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Foreword

Back in 2005 when I had the first clear outlines for what would 
later become Buurtzorg Nederland, it was still not entirely clear 
what self-organization would look like in practice on a day-to-day 
basis. I was also used to using all sorts of ‘management tools’ that 
were needed to keep an organization manageable and monitorable. 
Although I had worked as a community health nurse in a self-man-
aging team in the 1980s, I had the impression that a Balanced Score 
Card could nonetheless be very useful. 

During the many conversations that I’ve had with Ben Wenting 
and Astrid Vermeer since the 1990s, we have continually viewed 
self-management and self-organization as guiding principles for 
the ideal organization. We saw that the negative consequences 
of ‘management thinking’ were placing more and more strain on 
professionals’ everyday work. That in turn had immediate and 
serious consequences for the provision of care to patients. 

For this reason, when I founded Buurtzorg Nederland in 2006 
it went without saying that I would work with Ben and Astrid to 
create the supporting structure of this self-managing organization. 
Ten years later, we can reflect on an extremely successful collabora-
tion and a development that has had a major impact both within the 
Netherlands and abroad. 

This book makes it clear that self-management is not a gimmick, 
and that there’s a lot more to it than just scrapping various layers 
of management. Self-organization and self-management call for a 
substantially different perspective on people and on how they are 
able to work together, day in and day out, to self-organise all the activ-
ities required for their everyday work. Excessive control, protocols 



and rules do not go together with having confidence in people who 
want to do their job as well as possible. This fantastic book outlines 
the practical necessities required to shape a more human organiza-
tion. Ben and Astrid share their extensive knowledge and expertise 
on self-management in an accessible way, allowing the purpose of 
self-organization to come into its own: better service provision, and 
more meaningful work. 

Jos de Blok
Director, Buurtzorg Nederland
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Introduction

Following the publication of our first two Dutch-language books 
on self-managing organizations, we were regularly asked to write 
something on how to ‘reconstruct’ the hierarchical organization as 
a self-managing one. This book is the result.

Over the years we have been able to assist a large number of orga-
nizations in the transition from hierarchy to self-management, and 
we’ve gathered a wealth of knowledge and experience in the process. 
Self-management is a new form of structuring an organization and 
there’s no single blueprint that is suitable for every organization. 

The primary process and the confidence in the team members’ 
knowledge and skills are central to self-management. These are 
used as the starting point to determine the best structure for the 
organization. Given that each area of work has its own specific char-
acteristics, the form self-management takes can also vary consider-
ably between organizations. 

If, when implementing self-management, the company 
management employs these principles only partially or not at all 
and instead continues to think in a ‘hierarchical’ way, transition is 
often a difficult process. Over time people say that ‘self-manage-
ment doesn’t work’. This is a great shame, because we have many 
examples which demonstrate that, when ‘self-managing’ is applied 
consistently, it does work. 

And the effects are clearly visible: increased customer and 
employee satisfaction, improved co-operation between all stake-
holders in the organization, and less overhead.
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In Self-management: How it Does Work, we want to show how the 
organization can be structured in a self-managing way. We also 
explain what self-management means for the positions of manager, 
supporting staff, coach, and team member, and we give practical 
advice on how staff can shape their roles.

Finally, we examine the ways in which people can work together 
within the self-managing organization. We describe a solution- 
oriented communication method, because we think that this is the 
most appropriate style, and we elaborate on this in a number of 
concrete examples relating to everyday collaboration, meetings, and 
dealing with conflict.

Astrid Vermeer and Ben Wenting
June 2016

Email: zelfsturing@ivs-opleidingen.nl



1
The phenomenon 
of self-
management 



Political or social reform is rarely useful if it does not follow 
mental change.
– Gustave Le Bon –

Since around the time of the industrial revolution (i.e. the 19th cen-
tury) we have organized the production of goods – and later service 
provision too – according to a hierarchical organizational model. 

This model operates on the assumption that organizational 
processes can be managed using supervision and uniform regula-
tions, thus allowing an organization to remain financially healthy and 
make a profit. This means that the logic of content-focused work pro-
cesses and the professional opinions of those who carry out the pri-
mary process are regularly regarded as being of lesser importance. 
Task differentiation and specialization are often seen as a means of 
achieving good economic performance. The consequence of this can 
be that those who perform specialized sub-tasks lack a connection 
to the greater whole. This can result in the employee having an ap-
athetic attitude, and losing a feeling of commitment to his or her 
work. Managers expect employees to demonstrate this commitment 
regardless, but a number of factors – including the way the work is 
organized – mean that it’s difficult for them to muster. 

In recent years it has become increasingly clear that traditional orga-
nizational forms are no longer satisfactory. The employees of today 
are well-educated professionals who are keen to use their knowl-
edge and skills to perform their jobs well and improve the quality 
of their work. 
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Thus in recent years we have also seen regular initiatives in which, 
alongside the financial-economic motives, content-focused and/or 
sustainable motives are considered important too. Frederic Laloux 
covers these changes in detail in his book Reinventing Organizations.

In the Netherlands, the extreme specialization seen across the 
health care field stimulated Jos de Blok to establish his organization 
Buurtzorg Nederland. As a nurse, and later as manager and direc-
tor, he experienced the negative consequences of the fragmentation 
of work first-hand, and made the decision to do things differently. 
His idea was that those who performed the work (in this case the 
nurses) were professionals and thus should once again be allowed 
to take responsibility for their work. This would be achieved by no 
longer fragmenting the work, and instead giving these professionals 
a complete package of tasks. This package would include all tasks 
required to properly organise the practical work. In addition, De 
Blok sees it as his responsibility as director to ensure that the pre-
conditions required for the work have been met and the resources 
needed to carry it out are available. He also feels responsible for 
taking timely measures to ensure that the organization’s financial 
health is maintained.

As a result the organization’s primary process becomes the 
guiding principle, and the manager facilitates rather than controls. 

Teams were put together in which the team members were col-
lectively responsible for the results of their team. Every team mem-
ber contributed to this. They organised the work together. 

And so the self-managing, or self-organizing, team was born. 

This new organizational form developed from a new way of thinking 
about the organization of the work and those who perform it. It is dif-
ferent from the traditional, hierarchical way of thinking. In the hierar-
chy, the thinking is done for the employees, and in self-organization 
it is done with them. This makes a world of difference in practice. 

The section ‘Effects of self-management’ elaborates further 
on the consequences of introducing working with self-managing 
teams.
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Many directors see the advantages of self-organization and think 
about moving their organization from a hierarchy to a form of 
self-management. With this book, we hope to give an impression of 
what is needed in order to make this transition possible.

In this first chapter we will discuss the phenomenon of 
self-management or self-organization. We use both of these names 
to describe the same principle. 

Why move to self-management?

Before a director starts the transition to self-management, he might 
ask himself what he wants to achieve with it in his organization. 
Some directors look at the financial effects and see self-manage-
ment as a way of getting the budget under control. This works to 
a certain extent, because as team members take responsibility for 
organizing their own work, the position of the operational super-
visor often becomes superfluous. That can result in considerable 
savings.

But self-management is more than just scrapping the layer of 
operational managers and then telling the employees that they’re 
self-directed and thus have responsibility for their own work. 

That would ignore the principles on which self-organization is 
founded. The director can get started on self-management from a 
budget-conscious standpoint, but the effects are only really appar-
ent if he also embraces the principles of self-organization.

Self-managing while continuing to think for the employees and 
control them from above is contradictory, and this contradiction will 
continue to play a role in the organization’s ongoing development. 
Our experience is that in this situation, self-management can never 
really get off the ground. 

When the management of the organization cannot support the 
principles underlying self-management, it’s better to leave the hier-
archy in place.

self-management as a means and not an end in itself

So self-management develops, as we have seen, as the logical con-
sequence of a different way of thinking about work and the role 
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played by the employees who perform the work. Self-management 
is not a goal, but a means by which the content of the work, the pri-
mary process, takes a leading role in the organization. 

There are many ways of applying self-organization, and they de-
pend on the field of work. Self-management at Buurtzorg Nederland 
will look different to self-management at an educational institution, 
or in a biscuit factory; Buurtzorg has just one area of work, namely 
at-home care, and in practice this organization can be managed 
by a single director. In contrast, an occupational education facility 
usually consists of multiple areas, namely the different careers for 
which students are trained, and in addition to a director there are 
managers who are each responsible for a section. But at both of 
these organizations, the choices that are made are based on the 
requirements of the primary working process. 

When self-management is seen as a means, and the organization 
is developed in keeping with the associated line of reasoning, in 
our view the self-managing organizational form is likely to suc-
ceed. 

hoW does self-management Work?

In a self-managing organization, the team members are collec-
tively responsible for the team result. Team decisions are made by 
consensus, so that each team member can also take individual re-
sponsibility for the agreements made. The manager has periodic 
discussions with the team about the vision, the frameworks within 
which the work is performed, and the organizational policy. The 
teams are assisted by a team coach who supports and advises the 
teams. The staff and supporting services advise the management 
and the teams and carry out tasks that are too specialized for the 
team. Properly functioning, user-friendly IT services ensure that the 
team members have sufficient information to enable them to orga-
nise their work. 

This short definition naturally requires further explanation, and 
we will elaborate on the individual components in this and the fol-
lowing chapters. 
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frameWorks

When discussing self-management, the word ‘framework’ frequently 
comes up. Frameworks are important to self-organization, because 
they give the teams boundaries within which they can carry out their 
duties. The frameworks also indicate the minimum requirements 
necessary in order to keep the organization healthy. 

Frameworks are generally initiated by the management of the 
organization, and are further discussed and determined in dialogue 
with the team members. This is an important factor, because when 
the team members can relate to the frameworks, they will also want 
to adhere to them. 

Frameworks should be formulated in such a way that they al-
low sufficient space for the team to act. When the frameworks are 
too many and too rigid, they limit the degree of self-management. 
Frameworks must be something that assists with the work, not 
something that gets in the way. It is therefore important that the 
management holds an ongoing dialogue on frameworks with the 
teams and coaches, and is open to changes and adjustments. 

Frameworks can be agreed in areas such as productivity, teamwork, 
educational requirements for team members, quality, customer sat-
isfaction, regional distribution, resources used for work, and so on. 
However, a good social climate is also important, so frameworks 
around teamwork are essential too. For example, respecting differ-
ences within the team is a framework that can be agreed upon with 
regard to teamwork.

As we’ve already seen, it is therefore important to work with as 
few frameworks as possible – but relevant ones. These may differ for 
each duty, department, or area of work. The frameworks also reflect 
an organization’s mission. A home care organization, for example, 
might agree that people should be able to live ‘just like they would 
at home’. 

Quality assurance

One common criticism of the way a self-organization operates is: 
‘But what about quality assurance? You can’t just leave that to the 
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people who do the work! They lack the knowledge and the overview 
...’ This is usually followed by arguments that show that there is little 
or no confidence in the quality of the professionals’ knowledge and 
skills. But one of the pillars of self-organization is precisely that: to 
have trust in professionals; after all, they’ve trained for their jobs. 
The same applies to quality assurance. Perhaps the teams are not 
(yet) used to thinking in terms of quality standards and making 
quality standards concrete, but that doesn’t mean that they don’t 
have any idea of what good quality looks like.

The management and supporting services are tasked with facil-
itating the teams’ efforts to assure quality, using quality frameworks 
and formats which team members can implement in practice (but 
only if the team members need these – because who says that they 
can’t organise them for themselves?).

If the manager sees signs that a team’s quality level is some-
what lacking, then during a meeting with the team he1 might ask 
something like, ‘What do you need in order to ensure quality in your 
team?’ If it turns out that the team can’t give a concrete answer right 
away, the manager can help them by providing examples from other 
teams or by referring them to a quality officer if one is available. The 
team coach can also help the team to come up with concrete quality 
agreements. Quality assurance might mean creating a checklist to 
be completed before the finished product is sent to the customer, 
using a good reporting system which describes the client’s health, 
or introducing a pupil monitoring system. 

When developing any type of quality system, it is extremely im-
portant that those who have to work with the system feel that it is a 
useful and workable one – otherwise it’s counterproductive. 

no more than necessary

In a traditional organization, people aim to control and monitor sys-
tems and to develop protocols that make monitoring possible. This 
results in countless rules and procedures that everyone is required 
to follow. Many people are required – not only to develop these 
rules, but also to ensure that all rules are followed. 

1 The pronouns ‘he’ and ‘she’ are used interchangeably.
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In a self-managing organization we try to do what helps us to 
achieve the team results. Part of this involves getting rid of those 
aspects which don’t help with this and are therefore unnecessary. 

When an organization makes the transition from hierarchy to 
self-organization, it is quickly apparent that the many rules that 
were previously required are a hindrance to the teams. It’s import-
ant to work together to determine whether a rule assists in carrying 
out the primary process. If this is not the case, it can be scrapped. 
Experience shows that sometimes a great number of rules can be 
scrapped; in one organization with two thousand employees, all 
rules and protocols were inventoried as part of the preliminary 
phase towards self-management. There turned out to be twelve 
hundred of these, ranging from regulations on long-service anni-
versaries right through to quality control. In collaboration with the 
employees, the rules were then examined to determine which ones 
were considered relevant; they came up with three hundred! 

Disposing of unnecessary rules and regulations obviously 
makes it much easier to gain a clear view of the organization. In 
addition, it frees up a lot of time because there are no redundant 
operations that have to be carried out. This time can then be used 
for essential tasks such as caring for clients or teaching pupils.

differences are ok

Once there are clear frameworks within which the teams can work 
and can make their own decisions, we slowly but surely begin to see 
differences develop between teams. Managers who think in terms 
of control are annoyed by and disapprove of this, because the dif-
ference between what is ‘right’ and what is ‘wrong’ is no longer ob-
vious.

However, when viewed with a focus on the primary process, 
differences between teams are sometimes necessary in order to be 
able to respond to customers’ needs. This is, after all, one of the 
objectives of self-organization. If a home care team is active in a 
neighbourhood that’s home to many young, employed people, it 
will require a different dynamic with different team agreements from 
those of a team working in an area where many elderly people live. 
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conseQuences of self-management for the various 

function groups

Self-organization doesn’t just have consequences for the way in 
which work processes are organized; it also affects the way in which 
the various employees perform their work. This section briefly con-
siders what working in a self-organization, as compared to working 
in a hierarchical setting, means for each specific function group.

The following chapters explore what it means to work in a 
self-organization in more depth. 

the management
In a hierarchical setting, one of the management’s tasks is ‘moni-
toring the results and the quality’. Each manager monitors the em-
ployees that he manages. Some hierarchies have as many as five 
levels. In a self-managing organization, the team members monitor 
themselves and each other. In a hierarchy, the operational manager 
is the one who manages the execution and thus also monitors the 
team’s results. When this task is assigned to the team members, 
the operational manager’s task will probably disappear. Even more 
than that – it should disappear, because it doesn’t work well when 
both the team members and the manager are responsible for the 
results.

Further development of the self-managing organization also shows 
the extent to which the existence of middle management is justified; 
depending on the area of work and the number of teams, it should 
be clear whether or not this layer of management is functional. Or-
ganizations that have multiple areas of work, or that work in dif-
ferent regions, often choose to appoint a manager for each area of 
work. For example, a retail chain might appoint a manager for each 
product group, with a manager at the top who directs all of them. 
In the case of a health care organization offering both intramural 
and extramural care, there might be an Intramural Care manager 
and an Extramural Care manager, and a director who works together 
with the two managers to determine the course of the entire orga-
nization. But there are also organizations that choose to scrap the 
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position of manager, and then the regional or product managers 
form a self-managing team that is responsible for the overall orga-
nization.

The manager’s task is threefold:
1 He ensures that the organization’s vision and mission is carried 

out both internally and externally. 
2 He facilitates the teams; what do the team members need in 

order to be able to do their jobs? This might include the frame-
works discussed above, in addition to things such as team bud-
gets, bringing in experts, housing, educational opportunities 
and ICT facilities.

3 He has final responsibility for his service or organization, mean-
ing that he sometimes has to make difficult decisions – for 
example, at times when the team members don’t adhere con-
sistently to a framework, or an employee doesn’t carry out his 
work properly. 

One of the biggest changes for a manager in a self-managing orga-
nization is the change in thinking, from for the team members to 
with the team members. 

In other words: the manager no longer assumes that he knows 
what’s good for others, but instead asks what others need.

supporting services
In a hierarchy, many supporting or staff services are tasked with 
developing protocols and regulations, making the primary process 
(more) manageable. They also advise line workers according to 
their specific field.

In the self-directed organization, development of rules and the 
like will occur less often because controlling the organizational pro-
cesses has become less important. 

Staff services will need to focus more on developing diverse 
solutions for problems that at first glance appear to be the same. 
In the self-organization, team members need to be able to respond 
adequately to their customers’ needs. This may well mean that a 
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solution works better for one team than for another. Another solu-
tion must then be found for that other team. Fire brigade teams may 
well encounter the same problems, but teams in the city experience 
a different dynamic when putting out fires to those in rural areas. 

Employees in staff functions must have a very customer-friendly 
attitude so that they can ‘think along’ on the specific solutions that 
a team needs. 

the team members
A lot changes for team members when they begin self-managing. 
When working in a hierarchy, the manager makes the decisions and 
therefore the employee bears little responsibility. Each employee has 
an individual relationship with the manager; she receives assign-
ments from him and doesn’t have final responsibility for these. 

In a self-managing organization the team members are col-
lectively responsible for the team result; this requires the team 
members to have a co-operative attitude. It’s also important that 
the team members use a solution-oriented communication style so 
they don’t get bogged down in problems, but instead make agree-
ments that move them forward. 

Given that the team members are jointly responsible for the 
team results, decisions are made by consensus (there is no objec-
tion), so that the decisions are workable for every team member 
and they can each feel responsible for them. For this reason, a good 
team meeting is one of the pillars of a self-managing team. 

The team members also look after each other. Amongst other 
things, this means looking at how each person can work in a way 
that suits their personal qualities. It also means that when a col-
league fails to fulfil her commitments, the team members discuss 
it with each other. It’s not always easy; in the past the manager 
always did this, so the team members haven’t yet developed a rou-
tine for it.

Finally, we want to mention that working in a self-managing 
team requires a certain entrepreneurial behaviour from the team 
members; if you see that your team’s productivity is declining, you 
will need to take action to enable your team to work more cost- 
effectively. 
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the team coach
In a self-managing organization, the teams can usually call on a team 
coach to assist them with self-managing. The team coach has no say 
on the topics discussed within the team, and is not part of the team.

The coach is there to assist both the team as a whole and the 
individual team members, so it’s important that she is always a 
good and objective sounding board for all team members in all situ-
ations. The more the coach maintains her objective, non-judgmen-
tal working method, the better she can help the team members to 
together find good solutions to the problems. 

In order to provide good support to a team, the coach must be able 
to provide a safe environment in which the team feels free to dis-
cuss mistakes and to ask any question at all. 

the Works council in a self-organization

In a hierarchy, employees generally have little influence on deci-
sions made within the organization and the organization must es-
tablish a Works Council so that employees can have their say. In a 
Works Council, representatives chosen by the employees discuss 
organizational decisions with the management, as well as discuss-
ing employees’ interests such as working conditions.

Some may wonder whether a Works Council is necessary in a 
well-organized self-managing organization. Buurtzorg Netherlands 
doesn’t think so. The organization has demonstrably given so much 
control to the teams that teams have sufficient opportunity to influ-
ence their own working conditions. For this reason, Buurtzorg Neth-
erlands has been granted an exemption from the Works Councils Act.

It may be that a Works Council is still desirable in order to 
influence the manager on issues such as vision, policy and orga-
nizational change, but the council’s role as representation in the 
workplace is no longer required. 

pitfalls

We have touched on some of the pitfalls of setting up a self-man-
aging organization in the text above, but here is a list of the most 
common.
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 r Thinking for others, unasked; co-operation amongst all employ-
ees is part of the power of self-managing. Each employee, in his 
specific role, adds what’s needed in order to make or deliver the 
product or service as well as possible. When one person decides 
what’s best for another, the other’s professionalism is ignored. 
This causes resentment and interferes with co-operation.

 r Allowing a hierarchy to develop within the team; team members 
perform organizational tasks and sometimes a team member 
plays the ‘boss’ in this area. This leads to a loss of equality and 
the self-managing team loses strength.

 r Wanting to organise and control too much; we are so used to 
coming up with rules that we find it hard to stop doing it in 
a self-organization. But doing so deprives the teams of a lot 
of space to make their own decisions, meaning that self-man-
agement can’t get off the ground properly and can even be 
supressed.

 r Too few facilities; teams need facilities to carry out their duties. 
The manager needs to provide these. Without facilities like suf-
ficient leeway and good information provision, team members 
can’t influence their team results. This can therefore also be a 
reason why self-management never really gets off the ground.

effects of self-management

We will round off this chapter with the positive effects of self-
organization. 

One of the main effects seen when self-management works well 
is an enormous increase in employee satisfaction. Employees thrive 
when they have control over their work and are able to be creative in 
finding solutions to difficult work situations. ‘Finally I’m allowed to 
do the thing I studied for’, is a frequently-heard saying. 

Managers are often stunned by the professionalism that team 
members show when carrying out their duties. This naturally has 
a direct impact on customer satisfaction. Customers feel that their 
voices are being heard more clearly, and their individual needs can 
be taken into account.



