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12 Understanding teamwork 

Teamwork has been an area of psychological study for many years and this has 
resulted in greater understanding of the different roles people play within teams. 
Developing your understanding of the dynamics of group situations and roles will 
help you to develop yourself as a team member. 

Why is teamwork important to you? 

 

For BTEC study: you’ll have opportunities to develop teamwork skills as part of 
your learning by working in groups during your studies. Teamwork situations 
might include project work such as jointly creating a poster, solving a problem or 
working in a laboratory. Outside your course, you may contribute to teams in 
interest groups or sports clubs. It’s important to know how to approach these 
activities in a mature and thoughtful way. 

 

For work: many workplace environments involve people cooperating in teams 
and you may encounter these if you have a part-time or temporary job. Working 
as a team member in the workplace requires skills that you may take for 

granted, but which are highly valued by employers. 

 

In study and work situations, the ability to produce results with others by 
assuming an appropriate role within a team involves working well together, 
communicating effectively and developing a strong group work ethic. You are 
often ‘learning by doing’ in such situations. 
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What do teamwork skills involve? 

 

Team roles can be characterised in many ways. This simplified version divides 
the roles into five key types. 

 

Team role and 

personality 

Valuable characteristics Weaknesses 

Leader – makes the 
team work towards its 
shared goal 

Good at enthusing others, 
spotting their talents and 
delegating work, imposes a 
pattern to the group’s work 
and drives them to completion 

May not have a specific 
expertise and may become 
impatient with others. May be 
perceived as ‘bossy’ 

Creative person – 
comes up with ideas 

Generates solutions to 
problems and often comes up 
with an innovative approach to 
the group task 

May not be able to 
communicate their ideas well 
and may not be focused on the 
practicality of their proposals 

Organiser – good at 
turning ideas into 

actions 

Focused on the quality of the 
work and ensuring that the 

group completes its task 

May lack flexibility and be 
regarded as obsessive about 

details 

Worker – provides 
the energy and skills 
for the group to fulfil 
its aims 

Diplomatic, hard-working and 
loyal to the team 

May not focus on the bigger 
picture and may be indecisive 

Critic – tends to focus 

on analysing what the 
team is doing and why 

Helps the team produce 

appropriate output 

May demotivate others with 

their criticism and may not 
contribute greatly towards a 
final outcome  

 

From this list you may find yourself preferring certain positions within the group 

because of your own character. For example: 

 

● if you prefer generating action, you might find yourself drawn to the role of 

leader 

● if you feel you are people-orientated, you might favour the organiser or the 

creative role 

● if you feel you are a thinker or a doer, then you might prefer to contribute as 

a creative member of the group, or act as a worker or critic. 
 

Each group personality type has qualities that are essential to a group’s efforts; 
however, they also have weaknesses. Such weaknesses may act as a brake on 
the group’s success. Your awareness of group or teamworking behaviours should 
help you play to your own strengths and avoid acting in a negative way. 

 

When considering these roles in relation to your own personality, it is important 
to realise that although certain personalities might favour a particular role, this is 
not cast in stone. You might ‘act’ in a particular way to suit the needs of a team, 
or the role you might adopt in a specific situation could depend on your 
experience or knowledge of the study or work area. 
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Communicating and compromising in teams 

 

The success of any team depends on its ability to communicate. This involves 
arriving at a shared understanding of the task, agreement on a group approach 
to the work and an awareness of one’s own role within the team. 

Compromise is essential to teamwork. You may not have chosen your team and 
may even dislike some of its members. Nevertheless, you must find a way of 

working together towards the common goal. If you are a perfectionist, you must 
recognise that the group’s output might fall below your personal standards – but 
this may be essential to ensure the team fulfils wider aspects of its remit (the 
detailed task it has been asked to complete). 

 

To be effective, everyone in a team needs to show commitment and a high 

work rate. There needs to be an emphasis on the shared goal that will require 
good time management and organisation. The leader and organiser roles are 
especially important in providing focus in these areas. 

Checklist for developing good teamwork skills 

 Be positive about the task and willing to work hard 

 Be aware of your personality traits and the role you are assuming within the 

group 

 Adopt a cooperative mindset, encouraging people to work together to achieve 

common goals 

 Listen to the views of others and discourage criticism and backbiting within 

the group 

 Focus on the group agenda and, if necessary, place your own agenda in 

secondary position. 
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Learning activities 

 

Case study on learning as a group member 

Abdul is a member of team working to produce a poster on African agriculture. Two 
members of his team have fallen out during their initial discussions. One is preoccupied 
by a political agenda and wants the group to highlight corruption in distribution of aid to 
farmers, while the other feels that population control is a major issue and should be 
tackled before food production. Abdul calls the group together and asks everyone to re-
examine the remit the group has been given. Reading this, it is obvious that neither 
approach would be valid. They have been asked to consider a specific crop and its 
potential role in counteracting malnutrition. He asks his colleagues whether they can 
agree to disagree and instead look at a high vitamin variety of bean that he has read 
about. After some quick online research, they realise that this will be an ideal topic. The 

group goes on to perform well, achieving a good collective grade. 

