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BUILDING HIGH-PERFORMING TEAMS: THE ADJOURNING STAGE
You probably already know this, but it’s still painful to admit. All good things must come to an end, even
great teams. No matter how much you may want the “band” to stay together, eventually team members
will want to move on to something else. And that’s a good thing. A team that never changes or gets new
blood will just become stagnant. Periodically, high-performing teams need to come to an end, so that a
new high-performing team can be born.
When most of us think of teams coming to an end, we think of project teams. The project is complete, so
the team disbands back to their original teams. But every time you have a colleague quit your team or
your manager hires a new person, the team as it was known at that moment is coming to an end. These
are the moments when the team is entering the Adjourning stage of a team’s life cycle, and it is these
moments that we want to highlight in this final article on team effectiveness.
The Five Stages of High-Performing Teams
While there are many different team effectiveness models, one of the most practical is the FormingStorming-Norming-Performing model created by Bruce Tuckman in 1965. Tuckman’s model was compiled
by comparing the results from 50 different research studies on small team development. He found that
there are five main stages that every team goes through or re-goes through in the case of adding a new
member to the team. They are:
•

Forming - The first stage is when the team is initially coming together (or when a new member joins).
In this stage, team members can range from positive excitement to anxious energy. During this first
stage, team members are learning more about each other and also about what the team is meant to
accomplish. The team spends a lot of time discussing the different tasks at hand, how to approach
them, and what roadblocks they might face. In order to move into the second stage, team members
will need to trust each other enough in order to challenge each other's ideas and have healthy conflict.

•

Storming - The second stage of a high-performing team, occurs after the team has aligned around the
basics (who we are, what we are doing, etc.), and instead focuses on voicing opinions and debating
ideas. We call this stage ‘Storming’ because this is the first time where disagreements and personality clashes start to emerge. During the Forming stage, everyone is on their best behavior, but in the
Storming stage people start being more honest with their thoughts and feelings. The risk of this stage
is that some teams can get stuck in a storming mindset. They never resolve their differences, and,
ultimately, the team’s performance suffers.

•

Norming - If a team is able to resolve its differences and trust continues to be built, then a team can
enter the third stage, Norming. At this stage, the team moves past the individual competition
amongst the team members, and instead aligns around the common team goals. Team members accept each other (differences included), and a normal way of working together starts to emerge.

•

Performing - After group norms are established and the team is aligned around common goals, the
team can start to reach high performance levels. At this stage, the team members are motivated,
excited to be working with the team, and working collaboratively. And since there is high levels of
trust, the team freely challenges each other's ideas and works together to make sure the best idea
wins.

•

Adjourning - The final stage of any team is when the team is coming to a close. Maybe that is because the team has completed its tasks, and the project team is disbanding. Or maybe it's because a
member of the team is leaving the team. But no matter why the team is coming to an end, it is important to recognize and celebrate the team.