The phenomenon of self-managemenT    29

Self-management has positive organizational effects too. Less 
time is required for monitoring and management tasks, meaning a 
considerable saving on overhead costs. This in turn means that fewer 
staff are required, and the reduction in regulations make it easier 
to gain a clear overview of the organization. The lines of commu-
nication are shorter, leaving more time for other, more substantive 
tasks. 

Basically, it may well be worthwhile for everyone …

The effects of self-management
– Increased employee satisfaction
– Increased customer satisfaction
– Saving on overhead costs 
– Shorter lines of communication
– Fewer rules and regulations
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It always seems impossible until it’s done.
– Nelson Mandela –

And then one (fine) day the decision is made to move the organiza-
tion to self-management. But that’s just the start – because how do 
you do that? How do you manage to ‘turn over’ the entire organiza-
tion? And it’s not always easy. You don’t just need a new shape and 
structure – the members of the organization also have to conduct 
themselves differently.

We have observed that it is really helpful for the management 
to think and act in accordance with the principles of self-organiza-
tion, right from the moment that the decision to change structure is 
made. This ensures that the entire transition comes across as credi-
ble. In addition, we have seen that this gives momentum to the entire 
change, meaning that the new organization is achieved more quickly.

Moving towards self-organization without (yet) having em-
braced the associated mindset can be compared to building a house 
on quicksand. 

Employees – and managers – get confused; what’s expected 
of me now, and what isn’t? What can I influence, and what can’t I? 

In this chapter we describe the aspects that play a role in this tran-
sition and how they can be handled in practice.

commitment to the organization’s vision and structure

Before taking concrete further steps, it’s important to discuss 
self-management and its consequences with the other members of 
the organization. 



32 Self-ManageMent: How it DoeS work

These other members will include the other managers (middle 
and lower frameworks), those who carry out the work, and the sup-
porting services. 

A good self-management introduction process requires that all 
members of the organization take part, and part of this is also that 
everyone is involved in opinion-forming. 

Most employees experience self-management as a good organiza-
tional structure. However, there will be employees who don’t like it, 
because it relies greatly on co-operation skills, willingness to con-
tribute, and taking responsibility. This can be taken into account to a 
certain extent. The management is in the position to determine the 
course of the organization, and choosing the organizational struc-
ture is part of this. Obtaining the commitment of all employees is 
thus probably not an option. 

If the majority of the employees who carry out the work have 
serious objections, it’s probably sensible to add a few additional 
steps and to take measures based on these objections, so that the 
employees are motivated to work for a self-managing organization. 
By taking stakeholder views into account, you as the management 
show that you actively want to work in accordance with self-organi-
zation principles. 

Managers, particularly those who directly supervise those who carry 
out the work, note that one of the consequences of self-manage-
ment is that some of their duties are scrapped or become the re-
sponsibility of the self-managing team. This usually means that the 
managers’ positions disappear. A good redundancy scheme, or for 
example moving these staff to the primary process, then becomes 
an option. It should therefore be expected that this group will not be 
highly motivated to work on creating a self-managing organization.

Blueprint or development model?

There are basically two ways to bring about organizational change: 
a blueprint, and a development model. This is not the place to 
go into these options in detail, but in the context of developing 
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self-organization we would nonetheless like to devote a small 
amount of space to them.

In many situations a blueprint for implementing the new orga-
nization is created. Following analysis, a timetable is outlined and 
the plan is executed step by step; the members of the organization 
comply with the blueprint. When working with a blueprint, people 
often fail to take into account employees’ wishes on the various 
steps that are taken. As a result, the employees are not commit-
ted to the changes. A detailed plan also allows little or no room to 
respond to situations that arise during the implementation phase. 

Conversely, with self-organization the intention is to develop a di-
alogue between the different members of the organization so they 
can discuss the best way of achieving the ‘new’ organization. The 
employees who carry out the primary process play an equally im-
portant role as the managers and support staff.

For this reason, we think that the development model is a better 
one; the members of the organization are included in developing 
the plan, and the impact of each step is considered throughout the 
process. This allows the current situation to be taken into account 
at every stage, and the process of change is completely tailored to 
the situation. 

pilot

It may be a good decision to break away a section of the organiza-
tion and to set this up as self-organizing as discussed earlier. This 
section can then be used to explore what does and doesn’t work, 
what team members need to know and to be able to do, what is su-
perfluous and what can be ignored. The positive and negative expe-
riences here can be used as a basis for developing self-management 
in the rest of the organization. Staff are sometimes more motivated 
by their peers than by the management, which may be an additional 
incentive.

The advantage of using a pilot is that the inevitable teething problems 
will only affect a small segment of the organization. In addition, in a 
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relatively small group it is often easier to look for good ways to solve a 
problem. Certain problems will always arise when introducing self-man-
agement (for example setting up a good IT system; you can only know 
whether it works well by testing it in practice), but for the most part you 
will already have tested the best solution during the pilot phase.

It’s important to carry out the pilot in a section of the organi-
zation that is more or less representative of the whole; otherwise it 
may be difficult to apply the experience gained to the rest of the or-
ganization. If such a section is not available (and can’t be created), 
then our advice would be to not use a pilot. 

The supporting services should be involved in the pilot too, so 
that the consequences that self-management will have for them are 
also clear. 

During the pilot phase, the experiences and results will be dis-
cussed regularly and the requirements of the plan for implementing 
self-management throughout the entire organization will become 
clearer.

phased implementation

When a management team chooses to implement self-manage-
ment in phases, in our view that means that, in co-operation with 
the stakeholders, you are going to look at how the organization can 
be ‘tilted’. Phased implementation also considers how the work can 
be carried out properly at the same time, without the clients or pro-
duction process being overly affected by the process of change. It 
could be compared to planning a home renovation: which things is 
it logical to do first, and which later, so you don’t have to do things 
twice? It’s obviously not a good idea to first lay a beautiful floor and 
then to break down a wall. It’s therefore also not a good idea to dis-
mantle the operational framework first and then instruct the teams 
to self-manage, while failing to offer any facilities which would en-
able the team members to manage themselves. 

What does work
 r Management preparing well on the theme of ‘self-organization’, 

and endorsing the principle.
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 r Contact with team members about the consequences.
 r Setting up the facilities well.
 r Contact with the team members regarding the point at which 

the team will be able to self-manage.
 r Starting with the teams that can/want to do this. The other 

teams will follow at the time of their choice.
 r Continuing to assess the developments, and solving problems 

in the spirit of self-management.

The last of these is something that never stops; as mentioned ear-
lier, an organization is a living thing, because constant societal and 
organizational changes mean that people constantly need to adapt.

sWitching over all at once

Some organizations choose a particular date to switch the organiza-
tion from a traditional hierarchical one to a self-organization. This 
method can work well too. 

To switch over successfully, a development plan should be 
drawn up with a step by step outline of how the requirements for 
self-organization will be realised. We deliberately call it a develop-
ment plan and not an implementation plan, because there needs to 
be room to deviate from the plan and to respond adequately to new 
insights while working towards self-organization. By creating an im-
plementation plan, you run the risk that you will want to implement 
the plan just as it was designed and you won’t leave yourself much 
room to deviate from it, even if it’s necessary. 

Right from the beginning, there should be room in the develop-
ment plan for making distinctions between how self-organization is 
implemented for departments and for teams. The development plan 
is thus more about the steps that you take and the development of 
facilities that need to be provided, than about the content of the 
transition. Sometimes, for example, an implementation plan needs 
to prescribe how the training budget should be distributed among 
the different teams and team members. But the power of self-orga-
nization is precisely that the entity (the department and/or team) 
itself can decide what’s needed. A department that is undergoing 
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incredible development needs to be able to use training budgets in 
a different way from a department that has stabilized.

In addition, in many organizations we see that the preparations are 
made with a working group consisting of people who work in teams, 
support employees, and managers. This is of course done on a 
voluntary basis. However, this way of working can have a negative  
effect. People who want to join the working group are invariably peo-
ple who are enthusiastic about self-management. This means that 
those who are not so keen are not heard, although their critical (and 
perhaps even unmotivated) attitude means that they could bring up 
many issues which would otherwise remain underexposed. Working 
with a select group to prepare for the change excludes people who 
have just as much interest as anyone else does in the organization 
being structured well. Commonly-heard cries include: ‘I’m really not 
impressed with everything that they’ve once again come up with for 
us’, or ‘They have no idea what actually happens here in the work-
place, they never ask us what we think ...’ ‘It’s always the same ones 
who get to have a say ...’

At the start of the transition, organizations often take a baseline 
measurement: what does everyone think of self-organization at the 
moment, and what should it deliver to you? Once self-management 
has been in effect for a while, a new measurement is taken to see 
whether people have changed their opinion. 

However, if there is no concrete image of self-organization 
(and there isn’t one, because almost no-one has worked in a truly 
well-functioning self-organization), then what the baseline is mea-
suring is in fact unclear. If it should also happen that there have 
already been many reorganizations in recent years, then the picture 
will be rather negative: ‘the nth change that won’t actually do any-
thing’, ‘well, at least it can’t get any worse’.

If you are curious about the organization members’ experience 
of the points before and after the implementation, then ask ques-
tions about what people would like to see achieved through the in-
troduction of self-organization, and measure whether this has been 
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successful after several months (or even years). This makes it easier 
for management to steer and to achieve objectives.

project manager

During the implementation process, some organizations work with 
a project manager. There are two types: a project manager who is 
part of the organization, and one who has been brought in from 
outside. The question is, of course, ‘Why would you choose which 
option, and what tasks do you give to an internal and/or external 
project manager?’

Let’s start with the internal project manager. This is again a relevant 
question: what needs to be achieved by appointing an internal pro-
ject manager to introduce self-management? 

She could, for example, take care of work for the management. 
As described earlier, it is important to consult the teams when 
structuring the organization further. This takes time, and a project 
manager can do a lot of the preparatory work required. A condi-
tion of this is that the project manager is neutral, and limits herself 
to merely collecting information – assessing the information is the 
management’s responsibility.

The internal project manager may also be tasked with docu-
menting the managers’ discussions with each other and with oth-
ers, with following the project, and where necessary advising on and 
initiating subsequent steps. 

In addition, although the internal project manager has no say in 
how things are done, it is certainly a good idea to appoint a compe-
tent person who can be a fully-fledged partner in discussions. Oth-
erwise the project manager position is limited to secretarial work. 
There’s nothing wrong with this, but in that case it would be better 
and cheaper to have a secretary carry out the tasks.

We do not see an internal project manager as being essential to 
the success of introducing self-management.

Roughly the same applies to the external project manager. When 
an external project manager is used, it’s important to know what 
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needs to be achieved by hiring the consultant. As a rule this person 
will be someone who, in the directors’ eyes, brings added value. The 
advantage of an external project manager may be that she brings a 
lot of expertise from organizations that are already further along in 
the process of their development towards self-management.

The external project manager will preferably work together with 
the management according to the development model, whereby 
various options for each subsequent activity are jointly examined, 
following which the management makes a decision.

estaBlishing conditions and facilities

When the decision is made to move to self-management, establish-
ing conditions and setting up facilities is essential.

concrete agreements on team results
If a team manages itself based on results, then there’s no getting 
around describing those results. When you know what you need to 
achieve, it’s easier to determine the actions that need to be taken in 
order to reach your goal.

The expected results can be found in the frameworks (for exam-
ple: the team needs to hit a productivity level of at least 65%). But 
the organization’s vision or mission can indicate the team’s goal/
result too: nursing and caring for people at home in region X. 

frameworks
It’s important to develop frameworks for teams during the imple-
mentation process, in order to determine the margins within which 
the teams can operate. 

The frameworks are usually initiated by the manager and agreed 
on with the teams, but teams can also indicate the information that 
they need to know in order to know how much leeway they have and 
what they think they will need in order to be able to achieve their results.

Monitoring and influencing results
Team members must be able to see the impact that their actions 
and activities have on the team result; this allows them to make 
effective adjustments. In a traditional organization, the manager 
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receives the data and gives the team assignments based on 
these. 

It works differently in a self-managing organization. Here, the team 
members are responsible for the result, and so they need to be able 
to influence it, but they are only able to do this if they receive direct 
feedback on the effects of their activities; if the team members draw up 
a more efficient schedule that has less ‘waiting time’ between appoint-
ments, they can serve more clients and thus achieve higher productiv-
ity. This immediate feedback motivates them to do even better. 

For this reason, a good IT system needs to be developed that en-
ables teams to have this information at their disposal. Such a system 
should give access not only to productivity-related data, but also data 
related to absenteeism, available budgets, quality monitoring proce-
dures, and procedures for discussing co-operation within the team. 

The team members can also be asked what information they 
need in order to be able to influence their work process.

time to carry out team tasks
In a self-organization, the team members perform organizational 
tasks in addition to their practical work. These should be anticipated 
prior to the team beginning to operate as a self-managing team. 
Tasks that are necessary in order to organise the work might include 
making schedules, making visits to clients, team meetings to dis-
cuss the team’s progress, discussing the quality of the work, solving 
day-to-day problems, and making plans for the future. In a hierar-
chy, the manager is the one responsible for these overhead tasks 
and has plenty of time for these. The team members will obviously 
also need time to carry out these tasks, and this time needs to be 
provided before the team is self-managing. 

A review must be made of which tasks will be assigned to the 
team, roughly how much time these will take, and what this will 
mean for the staff. 

training
Working in a self-organization calls for different qualities than work-
ing in a hierarchy. Team members have to be able to communicate 



40 Self-ManageMent: How it DoeS work

with each other in the team on an equal basis, to be good at consult-
ing each other, make decisions by consensus, and approach each 
other with regard to incompetent conduct and agreements that 
have not been fulfilled. In addition, people have to learn to think in 
terms of results and to find ways of influencing the results.

Managers of self-managing teams must be able to ask good 
questions, allow accountability for tasks to rest with the team mem-
bers, and be able to facilitate the team rather than sorting things 
out for them. Supporting services must be customer-friendly and 
provide support to the primary process.

Usually (in a traditional organization) the management or the 
HR department is the one to determine the way in which everyone 
can best master the new skills. Usually a training plan is then cre-
ated, which involves each group of staff going through the process 
whether they think it will be useful or not. After all, uniformity is 
important for keeping change under control.

With self-organization, however, the starting point is what the 
team members need in order to be able to do their work properly. 
The skills which are lacking and the way in which these can be taught 
are then examined based on these requirements.

This might mean organizing training sessions, but some 
people learn better by watching others, reading books or watch-
ing films. The times at which training is useful may also vary. One 
team might prefer to undergo training when self-managing is first 
implemented, while another may prefer to work in the ‘new’ way for 
a while first so that they can ask specific questions based on their 
experiences.

For this reason, when introducing self-organization it’s import-
ant to provide different ways for the staff to master new skills, and 
which allow everyone the freedom to do this in their own way and 
in their own time. 

This will mean that the staff will be more motivated to learn, 
which makes it easier to retain the material. It’s also more attractive 
in financial terms, because only the training that’s actually needed 
will be carried out and team members are not taxed with knowledge 
that they don’t need. 
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changes to employment contracts
Different requirements are imposed on staff members in a self-man-
aging organization. People who are new to working in a self-manag-
ing organization are often not aware of the difference or of what’s 
expected of them, which can cause a few hiccups with teamwork. 
It’s obviously important to make the expectations clear during the 
recruitment process, but they are even clearer when the employ-
ment contract contains a clause setting them out. When the new 
employee signs the contract, it can then be assumed that he knows 
what’s expected of him, and the requirements can also be addressed 
with him. For example, the following agreements might be made:

 r as a team member, you are responsible for the content of the 
work, productivity, work practices, quality and collaboration;

 r team decisions are made by consensus. 

This type of clause not only makes it easier to address issues with 
each other, but the team members know what to expect when they 
start work on a self-organizing team.

developing facilities together with ‘users’
In all of the aforementioned facilities, it is very important that the 
team members – that is, the users – experience the facilities as 
something that helps them with their work and not as a millstone. 
If the team members are not able to work with the tools and see no 
added value in carrying out their duties, they will simply try to avoid 
the facility concerned.

IT system developers, in particular, have the tendency to put to-
gether fabulous systems which aren’t very user-friendly. They forget 
that the average employee in an organization has no IT background. 
A system will only be used if it is simple and logical to use – but this 
may mean that it looks hideous to the designer’s eyes. If that’s the 
case, then so be it. The IT developer (and all other support staff in 
the organization) will have to be more customer-friendly – and their 
customer is the team.

The other facilities, too, need to be established in consultation 
with the team members. Simply put, an organization is a dynamic 
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entity and things change frequently. This means that the discussion 
between management and teams about performance and features 
is an ongoing dialogue.

service centre
If the primary organization is able to start working as a self-organiza-
tion, it may be useful to set up a service centre where the team mem-
bers can go with their questions. The service centre ensures that the 
question gets to the right person. We will return to this in chapter 4.

reorganizing teams and team structure

The introduction of self-organizing teams provides the opportunity 
to review the structure of the organization and the way the teams are 
organised. Are the right staff to achieve the team result placed to-
gether on each team? Are the duties classified under the right service 
or department? Are the regions divided up logically? Are the special-
ists in the right place in the organization or assigned to the teams? 

The team members know the answers to these questions better 
than anyone else does. Some people have been irritated for years 
by the fact that, for example, they have to work with colleagues who 
have been assigned to other teams even though they work together 
on a daily basis.

When reorganizing the organization, the number and type of man-
agers required should also be considered, as well as what the 
changes will mean for the supporting services. How does this ser-
vice fit logically into a self-organization?

Thinking about this, carrying out discussions, and restructuring 
the organization and the teams may take quite some time. After all, 
the process is actually the establishment of a new organization ...

Plans for a potential new structure can be discussed with stake-
holders, and ultimately the management/board must determine the 
final design. 

scrapping unnecessary rules

When redesigning the organization, the current rules and protocols 
can also be examined to see which ones are useful to the successful 
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completion of the work. Unnecessary, and even counterproductive, 
rules can thus be spotted at the same time. 

The aim of a self-organization is to achieve goals and to fa-
cilitate the process of achieving them. Everyone knows from expe-
rience that it’s much more pleasant to work with as few rules as 
possible; it allows you to focus on the core task. Police officers have 
complained for years about the enormous amount of bureaucracy 
that keeps them busier filling out forms than catching crooks. 

So the aim is to have as few rules as possible. Or to put it posi-
tively: only rules that help with carrying out the work. 

Incidentally, this is something that continues long after 
self-management is introduced, because there is always a tendency 
to develop new rules and guidelines to satisfy the need for control. 
In many cases it’s enough to come up with an individual solution 
to a problem, without needing to create another new rule. The 
self-managing organization only really develops once ‘control think-
ing’ has taken a back seat.

the manager as team coach?

Organizations often retrain team leaders as team coaches. The tran-
sition to self-organization means that these staff are superfluous 
to requirements and need to either find a new position within the 
company or be made redundant. The latter is not always appealing 
to the organization due to the sometimes high severance payments 
required, so such staff are offered a team coach position. It’s an 
obvious choice – however, some caveats should be given.

In some cases, all team leaders are moved to the team coach po-
sition. The team coach coaches the same number of teams (one 
to three, on average) as she once led. Given that the team leader’s 
tasks are now the team’s responsibility, and the team coach only 
does something for the team when it’s necessary, it’s clear that the 
team coach will have a great deal of free time. Her experience as 
team leader means that she knows exactly what’s going on in the 
team, so she will interfere with the team more than necessary (and 
usually unasked). If she wasn’t the most democratic team leader, 
then she won’t make any secret of her opinion and will let the team 
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know exactly how best they should work. This obviously undermines 
the natural process of achieving self-organization. The team may 
well even oppose the coach’s interference and try to exclude her.

This situation can be avoided by appointing as few team 
coaches as possible, and not allowing the coach to coach teams for 
which she was earlier the team leader. 

The second danger that lies in wait is that the team leader who be-
comes a team coach may not have the talent to perform the role 
well. The position of team leader is a completely different one to 
that of team coach, requiring different skills. A team leader manages 
the team and therefore has an opinion on the content, she bears 
final responsibility, and she monitors how the work is performed. 

Conversely, the team coach has no opinion on the content 
(more on this in Chapter 5) and certainly doesn’t make decisions 
for the team. She is not responsible, and therefore doesn’t monitor 
anything.

Some team coaches who were previously team leaders can’t (or 
don’t want to) unlearn this, and are therefore not suitable for the 
position of coach. 

Team leaders who have always led the team democratically have 
a good chance of being successful team coaches. Even in the hier-
archical era, such team leaders probably endorsed all the principles 
that are important in self-organization, and always had faith in their 
employees’ qualities. 

It is therefore important to ensure that a good selection proce-
dure is developed to enable the appointment of good team coaches. 

managers also essentially in favour of self-organization

During the implementation process, it is important to look care-
fully at the way that the manager will carry out his duties in the 
new situation. The Board decides to move to self-organization, but 
it is very far removed from the teams. If the managers directly un-
der Board level are not wholeheartedly in support of self-organiza-
tion principles, they will continue to manage in a hierarchical way 
and will cause disruption. It is often assumed that such managers 
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are just doing what they should be doing, but in practice we see 
many examples in which it was clear that the manager was no fan 
of self-management and undermined the system in his dealings 
with the teams. 

If the consequences of introducing self-management are dis-
cussed with the manager, there will come a point when he himself 
has to answer the question of whether he can and will work in that 
way. Managers at that level have usually very deliberately chosen to 
work as a manager in the hierarchical sense of the word, and now 
they find themselves being asked to think not for the teams, but with 
the teams. Instead of being the ‘boss’, they are now asked to take an 
instrumental, facilitating position. This is often far from the image 
that they have of themselves.