 

Activity 12.1. Compromising in group learning 

 

● For Abdul ’s solution, identify what learning has been achieved about working 

within a team 

● Discuss with a partner at least one other way in which Abdul and his fellow 

team members might have worked out a solution to their problem 

● After your discussion about the case study, compare what you each feel you 

have learned about working within a team of two and consider ways in which 

you could develop your learning by working jointly again. 

 

Activity 12.2. Team personality self-assessment quiz 

For each section, allocate seven marks among the five statements about 
teamwork. You might award all seven marks to one answer if it’s the only one 
you empathise with, or you might favour two or three answers, or you might 
spread the marks evenly among all five possibilities. Allocate all the seven 
marks. Try to be realistic and honest. 

 

Section 1: Your contribution to a team: 

 You are good at weighing up the different options for action (E) 

 Producing ideas is one of your assets (B) 

 You can be relied upon to finish any task you undertake (C) 

 You can work well with a wide range of people (D) 

 You are outspoken and influential if you see a way to succeed (A) 
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Section 2: If you have a possible shortcoming in teamwork, it could be 

that: 

 You don’t like to take overall responsibility (D) 

 You find it hard to join in readily and enthusiastically (E) 

 You may be seen as forceful when you see the right way to succeed (A) 

 You tend not to express strong opinions on the approach that is suggested 

(C) 

 You may get caught up in your own ideas or task and lose track of what is 

happening elsewhere (B) 

 

Section 3: Your involvement in a project with other people: 

 You like to press for action as soon as possible (A) 

 You like to see an organised approach to the task (C) 

 You are ready to back a good suggestion in the common interest (D) 

 You can be relied upon to come up with something original (B) 

 Your capacity for good judgement can help bring about the right decisions (E) 

 

Section 4: Your characteristic approach to group work is that: 

 You prefer to avoid the obvious approach and try for something innovative 

(B) 

 You have a talent for making things work and for producing high-quality 

output (C) 

 You have no hesitation in making up your mind if a decision has to be made 

(A) 

 You analyse all the possibilities and come up with a solution (E) 

 You enjoy contributing when you know what you are talking about (D) 

 

Section 5: You gain satisfaction in a job when: 

 You know you have influenced the final result through your decision-making 

(A) 

 You feel you have used your specialist skills or knowledge to good effect (D) 

 You have found an opportunity to stretch your imagination (B) 

 You know you have influenced the final result because of your analysis of the 

problem (E) 

 You have found a practical solution to a problem (C) 
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Section 6: If you are given a difficult and time-limited task to carry out 

alongside new people: 

 You would seize control if you felt the group was not making progress (A) 

 You would keep cool and try to think straight (E) 

 Your natural sense of urgency would make sure that you didn’t fall behind 

schedule (C) 

 You would be ready to support the person with the most positive approach 

(D) 

 You would work hard to find a solution and try to sell it to the group (B) 

 

Section 7: When problems have arisen in your teamwork, this is 
because: 

 You can’t decide among the different options (D) 

 You struggle to express your ideas to the rest of the team (B) 

 You are probably too demanding of others (A) 

 You struggle to get started unless the goals are clear (C) 

 You are criticised for being too negative (E) 

 

Look at all your answers above and add up the points you awarded in the 
different sections, according to whether they were coded A, B, C, D or E in 
brackets after the statement. 

Total 
for all 
…… 

Total 
for all 
B …… 

Total 
for all 
C …… 

Total 
for all 
D …… 

Total 
for all 
E…… 

 

Make a note of the two highest scoring categories to get an indication of your 
‘natural’ teamwork personality as described above: A = Leader; B= Creative 
person; C = Organiser; D = Worker; E = Critic. 

 

This is only a rough and ready way of assessing your strengths within a team 
context. You should not feel that this ‘pigeonholes’ you into one specific role. The 
quiz and its categories are based on the work of a researcher called Meredith 
Belbin – search online for ‘Belbin teamwork’ for more detail. 
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Reflective activity 

Activity 12.3. Your experience of working in a team 

 

1 Identify three opportunities you’ve had for taking part in teamwork. These 
might include academic situations, social groups or work. List these briefly 

below: 

1 _________________________________________________________ 

2 _________________________________________________________ 

3 _________________________________________________________ 

 

2 Thinking about the team personalities listed above, state the major team 
role(s) you think you adopted in each case you’ve selected from your own 
experience 

1 _________________________________________________________ 

2 _________________________________________________________ 

3 _________________________________________________________ 

 

3 For the teamwork situation that you felt was the most successful overall, 
briefly explain the nature of your most significant contribution: 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4 For the teamwork situation you felt was least successful overall, suggest 
ways in which you might have improved your interaction with the group 
towards its common shared goal: 

 

5 Working as part of a small team, list key tips you would give to anyone 
undertaking teamwork. As a team, you should try to come up with at least 
four different tips under each of the categories below and then rank each set 
in order of importance. If possible, compare your categories with those of 
another team. 

 

 1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  

A. Behaviour 
 

     

B. Communication 
 

     

C. Effort and 
contribution 

 

     

D. Assessment and 
evaluation 
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Action points 

 

How you can develop your teamworking skills further 

1  

2  

3  

4  

5  

 

Link 

To help you to develop your Skills for Learning and Work further, look also at: 

● Activity Sheet 14 on Employability and personal skills 

● Activity Sheet 15 on Developing yourself. 

 

 



 

 

 


