occurrences and can manifest in any kind of group, the 
basis for preventing and solving all types of conflict is communication. 
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Introduction
The previous chapters of the book dealt with various themes related to the cre-
ation and evaluation of teams. They also dealt with team spirit and intra-team 
communication. This chapter will deal with how an individual or a group can give 
and receive feedback to/by its peers in order to learn and develop further. This 
chapter will also provide a few methods to ensure effective feedback and how to 
deal with feedback. 
Feedback is a reflection among individuals or within the group that leads to 
dynamic productive evaluations. Throughout the project there should be con-
scious moments of reflection by the team, leading to an evaluation of the good, 
the bad, and the ugly moments of the project and an improvement of the current 
situation. Chapter 10 will discuss how the project process, content and planning 
can be evaluated and reflected upon. 
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9.1   What is feedback?
Before providing you with guidelines specifying how to give and receive feedback, 
it is important to have a common understanding of what feedback is. We define 
feedback as a way of communicating that aims to encourage a person to move for-
ward by learning, growing and changing. It offers an insight in how you behave as a 
person and how you work in a team, identifying your strengths but also your weak-
nesses, which may prevent your effectiveness and performance (Drucker, 2002).
The way people handle feedback depends on their personality and culture (fig. 9.1). 
When working in a team with people from different cultures take into consideration 
that everyone has their own way of giving and receiving feedback.

Figure 9.1: Types of feedback
 
There are two types of feedback (Farr, 1993):

• Informative feedback 
 Informative feedback indicates which behaviors are necessary for successful 

performance
• Evaluative feedback 
 Evaluate feedback provides information on how a person is performing/

behaving.

Both types of feedback are likely to be necessary for a person and a team to 
meet their goals. Feedback in both cases can have two characteristics (Harvard 
Business School Press, 2007):

• Corrective / directive feedback 
 Corrective / directive feedback aims to create awareness of more productive 

work patterns, to change and improve unsatisfactory behavior. This is a type 
of feedback, which many feel slightly reluctant towards, as it is associated 
with something negative.

• Positive / affirmative feedback 
 Positive / affirmative feedback aims to strengthen preferred behaviors or 

patterns of solving problems. This is something that often is forgotten, 
because it is easier to point out a mistake rather than acknowledging some-
thing that someone does right.
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Most feedback is given verbally, but it can also be given without saying anything, 
e.g. laughter or body language. As an example, imagine a student who is giving 
a presentation to the class. The reaction of the audience, for instance after the 
student made a joke, tells him whether he succeeded in bringing the punchline 
of the joke across. In this chapter we focus on tangible feedback, feedback that is 
given verbally or through certain techniques. In the next section various reasons 
for giving feedback are discussed.

9.2   Why feedback?
Feedback is a tool that supports the evaluation of the behavior, work or process 
performed by a person or team. Without feedback there would be no basis to 
improve and individuals or groups might assume that everything is fine and will 
continue to work or behave in the same manner. It is important to understand that 
feedback is a interpersonal tool that, when not used correctly, can have direct (neg-
ative) consequences on relationships. 
Studies show that a team’s performance is more successful when feedback is inte-
grated in the project, because it unites the students in pursuit of a common goal 
(Longenecker and Neubert, 2000). Another study shows that the most effective way 
of making student-teams work better was not through tutor-initiated interventions, 
but rather those that were initiated by the team itself. Team members are often in 
the best position to provide information about one another’s behavior and perfor-
mance, as they are the ones that have been working together (Kindler, 2009).

9.3   The impact of feedback
Feedback, when done properly, could open up your ‘Johari’ window (fig. 9.2): 
it could show you things about yourself that were (partly) hidden to you but 
observable by others. These things regarding yourself but observed by others 
help you to increase your own awareness regarding the impressions you make 
on others. 

Figure 9.2: Two-by-two matrix representing the Johari Window, based on Luft and Ingham (1955) 
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The Johari Window was created in 1955 by Joseph Luft and Harry Ingham (Luft 
and Ingham, 1955) and is about awareness about yourself and of others regard-
ing you. Others know about you what they observe and what you tell them. You 
know about yourself what you have learned about yourself and what others 
mention you couldn’t see yourself. Two-by-two matrices are always simple and 
can be very powerful. 
Feedback affects different variables that influence your self-image (fig. 
9.3). Feedback can affect your performance and motivation (Vollmeyer and 
Rheinberg, 2005). Feedback can also affect how you interact with your fellow 
students. 
Feedback affects you directly and indirectly affects the behavior of your group 
if you adapt or change your behavior based on the feedback you’ve gotten. You 
don’t have to wait till the end of your project to have a feedback session. If you 
plan it around a progress and process review meeting (see chapter 10) then you 
can benefit from it directly. 

Figure 9.3: Possible variables aff ected by feedback 

9.3.1 How does feedback affect performance?
Feedback …

• Increases performance if you feel that your individual efforts are important 
and contributing to the team effort and end goal / deliverable (Kench et al., 
2009).

• Contributes to your individual learning and development (Harvard Business 
School Press, 2007).
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9.3.2 How does feedback affect motivation?
Feedback …

• In the form of enthusiasm of your teammates regarding your contributions, 
increases your will to actively participate and be involved until the project is 
completed (Kench et al., 2009).

• Provides you with an incentive to have a high working standard (Elliot and 
Higgins, 2005).

9.3.3 How does feedback affect interaction?
Feedback …

• Is personal and improves your relationship with other team members 
(Harvard Business School Press, 2007).

• Creates awareness of the impact of your behavior and actions on others 
team members (Harvard Business School Press, 2007).

• Can reduce intra-team tensions by openly discussing subjects related to 
budding conflicts 

9.3.4 How does feedback affect self-image?
Feedback …

• Places a value on your contribution to the group project and thereby giving 
you a better feeling of the value of your competences (Farr, 1993).

• Reduces your uncertainties of how your behavior and performance is 
appreciated (Farr, 1993).

• Creates an understanding of how others perceive you (Harvard Business 
School Press, 2007).

9.4   H2 give feedback 
Giving feedback should be done thoughtfully, sensibly and respectfully. 
Remember, everyone is human and we are all different (see chapter 1). The way 
people give and handle feedback depends on their personality and culture. 
Some people can accept and reflect on criticism while others are not open to crit-
icism at all. When working in a team with people from different cultures take into 
consideration that everyone has their own way of giving and receiving feedback. 
So make sure you create a trustful situation. 

9.4.1  H2 prepare the feedback session
The feedback should be carefully formulated. Spend some time thinking about 
what you are going to tell the other person. Writing down observations, feelings 
and conclusions will help to formulate the feedback. A good way of giving feed-
back is to tell the message in the descriptive form, the “I form”. Starting sentences 
with ‘You’ can easily lead to perceiving the feedback as accusatory or judgmen-
tal. When preparing feedback, it is important to take the person’s qualities and 
capabilities into account. During the feedback it is possible that you enter the 
‘blind spot’ of the Johari Window, which turns the feedback into an exploratory 
process. You enter unknown grounds for the receiver and start talking about 
things the other person is unable to see. Be prepared for such occasions, have 
some extra facts on the event, but never push to insights if they don’t come 
naturally. 
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In addition, it is always important to take the various social elements into 
account. Every person has a different way of communicating, understanding 
and receiving comments. Some people can take a lot of criticism whereas others 
quickly feel offended. Like in all group work, it is important to know the people 
who you are working with. 

9.4.2 Feedback principles
Giving each other feedback is a delicate way of communicating that must be on 
basis of equality. To make feedback a useful mechanism in your team, there are 
some principles you should remember:

• Feedback should be concrete and situational 
 It is important that all team members know that feedback is temporary and 

should only reflect on an event/incident that happened in the near past. 
One of the most important rules of giving feedback is that the feedback you 
give has to be descriptive, describing the situation and your feelings. The 
recipient must be able to link up to their remembrances with respect to the 
situation. Feedback should open ‘doors’ for the recipient and not close them. 
This can be done by carefully explaining what the observation was about 
and how you perceived this and what your feelings where. Don’t share your 
emotions too emotionally. Say that you felt angry, but don’t say do this in an 
angry or aggressive manner. An important note is that this kind of informa-
tion should always be subjective. Create a good level of understanding and 
communication. Once you manage this, it is easier to give each other feed-
back and to receive it. Do not be afraid of commenting on each other; just 
take all of the above into account.

• Stay close to the facts and observations
 Try to avoid generalizing your observations to similar or analogue events 

that happened in the past or might happen in the future, instead stay close 
to the event you’ve both been part of. Let the feedback receiver reflect and 
extrapolate themself. To support this, feedback should never be offensive, 
but remain on the observational side. Thus, name factual behavior and 
observations and share ideas and information of your own thoughts. 

• From feedback to feed forward  
 Explore solutions on how performance can be improved together rather 

than simply giving advice or solutions to the recipient. Let the person think 
for himself and be careful not to give all the answers immediately. The recipi-
ent has to implement this in their further work and the timing of making 
the comments should be carefully chosen. Good timing helps the person to 
manage the feedback and to make it actionable. The feedback-giving pro-
cesses are supposed to improve the working environment in the group and 
the quality of the deliverables. 

• Feedback is interactive
 Giving feedback can seem to be a highly complicated procedure. This is true 

for both parties (giver and receiver) as they should both be open and recep-
tive to each other. Both must be engaged and constantly on the outlook 
not to hurt each other. Feedback should be empowering. Giving it should 
not be a ‘one-way’ conversation. It is good advice to formulate it in such a 
way that it invites the recipient to react. Discussing the comments is useful 
to make sure the recipient understands the feedback, but also to discuss 
whether the feedback is appropriate. During feedback conversations, it is 
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helpful and important to show understanding. This will improve the com-
fort of the recipient and your personal interaction! Don’t be surprised if the 
roles of giver and receiver change during the feedback session. Remember 
that, because your feedback is based on your own observations and inter-
pretations, feedback shows something about you and brings part of your 
personality to the discussion table. 

9.4.3 When and where to give feedback
You can give feedback at any moment in time as long as it is functional and 
appropriate, i.e. the timing must be right and the receiver must be able to do 
something with it. Giving feedback immediately has the advantage of being 
close to the event, offering the opportunity to make adjustments on the go. Such 
feedback is typically a form of informative feedback. Don’t do this too often; you 
are not a sports coach for your peers! As a coach your immediate feedback dur-
ing a training exercise is very functional and appropriate. Evaluative feedback is 
not what you give very frequently. Here you have to prepare your feedback care-
fully and look for the right moment or even plan a feedback session. Also the 
place of giving the feedback is an important factor. Feedback is highly personal 
and deserves a warm and secure environment. Giver and receiver must feel com-
fortable; so choose a quiet area where there is less distraction.
As a team you could plan some feedback sessions during your project. Figure 9.4 
shows a possible scheme. Have a feedback session at every milestone and at the 
end plan a reflection session including feedback (see also chapter 10 and 11). In 
between the milestones you could plan a light version of feedback, around, for 
instance, a progress and process review meetings (see chapter 10). 

Figure 9.4: Feedback session timing

9.4.4 Golden rules for giving Feedback 
• Feedback should be empowering. Giving it should not be a ‘one-way’ 

conversation 
• A good way of giving feedback is to tell the message in the descriptive 

form, the 'I form', for example “I think …”. Starting sentences with 'You' can 
easily be perceived as accusatory or judgmental 

• Try to find the right moment to give feedback 
• Always make sure the receiver is open to receiving feedback: announce 

your intentions and ask if it is OK
• Keep your feedback descriptive and based on real observations/facts and 

your perceptions thereof only
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• Feedback should reflect on an incident that happened in the near past
• Take the time needed to give feedback and explain the situation, but don’t 

go on and on about the same thing
• Explore solutions on how performance can be improved rather than simply 

giving advice or solutions to the recipient
• Keep it clear and simple and do not overwhelm the recipient with 

information 
• If you give feedback during the work process make it short and energetic
• Keep the overall feeling of the feedback you give constructive 
• Positive feedback reinforces the team spirit and motivation
• Try to avoid judging and personally offending at all time 
• Try to open doors, not close them!

9.5 H2 receive feedback 
The previous sections focused on how to give feedback in different situations. 
We will now focus on what is important when receiving feedback. Feedback is 
not only about giving, but also about receiving and reacting to the feedback. 

9.5.1 Receiving feedback: a delicate process
Feedback on the receiving end can be very critical, as people tend to proj-
ect their own perceptions on mistakes and bad performance. It is important to 
understand that both you and others sometimes automatically start to defend 
yourself when getting feedback. To be able to handle and learn from these situa-
tions, you have to obtain a constructive attitude towards the things being said to 
you. 
The actual decision of a person to change after receiving feedback is the result 
of several stages. These stages are visualized in figure 9.5. It shows us a model 
of people’s natural reaction when receiving feedback. The first step of the feed-
back stairs is ‘denial’ and on the top of the stair are ‘understand’ and ‘change’. 
When receiving feedback you should preferably be on the two last steps.  

Figure 9.5: Feedback stairs

9.5.2 H2 behave while receiving feedback
Many students learn to listen only and say thank you when receiving feed-
back. Bishop (2000) on the other hand states that you need to understand the 
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feedback given to you and try to bring clarity into what is said in order to be able 
to work with it further. If you do not clearly understand what is said, it is very hard 
to take it into consideration. If you have the opportunity, ask to get as much out 
of the situation as possible as it is your chance to learn and improve. It is good 
to try to keep up the dialogue with the one giving you feedback and respond 
to it in a positive sense, but remember to do this by asking and eliciting, not by 
defending yourself. Since feedback refers to an event, aim to add to the observa-
tions from the feedback giver. Show that you remember the situation by bringing 
your own observations into the conversation. This will also make the giver feel 
more comfortable. Realize that giving feedback is as personal as receiving it. 
Try not to accept generalizations, but ask more specifically about the situation of 
your behavior. If you receive criticism, it could be helpful to ask for examples of 
other similar situations. Staying calm and being grateful for the feedback given 
to you will help you to get the essence out of it. Also keep in mind that no one 
is perfect and that there is always room for improvement. This will help you to 
stay open and positive (Bishop, 2000). When you have clarity about the feedback 
given to you and a good picture of the situation, decide for yourself if it is rel-
evant for you.