The Critical Components of the Adjourning Stage
Ultimately, the Adjourning stage of a team is one of transition. Maybe you are all transitioning back to
your normal teams as the project comes to a close. Or maybe that team is being reorganized and com-
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bined with another team. Or maybe it's as simple as someone is leaving, and in a couple months you will
have a new team member join. But no matter what your situation or why your team is adjourning, it is a
critical moment to recognize the time you spent together and recognize what worked and what didn’t.
1. Recognize the moment - One of the most critical activities in which you need to engage when your
team is entering the Adjourning stage is to provide recognition for your team. This is a great time to
pause as a team and recognize what you have accomplished. Too often a high- performing team has
blinders on, and they don’t take time to celebrate their wins. What did the team accomplish? What
can they be proud of? These are the things you need to recognize as a team.
In addition to team recognition, it is important to recognize any individual accomplishments by the
team members. Especially if that person is leaving the team. What special things did they bring to the
team? What did they contribute to the team in terms of their personality or their relationships with
others? But don’t stop at recognizing the individual. Use this as a moment to recognize what the team
was able to accomplish while the person was a member of the team.
2. Learn from successes and failures - While you are recognizing what your team has accomplished, it is
also critical to learn from what you have accomplished (and also what you didn’t). What did your
team do that is worth repeating? Did you make any mistakes that you can avoid in the future? If you
had to do it over again, what would you have done differently?
Unfortunately, too many teams (and people) are afraid of openly talking about failures., but true high
-performing teams aren’t afraid of making mistakes or failing. They know that failures are really valuable, as long as you learn from them. So as your team comes to an end, take that last chance to learn
from your successes and your failures. This will help everyone as they transition into their next team
and give them the best chance possible for reaching high performance again.
Exercises and Tools That Will Help Your Team in its Adjourning Stage
There are many different tools that you can use to build team effectiveness during the Adjourning stage.
Below are two of my top recommendations, but for a longer list of tools, visit my website
(www.CavemanInASuit.com). There you will find many different tools or exercises that you can use during
your next team meetings (whether they be face-to-face or virtual).
1. Recognition - Recognition is such a critical thing for an employee or a team, but for the most part,
people overcomplicate it. They think there needs to be some kind of formal recognition program in
their company, or that they need to provide elaborate gifts to say thank you. Being recognized for
your contributions to a team or to the company is an amazing feeling in itself. When it is done right,
you don’t need to attach some sort of monetary reward.
When recognizing the contributions of the team members or the individual, make sure you highlight
two things. Start with what they objectively did or how they acted in a situation. Don’t rely on generic statement or platitudes about the person. Instead provide personal anecdotes of what the person
did.
The second thing you need to highlight is what impact their actions made. How did their efforts lead
to the team success? What results came from their actions or ways of collaborating? How did the company or team benefit from this person? Highlighting the person’s work ethic doesn’t mean anything
unless you identify how it made a difference. So, go beyond recognizing what they did, and make
sure you tell them what difference it made.
For more information on how to recognize others, I recommend reading the following article:
https://gethppy.com/employeerecognition/8-small-powerful-ways-recognize-employees.
2. Retrospective - I am a big believer in continuous learning. I think teams should constantly be reflecting on what works, what doesn’t work, and why. But I also recognize that not all teams are able to do
this naturally. That is why one of my favorite tools is called the retrospective. Basically, you and your
team openly discuss your successes and failures, and what you can learn from both.
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The actual process of a retrospective is pretty simple. All you will need is an hour (or two), something
to write the group’s key takeaways, and the right mindset (i.e. a willingness to learn, not taking it
personally, willingness to listen, etc.). After you explain the process, then you ask the first question
and go from there. I recommend starting with what worked, as it starts the meeting in a positive
mood, and helps prevent people from immediately getting defensive.
For more information on how to run a retrospective with your team, we recommend using this Atlassian tool: https://www.atlassian.com/team-playbook/plays/retrospective.
Don’t Skip the Adjourning Stage
The risk with the Adjourning stage is that your high-performing team tries to skip right through it. They
don’t want to lose momentum towards their goals, so they don’t take the time to recognize the team (as
they know it) is coming to an end. And worse, they imagine that any new team members will have to
adapt to the old team’s way of working. It’s as if they expect the new person to fit right into the old person’s role in the team. But that isn’t the way it works.
Whether the team is coming to an end due to the project finishing, or through a reorganization, or
through team members leaving, it is still coming to an end. A new team will have to be formed, and that
means starting the Forming-Storming-Norming process from the start. It’s impossible to stay in the Performing stage while adding new team members. So, don’t try. Instead, take the time to celebrate the
conclusion of a team, and get yourself primed and ready to start forming the next one.
Cary Bailey – Findley has spent the past decade building the Human Capital within three Fortune
500 companies and was awarded the ranking of #1 development organization in the world by the
Association of Talent Development. He is currently building the employee development portfolio
for Unity Technologies. He holds a Master’s degree in Industrial and Organizational Psychology and
a Master’s degree in Business Administration.
You can follow his weekly blog at www.cavemaninasuit.com or follow him on Twitter
twitter.com/Caveman_in_Suit.
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