If the manager in question doesn’t see himself as a facilitator, 
it would be best for him to look for another working environment 
where he can manage in a way that suits him.

everyone in a self-managing team?

Self-management is a means of achieving an objective. If having 
a number of staff working together creates added value for both 
the client and the team members, then self-management is a good 
choice – but if there’s no added value, then there’s also no reason 
to make the team self-managing.

This seems to be true of teams consisting of employees who 
all have their own case load and manage their own diaries. Team 
coaches are often put together on their own self-managing team, 
but they have no idea what they should manage together. Ultimately 
there is no shared responsibility, no common goal and no inter-
dependence (except perhaps for sharing experiences and advising 
each other regarding the quality of their work, but that’s no founda-
tion for working in a self-organizing context).

The same applies to other specialists who work for teams 
throughout the entire organization, with no shared objective and, 
thereby, responsibility. 

In such cases it would be more logical to place the staff under 
a manager with whom each individual can discuss their progress. 
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It may be useful to organize intervision (peer-to-peer coaching) 
within a team of specialists where people ask and give advice to 
each other on substantive and methodological matters. One pitfall 
here is that people try to agree on the solution to the problem. They 
then run the risk of agreeing on uniform rules, while the strength of 
having a specialist with her own caseload is precisely that she has 
the ability to identify specific solutions to specific problems. Intervi-
sion should thus be focused on increasing quality and the employ-
ees increasing insight into their own actions.

other forms
Sometimes a number of staff need to work on a clearly-defined tem-
porary assignment. This might be, for example, preparing an annual 
report, developing an advertising campaign, or developing a new 
product. The staff involved then form a self-managing team for the 
duration of the project. In principle, the same ‘rules of play’ (per-
haps with a few modifications) apply to these teams as to teams 
that are always self-managing. 

When putting the team together, the content of the work is used 
as a starting point for organization (in this case the ‘project’ is the 
primary process). 

So: what is the goal to be achieved (for example, producing an 
annual report)? Which staff members have a task to perform to-
wards this goal? What powers do they have? What facilities do they 
need in order to achieve the goal? Who is in a position to offer these 
facilities? When does the task need to be completed? 

The temporary self-managing team ensures that the work is 
done and discusses its progress with the client. (In this case the 
client is most likely the management/Board.)

The same applies to specialists who are attached to a team; this is a 
common situation in the health care sector. In health care there are 
teams of group leaders, youth welfare workers, psychiatric nurses, 
sheltered housing supervisors, etc., working together in self-man-
aging teams to care for, assist and/or nurse a group of clients. The 
remedial educationalist, psychologist or psychiatrist, for example, 
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has regular contact to discuss and make adjustments to working 
methods. These specialists are sometimes permanently attached to 
the self-managing team for a certain percentage FTE, working to 
support the team with the methodology used rather than the execu-
tion of the work itself. This means that they don’t carry out any team 
tasks, and don’t participate in rosters, holiday schedules etc. They 
are under the direct supervision of a manager.

The specialist then shares responsibility for treatment and 
counselling methodology with the teams for which he works. 

self-management means a complete cultural change!

Self-management represents a different way of thinking about collab-
oration; instead of giving orders and monitoring their progress, more 
emphasis is placed on personal and team responsibility. It’s a collab-
oration method based on trust and good mutual consultation. It also 
calls for a direct approach culture when it comes to results, quality, de-
velopment, and being customer-oriented. There is a shift from individ-
ual responsibility for tasks to group responsibility for tasks. All of this 
is often experienced as a cultural change – which is usually what it is.

Self-management requires more flexibility. It aims to achieve 
compromise, take each other into account more, and to address 
each other regarding quality and working processes, increased per-
sonal initiative, entrepreneurial behaviour and the like.

The team members usually already possess the skills required 
for this different way of working, but don’t always have to draw on 
them for their work. Prior to self-organization, they applied these 
qualities to running the sports club, organizing events, providing 
voluntary care, and ‘simply’ keeping the family going. People appre-
ciate being able to put these qualities to use at work too.

In our view, it’s not a true cultural change; it’s more about plac-
ing a different value on the work and the employees’ qualities. So ... 
don’t place too much emphasis on it, but make use of what people 
already do well.

This doesn’t need to be announced with big parties, cool presents, 
conferences presented by roller-skating MCs, and films in which the 



48 Self-ManageMent: How it DoeS work

autocratic tracksuit-wearing director suddenly shouts that he’s seen 
the light. 

If tasks are then assigned in the same top-down, managing, 
monitoring way, it shows that the management hasn’t understood 
much about the process. They would then be better off keeping the 
money for those sorts of treats in their wallets.



3
The manager



Be the change that you want to see in the world.
– Mahatma Ghandi –

letting go and facilitating

By now it will be clear that the teams are responsible for how their 
work is carried out: qualitatively and quantitatively. For the manager, 
this means that he will perform his role differently, while still bearing 
final responsibility: he’s responsible for agreeing on the framework, 
but no longer interferes with the operational work process.

It’s not easy to let go of something that’s been part of your daily 
routine for years. And what exactly are you meant to let go of? The 
trick is not to pay attention to how the work is carried out any more, 
as long as the team is operating within the frameworks. You also 
have to trust that the team will call for your assistance if it’s needed. 
In addition, you make a deal with the team that they will give you 
regular progress reports. 

Managers sometimes continue to manage and set strict rules be-
cause they’re scared of chaos and anarchy in the team. However, 
experience shows that as the frameworks become broader and are 
agreed on with the team members, there isn’t any chaos. The team 
members are then able to feel fully responsible for what happens 
within the team, and will do everything they can to ensure that 
things go well.

If the manager is able to leave the managerial behaviour behind and 
instead focus on facilitating the work process, then self-organiza-
tion has a good chance of success. 



52 Self-ManageMent: How it DoeS work

hoW does the manager develop frameWorks?

At a certain point it will happen: the manager will be expected to 
come up with workable frameworks. Many managers are appre-
hensive about developing them, because it’s something that really 
doesn’t happen in a hierarchy. In a hierarchy, rules are thought up 
and projects are assigned, but frameworks within which the team 
members can make their own decisions are new to most managers.

Where do you start? And when is something a framework and 
not a rule? How broad should a framework be? How do you ensure 
that quality is maintained? How do you ensure that the team mem-
bers adhere to the framework?

To begin with, a lot of frameworks are already set out in laws that 
apply to everyone. Take the law governing dismissal, for example. 
If a team member is not performing satisfactorily they can’t just be 
fired; there needs to be a file stating things like what has been done 
to give the employee a chance to improve. That is the framework. 
The way in which the file is created, and what it looks like, are for 
the organization to determine. In a hierarchy the file requirements 
are often outlined in detail, but the question is whether this is nec-
essary. We know from experience that a judge can be satisfied with 
an email exchange between the team and the non-performing team 
member, in which the agreements made and the way they have been 
evaluated are well expressed.

The Collective Bargaining Agreement also contains many 
frameworks that provide sufficient points of departure for teams to 
work with. Some agreements have stricter rules than others, but 
there is always room for interpretation by the organization. 

So how do you develop a framework for the organization? Every 
organization needs to know things like whether they are providing 
good quality. A lot of systems and rules are developed to monitor 
this – but what would it look like if you put it into a framework, 
where various types of teams can use it in different ways? Both pri-
mary process and support teams could make agreements such as 
that the people for whom they work must be happy, and that they 
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will do everything they can to prevent complaints. The teams could 
also agree on a way that they would know if their clients were happy. 
This method would then be discussed with the manager, who would 
ask about customer satisfaction on a regular basis (once a year is 
regular too ...). This obviously means that various methods would 
be developed, but would that be a problem? Each team comes up 
with its own method, so it will then also be keen to stick to it. The 
results are thus likely to be much better than when a central, locked-
down system with which none of the teams can identify is poured 
out over the organization.

What you want is for team members to feel responsible for the 
quality of their work and not for operating a controllable system 
(with a mountain of paperwork as a result). That’s the power of 
self-organization.

If the manager can – and dares to – look at frameworks in this 
way, then it’s not too difficult to develop workable ones.

frameWorks and rules

We often see that the distinction between frameworks and rules is 
not always clear. A framework allows room for personal interpreta-
tion, and a rule doesn’t offer this. Some examples of rules are:

 r a team consists of 15 people;
 r the team meets 1 x a month, for 1.5 hours;
 r the report is written immediately after client contact and is 

recorded in the health care file;
 r the employee is on site half an hour before starting work.

Some organizations set a fixed number of employees per team. This 
is used to determine how the teams are arranged, and to then dis-
tribute the teams across the regions or services. However, this is 
a format that is created from a managerial point of view and not 
from the actual content of the work. It sometimes happens – in 
some organizations that operate regionally – that a team consists 
of no more than six people, because there’s no longer any work in 
the region concerned. In such a case, the team doesn’t conform to 
the standard of fifteen people, so then another team of nine people 
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from another region is added to it, to bring the total to fifteen team 
members. Phew, we conform to the rule ... However, in practice this 
proves to be unworkable, because the two teams have little in com-
mon. They will manage to find a way to make it workable, but the 
‘framework’ is very much in their way here; it’s not helpful.

When the situation is viewed from the point of view of the con-
tent, the framework could be formulated as follows: 

‘The team makeup should be such that all team members make 
a meaningful contribution to the team result, and that it’s possible 
to make decisions by consensus via good mutual consultation.’

When looked at in this way it means that teams of six people are an 
option, but sometimes it’s logical to have a team of twenty people. 

If the team feels that it is too large to be able to conduct mean-
ingful discussions, then it will look for ways to solve that problem. 
The team will then look for solutions that are in keeping with the 
content of the work. Otherwise other – unnecessary – problems will 
develop, which are obviously undesirable.

rule framework

The team meets 1 x a month, 
for 1.5 hours.

Meeting frequency is determined by the team, 
and should be such that all team members are 
involved in decision-making and the team is able 
to respond to current events.

The report is written imme-
diately after client contact 
and is recorded in the health 
care file.

Each client contact is reported in the health care 
file, to optimise handover.

The employee is on site half 
an hour before starting work.

The employee ensures that he has adequate time 
to prepare for the day’s tasks
or:
Nothing! 
(Because you can assume that the employee will 
be prepared, and it’s rather patronising to tell him 
to do it, as well as how it should be done.)

Absenteeism is not to exceed 
3.5%.

Working conditions on the team should be such 
that wrongful absenteeism is avoided.

The team consists of 15 
people.

The size of the team should be such that consulta-
tion and decision-making are easily achieved.
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As these examples show, it’s often possible to create a framework 
rather than a rule. This gives the team flexibility to interpret the sub-
ject at their discretion. 

However, sometimes this is not possible or desirable. When 
setting productivity standards, the lower limit is a rule. The team 
is able to perform above the norm, but it’s agreed with the team 
members that they will not perform under the norm.

Another example of a rule is: in unsafe situations, a team mem-
ber has the right to carry out the task with a colleague.

frameWorks are something you develop together!

The success of a workable framework is also determined by the way 
in which the framework is developed. Many managers make frame-
works for the teams, motivated by the needs of the organization 
and the manager (i.e. control). But in a self-organization, you want 
to develop things that are helpful for the team members as well 
as serving the organization’s goal. This can only be achieved when 
managers and team members join each other at the table.

In a discussion about framework development, the manager and/or 
team members indicate what they need (with regard to a particular 
issue) in order to carry out their work properly. Requests for frame-
works can therefore come from both sides. 

Manager and team members discuss the possibilities together.

settling on frameWorks on Which team memBers disagree

Of course, sometimes the organization requests something that 
team members are opposed to. For example, there are sometimes 
issues relating to holidays and days off. In order to assure the orga-
nization’s continuity, it may be important that employees don’t take 
more than two weeks of holiday in summer, or the business may be 
closed for a certain period and the employees are compelled to take 
certain days off at that time (e.g. between Christmas and New Year).

The management naturally has reasons for these requests, and 
they can be discussed. Within the margins provided, the teams can 
determine how they will apply the rules within their team, but team 
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members may not (for example) be permitted to take four weeks’ 
consecutive holiday. That would mean that agency workers would 
need to be brought in to cover the absence, resulting in additional 
costs to the organization.

The team and the manager can discuss whether the frame-
works are workable for the team involved. If there are reasons why 
the framework doesn’t work for a particular team, the manager can 
choose to make an exception for that team. 

The organization’s continued existence is also important to self-or-
ganization. If the interests of the organization are not served, ev-
eryone will be out of a job. In a hierarchy the managers sort that 
out themselves, and in a self-organization the problems are solved 
together with the teams, meaning that the content of the work is 
more centrally placed. And all within the bounds of reason!

progress rather than monitoring

Because the team members are responsible for the results, the 
manager no longer holds supervisory meetings, but progress meet-
ings. These are used to discuss the way the team functions: whether 
the members are able to work according to the organization’s vi-
sion, whether the frameworks are satisfactory, whether the desired 
qualitative and quantitative results can be achieved, and whether 
the collaboration is running smoothly.

Anomalies and any problems will be discussed, but these do 
not necessarily need to be resolved during that discussion. The 
question of whether the team members believe that there are suf-
ficient possibilities for finding a solution can also be discussed. If 
there are too few options, the manager can ask what the team mem-
bers need in order to move forward. 

A pitfall for the manager here is that he may be tempted to solve 
any problems that may come up or may give the team assignments. 
This is often motivated by fear; previously he was responsible for 
the solution, and in the mindeset of, ‘team members can’t take on 
this responsibility, I should tell them what they have to do ...’ he 
takes over too much of their task. Or he responds out of habit: if 
there’s a problem, you tell people what they should do.
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Besides making it impossible for the team to solve the problem 
themselves, this type of behaviour shows the team that the manager 
thinks they’re not competent. If this happens regularly, the team will 
be increasingly reluctant to take the initiative to solve their prob-
lems. After all, the manager will do it – and do it better to boot  
(in their eyes, at least). 

the team’s not keeping to a frameWork. noW What?

At a certain point, the manager might see that a team is not keeping 
to the agreed frameworks. Obviously he talks to them about it. How 
does the discussion go? The manager begins by letting the team 
know how he views things and pointing out the way in which the 
team is operating outside the framework. At this point it’s import-
ant that the manager makes it clear that he’s interested in talking 
about it, and is curious about the reasons why it’s happening.

He could start the discussion like this: ‘I see that you’re regu-
larly getting complaints about the fact that you’ve failed to keep to 
your agreements with a number of clients. That doesn’t meet the 
agreement that we made about “good quality”, because that agree-
ment says that it’s important to stick to agreements made with cli-
ents. What are your thoughts on this?’

The team members will then explain how they are addressing 
the issue. If they already have a plan for preventing further com-
plaints, they can present it. If the manager sees snags in it, he will 
discuss them with the team. The team members can then take this 
advice on board and continue with their plan. If there’s no plan and 
the team members don’t have any ideas about how to solve the 
problem, the manager can make it clear that he thinks that this is 
important, and ask what the team thinks they need in order to come 
up with solutions. The manager can then agree on a deadline on 
which he and the team will see whether the efforts have yielded the 
desired results. This allows the responsibility for implementation to 
stay with the team. 

In extreme cases, the manager can state that the team must adhere 
to the framework and can agree on consequences if the team mem-
bers still fail to do so. 
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In practice, however, when the manager conducts the discus-
sion well, this is not often necessary.

manager – team coach relationship

The manager and the team coach are two key staff members for the 
teams. Each of them assists the team in carrying out their duties. 
It’s therefore very important that the two have a good relationship – 
not just so they can support the team, but also to shape the self- 
organization in the best possible way. 

The coach is not in the line of hierarchy between the manager 
and the team; the coach is on the same level as the teams and the 
manager is above them. 

A good relationship begins with respecting each other in these 
positions. However, we have often observed that the manager tends 
to place the coach in a hierarchical position between him and the 
team – as a new team leader, in fact. This positioning is reflected in 
statements such as:

‘Coach, can you just check with the team that they’re working 
on filling the vacancy?’

‘Coach, the team members recently disagreed on ..., how was 
that solved?’

‘Coach, I’d like you to talk to them about how they’re dealing 
with ..., because something there really isn’t working. I’d like to re-
ceive a report on it next week.’

‘Coach, I know you’re working on resolving the disagreement, 
but what are you actually doing about it? Is there any chance that 
you could speed it up a bit?’

‘Coach, team X has a problem, how are we going to tackle it?’

In principle, the manager and the coach do not need to have contact 
about the team’s progress. Contact from the manager to the team 
is a direct line, and if the manager thinks the team should make use 
of the coach, he can advise them to contact the coach. The team is 
responsible for consulting – or not consulting – the coach.

The manager also talks to the team members about the way in 
which the coach helps them. The team members obviously need 



The manager  59

to be happy with that; only then does the position prove its worth. 
If the team members are not happy, then the manager will inform 
the coach of this and subsequently encourage the coach and the 
team to talk to each other about the issue in order to improve their 
relationship. 

Conversely, it may be that the team let the coach know that the 
manager – team relationship is not working well. The coach can 
then advise the team to discuss this with the manager. 

making decisions

Even in self-managing organizations, there may come a time when 
the manager needs to make a decision – for example when a team 
member’s performance is not up to standard, or if a team is unable 
to work within the organization’s frameworks.

How does the manager deal with a team member whose per-
formance is below expectations? The team regularly receive client 
complaints about their colleague Peter, and they discuss the issue 
with him. Agreements are made and Peter tries to improve. At the 
evaluation held after the agreed period, however, it is clear that the 
complaints have not reduced in number. The team members are 
finding it difficult to take the next step and they inform the manager. 
The manager advises the team to consult the coach, and perhaps 
also to request advice from the HR department. The team report on 
the situation during discussions with the coach, and it may eventu-
ally become clear that Peter is unable (or unwilling?) to change. The 
team indicate that they are no longer confident that there will be any 
improvement and they inform Peter that they will be handing the 
matter over to the manager with the request that Peter is dismissed 
from the team. 

The manager examines the reports and decides whether enough 
has been done to justify this conclusion. He then makes a decision. 
This may mean that he requests that Peter be dismissed, but based 
on the precise situation he may also choose to see whether Peter 
would be better placed in another position within the organization. 
He might even weigh up whether – again depending on the situa-
tion – to order the team to put up with Peter as a team member. 
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However in our example, where Peter has been the cause of many 
complaints, this is not the most obvious choice.

Obviously the manager leaves the process of improvement 
completely up to the team and the team coach. He has faith that 
they will follow the process properly, and only acts if his help is re-
quired in order to enable them to move forward.

the team of managers on the same page

In a well-functioning self-organization, it’s important that managers 
are all on the same page and that they facilitate their teams with the 
same principles as a starting point. That means they have regular 
contact about the way in which problems are resolved – and it goes 
without saying that when doing this, they use self-organizing princi-
ples. It’s important for people to ask questions and alert each other 
when managerial and hierarchical ways of thinking pop up, includ-
ing when it comes to the way the teams are treated.

Strange situations and dissatisfaction will result if one manager 
facilitates the teams and allows them plenty of leeway to work within 
the frameworks, while another assigns and monitors projects. Even 
when they work in different departments, team members are often 
in contact with each other and the organization’s ongoing develop-
ment towards self-management will stagnate.

How do team managers end up working based on different prin-
ciples? Usually the management or Board of Directors makes the 
decision to change to self-organization. If this decision is made 
hastily (see also Chapter 2, on introducing self-management) and 
little time and energy is devoted to providing support, we see that 
the management level is precisely where discord can persist. With 
their particular view of people and work, some managers see many 
advantages to self-organization and are – by nature – already well 
along the path of facilitating the teams. Others see things differ-
ently, and want to hold on to control.

In our view, there is an important task for the directors here. They 
are in the position to make the call for the organization to change 
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to self-management, while at the same time they are the ones who 
ensure that the process is well-designed and that everyone is on the 
same page.

If, after a number of discussions, it’s clear that a manager (or 
managers) is unable to comply with self-organizing principles, and 
the directors are sticking with their decision to move to self-orga-
nization, then there’s probably not a place for this manager in the 
organization going forward.

When the management tolerates employees thinking and act-
ing in another manner, a clear conflict develops between managers 
when discussing problems in daily practice. Who’s right? Those 
who say that the team members are perfectly able to cope with the 
responsibility, and that he will be there to help them if they have 
any problems (the manager facilitates self-organization)? Or those 
who say that in practice they don’t see the team members stepping 
up to their responsibility and that as a result they still have to take 
care of a lot of issues for the teams (the teams can’t step up to their 
responsibility because the manager doesn’t give them the space to 
do so)?

They will never reach agreement because they disagree on the 
basic principle! If this situation arises and is not corrected, then in 
most cases it signals the beginning of the end of self-organization. 
This is largely because the managers who do want to apply self-man-
agement don’t have the opportunity to put it into practice.

managing using process and content, the neW art of 

management

If the manager manages and doesn’t facilitate, he can ‘limit’ himself 
to content in talks with the team members. But if he wants to facil-
itate then there’s also another dimension, namely the process. He 
not only wants the team members to perform good work; he also 
wants them to take responsibility. That means that he has to look 
further than simply whether a problem has been solved or not. He 
will also need to discuss whether the team members want to solve 
the problem, whether they can solve it, and what they need in order 
to be able to do that. 
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During these discussions, he needs to connect engagement with 
the content (‘What is the problem?’) to the process side (‘What are 
you going to do about it?’). 