9.5.3 H2 use the feedback
In order to improve yourself and your skills, here are a few tips. The first is to 
document the feedback given to you; this will help you to remember what to 
consider when a similar situation occurs in the future. The other is trying to see 
patterns with feedback given to you in the past; are there some issues that are 
mentioned often? If there are, these might a good starting point to concentrate 
on (Garfinkel, 2004, Race, 2001). If you want to change your habits and you don’t 
know how, ask for advice. Also, ask for friends to give you feedback on the spot, 
since your unwanted behavior might occur unnoticed yourself … “oh, did I do it 
again?”. If you receive similar forms of feedback from different people and find it 
hard to change your attitudes it might be an idea to discuss this subject with your 
parents or close relatives. They know you since you were born and could have 
valuable information. 

9.5.4 Inappropriate feedback
Although you aim to improve yourself and your work, it might happen that you 
get feedback that is not relevant for you or feedback that is a bit too painful. 
Realize that the giver has good intentions and is not harming you on purpose. 
So, don’t judge the other for putting you in an unpleasant situation, they have no 
means to know what it does to you. Aim for an elegant way out, e.g. “you have a 
point here, I have to think about it.”
If you receive inappropriate feedback realize that people project their own view 
on the situation and on the people in that situation. Try to obtain a constructive 
attitude and show understanding. Prevent to be drawn into the negative spiral 
and prevent from getting too emotionally involved by taking it personal. It might 
be wise to consider the source of the feedback: who is this person? How well do 
they know you? (Bishop, 2000). This could cause the feedback giver to become a 
feedback receiver and you giving feedback. 
When receiving feedback it is important that you keep calm and try to see the 
situation as it is and not judge yourself or the one giving the feedback. There is 
a thin line between rejection and objective consideration if the feedback is not 
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useful for you. Try to view ‘receiving feedback’ as an opportunity to learn and 
improve yourself. The choice to change or not change is always yours. Make the 
most of the feedback you receive, try to understand it, reflect on its positive rel-
evance and eventually apply it!

9.5.5 Ending the feedback session
At the end of the sessions aim to summarize what has been discussed and what 
your insights are. Maybe also mention something on what the feedback did to 
you. Finally, after you have received feedback don’t forget to thank the other. 
Remember, they don’t have to give you feedback; it is their choice to bring that 
particular point forward with the intention to help you. 

9.5.6 Golden rules for receiving Feedback 
To be able to receive feedback calmly and without getting defensive it is impor-
tant to have the right mindset and react in the right way:

• Be clear and request feedback without behaving ignorant, arrogant, and/or 
aggressive

• Try to keep calm and do not feel offended!
• Do not give in, over-apologize, justify yourself or show negative emotions 
• If feedback is inappropriate, do not judge the other, try to listen and look for 

elegant ways out
• Try to maintain a constructive attitude even if the person offering you 

feedback is negative, argumentative or does not convey the feedback in a 
helpful manner

• Ask for specific examples and details that make you understand the core of 
the feedback. Also add your own remembrance of the event

• Concentrate on how the feedback can help you improve in the field 
concerned. Stay open to alternative approaches and suggestions

• Don’t try to change the subject or joke yourself out of the situation. If 
necessary, you could ask for a time-out

• If you, for legitimate reasons, do not agree with the comments, keep it to 
yourself and answer in line with 'Yes, you may have a point there' or 'yes that 
is possible'

• Try to find a solution together; it can be easier to discuss possible future 
scenarios than to dig into one’s current flaws

• Try to summarize the feedback at the end of the conversation in order to 
check if you have understood it correctly

• Remember to thank the person who gave you feedback!

9.6 Feedback methods for individuals & groups
In the upcoming section various methods are presented for handling feedback 
correctly in various situations (fig. 9.6). Feedback in small groups should be short 
and focused, due to the risk of burdening members. 

Giving and receiving feedback should not be dealt with lightly. Giving inappro-
priate feedback could harm the relationship between the different members of 
the team, thereby damaging the group dynamics. It is critical that you know how 
to give feedback while at the same time learning how to receive it. Receiving 
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feedback is just as important as giving it as it requires listening, absorbing and 
taking actions. This section deals with the various methods on how you should 
give and receive feedback both on an individual and group level.

Figure 9.6: Overview of feedback methods 

9.6.1 Face-to-Face feedback (Individual)

Sandwich technique (also referred to as Hamburger Method)
When:  The technique can be used any time. It is a good technique for people 
who don’t like giving corrective feedback.

:  Can be done in less than 2 minutes
Why:  Two benefits of this technique are: The imp act of the critique on a person 

or group is reduced; Easier to discuss problems;
How:  The sandwich technique is a three-step procedure; the first step starts 

with praise, the second step explains the constructive criticism and the 
final step concludes with praise. Make sure the three steps contain real 
stuff and not just trivialities regarding the ‘praise’ or too much praise that 
obscures the criticism. 

Flashlight technique
When:  Best used at spontaneous occasions whenever there is a problem regard-

ing idea generation.
:  About 10 minutes
Why:  It provides a brief overview of the positive and negative feelings within a 

team.
How:  The feedback basically involves a very informal and unprepared talk. It is 

critical to use a series of questions on specific topics. Record statements 
(on, for example, printed speech bubbles) for future reflection. This 
method can also be done written instead of verbally.
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One-minute paper technique
When:  A method best applied right after a presentation, milestone or finished 

project.
:  1 to 2 minutes per person to write down issues, >15 minutes discussion 

afterwards
Why:  It works well in a group session to discover what went well and what did 

not in the previous period.
How:  A member of the group should direct the procedure. Positive feedback is 

written on the front of a paper and the corrective feedback on the back of 
the paper. Ask the following questions:
• What was good?
• How did I work in the group, was it difficult?
• What was positive and negative with the different group members?
• How were the dynamics?
Write down your opinion and not a reflection, and start discussing issues 
right away. If tensions are too high, postpone the discussion and do it in 
the next meeting.

9.6.2 Feedback in small groups
For small groups, you can use both general group-feedback and personal feed-
back for each group member. However, it is important to note that the feedback 
should be short and theme-limited. This is due to the fact that if people are “satu-
rated” with different kinds of feedback they will not be open for new feedback.
In the beginning of a feedback session, it is important to define which kind of 
feedback is desired.

Feedback letter technique
When:  A method best applied right after a presentation, milestone or finished 

project.
:  30 minutes
 Why: It works well in a group session to discover what went well and what did 

not in the previous period.
How: Every group member writes down his / her name on a card that is ran-

domly distributed, face down. Once the card is received, feedback is 
written directed at the individual whose name is on the card.  

 These questions should be answered: 
• What was really good? 
• What didn’t you like? 
• What can you change or improve next time? 
The card is returned to their initial owners who read their feedback aloud. 
The feedback should be discussed with group members first and later 
personally for more in-depth feedback.  

Mood barometer technique
When:  The mood barometer is good after a meeting, to evaluate the mood of
  the team.
:  10 minutes
Why:  A mood barometer gives a reflection about one’s own (sometimes uncon-

scious) state, in a very visual way. Also the overall mood, and possible 
outliers can be identified.



 184

TeamWorks

How:  The feedback is written and requires drawing a coordinate system where 
the middle point is neutral and the vertical axis represents your mood, 
top is positive, bottom is negative. The horizontal line represents group-
ing, where the right represents clear and the left unclear. Each group 
member marks his / her spot on the coordinate system to give an overall 
measurement.

Mask hand-out technique
When:  This technique is good after a workshop or as an icebreaker.
:  30 minutes
Why:  A mood barometer shows in a funny way one’s own state but also the 

perceived state of the other team members. 
How:  All members of the group draw their own mask, each member uses their 

feeling to draw. 
Once the personal mask is complete, one mask is made for each of the 
other group members. Once everyone has completed their series of 
masks, each member shows their personal mask and the masks they 
drew for the other members to the entire team, followed by a discus-
sion. Explaining why you gave the masks certain expressions is crucial for 
creating empathy between group members and to show how members 
view each other. 

Project & peer evaluation feedback technique
When:  The peer feedback technique works as a broad reflection mechanism 
on performance and behavior and should be carried out after a deadline or in a 
light version during a progress meeting. It is only possible if the team is willing to 
invest in and take time for a thorough feedback session. Nevertheless this is the 
most valuable feedback tool as it reflects on the team’s performance in compari-
son to their goal and allows the team and individuals to learn from their work.
:  At least 60 minutes (for a full session)
Why:  When feedback is used in a very thorough way, it can function as a pow-

erful learning tool that allows people to evaluate their own and the 
behavior of others and extract opportunities for learning.

How: Peer feedback is a very structured technique, consisting of two levels. The 
first level addresses the team and their work as a whole and can be done 
regularly as planned. Before or during a session you can decide what sub-
jects you are going to discuss. Here some issues for each level that can be 
discussed in your sessions. 

LEVEL 1: general feedback on the project and your team
• What are your goals and expectations?  
• Does your team have a good strategy?  
• How are your meetings?  
• Are they efficient, effective, well-organized and prepared?  
• Do you have valuable and effective discussions?  
• How do you handle your conflicts?  
• Does your team avoid conflicts when they arise or discuss them openly?  
• How do you value your decision-making process? 
• How is the commitment to these decisions?  
• Do you have an adequate project planning?  
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• Is your planning helping you and how?  
• Do all group members work according to plan?
• Do all team members finish their work on time?  
• Do you need to make more regularly adjustments to your plan?  
LEVEL 2: personal feedback regarding each of the other team members 
• What do/did you appreciate about this team member?  
• What are their strengths?  

Why would you like to work with or for this team member?
• What valuable contribution have they made to the team?  
• Were there any aspects of the behavior of this team member that you 

felt were not beneficial?  
• What recommendations could you give this team member for 

developing further and contributing better to the team (working on 
the weaknesses)?  

Note: It is critical that all members are present during the actual evalua-
tion and feedback meetings.

9.7   The role of the professor
The role of the professor in the process of giving feedback within a group 
should always be in relation with their degree of involvement in the team’s 
project. The more involved they are with the project, the more easily will their 
feedback be accepted. If you are a student in a team, and you have feedback-
related problems, assess how “external” your professor is to your team, and 
consider not to use them if they are not very involved in the everyday team-
work. The professor is then more likely to intervene as a feedback facilitator, 
assisting the process of exchange of feedback in the group.  Experienced 
professors might also serve as facilitator during the final feedback session.  

9.8   Link to professional life
In whichever environment you will find yourself, feedback will remain a tool and 
should be used as such to facilitate personal as well as professional growth. In 
most organizations, feedback is part of the yearly appraisal meetings of employ-
ees and managers. Indeed, students need to learn according to the vision of 
educational system while professionals need to abide by the company structure 
and policies while following the vision of the company. Despite these differences, 
feedback still has its main function: to deliver the opportunity for a person to 
reflect on their behavior (and work accomplished) and to be giving the opportu-
nity to grow. 

9.9   Keep in mind
• Feedback is a two-way process that requires care of the participants, the 

giver and the receiver. 
• The information for feedback may come from the following sources: your 

peers, yourself, your supervisor, and personality tests. 



 186

TeamWorks

• Read the golden rules of giving feedback and receiving feedback
• Plan feedback sessions at the beginning of your project
• Always prepare before the actual session. 
• Feedback is a facilitative tool that can help you improve your work process 

and your own attitude towards teamwork 
• Do not counter feedback by criticizing, arguing or blaming someone else, if 

you do so you might miss the opportunity to improve and the conversation 
can turn into a conflict

• Feedback is more than just talking about an event. It is purposeful and 
aimed at changing the interactive behavior of the recipient.

• The right approach to giving and receiving feedback even in the most 
ordinary projects or situations can be very rewarding not only for you but 
also the persons you are working with 

• Feedback can at times determine a positive or negative outcome of your 
team project

• When giving or receiving feedback, it is important to pick the right 
moment, stay positive, consider the different personalities and cultural 
backgrounds of team members, and never be judgmental

• Take a look at the different feedback techniques as “the sandwich”, the “one 
minute paper” or the “flash light” 

• Maybe practice a feedback session with some very good friends, just to get 
acquainted with the process and how it evolves

• Finally, keep in mind that feedback is a tool that will help you get the best 
out of yourself and your team!
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“The only man who behaves sensibly is 
my tailor; he takes my measurements 
anew every time he sees me, while 
all the rest go on with their old 
measurements and expect me to fit 
them.” 

George Bernard Shaw
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Introduction
Sharing project expectations and jointly defining how to execute a project helps 
teams to work together successfully. Chapters 1, 2, and 5 discuss this. Throughout 
a project different issues need to be addressed, e.g. creativity (see chapter 7), team 
spirit and motivation (see chapter 6), conflict handling (see chapter 8), etc. All these 
issues will somehow affect the team both positively and negatively in terms of 
process and project execution. The success of a team depends on identifying the 
aspects responsible for possible deviations from original plans at an early stage, 
and react to these developments accordingly. To identify these aspects and evalu-
ate the team work process and the team progress throughout the project requires 
moments of review. 

According to Sloterdijk, a Dutch comedian, the principles behind teamwork can 
best be studied by observing what happened on the ships of the great explorers 
in the 15th and 16th century. Those journeys were a great success because they 
held up the following principles: an undeniable belief in a happy ending for every-
body (team spirit), eliminating the thought of returning (irreversible changes) and 
the essential division of optimistic and pessimistic people, where the last group 
would be executed if necessary (culture management).  Since executions no longer 
an option in our culture it’s more suitable to perform ongoing reviews followed by 
evaluation instead, all aimed to keep up the good spirit and teamship.  
Reviewing is an old concept with many different definitions and ways of 
implementation through the years. Reviewing means different things to 
different people. In this chapter we will define reviewing as an ongoing (sys-
tematic) investigation to monitor your team’s process and progress. Progress 
regards the planning (time) and content issues, and the work process regards 
the tasks, (collaborative) working techniques and methods (tools) used. 
Reviewing should be done at all times and it should be conducted by your-
self not only to stay on track, but also to be open for opportunities to maximize 
the balance between work efficiency and quality of the end result. You should 
continuously ask ourselves questions like:  Are we going in the right direc-
tion? Have we made enough progress? Should we change the way we work?  

