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Teambuilding 

Teambuilding: Lessons 
From the Theatre 

B Y M A R K S. CARLEY 

What does a successful theatrical production have to do with 

a great work team? A lot says someone who has played both scenes. 

AS A T R A I N E R I 've never b e e n 
comfortable with the notion of 

teams in the workplace. What's the 
difference between a team and any 
other competent work group? Isn't 
team just another management buzz-
word? An abstract idea that is sup-
posed to improve morale? 

The play within the play 
A few months ago, 1 was sitting on a 
stage where i had directed "Noises Off," 
a funny but difficult English farce. The 
audience had given us a standing ova-
tion. In a state of serenity and excite-
ment, I found myself asking "Why can't 
work be like this?" Suddenly, 1 knew 
what a team is and why it is so different 
from an ordinary work group. 1 had just 
led a successful team effort Without real-
izing it. I thought about why a great the-
atrical production is a model of team-
work, and tills is what I came up with. 
A c l e a r focus on t a sk . W h e n w e a n -
nounced auditions for "Noises Off," 
we told everyone that we expected it 
to be the funniest comedy that Birm-
ingham Village Players had ever pro-
duced. The goal was daunt ing but 
simple. It didn't go into specifics on 
how it was to be accomplished. Put 
too much detail into a goal up front 
and you limit creativity later on. 
Firm deadlines with no excuses. Noth-
ing focuses effort like a deadline. If 
your team doesn't know what it wants 
to accomplish and when, it will never 
complete its task. When we committed 
to producing this play, there was great 

concern about the project's magnitude. 
The set was far more complicated and 
costly than normal. It had to rotate 360 
degrees. It had two full working floors 
and two staircases. The b locking 
(movement of the actors) was also a 
nightmare, with most of the second act 
done in pantomime coordinated with 
offstage dialogue. Had we been given 
a choice we probably would have 
asked for about four months to mount 
such a production. A committed team 
is not afraid of tight deadlines. 
Distinct and unique contributions. Cor-
porate managers often think of their 
team's task as their own, divided among 
many people. If someone fails to per-
form, the manager steps in and does the 
job him- or herself. A play's director is 
usually unqualified to perform most 
theatrical jobs. He or she must delegate 
and trust. A team leader must ask not 
"How can I accomplish the task?" but 
"How can I help my team accomplish 
the task?" 1 could not have built our set 
had the carpenter failed. I could not 
have sewn pants had our costumer quit. 
I certainly couldn't have worn the lace 
teddy in which our ingenue spent most 
of the show. You don't have a real team 
unless each team member has a unique 
job, vital to the project's outcome. 
Mutual t rust , reliance, and admiration. A 
theatrical product ion team is lean. 
Everyone has a job and each job is vital 
to the success of the production. Good 
teams don't carry deadweight. If any-
one lets the team down, the production 
suffers noticeably. I've found that this 

commitment to one another motivates 
excellent performance far more than 
the promise of applause, good reviews, 
and material rewards. If everyone isn't 
committed to the success of their team-
mates individually and collectively, 
then you don't have a real team. 