If the group doesn’t have a great deal of energy for finding solutions, 
this often manifests in resistance: ‘It can’t be solved, we’ve already 
tried this and we’ve tried that, now it’s your turn ...’ The manager 
can then reply, ‘It’s still your responsibility to find a solution. What 
might help you to get a bit closer to an answer?’ He ignores the (un-
spoken) reproach and investigates whether and what opportunities 
there are, allowing the team to take responsibility. 

Sometimes this takes some time and perseverance from the 
manager, but that patience is usually rewarded. If he addresses the 
problem directly, he will confirm the idea that the teams are not able 
to solve their own problems. Instead, he works on the assumption 
that they can do it, but perhaps need a bit of support to do so. He 
then follows up on the way that the team feels that he or another 
staff member can help them with it. 

The manager thus shows that he takes the team members se-
riously in the fact that it’s normal to not always immediately know 
how to solve something, and shows that he has confidence in the 
fact that they will manage it.

The result is self-confidence and a positive energy that stim-
ulates creativity in the team members, so that problems suddenly 
become less serious and the team members do manage to arrive at 
a solution.

solution-oriented management 

The way in which the manager communicates with the team mem-
bers is solution-oriented, based on formulating their wishes and 
needs, and he uses the Solution Driven Method of Interaction (the 
SDMI®, which we discuss in Chapter 7). 

He formulates objectives, asks what the team members think 
of them, discusses things with them on an equal footing, and makes 
agreements. He also continues to ask what the team members want 
to achieve and what they would like.
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He communicates with them on an equal basis; he takes re-
sponsibility for his own tasks and leaves the team’s responsibility to 
the team members. He doesn’t take over anything. He also respects 
the differences between the team members; not everyone needs to 
be equally good at everything. Good is good enough, sometimes 
the ‘stars’ can take care of specific tasks with the consent of the 
other team members, and sometimes a colleague can compensate 
for things that another staff member isn’t that good. The manager 
looks at the team result. 

He also doesn’t make an issue of the past; if an earlier agree-
ment isn’t working, then he looks at what is needed now in order to 
achieve the goal. 

Working with the Solution Driven Method of Interaction® means 
that the manager and the team members work together to achieve 
goals, rather than making using complaints and nagging to make 
someone feel guilty, and constantly being engaged in a battle with 
them. 

Above all, self-organization means shaping co-operation be-
tween the various levels and staff in the organization.



4
Support



However beautiful the strategy, you should occasionally look 
at the results.
– Sir Winston Churchill –

In a hierarchy, over the years staff members have had a a great deal 
of influence in developing and defining regulations, monitoring sys-
tems and policy development. 

The developing of lots of regulatory and monitoring systems 
achieved uniformity and made it possible to control the primary 
process. The employees therefore experienced the staff as being an 
additional monitoring body, alongside the monitoring task already 
fulfilled by the manager. 

Staff services do this in their own specific fields: human re-
sources management, administration, communications, IT, legal 
affairs, public relations, and training. 

In a self-organization, though, about the focus is not on the uni-
formity and control of the primary process, but on space, flexibility 
and self-discipline. So how can staff apply their valuable, specific 
knowledge and expertise? Doesn’t this call for a different interpreta-
tion of the staff’s duties?

staff serve the line Workers

In both self-managing and hierarchical organizations, the support-
ing staff serve the line workers. Controlling systems and procedures 
is no longer the priority in a self-organization, so the staff can in-
creasingly focus on supporting the line workers in terms of con-
tent, improving the quality of products and services, and developing 
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tools that help the employees to feel supported in carrying out their 
duties. For example, this might include a registration system that 
is simple and easy to fill out while still providing the necessary in-
formation, meaning that employees have time left over to carry out 
their primary task. 

In a self-managing organization, the staff can get back to the origi-
nal objective: facilitating the line workers, and using their specialised 
skills to find solutions to problems the line workers encounter. These 
solutions need to be helpful for the team members. The teams in a 
self-organization make their own choices, so there will be differences 
between the teams. This also means that the staff tailor their advice to 
each team’s specific situation. In practice this may mean that differ-
ent teams receive different advice for something which at first glance 
appears to be the same problem. Of course, the varied advice given 
still needs to conform to the organizational frameworks, legislation 
and collective bargaining agreements. 

In addition to coming up with solutions to problems, support de-
partments will also consider the best way to provide the teams with 
information. The better and more accessible the information, the 
better the team members are able to carry out their duties. Here, 
too, it’s important that the information system is tailored to the 
teams’ needs and way it will be used; the IT department can de-
velop a fabulous application, but if the team members have a lot of 
trouble finding the right information or if only one part of the ap-
plication’s capabilities are used, then unfortunately it’s not a good 
application.

letting go …

When self-organization is introduced, the staff will need to say 
goodbye to certain tasks that they often really enjoyed doing. In a 
hierarchical setting, staff can indulge in developing policies and 
procedures, and they often don’t worry too much about whether 
they can be executed. Complaints from those who do the work often 
have little effect.
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When working in a self-managing organization, staff have to let go 
of the idea that they have responsibility for, and can therefore be 
held accountable for, the quality of the primary process. The line 
workers are responsible for this. The staff are responsible for the 
advice they give. This advice must be of assistance in carrying out 
the work in the primary process. 

The proven formula E = Q x A shows how this works: the Effective-
ness of advice is equal to the Quality multiplied by the Acceptance 
by the user.

For example, the safety adviser recommends fantastic safety 
clothing, with which the risk of burns is zero. The quality rating is a 
9. But the wearer finds that she can hardly move in the clothes, which 
makes it almost impossible for her to do her job. The clothing’s user 
doesn’t give it a high acceptance figure, namely a 2. She is more 
likely to ignore the clothing than to put it on. The effectiveness of 
the measure is therefore not high: 9 (quality) x 2 (acceptance) = 18 
(effectiveness of the advice). However, if the safety specialist recom-
mends clothing which has a high comfort rating (quality an 8) and 
may provide less protection, but is nonetheless better than not wear-
ing protective clothing and thus acceptance is significantly higher 
(7), then the effectiveness of the decision is 56. That’s more than 
three times as high as the clothing that is qualitatively very good. 

It is therefore important that the staff member concerned knows 
what’s important to the team members when performing their work, 
so that he can come up with appropriate recommendations. He must 
let go of the idea that the qualitatively best solution is also the one 
that will work best in day-to-day use. Once staff members have experi-
enced how grateful the team members can be for advice that is a per-
fect fit for their situation, any resistance they might have to their new 
role in the self-organization itself will melt away like snow in the sun.

staff – manager relationship

The manager has final responsibility for the work the teams do, and 
thus also responsibility for developing the frameworks, policies and 
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regulations within which they work. The supporting staff can de-
velop frameworks and policy, but the manager (together with the 
teams) ultimately determines whether or not these will be applied 
in practice. The manager, not the staff member, is also responsible 
for proper implementation, even though the staff member is given 
responsibility for this in many hierarchical collaborations.

The manager can ask the support staff to develop something, 
and the team members can give the support staff more information 
on its use. The support staff will then advise the manager, who in 
turn makes a decision based on this advice.

The manager will hold discussions with the team members to dis-
cuss whether the policy frameworks and procedures provide adequate 
support for them to carry out their duties. If adjustments are needed, 
the manager will speak to the support staff again to determine a suit-
able adjustment based on their specialist knowledge and skills. 

staff – team relationship

When giving advice on the policy and frameworks to be developed, 
the staff member chiefly deals with the manager. He keeps on top of 
the situation in the teams and asks what would help the team mem-
bers to, for example, be more efficient with schedules, or working 
with the intranet. 

He then gets to work with this information, possibly checks 
with team members again to see whether they support his ideas, 
and presents a proposal to the manager. The manager then dis-
cusses the results with the team members.

The staff member can take the initiative to develop something, 
but needs to discuss it with the manager to get permission to take 
it to the teams. That contact, therefore, goes through the manager. 

There is otherwise a danger that the teams will be inundated 
with requests from overzealous staff to talk to them about topics 
which the manager can already predict will not be relevant to them 
(at least at that time).

Team members, however, should always be able to call on staff for 
clarification of specific matters. These might be questions about the 
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collective bargaining agreement, enforcement of the Sickness Ben-
efit Act, dismissal rules, training questions, administrative matters, 
questions about marketing and PR and legal affairs. But the team 
members can also go to the staff for advice on the application and 
interpretation of laws or effective administrative procedures and IT 
applications.

If questions from team members appear to have consequences 
for already-developed frameworks (they are too broadly or too nar-
rowly defined, so team members can’t really use them), the staff 
member refers the team to the manager. 

inform or motivate

We have previously stated that the determining role that staff mem-
bers have in a classic organization (whether or not they want to) 
also carries responsibility. They are sometimes addressed regarding 
(and held to account for) the fact that employees may or may not fol-
low the agreed procedures. If new policies have to be implemented, 
this task is often delegated to staff. Because the staff are assigned 
this task, they also feel responsible for motivating and convincing 
employees. This can result in some confusing situations, because in 
the employees’ eyes the manager is responsible. For teams, it feels 
like having two captains on one ship. 

In a self-managing organization, the staff member may be limited 
to informing the team members of the new guidelines or proce-
dures. After all, he has expertise in this area and was probably there 
at the cradle of the new directive, so if there are specific questions 
then he’s the obvious person to answer them. If team members 
have strong objections and so don’t agree with the directive, the 
staff member can refer them to the manager. And that’s a relief! For 
staff, too, it is not always easy to feel responsible for something that 
should actually be on the manager’s plate. We assume here that the 
manager also knows that he has this responsibility.

If the staff member is clear about his position within the self-orga-
nization, there may be initial disappointment due to the fact he has 
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largely lost the freedom to develop things on his own initiative. On 
the plus side there’s also satisfaction in the new scope of the job, 
because he is once again able to focus on the core tasks, namely: 
advising and informing others of practical applications in his field. 

unknoWn, unloved 

Despite the supporting services being charged with an important 
task in both traditional and self-managing organizations, the em-
ployees who carry out the primary process are not always famil-
iar with what they do. The staff’s work is done largely behind the 
scenes, and as a rule employees see only the results. The way in 
which these results were achieved mostly stays hidden. This often 
leads to us/them thinking, which is something that can result in a 
gulf between staff and line workers even in self-organizations.

When teams begin to self-manage they are also expected to 
carry out organizational tasks, such as tasks in the areas of procure-
ment, administration, finance and HR. In other words, in the staff 
services’ territory. 

Teams regularlyget started on their organizational tasks with-
out thinking to ask the supporting services for help first, while the 
purpose of that support is precisely to facilitate the teams. Employ-
ees might spend many hours interpreting quality criteria, while a 
member of the quality control staff could let them know what it’s all 
about in an hour-long presentation. 

Employees from staff departments could avoid team members 
starting work unprepared by giving them more information on 
the background of their work, and the necessary (sometimes pre-
scribed) procedures. This would obviously only cover those issues 
with which the team members are directly confronted – no more 
information than necessary! For example, when recording billable 
hours, the administration department could provide insight into 
why the recording method used is a good one, and what would hap-
pen if a team member made mistakes with it. This motivates team 
members to do the task properly, and motivates their colleagues 
address it with them if it’s not done correctly. 
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The staff members may also be able to tell the team members 
more about how the staff can assist the team members with organi-
zational tasks. This might then encourage the team members to ask 
for help more often, and more quickly. All this can eventually lead to 
more understanding of each other’s work.

service centre

Some organizations set up a service centre to enable communica-
tion between the teams and the supporting services to run more 
smoothly. The service centre is staffed by one or two employees who 
discuss the question with the team. The service centre staff member 
ensures that the question gets to the right specialist, and the spe-
cialist then answers the question or gets in touch with the team to 
discuss the issue in more detail. 

This means that the team members don’t have to go looking for 
the right person to help them, running the risk of being sent from 
pillar to post.

The establishment of a service centre is a particularly custom-
er-friendly initiative for team members, giving them easy access to 
the staff. 

teams of specialists

Some organizations work with specialists who by law also bear a 
certain responsibility. Examples include medical and paramedical 
staff, psychologists, psychiatrists and remedial educationalists. 
We’ll refer to them here as ‘specialists’. 

We are often asked where, and in which way, these staff should 
be placed in the organization to be most effective. There’s no ready-
made answer, because it depends on a lot of factors: the specific 
qualifications and competences, the nature of the work, the extent 
to which specialists need to be attached to a team, the way in which 
the rest of the organization is organized. In short, there are too 
many factors that make it difficult to give a ready-made answer.

Some organizations choose to place the specialists together 
in a single team, under the responsibility of the Director. The spe-
cialists have ‘on call’ contact with the team, depending on the 
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problem for which specialist knowledge is requested. They function 
as a self-managing team, discuss the teams’ questions and decide 
amongst themselves which of them is best placed to answer these 
questions. 

Other organizations choose to attach the specialist to one or 
more teams for a set number of hours per week. 

Obviously there are other options as well. Our advice is to use 
the principle of self-management to determine the most logical 
choice for each situation. 
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5
The team coach



Judging doesn’t mean understanding.
– André Malraux –

The purpose of the team coach position is to support the team. The 
coach is there as and when needed to help the team members to de-
velop skills, thus enabling them to shape their collaboration process. 

Some organizations think that in the long term, the coach will 
no longer be necessary. They assume that a team goes through a 
number of phases (Tuckman) and is ultimately able to work so in-
dependently that no coach is needed. However, this would imply 
that the composition of the team remains the same, that the team 
members don’t change, and that the environment in which the team 
works doesn’t change either. Obviously this isn’t true. Everything 
is constantly changing: team members resign and others replace 
them; at times team members are not feeling great in themselves 
and so have a particular (often negative) influence on the team; 
there are changes within the organization that the team members 
have to learn to cope with, etc. One minute everything might seem 
to be going well, and then a week later something happens that 
means that the team need the coach’s help.

On the other hand, the team members might think that the 
team is functioning just fine, while the coach sees things that the 
team members can’t see themselves and which might lead to con-
flicts down the track. The coach then needs to be able to discuss 
this with the team, on her own initiative. 

For these reasons, we’re in favour of the team always having a 
coach available to help them.
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position in the organization

There are various viewpoints on the coach’s place in the organiza-
tion. Some organizations choose to make the coach part of the sup-
porting services, so the position is not part of the line. The coach 
then has no direct relationship with the manager of the teams she 
coaches, and the teams view the coach as being more independent. 

However, the manager and the coach both have a direct rela-
tionship with the teams, each from a different angle: the manager 
facilitates the team from the line and has decision-making powers 
on matters that the team doesn’t have the authority to decide on. 
The coach facilitates the team in terms of their teamwork. 

The manager and coach talk regularly about what the teams 
need in order to perform their tasks well, although the coach 
doesn’t share any specific team information. She talks in general 
terms about situations that are difficult to solve and precondi-
tions that make it easier for the team to operate. The manager can 
support the coach in her role where needed, and ensures that the 
coach doesn’t lead or manage the team. After all, that’s the man-
ager’s task (from a distance). The managers make decisions about 
frameworks and the coach supports the teams, without pressuring 
them. In turn, the coach ensures that she doesn’t act as an exten-
sion of the manager. 

should the coach Be attached to the team?

When setting up self-organizations, we are regularly asked which 
one is better: having a specific coach attached to a specific team, or 
a group of coaches who are available to the teams, which a team can 
approach as they see fit.

Our preference is for a coach who is attached to the team. The 
coach gets to know the team, and vice versa. It’s then easier for the 
coach to spot changes in the team that may require her guidance. 
For example, she might see that one or more team members are 
dissatisfied with the situation within the team, but their concerns 
are being brushed aside by other team members. This can even-
tually lead to conflict. Team members see those changes too, but 
they often think that they’ll just go away on their own – until they 
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become too complex, and by then a conflict often already exists and 
it’s harder to resolve the situation.

It’s easier for team members to ask a coach for help when they 
know the coach. If they have a choice of coaches it becomes more 
difficult, because they don’t have a good connection to the coach. 

Working with a pool of coaches can mean that a team goes 
from one coach to another for help, and so don’t manage to solve 
their problem. Some team members may also have an interest in 
the problem persisting, for example because they risk losing their 
dominant position in the team. If those team members start to feel 
cornered, they can blame the coach for not offering them effective 
help to solve the problem. They then turn to the next coach, and the 
process begins again. In this type of situation, it can take a long time 
to figure out what’s preventing the team collaborating effectively.

Using an assigned team coach can prevent these types of sit-
uations, because the team doesn’t have the option of switching to 
another coach. Their own coach is able to continuethe process of 
solving the problem, without interruption. 

the team coach’s tasks

The coach’s role can be described as ‘supporter of the team’ – asked, 
but also unasked. If a team has questions about anything, they can 
always call on the coach for assistance. Sometimes the coach will 
have to refer them to someone else, but mostly she will be able to 
assist the team herself by asking questions, steering them towards 
ways of finding solutions, and giving advice. She supports the team 
as a group, but also supports the individual team members.

In principle, any and all subjects can be addressed during dis-
cussions with the coach. The coach focuses on supporting the team 
in the way the team members try to find solutions to the problems; 
she doesn’t work on content-focused solutions.

The coach is also tasked with pointing things out (signalling), both 
to the team members and to management. She is often the first 
to see the impact of policy decisions at the team level. The man-
agement may think that it’s a good idea to make each team’s sales 
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figures public, but the coach sees that this decision creates more 
competition between teams. The question is whether or not this is a 
desirable development. This is something that the coach can bring 
to the management’s attention. 

The coach works for multiple teams, and sometimes she sees 
a problem arise in multiple teams which could be centrally resolved 
within the organization (for example, the information system might 
not be functioning properly). At first she will advise the teams to 
discuss this with their manager, but if she is able to say that there 
are many teams with the same issue it’s obvious that a solution is 
needed urgently.

She might also take the initiative to start the development of 
frameworks in the organization, or to change existing frameworks 
when teams signal that these frameworks don’t seem to be very 
workable. 

The same goes for developments relating to the self-managing 
organization. Self-management in an organization is constantly 
evolving, and the effects of centrally-made decisions are clearly 
visible in the teams. The coach can take initiatives for both staff and 
line workers to enable them to discuss these effects, for example 
dealing with absenteeism. 

Another important task is mediating and supporting when there are 
problems or conflicts. Where people work together, sooner or later 
there will always be friction or conflict. Team members are usually 
involved to a greater or lesser extent, so it’s not always easy for them 
to resolve these types of situations. In a hierarchy the manager usu-
ally solves the problem, but in a self-managing organization the re-
sponsibility lies with the team. A coach can help with this.

The coach is also responsible for assisting individual employees with 
solving work-related problems. Sometimes it’s nice for a team mem-
ber to discuss certain matters with the coach alone, because the 
problem is work-related but perhaps not directly team-related. But 
the team member might just want to have an ‘outsider’ as a spar-
ring partner. The coach can then discuss the issue with the team 
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member to determine how he can involve the team if that should 
prove necessary, or she can refer the team member to another per-
son or group who can help him further.

The final – but not the least important – task is guiding the team 
members so that meetings are pleasant and effective. The team 
meeting is an important moment for a self-managing team. Team 
issues are discussed and decisions are made as a team. The coach 
can help to conduct the meetings so that everything runs smoothly.

span of coaching

In a hierarchical organization, the span of control is a familiar con-
cept: how many teams or employees can you monitor or manage? 
It obviously depends on the complexity of the work and the range 
of positions. 

Could there be such a thing as a span of coaching? The ‘coach of 
self-managing teams’ position is a new one, so there is little or no 
research data available on the subject. However, experience shows 
that a coach should definitely not coach too few teams. That may 
sound strange, but if a coach has few teams and still wants to be 
‘useful’ at work then she runs the risk of interfering with the teams 
too much. She will then be more inclined to give unsolicited ‘help’ 
with problems that the team would actually like to solve themselves. 
A team that is keen to take responsibility will very quickly find this 
coach intrusive. A team that’s not inclined to take responsibility and 
gets along well with the coach will be more likely to hand the prob-
lems over to the coach to deal with.

In many organizations this rule of thumb is used for the span 
of coaching: an average of two hours per team, per week. When an 
organization first implements self-management, the average could 
be a bit higher: two to four hours per team per week. This includes 
individual contact, phone calls, answering emails and so on. 

team coaching Quality control

Within the team, the team members are accountable to each other 
and if there are times when lower-quality work is delivered, they 
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discuss this with each other. But how is the role of team coach as-
sessed in a self-managing organization? How can the team coach’s 
quality be monitored?

The team coach is directly under a manager or the director; 
that’s the person to whom she reports. The manager can address 
the team coach regarding her performance at work. The teams keep 
the manager apprised of the coach’s performance.

Sometimes the manager will be given unprompted informa-
tion about the performance, either because a team is very satisfied 
with the coach’s involvement, or because they have complaints. The 
manager then discusses these complaints with the coach so she 
can improve her performance.

Of course it may also be the case that the manager doesn’t 
receive any unprompted information, or he wants to get a full pic-
ture of the coach’s performance. Complaints and compliments ob-
viously relate to specific incidents, and these don’t give insight into 
the coach’s performance across all her responsibilities.

The best way for the coach to get the full picture is to request 
information from the team members. He could get this information 
by periodically asking the team members to fill in a list in which they 
can give their opinion on their coach’s work: does she offer suffi-
cient and timely support, does she stimulate the team’s self-manag-
ing skills, and if so how, is her advice helpful, does she respect the 
team’s decisions, etc. The manager and the coach then discuss the 
results together, and can use them to help formulate a list of points 
for improvement.

team coach evaluation
The following questions can be helpful in evaluating the team 
members’ opinions of the coaching they have received. 