It is important to understand that reviewing is different from giving or receiving 
feedback, which is covered by chapter 9 of this book. Feedback is used to discus 
personal performance while reviewing is more concerned with assessing team 
performance. In addition, feedback is a more emotional activity in comparison to 
the more rational activity of reviewing. 
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10.1  What is reviewing?
Teamwork usually starts with focusing on issues like bringing together the group 
members, creating a shared mental understanding of the assignment, the way to 
work on it and creating a structure of concurrent operational activities within the 
group. In teamwork, reviewing sessions are used to continuously assess the team 
present situation both by reviewing team’s work process and the team progress 
throughout the project. Reviewing is a versatile practice and deals with many 
topics related to the project and team dynamics. One of the most important 
aspects that reviewing facilitates is the creation of a more abstracted perspective 
on what you and your team are doing and have accomplished in relation to what 
should be done and realized. Reviewing is essentially a reflective activity that 
supports the learning process as envisioned by the professor who developed 
the assignment. The review of the team process treats the way this team and 
its individual members behave throughout the project. This behavior is driven 
by communication, cooperation (or cohesion) and coordination (Brannick et al., 
1995). In addition, the review of the project progress encapsulates the content 
of a project and builds towards the best solution for your supervisor or client, 
driven by a set of milestones and deliverables.

10.2  What must be reviewed and when to do it?
Reviewing should be done on a regular base to identify if the team is on the right 
track regarding the team’s work process and project progress. These two issues 
are dominant for the review. It is important to identify whether your team is mak-
ing enough progress and also to find out whether the way the team works and/
or collaborates will, if continued unchanged, lead to the satisfying end result 
foreseen. 
There are roughly three perspectives on when to review. Planned review ses-
sions, reviewing when you run into some kind of trouble and reviewing when 
(individual) team members feel an urge to do so. 

10.2.1 Scheduled reviewing
A team can schedule and execute review sessions based on time periods (daily/
(bi-) weekly), or based on project milestones and/or deliverables to the supervi-
sor. Depending on the duration of the project a team can decide on the interval 
between the different review sessions. Keep in mind that a short project (for 
example one that runs two weeks) might need a higher frequency of review ses-
sions: a big chunk of the project progress has to be done in very little time, so the 
team process might be quite intense and might need to change as soon as one 
of the team members recognizes an opportunity to improve the quality of the 
result and/or their efficiency. In this case you might want to review progress and 
way of working after every day. Just discuss where you are and what still needs to 
be done. Zoom out of the details and pick up the longer line of the whole project. 
Scheduling review sessions based on project milestones (see chapter 5) means 
that the team builds its review sessions either right before, or right after a proj-
ect milestone. This depends on the kind of milestone. If the milestone represents 
discussing progress and results with your supervisor then you work with your 
team towards that meeting and after the meeting you plan a review sessions to 
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discuss the next steps. The team comes together to review and jointly define a 
list of desired changes to improve the team process and project progress in the 
next stage of the project. Make sure you address the review explicitly also when 
nobody feels it is necessary. When groups have a positive feeling about the 
development of a project, the review sessions sometimes are considered a waste 
of time, or solely as a repetitive activity. This could affect the mood of the group 
members in a negative way, so don’t make it too formal and, over a cup of coffee, 
just run briefly through the planned and distributed tasks (or work packages) and 
connect these to the insights gained during the supervisor meeting. Reviewing 
can also be focused on the vision you have developed with your team or on 
unexpected outcomes. 

10.2.2 Reviewing for troubleshooting
Unscheduled reviews might also be necessary. Just review your progress every 
time you meet to discuss the completed work. These mini reviews can be part 
of your team culture, the way your team wants to work. But if your team or some 
team members run in trouble regarding their work it might also be a good idea 
to hold a review sessions to discuss the troublesome situation and its relation to 
what the others are doing. It could be that new ideas are required to create a bet-
ter perspective on how to proceed or that the way to address the particular issue 
needs revising. 
Groups could also encounter a project that doesn’t run smoothly and the 
reviewing sessions sometimes are considered threatening and disruptive. These 
groups must be aware of possible confronting situations during a review ses-
sion. Although the team, as a group, reviews the team and the project, the task 
that is up for discussion is often carried out by individual team members. When 
there is openly expressed criticism on parts of the process or progress, team 
members might feel threatened. To prevent this, team members have to be care-
ful in phrasing their comments, although they still have to be honest about their 
observations. You have to find ways to present your observations in a value free 
manner and ‘play the ball and not the man’! Realize that underperformance is 
related to your assumptions, expectations and your perspective of what is good 
quality. So, comments must always be applied as a means for better team results, 
not to disparage individual team members. 

10.2.3 Reviewing based on intuition: 
Preventing the Cassandra syndrome

There must always be the opportunity for a team member to call for a review if 
they feel the need for it. Some team members might be sensitive for early sig-
nals that point towards a necessity to review the teamwork, while others don’t 
feel it that way and don’t see the slightest indication to engage in reviewing. 
Although that particular person might be right in his feelings the others will 
not believe him and might even object to the review. Make sure that your team 
doesn’t assign these individuals the role of ‘Team Cassandra’ by just neglecting 
their warnings and concerns. Cassandra was the daughter of the king of Troy 
and warned against the Trojan horse, but was disbelieved by her environment. 
Realize that some people just have lower thresholds regarding sensing future 
occurrences or future situations based on implicit and intuitive sensing of the 
present. For these intuitive persons the problem is that they are often unable 
to verbalize their feelings and insights and thus have difficulties conveying 
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their message. It is good teamship to help these individuals in a positive way to 
explicate their feelings and insights. Let them talk freely and collaboratively aim 
to develop a complete and integrated supportive picture around it. These indi-
viduals have multiple observations and tacit understandings that underpin their 
intuition. By explicating these observations and insights the value to the team of 
these hidden intuitions could/will become apparent. 

10.3 Benefits of reviewing
There are several reasons why a review is important. Figure 10.1 below shows 
some benefits of reviewing and visualizes whether the benefit mainly covers 
the teamwork process or the project progress. Underneath the figure some brief 
descriptions of the benefits and their implications for teams are stated. 
 

Figure 10.1: Benefits of reviewing ongoing teamwork process and project progress

Benefits of reviewing:
• Structures the process
 Reviewing enables you to zoom out of the current level of details and to look 

back and forward during a process, both on teamwork process and project 
progress. It is a way to check whether a process goes as planned and makes 
the right kind of progress and whether or not the team behaves as expected.

• Keeps you goal oriented
 As the review of the project progress deals with the content of a project, 

it keeps focus on the goals of the project. In addition, it reveals whether 
the intermediate results are satisfactory and fit the future time schedule. 
Relating present results to overall vision of the end result will keep your team 
focused on the goal.

• Enhances the quality of your work
 Results will become better when the team takes a critical look at themselves 

and the project at hand, which makes it possible to tackle problems at an 
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early stage. Evaluating the distribution of the workload or the type of work, 
for example, can improve the team’s general effectiveness. Reviewing does 
not only contribute to a more satisfactory result perceived by you as a team, 
but probably also to your client or professor.

• Creates learning opportunities
 Many learning models assess reviewing and reflection actions as an essen-

tial part in the process of learning. Reviewing with your team and engaging 
them makes it to a collaborative learning process. One of the first theories 
that shows this, is summarized in this Chinese proverb:

 “Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, and I may remember. Involve me, and I will 
understand.” 

 Reviewing seen from this perspective creates a deeper understanding 
regarding the subject at hand. The real academic challenge, then, is to have 
a deep understanding of your field, which enables you to master your work-
flow later in your professional life.

• Enhances internal communication
 In order to be efficient, most groups choose to divide tasks among the par-

ticipants. Usually, there are many sub-goals to accomplish during a project 
and some of these goals might involve several team members. When review-
ing, all group members get involved in all the work done. The consequence 
is that all members increasingly become more involved in each other’s prog-
ress, which enhances internal communication. Listening to each other’s 
insights and ideas creates an open platform of communication. Furthermore, 
reviewing can reveal hidden issues:

 “By reviewing through the whole process, the group supports themselves to stay 
with a shared mental model. Although the model might change, the group still 
has a shared model, which helps the group to communicate more efficiently. To 
share a model in the team is to have the same beliefs about the project goals, 
how you want to achieve the goals, in what time span and also where you as a 
group stand so far. When working in teams, people develop both team knowl-
edge and individual knowledge.”  (Badke-Schaub et al, 2010)

 The last sentence points to the mental changes the team as well as all team 
members go through while working on the project. This underscores the 
necessity of frequently reviewing what the progress is. 

• Influences motivation
 In reviewing activities every group member gets involved, which has a posi-

tive effect on the internal motivation. Actively and collaboratively discussing 
the progress of your project brings your group together and increases the 
level of teamship. 

In addition to the benefits mentioned above, an important benefit for teams that 
implement ongoing review sessions is the acquiring of experience in practicing 
and leading these review sessions. Students who practice on-going processes 
and progress reviews can expect the following benefits from this type of 
experience:

• References to precedents that occurred during student projects
• The ability to spot social- and structural problems at an early stage
• Deeper insight in roles and personal abilities within a team
• More efficient approaches in exposing and resolving conflicts
• The ability to anticipate and avoid the often hectic final stages of projects
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10.4  H2 organize review meetings
This section describes how you and your team can do the reviews.

10.4.1 Getting started
Before starting, set the agenda for reviewing by identifying key reviewing points. 
Make one team member responsible for the process of reviewing and leading 
the process. Sometimes it is necessary to make use of a facilitator to organize the 
discussion and to make sure reviewing brings the right insights and discussions 
among the team members (see chapter 7 & 8). During the formative stage this can 
often be initiated by one of the team members who feels comfortable in leading 
the process. Although when reviewing (especially during the summative stage) 
has high-stakes or is politically charged it is essential to have an external reviewer 
that can be as objective and unbiased as possible. The perfect facilitator is differ-
ent for each team and project, because their role is influenced by several factors 
such as the nature of the project and the openness of the team leader. An exam-
ple of an external facilitator in the case of an educational environment can be the 
professor of the course. Finding an external facilitator can however be a difficult 
task, so keep in mind that an internal reviewer is better than having no one at all.

10.4.2 H2 perform a review session
There are many different ways for groups to organize review sessions and it is 
crucial that each newly assembled team makes up a format that works well for 
them. This format can (and most likely will) be adapted during the course of the 
project. In the beginning the reviews might be more qualitative in terms of dis-
cussing the way the team collaborates and/or the way tasks are done. Similarly, 
content wise, in the beginning it is more a future oriented process to adjust the 
vision that was developed during the start up meetings (see chapter 2) and to 
develop a clearer and more concrete image of a possible end result. 
Similar, the reviews itself might change from being part of overall project discus-
sions to more formal meetings in later stages of the project when team members 
work on individual tasks that need to result in one integrated end result/report. 
These later review sessions really need to be done to secure that the final deliv-
erable come as an integrated and balanced whole and not as a bric-a-brac of 
separate unrelated parts. 
In fact, a discussion with your supervisor on the progress of your team must be 
considered as a review. Here it is important to prepare these sessions in such a way 
that you can turn your supervisor into a valuable asset (see chapter 12).
In any form, a review aims to project the present situation and present results 
together with the present and planned way of working into the overall picture of 
the project. This enables you to see the present state into the perspective of the 
whole. It is important to check if all team members agree on the perspective so 
created. Then first discuss whether you are on the right track and if you have made 
enough progress (content wise) regarding the time schedule. Secondly, address 
the way you have organized your work and whether the tasks need to be adjusted. 

10.4.3 Review meeting topics 
Table 10.1 and 10.2 provide an overview of topic suggestions for the review meet-
ing. The purpose of the topic overview is to give the review some depth and 
degree of structure, which ideally addresses all aspects concerning a good review. 
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The overview is by no means the only way to structure a review, consider it as 
merely a suggestion. The proposed structure touches upon the most essential 
topics, more topics can be added when applicable. Since reviewing concerns both 
the team ways of working (table 10.1) and the project progress (table 10.2), these 
subjects are the basic elements for a proper review session. The division between 
these two ensures that the review addresses problems in all relevant areas.

Process

Topic Description Questions

Collaboration The collaboration is discussed 
to evaluate how well the team 
performs as a team, and whether 
the team members are working 
towards the same goal, or not. 
Areas of improvement should be 
identified to increase performance 
and reduce miscommunication.

Are you satisfied with the amount 
of collaboration?
Do the activities team members 
perform match the tasks they 
were given (according to the 
planning)? 
Does the team give each other 
enough feedback on (delivered) 
work?
Are changes, activities and 
meetings clearly communicated 
with the team?
Are their any conflicts within the 
team?
Is everybody contributing to the 
project? Why not?

Method The goal is to evaluate the 
functionality of the methods, 
tools, and techniques (‘methods’), 
the team chose to use at the 
beginning of the project and the 
ones it is using now. You want to 
find out whether the ‘methods’ 
increase productivity and yield in 
better project results or whether 
you should change your approach 
and use methods better suited for 
the new goal, team constellation, 
time constrains, etc.

Do the ‘methods’ used match does 
described in the project plan? 
Why? Why not?
Do the ‘methods’ help you 
accomplish the goals that were 
set?
Does the team use enough 
‘methods’?
Does the team use relevant 
‘methods’?
Do the ‘methods’ help you as a 
team perform better and deliver 
results with better quality?
Are you on the right track?

Support The goal of the support part is 
to optimize external support 
(a.k.a. professor, problem 
owner, expert, etc.). You want 
to find out whether the use of 
external resources is relevant and 
contributing as the team expected 
it and / or as the external parties 
should be able to provide. 

Do you try to engage the external 
parties in the project?
Could the engagement be 
improved in any way?
Do external parties contribute to 
the project?
Is the support valuable to the 
team and the project?
Does the team use enough 
external resources?
Does the team use to many 
external resources?