Actors are notoriously self-depre-
cating when they are around each oth-
er. They generally struggle to down-
play their own contributions and laud 
those of their teammates. Part of this is 
false modesty, but part is a legitimate 
(and often humbling) recognition that 
the job cannot be accomplished alone 
and that each contribution is integral 
to the success of the p roduc t ion . 
When jealousies between actors creep 
in, they ruin a play. The audience may 
not know why the play doesn't work, 
they just know it doesn't. Sincere pride 
in the work of t eammates boos ts 
everyone's enthusiasm. 
Well-defined roles. Each play starts 
with a competition called an audition. 
But once the show is cast competition 
ends and job focus begins . F.very-
o n e ' s role is clear and each actor 
works to make one particular charac-
ter the best it can be. No one, regard-
less of how large or small that per-
son 's part, is looking to take over 
someone else's job. All teams need 
this commitment to succeed. If any-
one covets another's role, then the fo-
cus moves to that role and away from 
the good of the team. A jealous team 
member doesn't do his own job well 
and he diminishes the efforts of the 
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rest of the team through the distrac-
tions he causes. 
F r e q u e n t , s incere , posi t ive f eedback . 
Praise needs to be focused and given 
whenever merited. It's not enough to 
say, "Gee, you're really doing great" 
or "I think you're wonderful for that 
p a r t / Feedback needs to be more 
specific, as in "I really like the way 
you got humor out of that scene" or 
"Your reliability has made directing 
this show easier for me." Actors are 
used to hea r ing gene ra l , emp ty 
praise; it goes with the territory. To 
really reach good actors you have to 
let them know what you liked and 
why. This is true of any work team. 
General praise may feel good or it 
may seem condescending or insin-
cere. In either case, it won't improve 
the teammate's performance. Only fo-
cused, positive feedback will do that. 
U n a m b i g u o u s and c o n s t r u c t i v e cri t i-
cism. Actors are notoriously sensitive. 
If criticism is not specific and targeted 
directly at improved performance, it 
may do more harm than good. Suggest 
improvements but allow team mem-
bers to structure the changes them-
selves when possible. Never try to hu-
miliate or shame a team member into 
tetter perfonnance. It won't work. Our 
team included one actor who had a ter-
rible problem learning lines. He com-
pounded the problem by getting very 
angry with himself. It was tempting for 
the rest of us to blow up at him—tell 
him to grow up and get his act togeth-
er. This would have been humiliating 
and counter-productive. Instead we 
used encouragement, emphasizing the 
many things he was doing well and let-
ting him know that no one was more 
upset than he was. He responded in a 
selfless way that brought the cast to-
gether as it had not been before. 
Maximum f reedom of self expression. A 
director's job is to give actors a broad 
framework within which to explore 
their own creativity. No direction results 
in chaos. Over-direction results in list-
less performance. Some boundaries 
must be set. One way we do this is 
called blocking—giving actors basic di-
rection so that they don't run into each 
other or find themselves on the wrong 
side of the stage without a prop. A suc-
cessful director is a manager who al-
lows the actors, set designers, and cos-
tumers to be the artists—just as it should 

be with all team leaders. Let the team 
take credit for the brilliance. You take 
quiet pride in making it possible. Give 
direction when team members need it 
or ask for it. Let team members make 
mistakes and coach them when they 
do. but make it clear their role is their 
role and it is their creativity and energy 
that will make their contribution great. 
Ability to solve problems directly. Actual-
ly. this is one area in which theatre com-
panies could use some improvement. In 
order to avoid the "too many cooks" 
syndrome, directors usually tell actors to 
bring problems with other cast mem-
bers to them rather than to handle the 
problems directly. This policy makes 
sense when there is a question of artistic 
interpretation ("I don't like the way Bob 
is saying that line. It would be funnier if 
he did it this way..."). The policy keeps 
actors from wondering just how many 
directors the show has. But for most in-
teipersonal problems a direct approach 
is best. Everyone should understand 
they are expected to solve such prob-
lems between themselves, and that only 
if a first attempt at reconciliation fails 
should they go to the team leader. 

For example , we had one actor 
whose backstage behavior was be-
coming a major distraction to several 
cast members. They all asked me to 
talk to the actor, which I did, but I 
don't think my approach was very ef-
fective. While he knew I was con-
cerned. my talk didn't convey the 
trouble he was causing the rest of the 
cast . It 's a lways best to c o n f r o n t 
things directly. It makes team mem-
bers more honest with each other, 
fos te rs h e i g h t e n e d respec t , and 
doesn't waste the team leader's time. 
Flexible leadership. A director relies on 
the creativity of his actors. If actors 
aren't allowed input, they perform in an 
uninspired way and often end up em-
barrassing themselves and the director. 
So it is with team members. While they 
need enough leadership to maintain ol-
der and focus, too much direction will 
stifle their ability to solve problems. 
Dining one rehearsal I gave our lead ac-
tress a piece of direction that I thought 
was hysterically funny. She didn't agree 
but she struggled with the bit for several 
rehearsals. Finally, I asked her what was 
wrong and she told me she wasn't com-
fortable with my direction. 1 explained 
that I thought the situation called for a 

funny response from her and asked her 
to come up with something on her 
own. She did and it worked much bet-
ter than my original idea. 
I n n o v a t i o n a n d i m p r o v i s a t i o n . In a 
football game, if the running back 
drops the ball his teammates don't 
stand there staring at him saying: "You 
pick it up. You dropped it." They all 
scramble to retrieve the ball. Once a 
problem occurs, it's everybody's re-
sponsibility to fix it. Good actors know 
this. If somebody messes up by giving 
a wrong cue or forgetting a line, the 
other actors feel a rush of adrenaline 
as their minds race to figure out ways 
to fix the problem. After the play is 
over, no one scolds the offender (so 
long as the problem isn't chronic). We 
all know when we've blown it and we 
feel bad enough on our own. As a col-
league once said to me after 1 had 
botched some lines, "There are only-
two kinds of actors. Those who have 
screwed up and those who will." 