The information should be processed anonymously, and 
the coach and manager can then discuss the results with each 
other. 
1  Are you clear on the matters for which you can approach 

the team coach? >>
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skills the coach needs

Coaching self-managing teams requires specific skills and coaching 
techniques. These can generally be learned, but it’s easier when the 
coach has a certain amount of talent. By ‘talent’, we mean certain 
innate qualities which we have observed are difficult to learn.

In order to be able to coach well, it’s essential that the team coach 
has a helicopter view. In other words, she has to be able to think in ab-
stract terms, able to separate content and process or metacommunicate. 

When team members discussing an issue, the coach must be 
able to tell whether the team is working together constructively at 
the same time as she is listening to the content. If they are not work-
ing together well, she must be able to point out what might help to 
improve the co-operation or the discussion, without disrupting the 
discussion. For example, by saying, ‘Lisa, do you see benefits as 
well as disadvantages? Or perhaps you have another suggestion?’, 
you can give a team member guidance during the meeting without 
hurting his or her feelings. 

A coach who can’t metacommunicate looks at discussions at 
content level rather than looking at the way in which people are 
communicating, and tends to make assessments of the content. 

2  Does the team coach respond quickly enough to support 
requests?

3  Are you satisfied with the team coach’s advice?
4  Is the team coach a good listener, does she show interest 

and does she ask questions?
5  Do you sometimes feel that the team coach takes sides in 

conflicts and differences of opinion between team mem-
bers?

6  Does the team coach visit the team regularly to discuss 
issues that benefit or hinder the team’s development?

7  Does the team coach provide sufficient assistance with 
procedures related to records, reporting and personnel 
matters?

>>
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Patience is another talent that the coach can help with by coach-
ing well. It’s important for the coach to keep to the pace set by the 
group. Sometimes a team needs time to make decisions, and it’s 
not helpful to have a coach hounding them. The team members will 
feel the pressure and start to resist the coach, making the process 
counterproductive. 

Finally, it’s important for a coach to have an unbiased interest in 
people. A coach works with people, and all team members are entitled 
to have a coach who respects them as they are. This means that the 
coach treats all team members the same. A professional coach can 
set her own preferences aside and will treat all team members with 
sympathy and respect, so that they are always happy to approach her.

Coaches who naturally like to take the lead or who tend towards per-
fectionism will have to make more effort to help the teams to make 
their own decisions. They will be inclined to put their own stamp on 
the team, and even eventually to act as a team leader. 

Coaches who tend to want to make other people happy will also 
face challenges with coaching. Their pitfall is that they are so fo-
cused on what the team wants that they don’t ask the critical ques-
tions that could help the team to move forward.

taking sides: the coach’s opinion

As mentioned earlier, the coach should not judge the content of 
the team discussions. The moment she does, she loses her neutral 
position and takes a ‘side’ in the discussion. She becomes part of 
the team, as it were, which is not her role; the coach should stand 
alongside the team. Judging doesn’t have a major effect when deal-
ing with issues on which the team members are more or less in 
agreement, ’ but when there are disagreements, the team members 
will be quick to interpret this as being ‘on X’s side’. If this happens, 
neutral coaching is no longer an option as the ‘losing’ side doesn’t 
feel comfortable with that coach any more.

However, there is an exception. When a team is looking for solu-
tions to a problem and suggestions are made that are outside the 
organizational frameworks, the coach can comment. For example, 
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in an organization where work is carried out 24/7, there might be an 
agreement that every team member must be available for all shifts. 
If David refuses to work on the weekends, or continually manipu-
lates the scheduling to ensure that he isn’t assigned to weekend 
shifts, the other team members may get annoyed. At a certain point 
the coach could remark, ‘David, what you’re doing, only working day 
shifts, is not in keeping with the frameworks. Your colleagues would 
like you to follow the rules. Would you like to do that?’ 

The coach gives her opinion of David’s attitude, but by mak-
ing reference to a framework or rule she stays impartial. After com-
menting, she immediately encourages team members to continue 
the discussion amongst themselves. By comparing the attitude to 
the framework she also shows how a potential conflict situation 
can sometimes be defused. This serves as an example for the team 
members to follow.

intervention techniQues for the coach

The art of coaching is being able to use the right intervention at the 
right time, thus helping the team members to move forward. We 
think that a solution-oriented coaching style is the best fit for a self-
managing organization. The SDMI®, the Solution Driven Method of 
Interaction, is explained in more detail in the following chapter. 

Short, clear interventions in line with what the team is working on, 
and that provide the least disruption to the team process, achieve 
the greatest effect. Detailed process descriptions and explanations 
about phases the team is passing through may lead to insight, but 
they can also bring the team to a standstill. They don’t always lead 
to solutions. The same is true of objectives that coaches sometime 
pursue, such as strengthening the team members (strengthening 
them in what, and at whose request?) and providing insight into 
team members’ qualities. Often these are actions that are not di-
rectly connected to the team members’ needs, and the coach loses 
the connection with the team. When the coach immediately picks 
up on what’s being said in the team then she keeps the connection, 
and the team members feel that her contribution has added value. 
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The team members will consult a coach when they feel like they’re 
stuck in their way of co-operating, or when decision-making comes to 
a standstill. The coach aims to bring ‘movement’ to these processes 
with her contribution. For example, a standstill occurs when the team 
members continually communicate in generalities: ‘We’re not getting 
anywhere with decision-making’, or ‘It’s quite difficult to talk to each 
other’, and ‘Things would go a lot better if everyone would just say 
what they mean’. The coach can make this vague language concrete 
by continuing to ask questions, such as ‘What needs to happen be-
fore decisions can be made?’ and ‘Who needs to explain what they 
mean?’ The box below gives some examples of how to make general 
statements concrete. This relatively simple intervention can enable a 
coach to move the discussion forward very quickly. 

Chapter 9 gives an example of how the coach can use solu-
tion-focused questions to support the team process. 

vague comment from team member coach’s reaction

‘You can’t please everyone.’ ‘Who can’t you please?’
‘What do they want that’s different to 
what you want?’

‘We need a leader again.’ ‘Why?’
‘What does the leader have to lead 
then?’
‘What’s not being done that she would 
have to deal with?’

‘That type of idea doesn’t really belong 
here.’

‘Which idea do you think doesn’t 
belong here?’
‘Why do you think that idea doesn’t 
really belong?’

‘It’s not always easy to work on this 
team.’

‘What do you find difficult?’
‘What would you like to change?’

‘I just have to let it sink in a bit.’ ‘How long do you need, so that we 
know when we can move on?’

‘This team needs to talk about commu-
nication.’

‘What should that sort of discussion 
aim to achieve?’

solicited and unsolicited advice

At certain points the coach may choose to give the team members 
solicited or unsolicited advice. Some coach training recommends 
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that coaches don’t offer advice. It’s assumed that the coach’s ad-
vice imposes a particular direction on the team and leaves the team 
members feeling that they’re not free to choose their own path. In 
addition, a solution presented by someone else ’isn’t as effective as 
one that you’ve come up with yourself. 

However, we would assume that team members get their infor-
mation from all over the place and get ideas from all sorts of media 
and people, so why not from a discussion with the coach? 

What’s important is what the coach does after she has given the 
advice. Does she then ensure that the team members use her advice 
as inspiration, or will she really ‘sell’ her advice to them? ‘Selling’ 
the advice forces a decision that the team members probably don’t 
support. But the coach can also use her advice to draw attention to 
a different line of reasoning, stimulating the team members to think 
outside their usual paths. By allowing the team members to weigh 
up her advice, she stimulates them to form their own opinions. It’s 
not a problem for the coach if her idea is rejected, because her aim 
is to simulate ‘movement’ in the team process and she looks at 
what her intervention ‘stirs up’. 

Sometimes the team members appear to accept the advice 
without question. When this happens, the coach will ask further 
questions about the arguments. For example if the team members 
say, ‘If you say so, then it’s fine’, it’s not an argument that demon-
strates that they’ve thought the idea through properly. There is 
then a good chance that implementing the idea won’t have the 
desired effect. The coach can also say, ‘That doesn’t sound like a 
good reason to take my advice. The intention is that you should 
all work on it, so why would this idea be a good solution for this 
problem?’

As a rule, giving advice usually works better than using leading 
questions to encourage the team members to formulate what you 
actually want to say. That’s not as clear and direct, and the team 
members quickly realize that you are thinking in a certain direction. 
You could even say that it’s a bit patronizing, as if the team mem-
bers wouldn’t be able to assess an idea fairly if they heard it from 
someone else. 
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individual approach

The individual approach is a technique which can enable the coach 
to effect a lot of movement in the team. We’re used to seeing the 
team as a whole: ‘The team has a conflict’, ‘The team’s having trou-
ble reaching consensus’, ‘Team X is such a great team!’, ‘There’s so 
much gossip in Team Y’. 

This can make it difficult for the coach to stage effective inter-
ventions. She might constantly address the team as a whole: ‘You 
asked me to talk to you because you having so much gossip in your 
team is causing problems. I doubt that it’s good for the team spirit, 
so how will you solve it?’ The question is: who feels like she’s ac-
tually talking to them personally? In practice we see that a general 
discussion about gossiping usually follows. Is it allowed, or not? 
When is it allowed? Or is it never allowed? ... 

But what we want is for the team members to talk to each other 
about gossiping. That’s also where the solution lies: in our eyes, the team 
is not a single unit that can be addressed as such. It consists of individ-
uals, each of whom influences the team process in his or her own way. 

Coaches who use the solution-oriented approach will address 
the team like this: ‘Some of you have indicated that it’s a problem 
for you that a few colleagues regularly say bad things about other 
colleagues. Who’s got a suggestion for putting an end to this?’

When guiding discussions, too, the coach can use the individual 
approach to help the team members to feel that they are being per-
sonally addressed and encourage them to take their share of the 
responsibility. The box below gives a few examples.

group approach individual approach

‘Come on people, let’s keep on track.’ ‘Lucia, what do you think of David’s idea?’

‘How are you going to take this up 
with each other?’

‘Who’s got a suggestion for a plan?’

‘Perhaps in future everyone needs to 
keep a closer eye on their timekeep-
ing.’

‘Marian, Lucia would like to know if you 
will also meet the deadline next time? 
Could you do that?’

‘This group is currently exhibiting 
survival behaviour; let’s take a look at 
what’s causing that.’

‘Who has a suggestion for helping 
everyone to feel more comfortable on 
this team?’
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exercising influence and long-term effect

There are times when the coach leaves a team and wonders what 
contribution she has made to, for example, improving their team-
work. The group might have talked about it a lot, but she doesn’t 
really feel like much will change. When she goes back to the team a 
week later, the atmosphere is visibly less tense than the last meet-
ing. Jokes are being made again, and the team members who were 
avoiding each other are now consulting each other about a shared 
problem. When she asks how collaboration is going, she’s told: 
‘Your comment last time really got me thinking about how people 
respond to stressful situations differently. I suddenly realised that 
I’m really bad at prescribing how others should respond. So I’ve 
decided that I just won’t make an issue out of it any more.’

Coaches exercise influence with all their interventions; it’s just that 
sometimes the effects of their comments only become clear after 
some time has passed. Team members need time to process things; 
time to talk things over with each other again, or with their partners 
at home. A single comment from the coach can have a big effect in 
terms of improving how the team functions.

ensure good poWer distriBution

One pitfall that coaches should look out for is unequal power dis-
tribution. When discussing a problem, team members may place 
responsibility for the problem somewhere other than themselves, or 
simply not make any effort to solve it. The coach can respond to this 
by encouraging the team members to take responsibility after all: ‘If 
you respond differently, you’ll find that the client is more positive 
too’, or, ‘Really, if you’d put in more effort, you’d find that you can 
manage it.’ The coach is clearly putting more energy into solving the 
problem than the team member is, and this puts pressure on the 
team member. The result is that a team member who feels cornered 
will then be less motivated to work on a solution. A conflict then de-
velops between the coach and the team member, about something 
that wasn’t actually necessary in the first place. 

The team member is responsible for solving the problem. If he 
doesn’t want to make the effort, then the coach should address it. If 
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the team member says, ‘Whatever I do, it doesn’t achieve anything’, 
then the coach can respond, ‘Then I wouldn’t do anything else if I 
were you.’

The reverse also occurs: the team wants to put lots of effort into 
solving a problem; the coach is beset by team members, people 
want to make lots of appointments with her to get her advice, and 
the team hangs on her every word. Probably the coach’s first im-
pulsive reaction is to try to back out of the claim that the team is 
making on her. However, chances are high that this will make them 
chase her even harder. It’s better to have a discussion with the team 
members about their expectations.

the manager’s not doing a good joB!

If the team members complain to you about their manager, this may 
cause a difficult situation for you as a coach. Perhaps the manager 
doesn’t keep the team up to date, doesn’t keep to his agreements, 
is regularly not contactable, and draws up frameworks that the team 
members can’t work with. 

The coach’s first reaction might be, ‘Oh, that’s no good, some-
thing has to be done about it!’ and she rushes to the manager, full 
of indignation. ‘You can’t treat the teams like that!’ 

What the coach is doing in this case is placing herself above 
the manager, as if she was his boss. The manager is obviously not 
going to be happy about that, and he will go on the defensive. This 
can seriously impact the coach/manager relationship. 

With the team, too, the coach is placing herself in a position 
to which she has no right. She takes the responsibility away from 
the team, signalling to the team that they can’t solve the problem 
themselves.

The conflict is actually between the team members and the man-
ager, although the coach may be able to help the team to approach 
it. For example, the coach could stimulate the team members to dis-
cuss the issue with the manager in order to consider solutions. This 
allows the team to take responsibility. Such an approach preserves 
the individual coach/manager and coach/team relationships.
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connection to the team

The coach is responsible for ensuring that she has a good 
connection with the team; the good relationship between the team 
and the coach must be obvious. All team members should feel that 
the coach respects and listens to them. This is one of the reasons 
why coaches should not judge team members’ opinions. If coaches 
do make judgements, they run the risk of looking into who’s actually 
right and then – worse still – speaking to the team about it. When 
this happens, team members who have been told that they’re wrong 
naturally don’t feel that the coach respects them. When it comes to 
interpersonal problems it’s almost impossible to determine who’s 
right. Is it the one who doesn’t stick to the agreements? Or the 
one who makes appointments without involving their colleagues, 
with the result that the others don’t feel responsible for the 
appointments? Or is the team member who made the appointments 
without involving the colleagues actually the one who’s in the right,  
because they almost never attend the meetings anyway? 

If the coach in the middle makes no comment about who’s 
right and who’s wrong, and focuses her attention on ways that the 
team members can help to resolve the difference of opinion, she 
maintains a connection with all of the team members.



6
The self-
managing team



The strength of the team is each individual member.
The strength of each member is the team.
– Phil Jackson – 

How does self-organization operate within the team? How can team 
members collaborate and communicate in a way that allows them 
to meet their objectives in a fun and efficient way? And what else is 
needed in addition to good communication?

As we’ve already explained, the roles of the manager, the coach and 
the supporting staff are to facilitate the team, but that doesn’t mean 
that the team members themselves don’t have to do anything. A lot is 
expected from them, and self-organization calls for different knowledge 
and skills than working in a hierarchy does. Incidentally, and contrary to 
what some managers believe, most team members enjoy developing 
these skills and being responsible for the good functioning of the team. 
Self-organization generally gives the team members a lot of freedom 
to perform their jobs properly, and it turns out that level is not really 
important. Someone who works in ‘cleaning’ wants to approach his 
work professionally too, and to deliver a good result, just the same as 
someone who has a nursing degree or drives a truck. And all of them 
are able to handle – and to shape – responsibility in a self-organization.

In this chapter we will give some suggestions for working as 
part of a self-managing team. 

putting the team together

We’ll start at the beginning: putting a team together. When an or-
ganization decides to move to self-management, many managers 
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think that they need to decide who will be working on which team. 
It’s better to leave this decision to the team. They will determine 
whether the team makeup is well suited to the product, service or 
client. 

For this reason, it’s definitely a good idea to define frameworks 
for a team – capacities, degree of flexibility and so on – but once 
this is done the team members should be able to choose each other. 
The point at which the organization ‘tips’ to self-managing is a good 
time to give team members the opportunity to work as part of a 
team in which they feel at home. 

In a hierarchy, team members’ affinity for each other plays less 
of a role (although even here it’s not unimportant), because there 
are individual job responsibilities. If problems develop, the man-
ager or team leader solves them. In a self-managing team, the mem-
bers have joint responsibility for the team result and therefore need 
to work things out together. If team members have a good affinity 
for each other, it will be easier for them to solve any teamwork prob-
lems.

For this reason, it’s also important that the team members them-
selves are able to choose new colleagues to join their existing team. 
When this happens, we have seen that team members look critically 
at the qualities that team members already possess, which qualities 
they lack, and what they are therefore looking for in the candidate. 

When is a self-managing team suitaBle?

It’s only once problems arise that you can see whether the team 
members are able to co-operate to solve them. When some team 
members are not very skilled in collaboration, every problem seems 
to end up in a team crisis. This leads to the question of whether cer-
tain requirements could be made of employees working in self-di-
rected teams. We see that certain qualities are useful, and others 
can get in the way of teamwork.

The effectiveness of a self-managing team is partly determined 
by the degree to which the team members can form workable 
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agreements with each other. Team members who are prepared to 
change their point of view to that of a colleague, and who are cre-
ative in forming compromises that all team members are happy with, 
will find it easy to co-operate. Being prepared to ‘give in’ or compro-
mise is an attitude that shows that you’re keen to co-operate and 
to take your colleagues into account. This has a stimulating effect, 
even when the team members don’t immediately agree with each 
other. Compromise then usually follows.

In a self-managing team, colleagues should also jointly monitor 
the quality of the work they do. ‘Resilience’ is a quality that is very 
useful here. When you speak to a colleague about something to do 
with the work, it has a positive effect if he doesn’t feel that he’s be-
ing attacked, but is instead prepared to take a look at the way he acts 
and to make adjustments. This then makes it easy to say something 
again the next time. 

Respect for people who disagree is also a helpful quality. Team mem-
bers who condemn ‘dissenters’ quickly create a tense atmosphere 
within the team. People who hold tight to their own opinions and 
place their values and norms above those of their colleagues, the 
‘bosses’ in the team, tend to drive the team members further apart 
rather than bring them together. 

It’s also difficult to hold discussions and make agreements with 
team members who are not solution-oriented and who tend to 
come up with one objection after another. These seekers of ‘dragons 
on the path’ mean that making decisions is sometimes difficult or 
impossible, to the great irritation of their colleagues.

The last character we’d like to mention is the busybody. This is some-
one who finds it difficult to be flexible and tries to force the team to 
agree on a new rule for every exception that comes up. These team 
members can bring others to despair, because all the rules make it 
even more difficult for the others to find creative solutions to situa-
tions – and that is precisely one of the great advantages of working 
in a self-organization.
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co-operation contract

Over time we see that each team develops its own culture, with its 
own agreements, tailored to the team members and the team’s spe-
cific area of work. New team members usually respect the existing 
agreements. They settle in to the new situation, and only begin to 
join in the discussions about changes and making new agreements 
after a period of time has passed. 

However, some new team members try to make their mark on 
the team very quickly, and want to bring existing agreements up 
for discussion as quickly as possible. These might be, for example, 
agreements on holiday planning and days off, and how team tasks 
are distributed. The ‘older’ team members then need to make an 
effort to enable the newcomer to adapt to the existing agreement 
culture. 

These types of discussions can be avoided by including a clause 
in the contract stating that the new employee is aware of the current 
team agreements, and endorses them.

The team is advised to set out the team agreements in a so-
called ‘team handbook’, which records all agreements by topic. 
Many teams record the agreements in the minutes or resolution 
lists, but it’s difficult to refer back to these. 

tasks and no team roles

In a self-managing team, the intention is that the team members 
bear joint responsibility for the results. Certain organizational tasks 
must be carried out to make that possible. In a hierarchy the team 
leader usually takes care of these tasks, but in a self-organization 
the team members do them themselves. These tasks are things 
such as scheduling and drawing up rosters, quality monitoring, im-
proving working methods, maintaining external contacts, preparing 
for meetings, chairing and taking minutes, hiring new team mem-
bers, etc. The activities that need to be done are also related to the 
team’s area of work.

We call the activities ‘team tasks’. The team tasks are periodically 
distributed among the team members who say they can do them or 
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want to learn. Taking on a team task creates a greater sense of team 
responsibility in the team member concerned. Other than that, the 
team as a whole is still responsible for carrying out the team tasks.

We sometimes see that organizations turn work activities into 
roles: the planner, the chair, the HR role, monitoring results and fi-
nances. Each role usually involves a cluster of activities. The danger 
is that a role will be seen as a position in the team, which can bring 
a certain authority with it. This is definitely not how it should be. 
Sometimes we even see team members wanting to be paid extra 
because they’ve been performing the ‘role’ for so long.