Table 10.1: Review meeting topics concerning the process
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Progress

Topic Description Questions

Time The goal of ‘time’ is to check the 
planning and on to keep you on a 
realistic path towards the goal. 
You want to discover if the level of 
concreteness you are working on 
is adequate for the amount of time 
you have to fulfill the tasks. This 
part reveals problems in the timeline 
of your project and with achieving 
goals.  You should get a good 
overview of where you are at and 
if necessary you should adjust the 
planning and targets set.

Is the team on planning or behind?
Did you make deadlines and 
milestones?
Did you finish work on time and 
deliver work before the deadlines /
milestones? 
Was the time spent on the project 
spent usefully?
Is everybody delivering work to late 
or only individuals?
Is the planning still adequate or does 
need updating?

Goals The goal of this part is to recap the 
desired outcomes of the project by 
evaluating the goals set in the project 
plan. You want to find out whether 
all team members agree on the goals 
and the interim findings. If necessary 
the project goals should be redefined 
based on the new insights gained or 
because of time pressure to ensure 
that they are adequate and realistic.

Has the team gotten closer towards 
the end goal? Why not?
Are the interim findings relevant for 
the project?
Do all agree on the conclusions 
drawn so far?
Did any information present itself 
that makes you reconsider the set 
goals?
Are the goals still reasonable and 
realistic?
Do the goals need to be updated and 
/ or changed?

Quality The quality is evaluated to find out if 
the delivered work, content, reports, 
frameworks, models, etc. have the 
desired quality level and is complete 
to identify which things need to be 
improved before you have to hand it 
all in for your final deadline. It also 
helps you to find out who in the team 
might need some help and / or who 
has to step and deliver better work.

Is everybody delivering the right 
quality of work?
Do you give each other feedback on 
the (delivered) work?
Do you have quality and 
‘completeness’ control of the 
delivered work?
Does the quantity match the quality? 
What is your priority: quantity or 
quality?
Are you developing the right 
knowledge and drawing (the right) 
conclusions?
If the result has to be scientific, is it?

Table 10.2: Review meeting topics on the progress
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10.5  Link to professional life
On-going reviewing is a common practice in professional life and companies 
often dedicate a fixed moment during the week to conduct reviewing sessions. 
In addition to the fixed meetings, professional teams also execute reviewing 
around the milestones of the project. Thus, professional use of reviewing is simi-
lar to the student way of reviewing, although professionals seem to schedule it 
even more carefully than students, possibly as a result of many years of teamwork 
experiences that often include tight budgets.
As with reviewing in student teams, it is important to prepare professional review 
meetings. By executing on-going student team reviews that incorporate descrip-
tions of individual work, feedback on the work of others and suggestions for 
general improvement, reviewing becomes more efficient and the sessions more 
effective. By doing so, students prepare themselves for the professional context 
where ‘time is money’ and review sessions should therefore be efficient.
In practice you could find two complementary ways of reviewing projects or 
evaluating their progress: a formative review and a summative review. Formative 
reviews are typically found in the beginning of projects whereas summative 
reviews or evaluations are done near the end of the project (fig. 10.2).  

Figure 10.2: forms of reviewing

The purpose of formative reviewing is to assess initial and ongoing project activi-
ties. Formative reviewing is qualitative and begins during project development 
and continues through the whole lifecycle of the project. This means that review-
ing is not something that is added at moments that are identified later, but is 
really part of the project planning and process. Next to assessing ongoing proj-
ect activities it also provides information to monitor and improve the project 
as a whole. Formative reviewing in turn consists of two parts: implementation 
(process) and progress. The purpose of implementation reviewing in specific 
is to internally assess whether the project is being conducted as planned, and 
should occur several times during the duration of the project. It is an early check 
by team members or project leader to see if all essential elements are in place 
and operating. This part of the formative reviewing allows you to later review the 
outcomes of a project (summative reviewing). It is essential to be sure whether 
the components are really operating, as they should or as they were proposed 
at the beginning of the project. Secondly, the purpose of progress reviewing 
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is to assess progress in meeting the goals as they are set in the project plan. 
Information should be collected to find out whether or not the benchmarks of 
participant progress (learning and purpose of the project) have been met and 
to point out unexpected developments. On the other hand, the purpose of sum-
mative reviewing (sometimes also referred to as impact of outcome reviewing) is 
to assess the quality and impact of a fully implemented project. This is done by 
assessing a mature project’s success in reaching its stated goals through collect-
ing information about outcomes and related processes, strategies and activities 
that have led to them. It is often a judgment of the project’s quality. Summative 
reviewing is often needed for important decision-making. 

10.6  Keep in mind
• Reviews in student teamwork should mainly focus on two interrelated 

subjects: the way the team is working and the progress made towards the 
envisioned goal. 

• Reviewing aims to create a more abstracted perspective on the work of 
your team and it’s progress in relation to the assignment and the deadline.

• Moments for reviewing can be scheduled according to milestones set by 
either the supervisors or by you individually. 

• You can have planned reviews on a time basis (e.g. daily, (bi-) weekly, after 
a chunk of work, etc.), but you can also have mini-reviews every time you 
meet to discuss the progress made. 

• It is good to have a (brief) review after every meeting with your supervisor. 
Just reflect on the meeting and discuss over a cup of coffee the insights 
from the meeting in relation to your original plan. 

• Some of your team members might feel the need to discuss your teamwork 
on an intuitive basis without making clear statements that something 
should be changed. Give them full support and help them to explicate what 
they feel and prevent that their arguments get lost in the sands of your 
daily team contingencies. Don’t turn them into Cassandras that warn for the 
Trojan horse but are not heard.  

• Reviewing must be a team activity. Make sure everybody is there and if not 
brief those who missed the review. 

• Always bring the review to a proper end that satisfies all team members by 
providing clear direction for the next set of activities. 

• There are many ways of conducting review sessions and it is crucial for a 
newly formed team to make up a format that works for them.
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“Look at a day when you are supremely 
satisfied at the end. It’s not a day when 
you lounge around doing nothing; it’s 
when you’ve had everything to do, and 
you’ve done it.”

Margaret Thatcher
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Introduction
It is certainty of all projects is that they always involve a final stage. Even if the 
title of this chapter suggests otherwise, however, the final stage does not neces-
sarily have to be hectic. Even so, if your final stages are hectic, this is the result of 
bad project management! The final stage provides you with the last opportuni-
ties to bring your project to a satisfactory end and to fulfill the expectations set 
by your team at the beginning.  
This chapter addresses both working towards a satisfactory end and coping with 
the increased stress levels. Poor planning and/or non-adequate progress control 
most often cause student team projects to end hectically and/or unsatisfactorily. 
This chapter will provide the insights and tools needed to ensure that you will 
manage the final stage in a less hectic manner and let it end more satisfactorily.
The main concerns in the final stage is to finalize the project with a level of qual-
ity that is acceptable and/or desirable and, importantly, in accordance with the 
expectations of your team and the professor. Doing so requires efficient task and 
time management, effective coordination of tasks, coping with ‘bad’ stress, tak-
ing quick decisions, adjusting the team’s ambition or working hours and creating 
high quality content.
The final stage is like a micro-project in itself and requires many of the skills and 
tools that the rest of the book describes in detail, albeit in a condensed form. 
In this chapter the final stage will be described: what it is, when it starts and what 
its most important aspects are. We will describe the difference between how the 
tools and methods from the other chapters are used in this stage, and teaches 
the reader about the core skills in the relevant chapter. This chapter first provides 
a description of the final stage and what students see as the toughest elements 
to control in this stage. This is followed by a section that addresses all the work 
that still needs to be done and describes how to manage and control the sepa-
rate activities left to arrive at the deliverables asked for. Then, more practical 
things will be put forward that will enable you to ‘get things done’ and finish the 
project; some of these include quality control checks and reviewing and finaliz-
ing the report. The end of this chapter discusses the post-stage of looking back at 
the project, which relates to the final project achievement.
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11.1  What is the final stage?
In every project there is a final stage, in which deadlines approach and time pres-
sure increases. These situations could be hectic, but this is not always the case. 
The project might go on smoothly, regardless of the deadlines that are approach-
ing. This could be the result of good collaboration and/or from a well-structured 
plan and a good division of (interrelated) tasks. However, in some cases teams 
have to deal with situations that might be stressful. This is oftentimes prominent 
in student teams, wherein members have limited experience on teamwork and 
where the process followed by the team is of a highly exploratory nature (for 
them). Suddenly, then, the situation switches from spending part of your time on 
the project to spending all your time on the project in order to get it done. 

11.1.1 There is no official start: it’s a transition! 
It is unclear when the final stage really starts. Different viewpoints can be taken 
into consideration, such as the increasing stress factor or increasing convergence 
and integration towards the end result. That said, the perception of the start of 
this phase could also differ from one member to another. Some team members 
might feel at a much earlier stage that the team should change to a different way 
of operating to get things ready on time. Other team members still belief that 
there is plenty of time to do so and easily take a detour to search for better alter-
native solutions regarding some issues. For a team to operate collaboratively 
during the last stage it is important to take individual feelings seriously and start 
discussing how to finalize the project and integrate the results into a coherent 
whole. On the other hand, any team member sensing that some change is neces-
sary to handle the upcoming last stage should be able to express their feelings 
with regards to this change. It is no good to start worrying without any signal to 
your team members for this might affect the team atmosphere negatively and 
make things even worse. It is important to understand that the earlier you notice 
this stage as a team, the better you will be able to manage it and the less hectic 
it will become. Once you get your team to accept that the final stage is to begin, 
you can prepare for it accordingly and get organized in the most suitable way. 

11.1.2 What issues do students run into during the final 
stages?  

During the final stage of student projects, various issues arise which need to be 
taken into consideration. Below you will find the top eleven problem areas most 
frequently encountered by students:

• Time management
• Task management
• Deliverables
• Communication between team members
• Final project achievement (satisfaction)
• Motivation and inspiration
• Decision making
• Leadership
• Team atmosphere
• Change of expectations during the process
• Ethics
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This chapter will cover most of these recurring problem areas, some explic-
itly in special sections, others more implicitly within those sections. There are 
also subjects that are important at any stage of the project and therefore have 
their own chapter, such as team atmosphere, motivation and inspiration. On the 
other hand, these subjects can hardly be addressed directly because they are 
the consequence of the team members behavior. As an example, stressful and 
uncoordinated running around of some team members without any progress will 
eventually demotivate the whole team.

11.1.3 Keep communicating
The list above provides a good overview of what is important to students during 
the final stage. However, it is central to most of the issues mentioned to have or 
continue to have sound communication. Due to increased stress levels and more 
hasty discussions & decision making, the pitfalls of miscommunication will be 
a greater hazard during the final stages. You will take less time to reach agree-
ments, have serious discussions or try to resolve differences in opinion. Cutting 
corners in communication or in exchange of viewpoints can be absolutely 
deadly during this stage. This is especially the case for teams that did not invest 
in: getting to know each other (see chapter 1), in developing a shared vision on 
the assignment and the expectations (see chapter 2), in getting organized (see 
chapter 4 & 5), in creating good teamship and defining the way they work (see 
chapter 3, 6, 8 & 9) and in having frequent discussions on the work process and 
progress made (see chapter 10). By not paying enough attention to these issues 
along the way and never going ‘deep’ enough to really understand the different 
perspectives of your team mates, will allow conflicts to arise about those deeper 
cognitive and emotional levels at moments when there is no time to deal with 
it. These differences of opinion, that thus far went by unnoticed, often crop up 
all within a short time frame just before deadlines. This often leads to conflict 
because during the final stages everybody is often already slightly stressed and 
on edge.
Therefore we plea to ‘get to know thy team’ along the course of the project and 
create a shared vision on what you are doing as a team to avoid conflicts during 
the final stages!

Experience shows that not all information and progress made by the team is as 
easily understood by each group member. It is a collective task to support each 
other and support those who are slower to grasp the essence. Each member 
should be able to ask for assistance in order to correctly understand and internal-
ize the information shared in the team. Without this, the individual members may 
not share the same understanding and knowledge regarding the project prog-
ress. Consequently, the team members will head towards different goals and work 
in parallel on similar things or on things that prove difficult to integrate at the end.
If you as a team have communicated superficially during your project and have 
never come to share and explore deeper levels of knowledge and understanding, 
you might bump into the walls of misunderstanding and disbelief at some point. 
And once there is frequent and unresolved miscommunication, your team is 
prone to fall in a negative spiral of decreasing team spirit, bad group atmosphere, 
inefficient work and insufficient work results. All this increases the likelihood you 
will encounter serious team conflicts at all these issues. 
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But there is good news! It is never too late to help each other and sit down for a 
serious discussion on any relevant subject. Take your time, even when in haste, 
and you will see it pays off and you will be able to make a new or adjusted plan 
on how to proceed. Realize that you are not in a case of emergency. Hectic stages 
do not signal that a disaster is going to happen. Just stay cool, treat each other 
with respect and address the issues in a positive and constructive setting.

11.2 What still has to be done and how to plan it?
If your (entire) team realizes that you are in the final stage of the project, then 
it is important to sit down and discuss where you are now and what needs to 
be done to finish the project. In short, when you think the final stage is about 
to start or has started, organize a progress review meeting (see chapter 10). 
Especially at the transition to the final stage, a progress review meeting helps 
to define the team’s process and progress, making sure things are on the right 
track. This review should include the end-goal that has been clarified, what has 
been done so far, what still might be missing, and how much time there is left 
to finalize the work. If you made a timeline with milestones at the beginning of 
the project, find out (in case you have not done it regularly) if you are where you 
were supposed to be. Based on the time left before the deadline, the progress 
made so far and the content that still needs to be developed compromises might 
have to be made. If you as a team are behind on the planning at the beginning 
of the final stage will you work the extra hours to compensate for the time that 
you are behind to reach the high quality end goal you aspired, or will you lower 
the expectations of the end goal (desired quality, level of detail, …) made at the 
beginning of the project to finish the project without having to invest a lot of 
extra time.