On a good team, everyone feels 
comfortable enough to be creative— 
to constantly find ways to innovate. 
The team leader's job is to watch the 
creative process and provide feed-
back. Occasionally you do have to 
say, "Sorry, but that won't work here." 
Usually you f ind yourself saying, 
"That's great! It makes your perfor-
mance stronger." All teams need this 
latitude for creativity if they are going 
to achieve all that they are capable of. 
Going " a b o v e and beyond" . T h e pas -
sion to excel is great in the theatre. Ac-
tors take all sorts of risks in order to 
win an audience over. Sometimes they 
put their bodily well-being on the line. 
One actor in our play had to fall down 
a flight of stairs each night. He was so 
enthusiastic during rehearsals that on 
several occasions he fell right off the 
stage. We had to hold him back for fear 
that he would injure himself and not be 
able to perform. 

Backstage peop le toil long and 
hard for very little recognition. Our 
properties crew was at every rehearsal 
even though they didn't need to be. It 
paid off on open ing night when a 
very complicated props show went 
off without a hitch. Our set decorator, 
who was also in the cast, stayed up all 
night and took time away from his 
regular job to finish the set. That paid 
off when the set got a round of ap-
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plause as soon as the curtain opened. 
Teammates don' t work for pay-

checks. They work for the satisfaction 
of accomplishment and for the re-
spect of their peers. Extrinsic work is-
sues (pay, work hours, vacations) 
take a backseat to the needs of the 
team. On a really good team, one of 
the leader's jobs will be to keep the 
team in perspective so that (like our 
stair-tumbling actor) team members 
don't crash and burn, losing perspec-
tive on the other aspects of their lives. 
Mutual respect. Team leaders don't have 
to fret about how much people like each 
other as long as team members are able 
to work together peacefully and effec-
tively. Our set decorator and the coordi-
nator of our set building crew couldn't 
stand one another. Fortunately, both did 
most of their cursing and griping while 
the other was not present. When they 
did have to work together they were 
able to put aside their personal dislikes 
and focus on their primary goal (creating 
a beautiful, functional set). These two 
guys still don't like each other, but they 

do have great respect for each other's 
abilities, and 1 know that they will work 
together many times in the future 
(though they will never exchange Christ-
mas cards). 
C l o s u r e , r e f l e c t i o n , r e f o r m a t i o n . A 
team needs to know when its job is 
done. Energy will dissipate and morale 
will fall apart if a team lingers beyond 
the completion of its task or (worse 
yet) if it is unsure when the task is 
complete. Fortunately this is easy to 
determine in the theatre. On closing 
night we have a party, we congratulate 
each other, we say our goodbyes and 
talk of upcoming challenges. The next 
day we tear down the set. 

With a work team, closure may be 
difficult to define, especially when the 
team is working on an ongoing process 
rather than a specific task. In such cases, 
goals and deadlines within a process 
can take the place of task completion. 
For example, I work for a bank and 
train mortgage processors. The prcx:ess-
ing team might set up a goal of a 15-clay 
turnaround on loan files with a 50 per-

cent reduction in the current level of 
mistakes. The goal is to be accom-
plished within two months. Note that 
the goal includes both a measurable 
outcome and a deadline. At the end of 
two months it is critical that the team 
stop, assess its success, and set a new 
goal. If the goal has been achieved, the 
team should reward itself. 

Of course, some teams don't dis-
burse after meeting their goals, but it's 
important at such times to reassess the 
duties of team members, giving every-
one the opportunity to redefine their 
role for the next goal. 

The famous psychologist Abraham 
Maslow said that two of our fundamen-
tal needs are for belonging and self-ful-
fillment. Successful team members have 
both needs satisfied every time they 
complete a project or exceed a goal. • 

Mark S. Carley is director of the man-
agement development training pro-
gram at Great Lakes Bcmcorp, 401 East 
Liberty, Box 8600, Ann Arbor, MI 
48107-8600. Phone 313/769-8300. 
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Choosing Your Benefits Options 

Educate 6,000 employees without having them leave their 
desks...Sound Impossible? 
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Familiarize yourself with the Benefits 
Registration process by using your mouse 
to enlarge the process flow chart to the 
left. In November of each year, the 
Benefits Administrations office kicks off it 
annual Benefits Registration effort. Your 
understanding of the process will improve 

The ANSWER is KNOW 
K N O W D E Y , that is. Knowledge Development at your J 
employees' fingertips. Far>» free brochure and demo, 
please call IKP at 888 KNOW4KP. 
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r Authoring tool: create, edit, 
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learning modules, / rj 

f^ iKP's professional library of 
learning modules 
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