The team members are all equal, and all have an equal say on all issues 
concerning the team. For this reason, we prefer to talk about team tasks 
rather than roles. Large team tasks can sometimes be divided into sub-
tasks, meaning that multiple colleagues can take responsibility for an 
individual task. Examples include supervising interns or maintaining 
external contacts. Dividing tasks into sub-tasks allows team members 
with smaller contracts to take part in carrying out the team tasks. The 
person who performs the task does it for the other team members, and 
is therefore accountable to his colleagues. If the task is not carried out 
according to requirements, his colleagues can then ask him to account 
for this. When someone doesn’t perform a team task very well, the task 
can be taken over by another team member.

task rotation

The team tasks should also be rotated amongst the team members 
on a regular basis, giving every team member the opportunity to carry 
out the team tasks. Carrying out team tasks is also a way to broaden 
your personal development. In addition, carrying out these tasks gives 
you a good picture of the team dynamics. This in turn creates a better 
understanding of the difficulties colleagues face. If you’ve also had to 
deal with a moody referrer, it makes it easier for you to empathize when 
your colleagues want to discuss this type of a problem with the team.

Team tasks can be rotated, say, twice a year – but not, as some 
teams do, once every three years. After that length of time a task has 
usually already become a ‘position’. 
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New team members usually don’t join the team task rotation 
until they know how the team works, so that they can make a useful 
contribution.

Quality assurance

Monitoring the quality of the work is a team responsibility in self- 
organizations. The manager sets the quality frameworks, and the 
team ensures and guarantees that the work is of good quality. 
The team members generally enjoy delivering good quality (after 
all, there was a reason they studied for a profession), and within 
self-organizations we make the assumption that professionals want 
to perform their work well. Team members have a direct interest in 
delivering good quality; the lines of communication with clients are 
short, and it’s much more pleasant to get compliments for what you 
do than to get complaints.

There are various ways in which team members can monitor 
the quality of the work, and there’s absolutely no need to create 
complicated, time-consuming systems for this. It’s important that 
the team members know what’s expected of them. The organi-
zation can facilitate the teams by using questionnaires to bring 
concrete form to the discussion about quality. Some easy-to-im-
plement ways of monitoring and improving quality are discussed 
below.

critiquing based on the desired results
It’s difficult for team members to address each other directly about 
agreements that haven’t been kept to or work that hasn’t been 
carried out properly. People are scared of getting an aggressive re-
sponse, which isn’t so surprising – many people can’t handle crit-
icism, and they get angry. This is why critical messages should be 
partnered with positive comments: ‘You’re obviously very good at 
your job, but if you’re in the position of having to have a difficult dis-
cussion again, you could try ...’ Someone who really can’t cope with 
criticism then usually only hears ‘You’re very good at your job’, and 
doesn’t get the underlying message at all, so there’s no question of 
‘being held accountable for quality’.
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Another way of saying something without receiving an angry 
comment in return is to ask questions to enable the other person 
to tell you about what’s not going well: ‘How did that conversation 
with ... go?’, ‘And how did she respond to ...?’, ‘Do you think you 
could have avoided that?’, ‘What have you learned for next time?’ 
The colleague will probably feel patronized by this, and will be on his 
guard next time. With this approach, too, the effect on the quality 
will be zero due to its patronizing nature.

Our advice would be to express criticism as a wish: ‘In the dis-
cussion with ..., which is quite a difficult one, would you be able 
to take her personal situation into account a bit more? She ap-
proached me about it later, and she found the discussion with you 
very difficult. You don’t have to agree, but you do really make your 
colleagues aware of it, and then there’s only one way to interpret 
the message’.

It is easier for people to respond to a request for change (a wish) 
than to a suggestion or a reproach.

‘You realise that you waste a lot of time if you do things in this 
order?’ (reproach) 

then becomes:
‘I think it would save you time if you do this first, and then that. 

What do you think?’

Asking for regular feedback is also something to consider. It shows 
that you are open to hearing criticism, which makes it easier for oth-
ers to let you know what they think could be done differently.

customer feedback
The consumer is an important source of information about the 
quality of the work. Everyone has consumers: the customer who 
buys your product, the client to whom you provide a service, the 
student to whom you provide education, the colleague for whom 
you do scheduling, the team member for whom you carry out the 
administration, and the colleague whose work you facilitate. 
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Unnoticed, they give you lots of information about the way you 
work. If you hear, ‘I’m getting sent from pillar to post ...’, then it’s 
probably not clear who does what in the department. This is suffi-
cient reason to hold a progress meeting.

The same is true when someone comments that the lesson 
wasn’t as inspiring as last week’s: ‘It was so theoretical’. You could 
then consider making lessons a bit more practical, rather than sim-
ply thinking, ‘The students always have to have something to com-
plain about’.

We would like to add that large-scale customer satisfaction surveys 
are less effective, because the results can usually not be attributed 
to specific activities carried out by a team. It’s better to allow those 
who work directly with the customer to research customer satisfac-
tion. The team will take criticism from their own clients more seri-
ously, because they have a connection to them and thus feel more 
responsible for the quality.

shadowing a colleague
When people have been in a job for a period of time, they develop a way 
of working that feels comfortable for them. This often goes hand in hand 
with a restricted view of their own way of working, the so-called ‘blind 
spot’. To reduce this blind spot, you might find it inspiring to spend 
a day shadowing a colleague and make a critical comparison of your 
respective working methods. Why does she do things that way? What 
different responses do you see from clients? How can you use these 
insights to make your own work even better and more interesting? 

intervision
Intervision is another way of broadening your horizons. In a discus-
sion with your colleagues, you explain a situation to them for which 
you can’t find a solution, or in which you think you should be able to 
do things better. They then ask you questions about that situation 
and give you advice on ways you could approach it. Your colleagues 
do this from their own perspectives, giving you a range of ideas 
about other ways of working. 
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In some organizations, intervision is obligatory: each team 
holds an intervision session every four to six weeks. The disadvan-
tage of this type of ongoing commitment is that you end up talking 
to each other about it because you have to, not because you need 
to. Just as with the quality improvement methods, the same is true 
here: hold intervision meetings when they are necessary and rele-
vant. When someone needs to have an intervision meeting with the 
other team members, they can raise the topic at – for example – the 
regular team meeting. 

appraisal interviews
What’s sometimes true of intervision is especially true of perfor-
mance appraisals (or assessment interviews or annual reviews): in 
most hierarchical organizations these are an institution, decked out 
with extensive policy systems, forms, interview techniques, train-
ing and just about everything else. Appraisal interviews were origi-
nally intended to be a two-way conversation between the manager 
and the employee about the employee’s performance. This was in 
contrast to the assessment interview, in which only the manager’s 
opinion was considered important (therefore very hierarchical). 
Agreements, including agreements on how the employee wanted 
to develop further, were set down during the appraisal interviews. 
The employee needed to accept the agreements, and otherwise he 
could appeal. At that time, the 1970s and ’80s, it was revolutionary. 
To this day appraisal interviews are carried out faithfully each year, 
even when employees have been working to everyone’s complete 
satisfaction for years, and both the employee and the manager find 
the discussion completely unnecessary. 

At a certain point, organizations that want to change to a self-or-
ganization face the question: ‘What about appraisal interviews?’, be-
cause there is no direct manager to conduct the discussions. The 
director certainly doesn’t have time to hold what may be up to 500 
discussions per year. 

Our answer: appraisal interviews are conducted within the 
team, because the team members are jointly responsible for their 
quality and development, and only when necessary. In practice this 
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means that team members often choose a way of improving the 
quality of the work that is less time-consuming than an appraisal 
interview, but nonetheless has the same result, or they may choose 
to discuss the overall performance with one or two colleagues. The 
positive points and areas for improvement can also be discussed 
within the team by using the job description to exchange two ‘tops’ 
(things someone is good at) and two ‘tips’ (things that could be im-
proved) with each other. If all team members do this for each other, 
this gives a fairly clear picture of their strengths and weaknesses.

Developing a uniform system of appraisal interviews is there-
fore unnecessary in a self-managing organization.

team evaluation
In contrast to appraisal interviews, which are designed to map indi-
vidual performance, the team evaluation aims to provide insight into 
the way in which the team members work together. Good teamwork 
is essential in a self-managing team, and if minor irritations and dis-
agreements aren’t discussed soon enough, they can grow into prob-
lematic conflicts which are much more difficult to deal with.

In a team evaluation, the team members examine the team 
functioning together and agree on possible improvements. The box 
below gives an example of a questionnaire that may be useful for 
structuring the discussion. The questions also state the criteria for 
a well-functioning self-managing team.

It can be a good idea to involve the team coach in the team eval-
uation. She can lead the discussion, enabling the team members to 
concentrate on the content.

team evaluation
1 Is the team composition such that
 a personality differences are accepted?
 b differences around flexible deployment are accepted?
 c  all professional and organizational tasks can be car-

ried out? >>
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the team meeting

The team meeting is an important part of the team process. If the 
team members have to produce a joint result, it’s essential that they 
meet regularly to discuss it. The team meeting is where decisions 
are made, and given that all members of the team bear individual 
responsibility for the whole, everyone needs to attend.

A lot of people really dislike meetings, because they often have 
no structure and fail to produce results. Conversely, sometimes they 
are far too rigidly structured meaning that nobody feels free to dis-
cuss things, it’s far too tedious, and the meeting is dominated by just 
a few colleagues. In a hierarchical situation, the manager usually talks 
for a large part of the meeting time, with announcements and agenda 
items that he finds important. Then he complains about the small 
contribution the employees make. And we don’t think it’s strange ...

2  Is there a ‘willingness’ to give in? In other words, are the 
team members able to modify or change their own opin-
ions, with the aim of reaching agreement?

3  Is there agreement on the division of labour?
4  Are the team tasks assigned in a way that allows everyone 

to make sufficient use of each other’s qualities?
5  Can people approach each other about the quality of the 

work?
6  Does the team possess sufficient knowledge to be able to 

support each other in professional terms?
7  Is the team able to, and does it have the tools to, tailor the 

demand for care/support to the available hours of work?
8  Are team members able to take a solution-oriented 

approach to problems?
9  Are decisions made by consensus?
10  Does the whole team bear final responsibility for all tasks 

that are carried out by the team?
11 Do all the team members look after each other?
12 Are the team members willing to help each other?

>>
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Chapter 8 discusses the meeting model based on the Solution 
Driven Method of Interaction (see Chapter 7) in detail. Solution-ori-
ented meetings are an important part of self-organization, because 
they are an efficient way of reaching broad-based decisions. A meet-
ing model should also be easy to apply, so that the structure serves 
the content rather than the other way around. 

In this section we will look at how team meetings can be struc-
tured.

frequency
How often do meetings need to be held? Some organizations ‘give’ 
a team two hours of meeting time every four weeks. This is insuffi-
cient in most cases. It may have been enough in a hierarchy, but in 
that model the manager makes a lot of decisions without discuss-
ing them with the team members. In a self-organization the team 
members need to consult each other, and if there’s not enough joint 
meeting time available then we soon see that the team members 
with big contracts end up making decisions about the daily routine. 
This eventually leads to a new hierarchy within the team, with (usu-
ally unintentionally) the people who work a lot having the most say. 

The team members decide for themselves how much discus-
sion time will be needed, and what’s possible given the time that 
people have available. This also depends on the area of work. 

the agenda
In a self-managing team, every team member has the opportunity 
to submit agenda items. Items will only be postponed (because the 
agenda for the meeting concerned is already too long), or even re-
moved, if the submitter agrees. 

In a traditional organization people are used to the manager 
making the agenda, and they comply with the management’s de-
cision – even if it means that their item is removed from the list 
because it is considered unimportant. Some self-managing teams 
retain this habit, and the chair takes over the manager’s role and 
determines the agenda for the others. This gives one team member 
more say than the others, which is not the intention. 
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The tentative agenda is only finalised during the meeting. If 
there are more items than can be covered in the meeting time, the 
urgency of these is discussed and the submitter decides whether 
he thinks there is sufficient reason for his item to be postponed. 
Suggestions that affect every attendee (for example extending the 
duration of the meeting), however, are decided jointly. On paper 
this seems like a laborious process, but experience shows that team 
members are able to work through it quickly.

the chair
The chairship of a self-managing team can be viewed as one of the 
team tasks that each team member can perform; in a hierarchy the 
manager usually performs this task. The chair therefore has no ad-
ditional powers. Some team members think this is a shame, and de-
rive a certain status from this task which also allows them to claim 
more of a say. In most cases this results in conflict, because the 
other team members don’t accept this. The task should be rotated 
regularly in order to prevent such problems.

In principle every team member can take on the task of chair, 
but for the sake of the quality of work in the team it’s better to have 
the task performed by someone who has already mastered it rea-
sonably well, or would like to learn. Poor chairship can cause too 
many problems for the team. Incidentally, this applies to all tasks; a 
poor planner also causes a lot of misery for a team.

decisions By consensus

One of the consequences of working in a self-organization is that the 
teams make their decisions by consensus (everyone agrees with the 
proposed decision, or indicates that they have no objection). Respon-
sibility for the team results rests with the team and in order to be 
able to take that responsibility as an individual team member, em-
ployees need to have decision-making authority. This applies to all 
team members, and it follows from there that the decisions are made 
together and all team members agree. This doesn’t mean that every-
one always has to agree wholeheartedly with everything. In practice 
that often leads to endless discussions without a workable result.
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What we mean is that the team members work together to look 
for workable solutions to problems in the team, and that objections 
are inverted to become proposals. What you often see during dis-
cussions is that objections become reasons to reject a proposal 
and thus the proposal is set aside. Decision-making then stagnates 
as a result. Team members should be asked to come up with pro-
posals for solving the objections, thus bringing the team members’ 
views closer and making it easier to reach jointly supported deci-
sions. This creates an optimistic atmosphere in which teamwork 
is enjoyable.

minutes, resolutions, team handBook

It’s obviously a good idea to record the agreements made during 
a meeting, so everyone has access to the same information and 
there’s no room for interpretation. The same rule applies here: 
don’t do any more than necessary.

Many teams automatically draw up a very detailed record of 
how the discussions progressed. Sometimes it looks like a play: 

John: … 
James: ...
Elizabeth: ...
The minutes are then put in a cupboard and no-one ever looks 

at them again. Diving into those thick folders to find a discussion 
again to see what agreements were made is far too daunting.

What’s actually required in order to work is a good, simple 
wording of the decisions. If a team member needs to take action 
on something, then simply noting ‘who’, ‘what to do’ and ‘by when’ 
is sufficient. Both the decisions agreed and the actions to be taken 
can be recorded in the ‘decision and action list’. If it’s important for 
absent team members to know how a discussion played out, then 
a brief mention can be made of the proposals and arguments cov-
ered. This saves a great deal of time. 

It’s more efficient to archive the decisions and agreements accord-
ing to topic. For example, all agreements related to drawing up 
the roster will be collated and filed under the heading ‘rosters’. If 
an agreement is changed, the old agreement is discarded and the 
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new one is filed in its place. If this is done consistently (someone 
could take responsibility for this team task), then a so-called team 
handbook (paper or digital) is created which contains all relevant 
team agreements. New team members can read this to find out how 
things work in the team and can settle in quickly. 

Doing things in this way means that the team doesn’t waste 
precious time on creating detailed minutes that no-one reads, but 
there is still a good overview of the decisions, which makes it easier 
to keep each other accountable for these agreements. 

to email or not to email

We’d like to take a brief look at how email is used. These days ev-
eryone communicates via email, WhatsApp and the like. There’s 
nothing wrong with that – it saves time, you don’t have to wait until 
someone has time to talk to you, and it’s cheap. 

However, some team members clearly find email a comfort-
able medium when there are irritations. It seems easier to say 
what’s bothering you if you don’t have to say it to your colleague’s 
face – you write it in an email and that will get the message across. 

But this is a misapprehension. The irritation almost always 
comes through in the writing, and words on paper seem harder, 
more direct and more emotional, because the extra dimension of 
face-to-face contact (or your voice, if you’re talking to someone on 
the phone) is missing. In addition, not everyone is able to set their 
thoughts down on paper in a way that conveys their point exactly 
as intended. Situations can thus escalate unnecessarily.

It’s a better idea to discuss irritations in person with the col-
league concerned. If that really doesn’t work, then it might be wise 
to ask someone else to read the email first so you can be sure that 
your (hopefully) good intentions come across. 

The reverse also applies: if you receive an unpleasant mail from 
a colleague, don’t answer immediately while you’re all riled up, but 
leave it for at least a day or speak to your colleague in person.

Working on a multidisciplinary team

In a multidisciplinary, self-organizing team, colleagues from different 
fields are jointly responsible for the team result. This is a common 
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team composition in the health care sector. There are also examples 
of multidisciplinary teams in education (different subject teachers 
teaching a group of students) and in construction (carpenter, brick-
layer, electrician, etc., who work together to build a single house). 

In terms of structure, this type of team functions in the same 
way as a team where all staff perform the same role. 

However, working as part of a multidisciplinary team is some-
times more difficult, because some specialists tend to interfere in 
their colleagues’ fields. Sometimes the colleague’s knowledge and 
expertise is even called into question. This can easily develop into a 
battle, either hidden or overt, sometimes at the cost of the results 
and the atmosphere at work. When team members respect each 
other’s fields and take advantage of each other’s expertise, then 
there’s not a problem.

multidisciplinary approach and authority
In some cases, one of the team members has more of a say than the 
others by virtue of the job he does. For example, in a health care team 
a psychiatrist legally bears final responsibility for patients’ treatment. 
In principle this can mean that he has veto rights in decision-making, 
or is able to make an independent decision on the patient’s treat-
ment method. It works better when the other team members are in-
volved and can join in the discussion about determining the method, 
thus creating support. Perhaps the psychiatrist also needs to make 
some concessions in the treatment proposal, meaning that the other 
team members are more motivated to carry it out.

overload, a negative effect of self-management?

We often hear that a disadvantage of self-management is that team 
members get overloaded. Team members themselves say that they 
sometimes have to take too much onto their plates since beginning 
self-management. It is indeed something that happens sometimes, 
but we would prefer not to call it a disadvantage of self-management.

In a self-managing team, the team members feel jointly responsi-
ble for the activities they need to carry out. Sometimes, however, 
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absenteeism due to illness increases (temporarily) or there is (also 
temporarily) a bit more work to do, and then we see that the team 
members have no problem with stepping up the pace – precisely 
because they feel a sense of responsibility. But sometimes the phase 
in which extra effort is required goes on for too long, meaning that 
the pressure of work is too high and work-life balance is disturbed.

This then requires good consultation on the amount of activi-
ties assigned. It’s important here to respect the capacity of the indi-
vidual employee. This doesn’t always happen; some team members 
are annoyed that their colleagues are not always able to go the extra 
mile, and they place pressure on these members of the team. This 
results in even more stress, in addition to overload caused by the 
extra work.

The solution to preventing overloading therefore lies in accepting 
each other’s capacities for work. If this then means that the team 
does not possess sufficient capacity to perform the work, the coach 
and/or manager will need to assist the team to find other options. 
It’s also important that the coach and the manager respect the em-
ployee’s limits, because absenteeism due to overloading is waiting 
down the track. If that happens, nobody will benefit.

meeting of team representatives

In practice, topics which are discussed in a number of teams fre-
quently require co-ordination, for example things like the PR pol-
icy, safety, training, and curriculum development. These need to be 
co-ordinated in order to enable clear communication with clients, 
referrers or municipalities. 

Sometimes a team member wants to undertake further per-
sonal development, has gained a lot of knowledge of a particular 
topic, and is keen to assist other teams in that field; for example, 
he might want to develop a training session in collaboration with 
colleagues from other teams. 

These are great initiatives, but they can become a problem pe-
riodic consultations are held with one or more representatives from 
each team. Decisions are often made during these consultations, 
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which is already a bit of a problem in itself considering how self-man-
agement is meant to work. The representatives end up making de-
cisions for the other teams, thus creating a new hierarchical layer. 
In self-management the intention is actually that decision-making 
power rests within the teams, and that each team can make its own 
decisions within the organizational frameworks.

Teams that work closely with each other can certainly find it use-
ful to consult each other, but this should only be done when neces-
sary – i.e. not periodically, because then it becomes an ‘institution’. 
And the employees who attend that meeting should not be given 
a mandate because they then run the risk of ‘deciding for others’. 

pitfall of reintegration folloWing illness

Illness may mean that a team member is absent from work for a lon-
ger period of time. Sometimes the others then notice that team collab-
oration is much more enjoyable, and start to make comments about it: 
‘It’s only now that you really see the influence Jenny has on the meet-
ing’, or ‘Sorting out the roster ourselves is actually much nicer now’, 
and ‘It’s so peaceful now that Richard’s not here’. At a certain point the 
whole team ends up discussing the inplications of these observations, 
and the team coach is often involved in these discussions too. Before 
they know it, the team have come up with all kinds of conditions with 
which the absent colleague will have to comply when he comes back. 
In addition, the coach is often told that it would be better if the col-
league started his reintegration on another team.

In this case, the team members are not taking responsibility for 
their earlier behaviour. They may have seen the effect that the team 
member had on the team’s functioning before he got sick, but no-
one made the effort to discuss the behaviour with him. Or perhaps 
the behaviour only became more obvious once the team member 
was away on sick leave. In both cases the team members should or-
ganise for the sick colleague to be reintegrated as part of their own 
team, and to discuss the difficult behaviour with him at a later point.