11.2.1 H2 define the deliverables?
To be able to define the deliverables, the first step is to look back at the initial 
assignment of the project, the assignment ‘as taken’ and the verbalized expecta-
tions regarding the quality and detail of your final deliverable (see chapter 2). If 
you want to end your project in a satisfactory manner, you should have a clear 
understanding of these things. Literature suggests that to establish a shared 
understanding of a task and to solve problems, people need to interact continu-
ously (Sheppard and Sherman, 1998). Keeping that in mind, it is also important 
that the entire team comprehends and reviews what the final deliverables are, 
and creates a shared agreement on it. 

11.2.2 Content and structure of the report
According to Airola et al (2000) there are four phases that provide a system-
atic approach to the writing process: think, plan, write and revise. Here we will 
address the ‘think’ phase. To get the full and very useful report (full of tips) of 
Airola et al. google: “How to write a report. North Karelia Polytechnic”.
In order to have a suitable and satisfactory report that covers the project objec-
tives, the following is recommended (Airola et al, 2000):

• Define the aim & reader & content
 First you should think about the purpose of your report (aim), to whom 

the report is directed (reader) and what should be included in the report 
(content).
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• Devise the structure of your report: table of contents 
 It is important to make a clear distinction between parts/ chapters / sub-

chapters /sections of your report, depending on the complexity and the 
envisioned reader (your professor, problem owner, ..). Define them as titles 
and subtitles. Complete the first draft of the structure using only bullets. Be 
sure that the structure starts from the objective of the initial assignment and 
that it leads towards the goal and to a final conclusion. The titles of the sec-
tions must provide the storyline of your report.

• Use clear and interesting titles in your headings
 Make sure that the headings match the information in the corresponding 

section. In addition, think about how you want to formulate the headings. 
They should intrigue the reader and seduce him to read your report.

• Make a dummy of the report
 Take some sheets of paper and start to put it together. Make a brief overview 

of the content within each chapter or section. 
• Have a sound story
 Make sure that the story you are telling is robust and congruent. Explain and 

demonstrate the reasoning behind your thinking and explicate the knowl-
edge / literature / sources / insights you used that support the decisions you 
have made. Make it very convincing and logical to the reader.

• Have a conductive thread
 This will help the reader to understand your story as a whole and will also 

help the reader to know your position, and goal you are trying to reach.
• Summary, Introduction and Conclusion
 Do not forget to include (and plan to write) an easy to read (executive) sum-

mary, an introduction and a conclusion and make sure that someone will 
actually do this. Due to time pressure these are the parts that are often for-
gotten and / or made last minute resulting in poor quality. These are the 
most important parts of your report / paper / section / chapter and your 
supervisors will always look for them and read them!

• Check your references
 References are in most cases a last minute activity. Keep in mind that ref-

erences are an important part of academic writing and that it is worth the 
effort to keep track of them from the beginning. Tools like Endnote (www.
endnote.com) and Mendeley (www.mendeley.com) allow you the make ref-
erence libraries that you can use over and over again and have “cite while 
you write” functions for word, so you can add a reference while typing the 
text and the bibliography at the end of the document is automatically cre-
ated for you. You can even select different referencing styles.

11.2.3 Create an overview of the content available
Once the structure of the report has been defined, create an overview of what 
content is already available and in what form or quality. One of the most com-
mon mistakes in student teams is the lack of quality control of the delivered 
work. The quality should be checked as soon as a part / section is finished or 
when somebody asks for feedback on his delivered work and not in the last week 
before the deadline. 
As mentioned in chapter 2 you have to assess the assignment and define the goal 
and deliverables at the beginning of the project. Apart from the report you may 
have other deliverables, such as drawings, pictures, prototypes, models, etc. The 
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requirements for the deliverables as mentioned in the assignment are useful to 
determine the end result of the project and desired quality and level of detail. 
However, they are often generic and not very detailed. Therefore, it is important 
to define as a team what you expect at the end of the project and what level of 
quality this expected work should show. If you have set your goals (team goals 
and personal goals), expected level of quality and a deadline at the beginning 
of the project, check if it is still valid and obtainable with your current results and 
task-time division. Having come so far as a team and knowing what you are capa-
ble of together, you will be able to redefine the requirements for the deliverables 
in relation to the time left. If you did not set any goals, use the next section as 
starting point for the discussion.

11.2.4 Leveling input and output
One of the most important activities to ensure that the last stage ends satisfac-
torily is to have a realistic perspective on what you want to achieve and what you 
can realistically achieve. This is important since satisfaction is a relative term and 
differs from person to person. A mid-range grade might be very satisfactory for 
one team member, while completely unsatisfactory for another. It all depends on 
the ambition of the team (individuals) and their willingness to put in the effort in 
a collaborative way. 
Knowing your ambitions, the team can find out whether they, by now, are well 
on track, or whether the current project trajectory is insufficient and will result 
in lower than desired quality. In order to reach their goal, a team can adjust 
three factors: Quality (how good the end result is), Cost/capacity (for students - 
the amount of hours & quality they put in) and Time (when is the deadline and 
whether or not it can be extended). For students, the Time factor is often set. The 
deadline is final, and it will not be possible to postpone it. Thus, the team has 
two factors they can adjust: Quality and Capacity. Then, team members need to 
define their scope of work for the final stage accordingly by choosing to follow 
one of two paths:

• Path 1: stick to the desired outcome
 Keep the initial goal in relation to the level of quality: If Quality is set, then 

the capacity has to be adjusted. This will require the team to strive for that 
Quality by investing more time into the project, which is possible if the 
team members all feel committed enough to increase the working time and 
effort, to compensate for what was not achieved until that moment. 

• Path 2: lower expectations
 Diminishing the scope of work by adjusting initial expectations. If the team is 

not willing to invest more time into the project, the level of quality will have 
to be re-adjusted. In such a case, the agreement of the group would likely be 
focused on what is the minimum level required by the professor and what is 
still attainable considering the time available. Such approach is a pass+ strat-
egy. Just do the minimum and a bit more to pass the course. 

 In many cases, the opinions of the team members will be spread over both 
categories. It is therefore beneficial to communicate these viewpoints explic-
itly, to ensure that the team is well-aligned and willing to compromise on a 
(new) common team goal to ensure that everybody is working towards the 
same goal and the everybody knows what to expect from one another.
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11.2.5 Selecting a ‘leader’ for the final stages
If you came to this point in your project without a leader and without problems so 
far, you might think that it is not necessary to appoint a leader since you are already 
near the end of the project. Or, maybe you had a leader during the process and you 
are thinking of keeping that leader appointed until the end of the process. Either 
way, it might be helpful for you to read through this section to check if the team 
or the current leader is able to handle the specific situations that arise in the final 
stage. 
The final stage is different than other stages in terms of having a clear goal and a 
solid deadline. This stage could be characterized as having high stress and demand-
ing environments which can reduce team members’ willingness to assist each 
other and cooperate. Furthermore, these situational matters increase interpersonal 
aggression and lead to neglecting social cues (Mathews and Canon 1975, Sherrod 
&Downs, 1974). Moreover, the final phase incorporates a unique process phase 
called “final assembly”, which requires combining (and integrating) the results of all 
separate tasks performed by individual team members into a coherent whole. Thus, 
it is helpful to have one person who maintains an overview of all progress made 
by the individuals and facilitates the integration. This individual becomes more or 
less the leader of this final stage. By selecting a leading person, the team will find 
it easier to finalize the process in an efficient and cordial manner. Tasks are better 
coordinated, communication becomes centralized, progress is checked and inter-
dependency becomes explicit. The leading of the final stage in this form will make 
the team more efficient which ensures high levels of motivation.

11.2.6 Task and time planning
At this point, you know what the deliverables are really about, where you are and 
where you want to end up. Now it is necessary to plan (Plan phase) and divide 
the tasks for the remaining period of the project. The dummy of the report with 
clear titles and sub-titles will help you to make a plan for the production/writing 
of the report. Even if there is only a short amount of time left, the plan you com-
pose now can still be too optimistic. It might therefore be necessary to go over it 
again when it becomes apparent that targets will become difficult to meet and 
the planning (again) needs adjustment. So, when you are doing the planning of 
the reminder of the last stage, consider the seven important steps mentioned 
below. These will help you to make a new plan belonging to this micro-project. 
The steps are:

• What needs to be done 
 Based on the review, make a list of the subjects and elements that are still 

missing or are under development and need completion. Look at the 
required/wished for quality of all deliverables and what level is in reach now. 
Estimate how much time these activities require. Becayse it might be impos-
sible to complete everything, you need to prioritize these activities. Decide 
on the most important tasks/works/deliverables and make sure that you will 
at least complete the items mentioned in the assignment. Make a list of the 
activities that are “nice to have” but not crucial. If time allows, you can come 
back to this list. 

• Dividing the tasks
 Now set a deadline for each of the activities left. Assess the interdepen-

dency and make sure that tasks with high interdependencies are assigned to 
team members who easily collaborate. In dividing tasks, build on individual 
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strengths and speed of working. Make team members responsible for spe-
cific asks, and by what time they need to deliver.

• TTT – Things take time
 Things Take Time: People (students too) often underestimate the time things 

take to finalize, especially when they have not done it before. Now re-exam-
ine the estimated timeline that you made in the previous steps. Re-do the 
time plan by extending your previous estimated time and increasing the 
level of hours needed by 100% to finish each of the tasks. See if you still are 
going to make it. Because every task is unique, you have to take into account 
all the small things and unexpected rework that make that tasks more time 
demanding. Double the estimate, as a rule of thumb.   Be prepared for the 
worst and remember Murphy’s law: If anything can go wrong, it will (at some 
point)!

• Goals & deadlines
 Setting short-term goals and deadlines to keep individual team members 

aligned and on the same track. These specific goals and deadlines increase 
the motivation and pressure to finish individual and overall tasks. Choose 
these short-term goals around subjects that are dependent on the results 
of other tasks. This helps to monitor the work of other group members and 
eases the process of linking inter-dependent tasks. 

• Collaborate
 Pick moments the team is able to work together. Schedule some “working 

on stuff with the whole team” time slots and set some sub-deadlines for 
monitoring the process and checking the short-term goals, including a qual-
ity check.

• Quality check
 Do this before it is too late. One very common frustration within a working 

team is that every member has his or her own style of working and own def-
inition of what quality is: high quality for one person might be considered 
low quality by another person. Do the quality check at sub-goals and during 
teamwork meetings and be sure to discuss and reach an agreement with all 
members on the final quality level. 

• Schedule the “post-project” review 
 The post-project review has the tendency to get ignored when team mem-

bers are in the belief that the final deliverables will determine the end of the 
project, after which they move on to new projects. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to schedule it as an activity after the final deliverables, as the “real-end” 
of the project. Look at chapter 9 for information on giving and receiving 
feedback. 

 These activities result in Plan A. Make sure you have some ideas for a Plan B 
or C if things unfold dramatically different as foreseen here. 

11.3 Getting things done 

11.3.1 Dealing with priorities across projects
When students near a deadline, they increase their work activities. Unfortunately, 
students often have to contribute to different project teams within the same 
time period. Although this might be required of them, they cannot allow 
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themselves to focus on one single project, which is why they need to prioritize 
activities and that is certainly what they will do. Make sure to discuss with your 
team all these different deadlines and additionally discuss the priorities of each 
team member. Ensure this is done without judgment, so every team member is 
entitled to have their own set of priorities. Explicating all this might result in a 
very ‘colorful’ discussion and may even result in some team members reconsider-
ing their priorities. The challenge is to see if a realistic plan can be made based on 
this information. If it can not, and extra time is needed, it is necessary to address 
this problem with the whole team. After all, it is the team’s responsibility. Discuss 
options and aim to motivate the team members to go the extra mile to complete 
the project according to expectations.

11.3.2  Dealing with stress
If stress is taking over in your team, address it as soon as possible. In stressful situ-
ations people tend to make mistakes and cut corners. High stress or demanding 
environments can reduce team members’ willingness to assist each other and 
cooperate, and might also increase interpersonal aggression and lead to people 
neglecting social cues that require attention (Mathews & Canon, 1975; Sherrod & 
Downs, 1974). Stress results from team members losing control over the (team) 
situation they are in and starting to feel uncomfortable with regards to the work-
load in front of them. In most situations, stress can be reduced by creating a new 
or adjusted overview of where you are and what still needs to be done. If neces-
sary, re-evaluate the activities of Plan A. Note that not all team members will have 
equal stress levels, but those who do feel stress are in need of such support to 
come to grips with the situation again. If the leader is stressed, change the leader!

If you and your team can’t see any way out of the situation, consult your pro-
fessor. They will be able to help you out in one way or another. Sometimes by 
adjusting the time schedule, sometimes by discussing and clarifying the deliver-
ables in relation to where you are at that moment. 

11.3.3  Dealing with quality control
You have set some sub-milestones related to the separate parts of the deliverable, 
such as the division of chapters and sections in your dummy-report (see section 
2.1.2). This will help the leader and the team to keep track of the progress regard-
ing these tasks as well as to review the quality of the work that is produced at 
intermediate stages (se section 2.3). Each of you should review the work done by 
others to assure that it meets the goals set by your team and to prevent double 
work. The dates for deliverables and approvals must be met and the leader must 
have the mandate to enforce the deliverables. This implies that all other members 
should support the leader in doing so. 
Combining and integrating all the different pieces of work into one deliverable is 
one of the hardest tasks for student teams. This is also very important for the qual-
ity check. Make sure your team has one final editor of the report, or designer of 
the design. If the interdependencies of the tasks have been clearly stated and con-
trolled during the work, the integration should not be too difficult. In order to keep 
the overview and keep track of the interdependencies team members should stay 
close to each other and frequently exchange progress made and decisions taken.
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11.3.4  Reviewing and finalizing the report
When the report has reached its full length, then you have to review the report with 
at least two people. They need to ensure that the report has become a clear and logi-
cal story that brings across the intended message to the reader. This final editing of 
the report is not to be neglected or to be underestimated in time. It is a task that 
takes time because it needs to address the following issues: proper use of language, 
spelling, grammar, avoiding too many contractions, defining meanings of concepts or 
constructs, being consistent in the use of terms, defining acronyms the first time they 
are used, and so on.

Give your report a nice and easy-to-read format. Always use a font that is legible, such 
as serif fonts (as opposed to: sans-serif fonts). For general guidelines on formatting 
and style go to American Psychological Association (APA) or visit the website of the 
Purdue Online Writing Lab at http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ 
. Here you can find useful information on how to add citations, how to make refer-
ences and how to format the bibliography.
Printing could be an easy task, but you might overlook the many things that could go 
wrong (your printer running out of ink, paper gets stuck; the printing shop might be 
closed, etc). It is recommended that you have an alternative solution, just in case. A 
handy tip: save your file in a PDF format, this avoids miss alignments and changes in 
the fonts, and makes file transferring easier (make sure to embed the font, though). 

11.4  Wrapping up 
Don’t just hand in your report, take some time to celebrate with your team 
members, evaluate the work and say goodbye. Here is the opportunity to make 
something out of it. As mentioned in the Introduction (see chapter 0), there is a 
stage of Adjourning, a stage that aims at bringing the project to an end and to 
break up the team. See it as a form of cooling down after a period of hard work. 

Properly wrapping up your project gives you the opportunity to draw lessons 
from your teamwork. So try to organize a evaluation session together with you 
team. Maybe plan this at the end of a day and continue over a meal with some 
drinks. After planning the meeting, devise a structure for the formal project eval-
uation. Look at chapter 9 and 10 and develop a structure and approach for the 
end evaluation that suits your team best. 

Two topics are relevant here: evaluating the team’s process and evaluating each 
other’s contribution to the project and team. The first could provide you with 
some insights in the process followed by your team. What would you do differ-
ently next time in terms of organizing, collaborating, attacking a similar problem, 
etc. But also, what did we learn from it? Did we reach the learning goals related 
to the assignment or course? The second topic is feedback. What did individuals 
do well? How can they improve next time? What do they have to work on? Both 
processes help you wrapping up your team and provide you with some valuable 
insights for the future, the feed forward!
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11.5 Link to professional life
The final (hectic) stage of projects is of course present in the industry as well. The 
big difference with student projects lies in the consequences of overshooting 
deadlines. In practice when deadlines are not met, it is not a grade, recogni-
tion or satisfaction which is at stake, but (often) huge amounts of money! And, 
perhaps more importantly, the company’s image could be damaged. It is quite 
tough to negotiate deadlines with clients, and if one is lucky enough to get an 
extension, this will probably be at your own cost. Therefore, time and task man-
agement are crucial issues in the professional field as well, and communication 
problems can be even more severe as in the real working life one must deal not 
only with people from different cultures or backgrounds, but with people of dif-
ferent age ranges and educational levels, who might want to communicate their 
ideas not as academically as we students are used to.
The importance of progress review meetings might be as definitive as in student 
teams. A difference between the two types of projects could be that profes-
sional teams operate with a more formal hierarchy, where leaders delegate the 
work and are usually responsible for last-minute or contingent decisions, even 
when subordinates’ opinions are considered. One unfortunate coincidence is 
that in real industry life, as in student projects, the post-delivery meeting is often 
neglected as every team member releases the project and gets disconnected of 
the team after the delivery.

11.6  Keep in mind
• The final stage should not be hectic if you have planned your work in the 

right way.
• The final (hectic) stage of the project does not have a fixed start, but begins 

when the deadline approaches and pressure increases and people start 
feeling itchy about it.

• Have a progress review meeting when the final stage start. The purpose 
is to determine where you are in the process, what the deliverables are, to 
do a detailed planning and prioritizing, and to select a leader. The progress 
review will ensure that you are organised and have a clear view of what 
needs to be done to achieve a satisfactory end.

• It is advisable to have a formal leader in the final stage to keep the overview 
and coordinate the separate activities. 

• To get a satisfactory end, sometimes the team needs to either increase the 
amount of work-time or lower the expectations.

• Things may take more time than you expect - double your time estimation 
and you will have a more realistic view your time planning.

• Quality control is often not done until the very end, which can result in 
unpleasant surprises. It is important to schedule quality control to review 
each sub-deliverable.

• Stress can be both helpful and unhelpful. Be aware of the unhelpful sort, 
and take action to relieve the team of it.

• The post-project review is often ignored, but is an essential part of the 
learning experience. It is an important opportunity to learn from your work 
and prevent mistakes will repeat themselves over, and over again.
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“Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, 
and I may remember. Involve me, and I 
will understand.”

Chinese proverb
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Introduction
The main aim of the chapter is to offer some guidelines and ideas to help you 
get as much out of your professor or supervisor so that they become a valuable 
asset for your team as a good coach. In many projects, students are supported by 
a professor, supervisor, mentor, etc. Their main role is to coach the team and facil-
itate the learning process, rather than present the content explicitly. Professors 
have the responsibility to lead you and your team through a learning process 
aimed at acquiring the learning goals related to the course you are following. 
However, cooperation with professors is not always effective. Students rate their 
experiences in projects with professors either very positive or rather negative. 
The match between teams and professors is not always optimal for either party 
and may cause some problems or difficulties. In this chapter, you will learn why 
these problems occur and how you could deal with them by optimizing your 
relationship. We will start with a short overview of common experiences concern-
ing professors, illustrating what the different roles of a good professor should be 
in the different situations. After that, differences in role expectations will be elab-
orated to explain where the problems originate. Then, an overview of different 
types of communication with professors helps you decide what kind of commu-
nication should be used in a certain situation. Finally, a list of golden rules will be 
presented in order to get the maximum value from the professor.
Throughout this chapter we will use the term ‘professor’, to represent the person 
that guides you during your project. This can be your (associate/assistant) profes-
sor, supervisor, mentor, etc. However, ‘coach’ is also used and in most cases refers 
to the role you need to get your professor in. 
In order to understand student’s expectations concerning their professors, as 
well as how professors see them self, several interviews were conducted with 
both students and professors.
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12.1 What is coaching? 
According to many sources on the Internet (all more or less the same text): 
“Coaching is a method of directing, instructing and training a person or group 
of people, with the aim to achieve some goal or develop specific skills. There are 
many ways to coach, types of teaching and methods to be a good professor. This 
includes, amongst other things, motivational speaking, seminars, workshops, 
and supervised practice”. 

12.2 H2 get the coach involved
Turning a professor into a valuable coach is what you are looking for to support 
you and your team. You want to learn from the experiences, knowledge and net-
work of the professor. 
To get the professor engaged in the project you have to make him curious about 
the project and address the deeper levels of his knowledge. People who work 
at a university (at least most of them) have a healthy interest in acquiring more 
knowledge and getting a deeper understanding of a topic. They have (or should 
have) an irrepressible urge to increase the levels of knowledge and understand-
ing related to their area of expertise. They know that sharp questions help to 
uncover new knowledge territories, and help to explicate tacit knowledge. The 
master-apprenticeship system from the middle-ages was built on this same prin-
ciple. Apprentices were not only cheap labor but also improved the qualities of 
the profession. Key to such a system is that you have to start from a common 
frame of reference. We will later come back to this.  

12.3 What is a good coach?

12.3.1 The role of the professor 
Most students will experience projects that did not get ‘off the ground’ at some 
point during their studies. Obviously, the start of a project is crucial (see Chapters 
1, 2 and 3). In these situations a professor can play an important role as a guide at 
the early stages. The presence of a professor is said to “… contribute to the qual-
ity”, and “… students get motivated and feel more responsible for getting the 
project started and going.” Thus, professors can prove to be valuable at this early 
stage. So, get them aboard!
The professor can also be a motivator when problems arise within a project, “… 
the more personal, the more interest, the more I will get motivated. A professor 
as a joint thinker can stimulate my own efforts within a project”. Also, “… a per-
sonal click with a professor can help, because they can act as a role model, so the 
support of them is, in that sense, useful.” As a professor stated: “Professors chal-
lenge students by highlighting different points of view to trigger them to think 
about issues and to motivate choices.” If professors feel engaged then they chal-
lenge you as well. 
Finally, the professor is also a valuable conversational partner. “The conversa-
tion between professors and students can help to stimulate mental processes. 
Verbalize your ideas, share, and criticize them …”. On the other hand, don’t 
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overdo conversation. As another professor puts it: “… as the time spent between 
the patient and the therapist is more intensive, the more successful the healing of 
the patient was. I think it is the same with teaching ….”. We know that professors 
sometimes seem to be disinterested, but this could be a misinterpretation from 
your side. Don’t forget, it is a social system that has two sides, you as a team in a 
learning situation and the professor as teacher and coach who often also has a 
lot of other teams to coach and things to do. 

Nevertheless there remain many negative experiences with professors. To 
name some of the troublesome situations from our interviews: Lack of interest 
in the project by the professor; Insufficient communication with the professor; 
Mismatched expectations with the professor; Differences in interpretation of 
progress the team has made; Unavailability of the professor, etc. 

In order to investigate the causes of these different experiences, we took a bet-
ter look at the various role expectations between students and professors. As the 
chapter focuses on the professors value, we only looked at the expectations of a 
professor’s role, but from both the students’ and the professors’ perspective. What 
are the expectations? What is the mindset of one individual towards the other?

12.3.2 Students about professors 
From our student interviews we have identified numerous different expectations 
students have with regards to the professors’ role. These can best be categorized 
into the following groups: 

• Guidance 
 Students mention guidance as the ‘thing they need’, which is mainly guid-

ance regarding the way to approach the assignment or paths to follow. It 
appears that good guidance is connected to student commitment. They 
expect themselves to be committed once they trust the professor to be a 
good guide, a reciprocal process. This guidance is primarily expected in the 
first stages of a project and focused on the routes to follow. Also, feedback 
during the project is considered to be a positive guidance tool and a means 
to take away student’s uncertainties in making decisions about how to pro-
ceed. The analogy with the mountain guide that supports you in climbing 
that difficult and challenging mountaintop comes to mind. Although you 
have to climb, every now and then he will show some pathways or opens up 
discussion on how to proceed. The guide might also point out pathways that 
are more dangerous or even no-go areas. 

• Learning
 It is expected that the professor will be able to increase the student’s knowl-

edge using their professional experience. This can be done by sharing of 
knowledge directly (giving tips and tricks, or even solutions), or through fair 
criticism by which the student can progress. Almost all the interviews men-
tioned that the professors’ perceived knowledge is a very important driver. 
With which questions can you approach the professor and which knowledge 
domains do they cover? 

• Stimulation / motivation
 Both stimulation and motivation are mentioned as necessary drivers for a 

successful project. Positive stimulation and motivation includes two aspects. 
One is related to the professor’s personality, while the other is related to 
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the input of a professor. On one hand, learning by association is, according 
to Gagne and Glaser (1987), one of the most important concepts in learning 
theory. The students are eager for a professor who can best be described as 
having a `fun-factor’ (“Can join in silly behavior, and is humoristic”). Students 
expect and respect ‘good’ professors with fun and inspiring personalities. 
On the other hand, since most of the students prefer to use examples from 
the real world, the input from professor’s experience in the industry or else-
where can count on more reliance from students. Furthermore, the students 
also feel that open classroom discussions are an effective teaching method 
(Tootoonchi et al., 2002). The wider view a professor can provide to the stu-
dents, the more inspired they will be. 

• Involvement
 The involvement of a professor takes many forms. Example mentioned are; 

joint thinking, the professor coming to meetings prepared, and a professor 
who is also involved with concerning to the students’ mental situation (e.g. 
shows empathy, acts calmly and listens to the student). The students really 
don’t want to be a number but treated on a level of equal respect. Of course, 
professors have deeper knowledge levels and have more experience, but on 
the humanistic level students want to be treated as other people are treated, 
as equals. In our experience, if you feel that there is an imbalance, you as a 
student may ask to be treated as an equal. 

• Pleasant work atmosphere
 Many students made comments about creating a pleasant working environ-

ment. One of the aspects that students believed would help in creating a 
pleasant atmosphere to work with a professor was an easy to address profes-
sor, accessible and available in a flexible way. This is of course tricky, because 
you are most likely not the only student team supervised by the professor 
and the project you are in is most likely not the only thing the professor is 
working on. There might be other courses running in parallel, research 
projects that need supervision, graduation projects, PhD-students, organiza-
tional matters, etc. From our observations professors who are very busy are 
the most engaged. They often email in weekends, and evenings alike. This is 
not a golden rule, but if they are busy it might become a bit more difficult to 
get them to pay extra attention to your project. 

12.3.3 Professors about themselves 
From the professors we learn that they all have a well-defined perspective 
about what a professor should be, and do. Though well defined, the differ-
ent professors do not share the same view on this subject. Of course they feel 
responsible for supervising the learning process, but in there are some dif-
ferences in their approach. From all the professors we interviewed, we could 
identify three ‘types’ of professors; ‘Motivator’, ‘Listener’, and ‘Leader’. These 
types are in a sense closely related to each other so we will see many resem-
blances. However, we found them to be distinctive enough to be treated as 
separate characteristics:
• The motivator
 The motivating professor states that the most important thing that a profes-

sor should do is motivate: “…the most important role of the professor is to 
motivate, stimulate, and try to make students enthusiastic by being enthu-
siastic yourself. That is the beauty of being a professor.” Here the professor 
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clearly states that it is mutual process of sharing enthusiasm and interest for 
something.

 Furthermore, a professor should guide a student in the right direction, 
which is also assumed to be a part of the motivation process. Making sure 
the students do not ‘get stuck’ anywhere in the project or get de-motivated 
halfway through the project. This role of positive guidance is emphasized 
as an important factor; “…guiding them in the right direction…I will not tell 
students that I like blue products. Then they definitely come up with a blue 
design.” Professors usually don’t say what you must do, but more what you 
might do. Of course they have their preferences (who hasn’t?), but it should 
be their professional behavior that keeps them as objective as possible.

 In addition, while taking on the role of a guide, it is important for a professor 
to keep a ‘helicopter view’, “…the student is so focused on their work that it 
is difficult to review the work for themselves … I take a fresh look, and, by 
giving them good advice and different points of views, the student is able 
to see his or her work differently.” This is exactly what you are looking for, 
guidance to pull yourself out of the mud when you have the impression that 
you’re in it. But also read between the lines of this quote, that an engaged 
professor sometimes doesn’t have the answers. If this is the case, you are on 
the right level to get a mindful discussion with the professor. 