The team member concerned then has the opportunity to 
change his behaviour and together the team members can ensure 
that their teamwork improves.
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factors in successful self-management
If obviously present, these criteria more or less guarantee that 
a self-managing team will function optimally. 
r  The team works within clear frameworks which were 

agreed on with the management.
r  The team has the authority to make their own decisions, 

within the agreed frameworks.
r  A self-managing team is an evenly balanced team, with 

people who are prepared to ‘give in’.
r  There is agreement on the division of labour.
r  The team regularly holds effective discussions, where 

a solution-oriented approach is used and decisions are 
made by consensus.

r  In addition to their individual professional responsibili-
ties, the team members feel jointly responsible for the organi-
zational tasks and the team results.

r  The team members get along well with each other and are 
happy with the team.

r The team achieves good results.
r  Within the team, the individual members can be 

approached if the quality of their work is not up to scratch, 
and they noticeably do their best to improve.

r The team can rely on good support from the coach.



7
The Solution 
Driven Method 
of Interaction 
(SDMI®) and 
self-management



If you want to treat people equally, you have to approach them 
differently.
– Astrid Vermeer and Ben Wenting – 

Another way of supporting self-management within an organization 
is by paying attention to how its members communicate. The ideal 
is a communication style in which equality, encouraging responsi-
bility and problem-solving are more important than placing blame, 
acknowledging mistakes, and decisions based on power. A style that 
concrete enough to allow all members of the organization can apply 
it easily, but that nonetheless offers so many possibilities that it can 
also be used to solve complex problems. 

The Solution Driven Method of Interaction® (SDMI®) is a 
methodology with these features. Simply being familiar with a meth-
odology is obviously no guarantee of success; a methodology only 
has value when it is applied in a way that suits the nature of the user. 
Many people are introduced to all sorts of discussion and commu-
nication methodologies but don’t use them, or not in the right way, 
and then say that the methodology is no good. ‘People know what 
they should do, but they don’t do it.’

In this chapter we outline the basics of the SDMI® and provide 
examples of how to apply it.

Distinguishing between problem-orienteD anD solution-

orienteD working

SDMI® is a solution-oriented methodology: it takes the current situ-
ation, the present, as a starting point, and uses that to consider 
solutions in the future.
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There are also problem-oriented methodologies. These first 
investigate the problem, look for its causes, and then look for 
solutions on the basis of this information. In problem-oriented 
methodology you also look at who is to ‘blame’, what you no 
longer want, or what you want to avoid. Solution-oriented working 
means that you look chiefly at what you do want: what can you 
do to improve a situation, and who or what is needed in order to 
achieve that?

This makes the SDMI® an optimistic and non-judgmental (you 
don’t try to place ‘blame’) method that fits well with the vision 
behind self-organization. In a self-managing organization, the team 
members and managers are expected to be able to respond effec-
tively to developments in the team and ‘on the market’, and a deci-
sive, future-oriented attitude is in keeping with this. Decisiveness is 
also associated with thoroughness, efficiency, speed, extroversion 
and so on. However, in this case we’re referring to decisiveness 
in the sense of ‘decision-making ability’. Sometimes it’s not fast 
and decisive at all, but takes time to properly formulate what needs 
to be done differently in the future. Nonetheless, it works towards 
‘reaching a decision’ and not ‘coming up with a good description of 
the problem’. The first of these stimulates thinking up solutions, the 
second stimulates diagnosing the problem and thereby identifying 
causes that need to be cleared up or avoided in the future. 

The SDMI® assumes that your historical data and descriptions 
of problems are usually not necessary in order to come up with a 
sensible way of thinking of solutions in the future. In addition, it is 
human nature to try to resolve uncomfortable situations as quickly 
as possible so that everyone feels comfortable again. Finding solu-
tions to problems – quickly – and adapting to inevitable changes 
is probably one of the things that has brought the human race to 
where we are now. Finding solutions is faster and more efficient if 
you first determine your goal, then look at how you can get there, 
and then decide on the best course of action. 

Problem-oriented methodologies focus on analysing the past; 
the SDMI® analyses the current and future situations and a plan of 
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action is developed based on these. Analysing the past is sometimes 
useful if a path towards finding a solution can’t be found immediately.

the principles of sDmi®

The SDMI® is based on a view of human nature. This view is based 
on a number of assumptions, which we explain below.

conscious choices and responsibility
The SDMI® assumes that people are able to make conscious choices 
and are therefore able to take responsibility for their actions. 

Making choices is obviously not always done consciously; 
people often make choices based on feelings. Sometimes you don’t 
know exactly why you want something, you just ‘feel’ that it’s a 
good idea. And yet, if you take the time to pause and reflect on that 
feeling, you can often become more aware of the reasons why you 
want or do something. The more you make choices consciously, the 
less things ‘happen’ to you and the less you end up being surprised 
by unexpected consequences. We seem to like that ... 

Organization members (those who execute the primary process, and 
managers) taking responsibility is one of the pillars of a self-man-
aging organization. 

The reverse also works. If you want people to take responsi-
bility, they need to have the opportunity – and thus the power – to 
make choices. It’s only when they have the power that they can be 
held accountable for their choices. This means that self-manage-
ment (the teams bearing responsibility for the results) isn’t possible 
if they don’t have a great deal of decision-making power. In other 
words: if a team doesn’t have the opportunity to make the decisions 
that are necessary in order for them to do their jobs well, there is no 
question of self-management.

We assume that people can take responsibility, but that doesn’t 
mean that they always want to take it. Obviously being held respon-
sible for something is not always a good thing, because it means 
that you can also be held accountable for the consequences, and 
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that’s definitely not always an appealing prospect. Responsibility 
goes hand in hand with accountability.

respect
Respect is another premise on which the SDMI® is based. And 
we’re not talking about others addressing you as ‘Mr’ or ‘Ms’, or 
the commonly-heard phase ‘With all due respect’, ... followed by a 
condemnation of the previous speaker. 

By ‘respect’, we mean the wholehearted acceptance of differ-
ences between people. As everyone knows, everyone’s different. 
Some people are doers, others thinkers, initiative-takers or followers, 
beautiful or ugly, Christian or Hindu. We assume that everyone has 
something meaningful to contribute to a discussion, based on their 
own background, character or abilities. It’s only once you accept 
this that you are able to be receptive to your colleagues and to 
collaborate on an equal basis, whether those colleagues are fellow 
team members, managers, or supporting staff. That doesn’t mean 
that people are all the same. Of course there is a difference between 
people and their roles. Position, character and education or training 
result in differences, meaning that one person is more suited than 
another to certain tasks and activities. But that doesn’t mean that 
someone therefore ‘deserves’ a lower or higher position as a person. 
This is an important basis for working in a self- organization. When 
you have respect for all members of the organization, people are 
aware that you’re not passing judgement on them and everyone 
feels free to say what they think. 

active energy
The SDMI® assumes that when we end up in a situation that we 
experience as unpleasant, we take action. We want to feel comfort-
able again as soon as possible. That means that we automatically try 
to think of ways to solve the problem, rather than going into how it 
came about. We move towards the future. This is why the SDMI® is 
a solution-oriented method, not a problem-oriented one. 

The majority of people focus on constructive ways to get rid of 
the problem, and a few will choose a way that may be comfortable 
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for the team member but may not always be constructive in their 
colleagues’ eyes. One example might be colleagues who blame their 
mistakes on external factors. These people actually look after them-
selves well, and in their own way they generate a certain type of 
‘active energy’ to solve their problem; they actively turn away from 
the problem. 

It’s more difficult when one colleague has a problem and wants 
to find a solution, and the other colleague doesn’t have that problem. 
It may even be in his interest to leave the problem with his colleague. 
In that case he won’t want to put a lot of energy into helping to solve 
his colleague’s problem. The colleague with the problem could then 
first consider whether or not he actually needs the other person. 

working with the sDmi®: 5 points to note 

The principles mentioned earlier are given a concrete, workable 
form in these five points. The points play a more or less promi-
nent role in every situation, they are interrelated, and they enable 
insight into the situation, how to deal with it and to make (as far as 
is possible) well-considered decisions, if necessary. 

For team members (and sometimes managers), making deci-
sions and taking responsibility is something that they sometimes 
have to master (it’s different for everyone). The hierarchical work 
situation offered few opportunities for this. 

Using the points to prepare for discussions or situations that call for 
change highlights all of the aspects that play a role. In a discussion, 
too, the points can help to enable insight into situations, so goal- 
oriented adjustments can be made and the team can stay ‘on track’.

The five points are: 
1 Goal: what do you want to achieve?
2 Position: what do you have responsibility for? What can you 

decide for yourself? What can’t you? What are your skills?
3 Working method: how are you going to achieve your goal?
4 Communication method: communicating with each other in a 

respectful, clear and direct way.
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5 Time: how much time do you have to achieve your goal – is 
there a deadline? How much time do you need?

We will examine these in more detail one by one.

goal
If you employ SDMI®, one of the first questions you ask at the 
moment that a problem or issue arises is: ‘What do I want to 
achieve?’

This point is therefore directly related to the method’s solu-
tion-oriented character. If there’s no goal, there’s no direction. 
In other words, without a goal you just do whatever. That usually 
doesn’t achieve much. Making the goal clear and concrete allows 
you to determine whether the proposed actions are in line with 
the goal.

We often see that goals are formulated negatively: ‘We want to 
ensure that no more customers switch over to the competition’, or 
‘employees should spend less time on administration’. This focuses 
your thinking on something that you don’t want, making it more 
likely that you’ll choose ‘negative’ solutions.

We will go on to discuss the reasons why customers switch 
to the competition, as well as how that could be prevented. The 
competitor might have lower prices, so you then lower your price 
too. For example, when the issue is ‘employees should spend less 
time on administration’, the positive goal formulation becomes: 
‘Employees need to spend more time on clients’.

When you formulate your goal positively, you say what you do 
want to achieve and you focus your thinking on positive solutions. 
The goal then becomes ‘to engage our current customers’, and then 
you will probably come up with other solutions. Perhaps you then 
come up with a marketing strategy designed to raise awareness 
of the organization’s specialty, or the employees are instructed to 
manage customers differently.

A ‘means’ is often raised to a ‘goal’. I want to achieve the procure-
ment of a new coffee machine. However, procuring a new machine is 
a means of obtaining good coffee. Good coffee is therefore also the 
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goal that you want to achieve, and perhaps there are other means of 
achieving that than via the procurement of another machine.

position
In addition to determining the goal, it’s important to know who 
is authorised to achieve the objective, and capable of achieving it. 
In the ‘customer engagement’ example, the field worker and the 
marketing specialist may be the most capable of coming up with 
solutions. 

Another example: for health care professionals who need to 
spend more time on clients (and less on administration), it’s prob-
ably a good idea to consult the health care professionals to find out 
why they spend so much time on administration. Administrative 
staff can then be asked how they might be able to contribute to 
reducing administrative pressure on the health care workers.

working method
Once it’s clear what needs to be accomplished and who is involved, 
the ways of realising that goal can be discussed. 

To return to the previous example for a moment: ‘Employees 
need to spend more time on clients’. What are some ways of 
achieving that goal? It may indeed involve ‘reducing administrative 
pressure’, but taking on more caregivers might also be an option. 
Perhaps reporting could be made more efficient, so that the care-
givers have fewer forms they have to fill out?

communication method
When dealing with other people, it’s important to communi-
cate clearly, directly and respectfully – and for the other person to 
communicate with you in the same manner. The better you know 
what you want and why, the easier it is to be clear. The clearer you 
are, the easier it is for your conversation partner to respond, and for 
the two of you to arrive at mutually satisfactory agreements. If the 
person you’re talking to isn’t clear about what he expects of you, it’s 
difficult for you to make a choice – so it’s important that you ask the 
other person to be clear.
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A clear and direct manner of communication contributes to an 
equal, respectful and therefore enjoyable working relationship. 
It’s about the little things: a colleague comes to you and asks if he 
can have the day off the day after tomorrow. You both know that 
there’s an important team meeting scheduled on that day – and 
it was very difficult to organize. You could say, ‘Well, if a day off is 
more important to you than the meeting, it’s up to you, it’s your 
responsibility’. Your colleague then has to read between the lines to 
see that you don’t agree, and you might be hoping that he feels so 
guilty about it that he’ll just come to the meeting. It’s clearer and 
more direct, and puts you on a more equal footing, to say, ‘I’m really 
not keen on that idea. It was really hard to schedule a date for the 
meeting. I value your opinion, and then we’d miss out on it. Would 
you be able to take a different day off instead?’

Because you clearly indicate how you feel about it and give the 
reason why you want him to come to the meeting, your colleague is 
able to make a decision based on what’s actually going on, and not 
based on a negative feeling because he feels manipulated.

time
When working with the SDMI®, ‘time’ is an important factor to 
consider. ‘Time’ is a given within the organization and is not always 
easy to influence. There’s often a deadline, and problems often have 
to be solved within a certain time frame or else other members of 
the organization will suffer negative consequences. 

Time constraints mean that problems can’t always be resolved 
in the most desirable way. You might prefer to have the vacancy 
filled by someone with a Higher Professional Education diploma 
who has at least ten years’ experience, wants to work 36 hours, 
and can start next week. But if none of the candidates fits this 
profile and there’s no time to keep on looking, then something in 
the goal or the working method needs to change in order to allow 
you to move forward. Perhaps the Higher Professional Education 
with less experience is good enough, or someone with an inter-
mediate vocational education and lots of experience would also 
be satisfactory. 
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The ‘time’ factor therefore has a great deal of influence on the 
way the other factors are interpreted.

no set orDer

The five points don’t need to be followed in a set order. It’s certainly 
advisable to first consider the goal that needs to be achieved, but 
later in the discussion or when making an action plan you can look 
at which point needs to be considered at that stage. In meetings it’s 
not uncommon for, say, an agreement to be made to purchase from 
company X in the future, because it’s cheaper and offers the same 
quality (goal), but no agreement is made about who will cancel the 
current supplier (position), and when that will happen (time).

a new ‘now’ every time

Sometimes you can see that in retrospect, an action or agreement 
didn’t have the desired effect, or no longer suits the situation that 
has developed. You might then be inclined to continue along the 
agreed path, because suddenly changing your opinion might seem 
stupid, unstable or fickle. It’s also not always easy to admit that 
you evaluated a situation incorrectly, and it feels like you have to go 
‘grovelling’ back to your colleagues, so you just keep on down the 
same track and hope for the best.

The earlier decision, however, was made to the best of your 
ability with the knowledge you had available at that time. If you 
could have foreseen that the decision wouldn’t have the desired 
effect, you would obviously have made a different choice. There’s 
no blame on you. 

When applying the SDMI®, you assume that every new moment 
is a new ‘now’ and that new choices can be made based on the new 
insights gained. You’re never stuck in the past and you’re always 
able to respond effectively to current developments. 

the sDmi®’s applicability in practice

The methodology only truly comes into focus when we see how it 
works in practice. There are a number of examples on YouTube; 
instructions for finding them are included at the back of this book. 
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We will also give some examples here to show how to work with the 
SDMI® focus points.

team member addresses another team member about her 
working method
A team agreed that team member Sarah would be responsible 
for the team task of ‘procuring office supplies’ for the location 
concerned. However, Sarah has a small contract so is not at 
work that often and often has external appointments when 
working. This means that office supplies aren’t topped up 
regularly, causing Walter problems with his own work. Walter 
decides to talk to Sarah about it. First he thinks about what 
he’s going to say. He uses the five focus points for this:

goal
What does he actually want to achieve? He wants there to 
always be sufficient stocks of all office supplies. 
And not, as might seem obvious: I want Sarah to order the 
supplies on time. That says something about Sarah (position) 
and when the supplies should be ordered (time). 
His position therefore expresses his intention.

position
Sarah is responsible for the task, so he needs to speak to her 
to see whether she can take care of it.

working method
He’s not going to think about how his goal will be achieved, 
because Sarah is the one performing the task, so it’s up to 
her to determine how she will make sure that the supplies are 
kept stocked.

communication method
He communicates this to her clearly. >>
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>> time
Walter doesn’t want to find that things have run out again, 
so that’s what he wants regarding the ‘time’ focus point. It 
is then up to Sarah to organize the time aspect in a way that 
ensures that the supplies are always kept stocked. 

The discussion might go like this:
Walter: ‘Sarah, from now on could you make sure that all the 
office supplies are kept stocked please? I’m often left staring 
at an empty shelf, and it’s really annoying. You’re in charge of 
that task, so would you be able to take care of it?’
Sarah: ‘Yes, that’s obviously not how it’s meant to work. 
You’ve brought it up before, or I’ve heard you complaining 
about it, but because I’m not in the office that much I can’t 
keep an eye on the stock levels.’
Walter: ‘What can you do to solve that?’ (working method)
Sarah: ‘I don’t know, I can’t really come in more often. Some-
times I’m nowhere near the office ...’
Walter: ‘Do you think it’s practical for you to be in charge of 
that task?’ (position)
Sarah: ‘Not really, no. It would be better if someone who’s in 
the office more often took care of it.’
Walter: ‘What would you propose?’ 
Sarah: ‘At the next meeting, I’ll raise the point that it’s difficult 
for me to perform this task, and propose that someone else 
takes care of it in future.’
Walter: ‘Thanks for working with me on this.’ 

a team asks a trainer a question
A team asks the trainer to provide a course on communi-
cation techniques, because their teamwork has had a few 
hiccups lately. >>
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The trainer could take this request and develop an interesting 
three-day programme. When he – using the five focus points 
– looks into the team’s question in more detail, the following 
conversation might result:
Trainer: ‘What do you want to achieve with a course in com-
munication techniques?’ (goal)
Team member: ‘That things in our team run more smoothly.’ 
Trainer: ‘What’s in need of improvement in your team?’ (goal)
Team member: ‘We need to stop constantly clipping each 
other’s wings; we don’t let each other shine.’
Trainer: ‘What do you need to learn then?’ (goal)
Team member: ‘Well ... we need to learn to respect each other 
as we are, and to appreciate each other more for the qualities 
that each of us possesses.’
Trainer: (thinks: ‘I still don’t know exactly why they want a 
communication course’, and continues asking questions) 
‘What would need to happen in the course then, that would 
mean that you do better? From what you’re saying, you know 
exactly what needs to change.’ (goal)
Team member: ‘Yes, that’s true, but we can’t talk to each other 
about it, it always ends up in an argument.’
Trainer: ‘And what would a course be able to change about 
that?’ (goal)
Team member: ‘That we’d know what’s wrong.’
Trainer: ‘But don’t you know that already?’ (goal)
Team member: ‘Yes, we do, but we don’t talk about it.’
Trainer: ‘Then I would suggest that you talk to each other 
about it. That might be more relevant to the problem than 
if you take a training course but don’t actually sit and talk to 
each other.’ (working method)
Team member: ‘No, maybe not, but could you help us with a 
discussion about it?’
Trainer: ‘I think that’s more of a question for the team coach.’ 
(position)

>>

>>
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Team member: ‘Then I’ll discuss it with the team, and we’ll 
ask the team coach.’

In this example it’s obvious that the team members often 
come up with a way of solving a problem, without being clear 
on the aim. As long as the goal remains unclear, the trainer 
asks questions to help achieve clarity. The other points are 
then less important. Once the goal is clear, the other focus 
points can help to further answer the question. 

manager discusses a team’s progress. there are many client 
complaints about the quality of care
The Care manager has noticed that in the past six months there 
has been a higher than average number of complaints about 
this team, and he wants the team to be able to discuss it. 
He, too, thinks beforehand about what exactly he wants to 
achieve with the discussion, what powers he has, the powers 
that the team has, and whether he already has ideas about the 
working method and the time.

A brief sketch of the conversation:
Manager: ‘As you know, I receive quite a lot of complaints 
about your team, and that’s not good. I’d like to see fewer 
complaints coming in. What do you think about that?’ (goal)
Team: ‘Yes, we’re obviously not happy about it either and 
we’re doing everything we can to reduce the number of com-
plaints. The problem is that a few of us are sick, and if we want 
to care for all the clients, we’re only able to do that by doing 
just the things that are most needed, and then quickly going 
off to the next patient.’
Manager: ‘Yes, the complaints are about the rush, but there 
are also more mistakes being reported than usual, meaning

>>

>>
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that we’re not providing the quality that people have come 
to expect from us. Do you have some ideas about how you 
can ensure that you can deliver the required quality and avoid 
mistakes?’ (goal and working method)
Team: ‘No, actually, because the people who are sick haven’t 
come back yet, and we’re not permitted to hire temp workers, 
and the other departments are all busy too – and obviously we 
can’t just kick the patients out. We really feel like our hands 
are tied on this one.’
Manager: ‘I can imagine. But I’d still really like to see some 
improvement. What would help you to see a ray of hope 
again?’ (working method)
Team: ‘Perhaps someone else has some ideas that we haven’t 
thought of yet, or there’s someone who can make the decision 
to make changes to our agreements. It would be a great help to 
us if we could use more on-call workers for the evening shifts. 
Pauline has back problems and can’t do any care work, but 
perhaps she could offer administrative support. That would 
save us a lot of time that we can then spend with patients.’
Manager: ‘As far as I’m concerned you can use on-call staff 
(position), and I think asking Pauline to help you is a good 
idea. I’d also like to suggest that you keep talking about this 
with your coach, and that she takes a look at what other 
options there might be. If you need the HR staff, then you can 
obviously involve them too. When can I expect a proposal on 
how you plan to improve the quality of your work?’ (working 
method and time)
Team: ‘We need to deal with this quickly. How about next week?’
Manager: ‘Great. If you need anything else from me then just 
let me know.’ (position)

The manager leaves the responsibility for the solution to the 
team, but indicates the frameworks within which the team is 
expected to operate. 

>>
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the coach discusses the meeting structure with the team
The team ask the coach to come and discuss the meetings 
with them. The team members feel that the discussions are 
too drawn out.