• The listener
 The Listener, emphasizes the differences between students as being one of 

the most important things to realize for a professor, “…a professor has to 
probe the skills and knowledge of a student. What are they able to do, and 
what can’t be done? In that way the professor tries to reach the maximum 
value for a student.” 

 But again, the aspect of motivation also appears in the expectations of this 
type of professor, “students should know that there are different points of 
views. The challenge is to have them motivate their choices.” They feel that 
students sometimes miss this point, and thinks that the students expect the 
professor to have the knowledge, so they intend to do as the professor says. 

 One of the professors concludes with the fact that designing or problem 
solving is all about challenge and motivation while leaving the student “as 
rich as possible in terms of experience, knowledge, skills, and insight.” And 
thus “…do this differently from student to student.” Knowing the student is 
central in this approach. The professor pleads for a contingent approach tai-
lored to the qualities of the student.

• The leader
 The expectations of this type of professor about themselves focuses on 

the role they fulfill within a project, “…trying to keep the balance, being a 
good teacher and a good professional teacher is the key to being a valu-
able professor”. Furthermore, about providing guidance: “…the professor 
does not have to be a friend of the student, but rather a guide through the 
academic life. A professor is also not just a teacher. We are a coach like the 
ones in sports, standing aside not playing the game, but suggesting tactical 
moves or changes so that the team performs best. The professor influences a 
team’s aspirations, encouraging students to do better. The professor ignites 
the fire or passion for the project, which leads to the desired motivation”. In 
this sense the Leader type is closely related to the Motivator type, though it 
appears that they expect to actively keep the team ‘on fire’. 
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12.3.4 Differences in expectations 
Summarizing the professor’s perspectives concerning them as coach, we can 
conclude that all three professor types see themselves primarily as a guide 
for the student, in parallel to the support with assessing the assignment. The 
main goal seems to be to keep the student motivated, but also to keep the pro-
cess going at a steady pace and to prevent the students from taking too many 
detours, which might endanger the end result or time spent on the project. They 
also seem quite sure that this is what the student expects from them. 
The students also expect the professor to be a guide, which they mention as 
a very important aspect. Besides that, the professor should be a rich source of 
information. They like to see the professor as the expert (close at hand) within 
a specific area, willing to share information and experiences. As mentioned ear-
lier, an efficient way to set off a project appears to be directly connected with 
the expectation of a professor, who already possesses the required knowledge 
to ensure the project’s smooth lift-off. Furthermore, part of students’ motivation 
for the project depends upon the professors’, so-called, ‘fun-factor’. The impact 
of this factor on the students’ motivation seems to be directly related to the pro-
fessors’ expertise, experience and knowledge and the way they bring that to the 
meetings. Not only serious, professional and well organized but also a bit playful 
and with some humor. Academic motivation comes from the students’ individual 
expectations on how well they will perform. Social motivation by perceived sup-
port from teachers influences not only school performance, also the pursuit of 
goals to learn and to behave pro-socially and responsible (Wentzel, 1998). 
Concluding this discussion about expectations we state that: the main difference 
between professors and students lies in the fact that professors expect them-
selves to passively guide the student’s progression, acting as fences around a 
project which can be divergent of nature, while students expect the professor to 
be an internal source of information and assistance, acting as a friend (or even a 
fellow team member) when working towards a desirable result. The similarities 
lie in the coaching and guiding and the dissimilarity in the reactive or proactive 
attitude of the professor.

12.4 Communicating with your professor 
In our interviews with both students and professors, we found that communica-
tion patterns and quality of interactions between the student and the professors 
are influenced by many variables. 

12.4.1 Different perspectives on informal relationships with 

professors

From the students’ perspective, it is very important that their professors are 
competent and professional, yet be flexible and informal to allow more personal 
bonding. Most of the students who were interviewed seemed to agree that an 
informal interaction with their professors helps them build a positive working 
relationship, which facilitates their personal and academic growth. By informal 
relationship, the interviewees indicate that it is about students and professors 
knowing each other on such a personal level that they can also discuss topics and 
issues outside the project domain. Now, many students agree that an informal 
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relationship enables them to approach the professors with ease in case of crisis 
or assistance that they need. They do not have to think twice before approach-
ing them for any guidance. It has been observed that informal interaction of 
students and faculty affects students’ academic achievement, satisfaction with 
lectures, and intellectual and personal development (Lamport, 1993). 
From the professors’ perspective, an informal relationship between student and 
professor does not need to be something akin to friendship. “Professors do not 
have to be friends with students”. Professors influence the team’s aspirations 
and should encourage students to do things better on their own. Even though 
the professors (at least in The Netherlands) prefer informal interaction, they also 
demand that a (informal) relation should not override certain norms and respects 
for their knowledge and extensive experience. In many other countries (with a 
higher power distance) the relationship with professors is much more formal, so 
keep in mind that you will have to adjust to the country your are studying in. See 
chapter 1, for more information on cultural differences. As everywhere a lack of 
respect results in a poor interaction, and decreased involvement in the project of 
the professor. Showing respect is necessary to retain a healthy relation with the 
professor, who, in the long run, will turn out to be very valuable as a coach. 

12.4.2 Different ways to communicate with your professor
Communication types are the main aspects in building an informal relation-
ship. The interviewees (both students and professors) mentioned various types 
of communication that exists between them during the course of a project. It 
ranges from face-to-face discussion to email conversations and online com-
munity-based forum discussions. The general consensus is that the good old 
face-to-face meeting is still preferred by both students and professors. As both 
acknowledge the need to have an informal relationship. 

• Community platforms
 The recent trend in communication has been the use of community plat-

forms to interact with fellow students, colleagues and professors. Some 
students believe that community-based platforms allow more personal 
and open communication. It also increases responsibility, involvement and 
commitment of both student and professor. Such communication platforms 
enable social control by allowing other community users to get involved and 
this further increases the frequency of interaction. 

• Face-to-face communication
 In spite of the new technologies facilitating student-professor communi-

cation, both students and professors still consider face-to-face contact as 
most crucial, especially during the start-up phase of the project when the 
interpretations of the assignment are discussed. Both parties state that they 
prefer more frequent face-to-face communication to reduce miscommuni-
cation in that phase, and also to increase the involvement of the professors 
and motivation of the students. The face-to-face communication is preferred 
because of the fact that there is immediate feedback on both sides, it is more 
personal and it can be fun. From the professors’ perspective, this is possible 
if the interaction between the professor and students is sincere and not just 
superficial. To achieve a sincere and deeper interaction, it is essential to have 
a face-to-face, equally leveled conversation between professors and stu-
dents and among students.
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• Phone meeting / Skype meetings / conference calls
 Both students and professors consider communication by phone the least-

preferred method and they prefer limiting its usage only to making or 
changing appointments but not to discuss any project related issues or top-
ics. However it can sometimes be necessary to organize a Skype meeting 
or conference call when your professor is abroad. This keeps your professor 
informed while away, and prevents you from getting stuck. It is also a good 
way to practice these things, because you will probably have to use confer-
ence calls in your professional career.

• Email communication
 Email is the most commonly used communication tool. Email communica-

tion contributes positively to professor-student relationship. But surprisingly, 
many professors and even students find email to be the most inefficient way 
of communicating. The main reason is that not everything can be explained 
or communicated as clearly and effectively through an email as it could be 
done during a face-to-face meeting or discussion. The reason for this is that 
in email conversations you only have access to the information and knowl-
edge that is readily available. Deeper more tacit knowledge can’t be reached 
that way (Smulders et al, 2008). Some professors also find emails annoying 
and think that it might cultivate laziness in students. Some students send 
all the queries by email, even the simplest problems, which they should be 
able to solve themselves. Some professors refuse to reply to those kinds of 
emails, which can deteriorate the student-professor relationship. This brings 
down the involvement of the professors and might ruin the confidence of 
the students and de-motivate them. 

12.4.3 Frequency of interaction
Along with the type of communication, the frequency of interaction is also con-
sidered to be an important aspect, because it influences the relationship. A study 
conducted by Terenzini and Pascarella in 1980 shows that there is a positive influ-
ence of both the frequency and quality of student-professor interactions on the 
informal relationships with the professors. Also some related works by Wilson 
et al. (1975) shows that students who have more frequent interactions with the 
professor express greater satisfaction with their total college experience in com-
parison to students who interact less often.

12.5 H2 get the most value from your professor
The most important conclusion so far, for both students and professors, is that 
there is agreement on the fact that professors want to guide and coach and stu-
dents are open to this which will help them to get better and faster results. This 
leaves the question “how to get the most value out of the relation between the 
group and the professor?” The knowledge, insights, advices and even network of 
a professor can be very relevant for student teams. Students need to be aware 
of that and should utilize this rich information source when necessary. This para-
graph presents a list of golden rules in order to get the most value from your 
professor. These rules and tips are based on experiences of students and profes-
sors, but can also be interesting to use in your professional career.
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12.5.1 Increase the professor’s involvement 
It is essential to know that there are three elements that play a key role in 
turning a professor into a valuable asset, namely: triggering, interest and involve-
ment. These elements are strongly related to each other. The more a professor 
is involved in the process, the more valuable the professor can be. When you 
arrive at the interests of your coach, they get triggered to play a role in the pro-
cess. Students have to be aware of the fact that they can influence the degree 
of involvement of their professor. An interesting way to do this is to define the 
knowledge-level of a professor and try to reach, or even, exceed that level. In 
this way you challenge the professor and elicit a higher level of feedback (fig. 
12.1). For example, when you have interesting questions or dilemmas that the 
professor cannot respond to immediately, this will employ them in such a way 
that them keep thinking about it even outside the meeting time (e.g. weekend 
or after working hours). If you are fortunate, the professor is so interested in the 
problem that they will come up with valuable feedback, or even better, materi-
als such as articles, books, websites, or other inspirational sources. This input 
can elicit a discussion within the team. The professor, in fact, starts to become a 
part of the team. On the other hand, when the quality level of your knowledge is 
poor, it is imaginable that the value of feedback will be low too. Any teacher will 
step out of the coaching role if you don’t show you did your upfront ‘homework’. 
So, the richer the input of the student, the more the professor gets triggered 
(involved) and the more valuable the feedback (fig. 12.2). These three factors 
reinforce each other during project. 

Figure 12.1: reaching the knowledge level of the coach can trigger their interest and involvement

Be aware of the fact that the professor, who has a background in the field of the 
project, also is interested in the activities you are doing. So, when you feed the 
professor with interesting input like high-level questions or problems, they will 
consequently get involved, starts thinking and might come up with new insights, 
directions or possibilities. This can be a valuable addition to your student team. 
Notice that the joined thinking process with the professor has to be fed continu-
ously. It is like the working principle of an engine, you continuously need fuel in 
order to keep the engine running.
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Figure 12.2: reinforcing factors

12.5.2 Prepare meetings 
It is often the case that the relevance of well-prepared meetings is underesti-
mated. This is caused by time pressure or lack in understanding the importance 
of preparing such meetings. It can result in an unstructured and chaotic con-
versation without a clear goal. Besides the fact that this damages the coach’s 
overview of your progress, this may also suggest that you are not motivated 
enough (which can be a wrong suggestion!). As a result your coach might also 
get less motivated, which affects the quality of their feedback and interest. The 
professional behavior towards the coach within meetings is strongly related to 
their perceived motivation and quality of the team. This in turn affects the quality 
of their feedback and motivation. So, a very important aspect for maintaining the 
involvement and interest of your coach is the professional behavior of the team 
during group meetings. Well-planned and structured meetings are therefore key. 
Second thing you need to do is to have one or two team members to initiate the 
discussion. This person needs to prepare and envision the meeting and create a 
feeling of what will be a satisfactory ending. Below a list of advices is presented:

• Structure your meeting
 At the beginning of a meeting you should inform your coach about the con-

tent of the meeting, like: “today we would like to discuss three points with 
you. First …, second … and third…. We think we’ll need about 30 min. How 
much time have you scheduled for us?” If you think your coach needs to pre-
pare, make sure they have the time for it by informing them in advance. Best 
is to ask how much time in advance they want the info. Based on experience, 
a coach is really willing to prepare for a meeting as well. If students demon-
strate initiative, professors will respond as a good coach. 

• Prepare your meetings & Define the topics
 Something that is also strongly related to the quality and efficiency of the 

meeting is to prepare yourself. The topic or issue must be clearly understood 
to where you are and where you need support from your coach. Sometimes 
you need to prepare a set of relevant questions related to the topic you want 
to discuss. These questions help you articulate what information and deci-
sions are needed in order to carry on with the project. Keep in mind that 
when you create questions you should keep the knowledge-level and field 
of expertise of your professor in mind. Try to “steer” the meeting towards 
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a direction in which they can contribute relevant stuff. There is something 
you need to be aware of. A meeting with your coach is not just a game of 
asking questions and getting answers, you are far better than that. You have 
to answer the questions first yourself to see what are better questions that 
address deeper knowledge levels. So realize that you have an issue that you 
want to address or a topic that needs to be discussed. Name this issue or 
topic up front and then start with mentioning what you know already and 
what brought you to ask for advice from the coach. Let them react first after 
you’ve told where the group got stuck. Then you can pose some prepared 
questions. You will experience that the answers you get and the discussion 
that follows make many of the other questions redundant. This is compa-
rable to any interview; if you didn’t prepare the conversation you can easily 
lose grip and you will not attain the information/answers you wanted. 

• Be time efficient
 Within the time you and your coach have planned for the meeting, you 

have to be as efficient as possible. Student teams tend to lose grip on the 
meeting in terms of keeping to your focus and goal, which again points to 
a good preparation of the meeting. Within meetings students often over 
evaluate a certain topic, which is inefficient and for the most part irrelevant. 
Try to stay out of a “chicken-and-egg” situation, which will not bring the 
answers sought for. “Getting to the point” and “what this point actually is” 
is something you always have to keep in mind during the meeting. In this 
way, within the time the coach has planned for the meeting, many answers 
can be found and valuable knowledge can be obtained from them. A way 
to structure the meeting more efficiently is by making a pre-decided time 
schedule for each topic you would like to highlight during the meeting. 

• Balancing expectations vs. surprise within meetings 
 As mentioned before, on the one hand a coach should be informed what is 

going to be discussed during the group meeting. On the other hand, sur-
prising the coach with interesting and unexpected results can contribute to 
their interest, which triggers them to give rich feedback and new valuable 
insights.

• Maintain interest: “build up climax” 
 As explained before, the coach has to be kept interested and involved 

throughout the whole process. The coach’s interest is strongly related to the 
level of structure in which you present your work. For each project phase 
a different level of quality is expected. From a psychological point of view, 
coaches pay more attention to the process by which quality develops over 
time. Therefore trying to create the highest quality at the beginning makes it 
difficult to exceed during the rest of the project, which than often results in 
an anti-climax. Look for more on this in chapter 2.

12.5.3 Use your professor’s network 
One relevant aspect that is often overlooked is the value of the professor other 
than their expertise. As mentioned in the previous part, you should really try to 
identify the expertise (level) of the professor. This allows you to create an under-
standing of what the professor as coach can contribute to the project. But that 
is not the only thing, because it also allows you to identify for which area of 
expertise you have to find other sources. Your professor can help you find other 
experts in the network of specialists and professors they know (often a lot more 
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than you do). Be aware that it is necessary to explore the value of the professor’s 
expertise (level) and network at the beginning of the project process in order to 
get the maximum value out of them and their network. Exploring network value 
can be part of the role-expectations discussion at the beginning of the project.

12.6 Link to professional life
In professional life, there is no professor to guide you and to focus on your learn-
ing curve, but there often is a project manager. In some companies there are 
official coaches to support high potentials in their growth process within the 
organization. These coaches are senior managers with substantial experience 
in the organization and/or outside of it. Other organizations work with a buddy 
system, where peers are assigned to each other for coaching purposes. The two 
other actors within professional life that could act as a coach or could give you 
some coaching insights are project managers and your boss. Finally, you may 
ask feedback from external people you work with. All these actors are experts in 
their realm, they have extensive knowledge and experience which could be of 
help for you. To turn clients into valuable asset can also be vital for your project 
and also for your company.
Professional organizations aim to operationalize the dictum ‘life-long learning’. 
This is not easy to implement, because each individual has their own attitude to 
learning. 

12.7  Keep in Mind
• In order to turn your professor or supervisor into a valuable coach, you must 

work on the relationship constantly throughout the project. Start early by 
discussing your team goals and interests. 

• There are three types of coaches, try to use techniques to involve them that 
fit them:

 The Motivators role is to stimulate and make the students more 
enthusiastic during the project.

 A Listener expects the students to have their own ideas and guides them 
when they get stuck.

 The Leader expects to actively keep the team ‘on fire’.
• Face-to-face meetings are crucial, especially at the start-up phase of the 

project. 
• Discuss both the teams and the professor’s expectations at the beginning of 

the project (see also chapter 1 & 2).
• Informal relationships with your professor should not override certain 

norms and the respect that the professor deserves for their knowledge 
and extensive experience. Showing respect is necessary to retain a healthy 
relationship with the professor, which on the long run will turn out to be 
very valuable.

• Lack of respect for your professor results in a poor interaction, which 
influences the quality of the professor’s input. 

• As a team be open to feedback during the project from the professor and 
use it as a positive guidance tool.
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• Try to find out what a professor’s real interests are in the content related to 
your assignment. This way you know where to go to get to their expertise. 
When necessary, you can discuss their relevant network later.

• Build an (informal) relationship with your professor (in countries where this 
is possible). This enables you and your team to approach him more easily in 
case of a crisis or when assistance is needed.

• Engage the professor in your project and get him exited about it, this will 
increase his involvement and contribution and will trigger him / her to think 
with you (“joined thinking”). 

• If you bring your professor to his /her learning edge, you’ve done a great 
job as a team. 

• Effective communication and interaction with your coach is crucial. So, after 
each meeting take time to reflect and find out what you can do better in 
the next meeting. 

• Effective communication and interaction can lead to the release of more 
valuable information from professors. 

• Always use right communication channel for your purpose: Email is for 
short messages, Face-to-face meetings are for issues that require discussion 
and mutual search for the resolution of issues, Blogs are for more general 
discussions. 

• High quality results and knowledge are needed to trigger the professor. So 
be sure to prepare meetings and schedule them on time. Good coaches are 
very busy. 

• Professor are busy people and will not always recall your progress, so try to 
keep them up to date and do not expect them to remember everything you 
told them last week or last month.

• Start every meeting with a brief review of the past meeting. Where did you 
end and what was the challenge that came out. Then take it from there. 

• Try to show the professor that you are motivated and willing to work hard 
and that you are interested in their work or the field they are in.
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Glossary
Adaptor Related to the Kirton Adaption-Innovation inventory. 

Adaptors “approach problems within the given 
terms of reference, theories, policies, precedents and 
paradigms and strive to provide “better” solutions” 
(KAICentre.com).

Appointed leader Leadership where a leader is chosen by the 
supervisor or other outside actor.

Authority                          Authority is closely linked to power and refers to the 
effective control over the (team) decisions.

Belbin test Inventory that can be used to gain insight in 
an individual’s behavioral tendency in a team 
environment.

Belbin Team Score  Tool that can be used to create an overview of the 
composition of your team.

Chosen leader  Leader is chosen by the team members. 

Code of Conduct  The code of conduct can be described as being a set 
of rules that outline the responsibilities of individuals 
(or organizations). 

Collectivism  Collectivism is the moral, political, or social outlook 
that emphasizes the interaction of every human in 
some collective group and the priority of group goals 
over individual goals.

Commitment  Refers to individuals that you can count on regarding 
the job or assignment, they work on. 

Common Ground  The establishment of mutual knowledge, mutual 
beliefs, and mutual assumptions (Clark & Brennan, 
1991). 

Communication  The exchange of thoughts, messages, or information, 
as by speech, signals, writing, or behavior.  

Conflict Escalation Budding ‘conflictuous’ situations surface and go out 
of hand. 

Coordination Harmonious combination of tasks (activities) and 
their expected results. 

Creativity Connect things that seemed not to be connected 
before. 
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Cultural background People have different backgrounds since they have 
lived in different cultures. Family, region and country 
cultures together make up one’s cultural background. 
On top of that are educational and work environment 
influences. 

Customer/client Actor outside the university/school that receives the 
results of your work. 

Deadline  A time limit for the delivery of results of an activity or 
task.  

Deliverable  Anything that can be seen as the product of your task 
and on larger scale of your assignment.  

Diversity  Individuals within a team often differ. Personal 
characteristics, cultural backgrounds, levels of 
expertise, personal qualities and interests all 
contribute to this diversity.

Dynamic leadership Situation where the leadership shifts between team 
members, based on expertise and/or stage of the 
project.

Emerging leader  Leadership where the leader naturally arises during 
the project.

Engaged Being fully involved in the (team) activities. 

Exceptional Follower Follower that challenges, encourages and defends 
the leader.

Expectations Strong ideas about what the future will bring you. 
These are ideas are speculative and/or extrapolations 
of the present. Expectations in teams need to be 
shared to prevent negative surprises. 

Explicating Norms  The process in which team members reveal, explain 
and discuss personal norms to each other. 

External factors  Anyone or anything that has a stake or influence in 
the project, but are not part of the team.

Extrinsic motivation Refers to the external reason of an activity in order to 
attain a certain outcome or goal. “Common extrinsic 
motivations are rewards like money and grades, 
coercion and threat of punishment” (Wikipedia). 

Facilities  The practical necessities to execute a project.
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Feedback  The return of information about the result of a 
process or activity; an evaluative response to another 
team member.

Final stage  The concluding parts of an event or project. 

Follower Person who shares a common purpose with the 
leader and other team members and wants them to 
succeed.

Forming  The forming stage refers to the first stage of 
teamwork, in which a team is formed and orientates 
to the task. The four stages are Forming, Norming, 
Storming and Performing and are defined by 
Tuckman in 1965.

FTF Face-to-face communication, direct communication 
between team members.

Goal Setting Goal setting refers to the process of setting a clear 
direction and targets for the project.

Group dynamics  Group Dynamics is a general term for group 
processes. It refers to the understanding of the 
behavior of people in groups that are engaged in a 
collaborative activity.

Group norm  ‘Group norms are the informal rules that groups 
adopt to regulate and regularize members’ behavior’ 
(Feldman 1984)

Hectic  Situations that are characterized by intense activity, 
confusion, or haste …… and little control.

Hofstede Cultures  Cultural dimensions inventory that can be used to 
evaluate the cultural backgrounds of individuals by 
the five dimensions of culture.

Individual work style   Individuals can have different working styles, which 
might lead to miscommunication and confusion 
within a team.

Individualism   Individualism refers to the extent to which members 
of a society develop their own individual personality 
with own interests and affiliations apart from group 
memberships. 
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Innovator Related to the Kirton Adaption-Innovation inventory. 
Innovators “tend to detach the problem from the way 
it is customarily perceived and, working from there, 
are liable to produce less expected solutions that are 
seen as being ‘different’ “ (KAICentre.com). 

Input factors  Factors that form the starting points or givens of 
a project. For instance: assignment, time frame 
(deadline), team size, supervisor, etc.  

Intrinsic motivation “Refers to motivation that is driven by an interest 
or enjoyment in the task itself, and exists within 
the individual rather than relying on any external 
pressure” (Wikipedia). 

KAI  Kirton Adaption-Innovation inventory; measures 
individual styles of problem definition and solving.

Kirton Michael Kirton developed the Kirton Adaption-
Innovation (KAI) inventory. 

Leader  One that leads or guides the team to the common 
goal. He/she is supported by the followers. The leader 
is in charge, keeps the overview and coordinates the 
team activities. 

Leadership  The way the leader fills in his/her leader activities in 
relation to his/her team. 

MBTI  Myers-Briggs Type Indicator assessment tool “is a 
psychometric questionnaire designed to measure 
psychological preferences in how people perceive 
the world and make decisions” (Wikipedia). Very 
helpful tool to better understand people that are 
different form your self. 

Mental Model  Deeply ingrained understandings, assumptions, 
generalizations that represent a person’s view of how 
the world around him/her works. People have mental 
models related to sub-environments, like the student 
fraternity, the traffic system, the educational system, 
etc. 

Monitoring  Actively seeking and interpreting data about how 
well the team is doing or how well the team is 
performing and making progress.  

Motivation The drives why team members are doing things. 
Motivation can be intrinsic or extrinsic.
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Natural leader A person that inherently possesses the characteristic 
that are important for being a leader.

Norms  Are to be seen as “the limits of allowable behaviors of 
individual members of the group” (Bonney, 1974). 

Norming The norming stage refers to the second stage 
of teamwork, in which a team is explicating and 
sharing the norms of their inter-team behavior. The 
four stages are Forming, Norming, Storming and 
Performing and are defined by Tuckman in 1965. 

Performing  The performing stage refers to the fourth stage 
of teamwork, in which the team is functioning as 
a coherent unit and found ways to work on the 
assignment smoothly and effectively. The four stages 
are Forming, Norming, Storming and Performing and 
are defined by Tuckman in 1965.

Power                           The capacity of a person/leader to exert influence 
over others.

Power Distance “Power distance is the extent to which the less 
powerful members of organizations and institutions 
(like the family) accept and expect that power is 
distributed unequally” (Hofstede, 1984/Wikipedia).

Problem Based Learning (PBL) Pedagogical method in which the students learn 
about theory by working on realistic and complex 
problems. Students apply what they know and 
identify what they need to know in order to resolve 
the problem.

Project Leader  The person who coordinates the project and the first 
to communicate with stakeholders. 

Reflection  A form of considering past experiences in a larger 
context or different time frame. Reflection provides 
opportunities for new insight and learning. 

Relationship Conflict  Conflict on interpersonal issues, such as personality 
clashes.

Requirements  Something obligatory; a prerequisite to the 
assignment.   

Review meeting  Process where the team assesses together the 
degree to which the team and each participant has 
attained agreed-upon goals, and made progress. Also 
assessing the way the team works collaboratively. 



 250

TeamWorks

Shared leadership When there is no real leader in a team and all 
members could play the leader role at instances 
related to their qualities.

Shared Mental Model  A shared platform of knowledge in which all 
individual mental models have a common base 
regarding the assignment or issue at hand.  

Social Integration  The extent of team members fitting together and 
form a real team together. 

Social Loafing  Social loafing refers to team members who do not 
contribute to the team equally, yet receive the same 
grade as others. Also referred to as ‘free riding’. 

Socialization Process  The process by which a person becomes a member 
of a group.

Sponsor  The organization or other asset that provides 
resources the team can use to perform their project.

Storming  The storming stage refers to the third stage of 
teamwork, in which different individual ideas 
compete for consideration. Team members confront 
each other with different perspectives. The four 
stages are Forming, Norming, Storming and 
Performing and are defined by Tuckman in 1965. 

Strengths & Weaknesses   Strengths and weaknesses are part of the SWOT-
analysis where the ‘T’ stands for threats and the ‘O’ 
for opportunities. Can be used on many subjects. 
For individuals acting in a team their strengths and 
weaknesses are especially helpful to create a clear 
overview of in relation to teamwork.

Stress  A mentally or emotionally condition in which the 
individual or team has no or less rational control over 
the situation they are in. 

Taken Assignment Assignment as understood by the team after 
elaboration and discussion with supervisor.

Task Conflict  Conflict among team members regarding issues 
related to the assignment or work.

Team Bonding  Set of activities developed in order to generate 
cohesion and a sense of “oneness” inside the team.

Teambuilding  Set of activities aimed at the formation of a well-
balanced team.
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Team Roles  A team needs to be balanced to enhance the process 
performance. Team members each have different 
qualities and expertise which informs the role they 
can take.

Teamship A state in which the team is high-performing or even 
outperforming. The whole is greater than the sum of 
its parts. 

Teamwork Cooperative or coordinated effort on the part of a 
group of persons acting together as a team or in the 
interests of a common cause.

Wrapping-up  The stage after the project has formally finished and 
in which the project members reflect on their work 
and take ‘learnings’ towards the future. Sometimes 
referred to Adjourning as the fifth stage of Tuckman’s 
stages. 
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