Here’s a brief sketch of this discussion:
Coach: ‘What can I do for you to help you improve your meet-
ings?’ (position)
Team: ‘Our discussions go on for so long, and we almost 
never manage to make decisions. We’ve got no idea what 
we’re doing wrong.’
Coach: ‘Perhaps it would help if I take a look at exactly how your 
meetings go? Perhaps then I can give some advice, so that you 
can improve your meetings?’ (coach gives advice regarding his 
own role; does the method correspond with the goal?)
Team: ‘Good idea, we have an important topic on the agenda.’
Coach: ‘Then I suggest that while you’re working on that 
point, I say what I think could be done differently, so you can 
try it right away.’
Team: ‘Let’s get started!’ 
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8
Solution-oriented 
meetings



I met a man who had a dollar. 
We exchanged dollars. We each still had a dollar.
Then I met a man who had an idea.
We exchanged ideas. 
Now we each have two ideas.
– The Optimism Revolution – 

The team meeting is an important moment for a self-managing 
team. It’s when the team members come together to discuss the 
work and its execution, so it needs to be constructive and enjoyable. 

Common complaints about meetings include: it’s too long-
winded, too chaotic, it’s always the same people talking, nobody 
listens to me, ‘they’ just decide to do what they want to do ... Meet-
ings can be a bit too much about ‘who’s right’, and ‘who calls the 
shots’. They’re a power play. 

In this chapter we discuss what the meeting model based on 
the SDMI® can contribute to the smooth running of meetings. 

The SDMI® meeting model is given in full at the end of this chapter, 
and we include an illustration of how it is used in practice. 

We will begin by discussing a number of aspects of meetings, 
and how the SDMI® meeting model approaches these.

‘any other business?’

The ‘Any other business’ segment is a regular part of the meeting, 
usually the last item on the agenda. The attendees can ask questions 
about current issues: short question, short answer ... However, during 
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the meeting there is rarely a simple answer available. Colleagues 
have opinions on the matter too and seemed to be a simple question 
at first ends up turning into a serious discussion. These issues are 
often urgent, so an answer needs to be found during the meeting. 
As a result, to everyone’s great annoyance, the meeting runs over 
time. Team members who have to go to their next appointment end 
up leaving, so they can’t participate in any agreements that might 
be made. 

This problem is fairly easy to solve, by looking at ‘any other 
business’ at the start of the meeting. People can ask their questions 
and if a short answer is sufficient, then it’s sorted. If a discussion 
develops, the point can be added to the provisional agenda. 

scheDuling time for each item on the agenDa

Most agendas don’t schedule time for each item; people simply talk 
for as long as they need to. Sometimes that can be a long time, and 
as a result they don’t get through the whole agenda. This is easily 
solved by scheduling time for each topic. The person who intro-
duces the topic also gives the expected duration. 

If the total time required for the topics is longer than the allo-
cated meeting time, a check will be made to see which points can be 
saved for the following meeting, which points will require less time, 
or whether people think it’s a good idea for the meeting to last a bit 
longer so that all the tabled issues can be dealt with.

The person who tabled an issue is the one to decide whether or 
not to postpone it or to shorten the amount of time scheduled to 
discuss the item. If this person wants to extend the meeting time, all 
team members must agree to this in order for it to go ahead.

In this model, therefore, the chair is not the one who deter-
mines how the meeting time will be used. 

progress anD topic Decisions

One of the characteristics of the SDMI® meeting model is that 
distinguishes between progress decisions and topic decisions. 

Topic decisions relate to the items on the agenda that are 
discussed at the meeting, and are therefore about the substance of 
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the work. These decisions are made at the end of dealing with an 
item on the agenda. 

Progress decisions, however, can be made at any time during the 
meeting. These are the decisions that the team makes together in 
order to regulate the meeting’s progress. Progress decisions are 
not inventoried like topic decisions are, but if the chair or a team 
member makes a progress proposal then it is immediately put to 
the vote. If, for example, the time allocated to a topic has finished 
but the topic has not yet been concluded, a team member can say, 
‘I propose that we spend another ten minutes on this point, then 
we can conclude it.’ The chair then asks, ‘Who is in agreement?’ 
If there is consensus (nobody objects), then a further ten minutes 
will be spent on the item. If not, then the original time allocation 
will be enforced and the meeting will move to the next item on the 
agenda.

In most meetings, the chair makes progress decisions. 
However, this means that he or she has a big say in how the meeting 
progresses, leaving the other attendees with less influence. This can 
lead to the attendees becoming passive. 

To allow all attendees to have the same degree of influence on 
the meeting’s progress, it’s advisable to have progress decisions 
decided collectively (by consensus).

A progress proposal concerns an amendment to the previ-
ously agreed time schedule, and goes to the vote immediately. 
If there is no consensus for the proposal, then the meeting 
continues according to the agenda determined previously.

hanDling items on the agenDa

In the previous chapter we discussed the importance of goal-setting: 
where do you want to go, what do you want to achieve, what has to 
be solved? The same applies to handling items on the agenda. The 
point added to the agenda is usually too broadly formulated. For 
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example: the budget, collaborating with the administrative depart-
ment, holiday planning, the roster, training, new products.

This broad formulation means that each team member 
develops his or her own picture of the topic, and the discussion is 
conducted based on this. These pictures are not always related to 
the issue that the person who introduced the topic actually wants 
to address. As a result the discussion can go in any direction and at 
the end of it all, the person who submitted the item is sometimes 
left empty-handed: his problem hasn’t been solved. Perhaps other 
problems have been, but that wasn’t his goal.

It’s also difficult for the chair, because when should she inter-
vene? When is a comment still related to the subject at hand, and 
when not? 

Replacing agenda topics with questions or suggestions indicates a 
clear direction for the subsequent discussion. 

‘The budget’ could for example become: ‘When can the budget 
be finalised?’

‘Good co-operation with the administration’ becomes ‘I 
propose that the administration department is staffed on Friday 
afternoons until 4pm.’

‘Holiday planning’ becomes ‘Can I take my holidays in the first 
week of May?’ ‘Training’ becomes ‘How are we going to schedule 
our training sessions in the coming year?’, and ‘the roster’ becomes 
‘How are we going to balance our roster, now that three of the ten 
team members have been felled by the flu?’

It may be that Mary also has a question that falls under the 
agenda item ‘How are we going to schedule our training sessions in 
the coming year?’ Her question is: ‘When can I schedule my intern-
ship for the course I’m currently studying?’ This question would 
normally just be discussed immediately, but in the SDMI® meeting 
model the questions (which don’t actually have anything to do with 
each other) will be dealt with separately. It’s only then that every point 
receives the attention it deserves, and the issues don’t get confused. 

This allows the attendees to all focus on the same question, 
and the chair can easily tell whether someone is straying from it. 
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In addition to knowing how to formulate the question or proposal, 
attendees need to know how much of a say they have on a topic. The 
organizational frameworks generally indicate whether the team has 
decision-making powers or whether these rest with someone else. If 
the team holds these powers, they can make the decision together. 
If the powers rest with, for example, the manager, then the team can 
put forward their opinion, but the manager will be the one to make 
the decision. If a team discusses a subject believing that they hold 
decision-making powers, it’s exceptionally frustrating to have these 
removed later on.

By extension, the purpose of discussing an agenda item can be 
stated too. Sometimes an employee has questions about his work, 
and wants to know what he can improve. For example, he might 
ask: ‘How can I deal with aggressive clients?’ The aim of handling 
this during the meeting is to enable him to obtain advice from his 
colleagues.

Finally, an item can be added to the agenda simply for ‘informa-
tion’. Peter went to a symposium and wants to tell his colleagues 
about it. Obviously his colleagues can ask questions, but there’s no 
need for them to come up with suggestions or to make decisions.

The formulation of the question or proposal, the reason (why is 
the item on the agenda), and where the authority lies are submitted 
by the person who raises the topic, and the agreement of other team 
members is not required. 

When dealing with a question, there are a number of possible 
answers. The chair asks what these are, the arguments, and the 
consequences of the suggestions. During the discussion, the 
proposals are inventoried before being put to the vote. The team 
members then have time to compare the proposals and to discuss 
them with each other in detail. This gives the space required to 
enable an in-depth discussion. When considering a proposal, the 
arguments for or against are given. The proposal is only put to the 
vote once all the pros and cons have been covered. 

In the SDMI® meeting model, the discussion doesn’t auto-
matically progress to decision-making. The attendees make a joint 
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decision as to whether they’re ready to decide; have all the sugges-
tions been noted and have we been able to consider them all care-
fully? This gives peace of mind during the discussion. This also allows 
the ‘slower’ (but often very serious) thinkers to be taken into account. 

not summaries, but questions

Almost all courses on meetings and chairing teach that the chair 
sums up the discussion, and finishes with a concluding summary. 
However, summarising discussions has a number of drawbacks:

 r it takes up a lot of time, because everything you summarise has 
already been said;

 r it brings things to a halt, because nothing new happens during 
a summary;

 r it makes the participants passive, because the participants 
don’t have to structure it themselves;

 r Some suggestions ‘disappear’, because it’s impossible to place 
conflicting opinions together in a single summary. This gives 
the chair the ability to steer (intentionally or unintentionally) the 
discussion considerably;

 r Summaries are never an accurate reflection of everything that 
was said in a discussion (see the previous point) and there-
fore provoke opposition in the participants. After a summary is 
given, the discussion often turns to ‘disputing’ that summary, 
which can push the substance of the topic into the background. 

For these reasons, the SDMI® meeting model teaches the chair 
(and the participants) to ask solution-oriented questions. This stim-
ulates participants’ involvement, and the chair doesn’t risk steering 
the discussion. 

The questions that the chair can ask are included in the SDMI® 
meeting model at the end of this chapter. She can also use these 
questions to promote deeper examination of the issues during the 
discussion. 

Solution proposals are inventoried and preferably written down 
on a flip chart. Everyone can see the suggestions made, so the chair 
no longer needs to summarise the discussion.
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proposal-baseD Decision-making

When there are no new proposals and the arguments have all been 
discussed, all proposals will be put to the vote one by one. Each 
team member can vote for multiple proposals, so they are more 
likely to be flexible in terms of giving in on certain points. This 
makes it easier to reach a consensus. 

There’s no need to ask who’s against a proposal, because only 
the proposals for which everyone votes will be adopted. The others 
are automatically discarded. The point is that proposals are adopted 
which are supported by the entire team. 

Sometimes one member really doesn’t support a proposal that the 
rest of the team endorses. If a little time is spent on addressing 
that person’s main objection, then the team might come up with 
something which will remove that objection. It may be a good idea 
to make an exception to the proposal just for that team member. 
This, too, is consensus: taking a colleague’s specific situation into 
account. For example, if the team would like to agree that shifts will 
start at 7am, but it’s impossible for a single mother in the team to 
find child care for that time, then you might decide that her shifts 
won’t start until 8am. Obviously everyone needs to support the 
exceptions. 

none of the proposals are aDopteD

Above we have assumed that one or more of the proposals will 
be adopted. At times none of the proposals will be endorsed by 
everyone. What happens then? It’s very simple: people can’t agree 
on a new agreement, so everything stays as it is. This could mean 
that the earlier agreement stays the same, even though not everyone 
is happy with it. If no agreement has yet been made on that partic-
ular topic then the situation will remain the same. The only differ-
ence is that in such cases the team members won’t go on to act 
on the basis of an earlier agreement, but according to their own 
discretion. 

A teaching team, for example, might consider the agenda item: 
‘How can the dyslexic students be assisted when doing tests?’ 
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Previously there was no agreement about this. If no proposal is 
adopted during the meeting, then each teacher will continue to 
assist students in their own way.

Sometimes it’s essential that everyone agrees, for example 
when an agreement needs to be made on taking action in line with 
the organization’s vision, or working with quality criteria. 

Decision-making anD absence

Employees in self-managing teams are generally highly motivated 
and absenteeism is often low. But even on these teams, team 
members are sometimes absent due to illness or holidays. As deci-
sions are made by consensus, it’s important that everyone has a 
say. The team members could make an agreement on the way in 
which absentees can still take part in decision-making. If there’s no 
agreement in place, you run the risk of the absentee disagreeing 
with a decision and bringing up the discussion again at a later time.

How can you involve absentees in decision-making? They can 
give their opinions in advance, and if the proposals match the 
opinions that they have put forward, the decision can be made 
during the meeting. When very different proposals are put to the 
vote at the meeting, the decision will be made at the following 
meeting. The absentee can then join in the vote.

Another option is to allow absentees to vote after the meeting 
based on the minutes, which include the proposals and the argu-
ments for these. 

Then, too, it can be agreed that decisions will be made only 
when everyone is present. When someone is absent, a decision will 
not be made until the following meeting (this is not always possible 
in larger teams, because there’s always someone absent).

Absentees can also ask another team member to vote on their 
behalf. They then choose someone who has more or less the same 
opinions. 

There are undoubtedly more options. Whichever one is chosen, 
the premise remains that everyone should have the opportunity to 
participate in decision-making.
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Difficult meeting situations

During meetings there are always situations in which one partici-
pant behaves in a way which is not easy for the others to deal with: 
constantly repeating their own viewpoint, going on about their own 
pet topic, talking over other attendees, etc.

The other attendees get annoyed, and the level of irritation gets 
so high that the troublemaker can’t miss the fact that he’s being 
annoying. This is usually not pleasant for anyone involved. 

The SDMI® meeting model makes it easy to defuse these diffi-
cult situations. We discuss some of the methods below.

repetition
For whatever reason, the team member seems to think that he 
needs to keep repeating his opinion. It takes up a lot of time, and 
it’s boring. The ‘repeater’ is often put in his place in an agitated 
tone: ‘Peter, we heard you the first five times ...’

However, when the proposals are written down on a flip chart 
and are visible to everyone, the tendency to repeat is dramatically 
reduced. The repeater, too, can see that his proposal has been 
noted. If he keeps going, then questions like ‘Is this a different 
proposal from what’s been made already?’, or ‘Do you have any 
other proposals or arguments?’ are very effective in stopping the 
repeater. 

Derails
Some team members are very good at free-associating, and they 
bring up these associations in the discussion. When talking about 
planning the summer holidays, they may suddenly ask a question 
about taking on new work during the summer when there are only 
minimal staff present. Others may find it logical to include this in 
the discussion and discuss it in more depth. Before long the discus-
sion is no longer about planning the summer holidays, but about 
whether or not to take on new work when there are few staff present, 
for example due to illness ... obviously a derail.

The discussion can be brought back to the agenda item by 
asking the derailer: ‘Can you explain to me how this is related to the 



136 Self-ManageMent: How it DoeS work

topic at hand?’ The derailer will have to acknowledge that there’s 
no connection, and you can then return to the original discussion.

pet topics
Some people – and therefore some team members – manage to 
bring up their favourite topic (for example, ‘equal opportunities 
for everyone’) on every item on the agenda. So the training policy, 
hiring a new colleague, or the distribution of organizational tasks 
within the team becomes an opportunity to hold forth on how ‘it’s 
so important that everyone has the chance to get an education/is 
able to apply/should be able to do the task’. 

Content-based questions can be asked here too, so that the 
team member keeps to the subject but still feels that he is being 
treated with respect. For example, you could ignore his opinion on 
equal rights and simply ask him, ‘Do you have a proposal regarding 
the distribution of our training budget?’ This prevents a discussion 
on the relevance of equal rights, and gently brings the derailer back 
to the item on the agenda.

chaos
Chaos occurs when a number of team members talk over each other. 
In this type of situation, many chairs call out, ‘Can everyone stay 
focused please’, but this is a very general statement and nobody 
feels like they’re being personally addressed. 

It’s more effective to address the team member who’s causing 
the most disturbance by name, and only to ask for a proposal once 
you have his attention. 

The chair therefore doesn’t resolve the situations above by calling 
the disruptive behaviour to order (which is what usually happens). 
The chair’s irritation and discussing the disruptive behaviour 
mostly results in an argument. Chairs can verbalise their irritation 
as follows:

 r ‘I’m finding it irritating that you keep repeating your viewpoint. 
This isn’t going to move us forward.’

 r ‘See what happens when you all talk over each other?’
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 r ‘You should talk about your own principles a bit less – can’t you 
see that your colleagues are getting irritated?’

These types of comments generally make team members feel that 
they’re being personally criticised, which doesn’t stimulate them to 
act differently during the meeting. 

In our opinion it’s better not to make a big fuss about the 
behaviour, but instead to ask a substantive question, which allows 
the disruptor to make a positive contribution to the meeting. 

explanation of the sDmi® meeting moDel

The complete meeting structure based on the SDMI® can be 
summarised in a model (see below). A brief explanation may help 
you to fully understand the model.

sDmi meeting model®

Fixed agenda items
1a Discussion of the minutes on the last meeting (textual)
1b Announcements
1c Any other business

Determining the definitive agenda
2a  What are the additions to the agenda, and how much time 

is required to deal with them?

When there are too many agenda items for the available meeting 
time
2b Who has suggestions for:

• postponing his agenda item
•  reducing the time required to deal with his agenda item
• extending the meeting time

Dealing with the agenda items (follow points 3 to 10 for each 
item on the agenda) >>
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Introduction of the agenda item
3 Which question or suggestion do you want to deal with?
4  Why are you making this proposal or asking this question?
5  Would you like to share or receive information, give advice, 

or make a decision? (What authority do the meeting and/
or attendees have?)

Discussion
6 Who has a proposal?
 What arguments do you have in its favour?
  What do the others think of the proposal and the arguments?
  What are the advantages and disadvantages of the proposal?
 What potential consequences do you see?
 Who has a different proposal?
 What arguments do you have in its favour?
 What do you think of the arguments?
 What do the arguments mean for your position?
  Do you want to change your opinion based on the argu-

ments made?
 Do you see any other consequences?
 Are there any new proposals?
 Are there any new arguments?

7 I propose that we cast our votes. Agreed?

Decision-making
8  Who is in favour of X’s proposal? (Give the name of the 

attendee who made the proposal).
 Who is in favour of Y’s proposal?
 And so on.

Finalising
9 Who will finalise what, and for when?

10 Continue on with the next item on the agenda (point 3)

>>
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sDmi meeting model® explanation

1a, 1b and 1c 
Minutes on the previous 
meeting
Announcements
Any other business

These points are the fixed agenda items, 
meaning that ‘any other business’ is handled at 
the start of the meeting. Usually a provisional 
agenda is made prior to the meeting. When 
submitting the agenda point, the submitter gives 
a time estimate. 

2a
Determining the definitive 
agenda
Any additions to the provi-
sional agenda?

At point 2a, the provisional agenda is supple-
mented with items that have arisen during point 1. 
Once the preliminary agenda is complete, a check 
can be made to see whether the agreed meeting 
time allows enough time to deal with all the points 
on the agenda. 

If so, go to point 3.
If not, continue with point 2b.

2b
In the event of an excess of 
agenda items: proposals for 
postponement, impose time 
limits for agenda items, extend 
the duration of the meeting.

At the meeting, the person who submitted the 
topic determines whether his agenda item can 
perhaps be postponed or have less time devoted 
to it. If the meeting time is extended, this can 
only be done if everyone’s consent is obtained. 

3, 4 and 5
Which question or suggestion 
do you want to deal with?
What was the reason for this?
Goal of raising the issue (deci-
sion, advice, information)

Once the agenda is fixed, the agenda items are 
dealt with one by one. The person who intro-
duced the topic answers questions 3, 4 and 5 for 
that topic. 

6
Discussion, solution-oriented 
questions:
What is your proposal, 
arguments, pros and cons, 
consequences?

This point lists questions that the chair and the 
participants can use to help to structure and 
bring depth to the discussion. The proposals 
made during the discussion are recorded. A list 
is made of all proposals mentioned.

7
Is everyone able to cast their 
vote?

At this point, a check is made to see whether 
every attendee is able to cast his or her vote. If 
so, then the meeting proceeds to voting on the 
proposals. If not, then the meeting will look at 
what is required in order to be able to make a 
decision at a later time. A team member may 
not yet be able to examine all the potential 
consequences of a proposal, or may require time 
to gather more information. >>
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sDmi meeting model® explanation

8
All proposals are put to the 
vote, one by one.
Who is in favour of the 
proposal?

The votes are cast during this point. All proposals 
that have been made in relation to the relevant 
agenda item are put to the vote, and each team 
member can vote for multiple proposals. This 
makes it easier to reach a consensus. If a team 
member has no preference, or conversely is not 
opposed to a particular idea, then the best option 
is to vote in favour of a proposal. Ultimately, of 
course, the aim is to come to decisions that are 
workable for everyone. 

9
Who will finalise what, and for 
when?

Finalizing of the agenda items is organized now. 
Agreements are made about who will deal with 
what, and by what date.

10
Can we move on to the next 
item?

At this point, the chair introduces the following 
agenda item.

>>



9
Dealing with 
confl ict



Peace is not the absence of conflict, but the ability to cope with 
conflict by peaceful means.
– Ronald Reagan –

Dealing with disagreements and conflicts in a self-managing team 
calls for a particular approach. There is no boss in charge, ready to 
step in and solve problems at the most difficult points. The team 
members are responsible for everything, including sorting out 
any differences of opinion. They have to work things out together, 
possibly with their coach’s help.

Differences of opinion don’t have to mean that there’s a problem, 
and a difference of opinion isn’t immediately a conflict. Obviously 
team members can think differently about a subject, and they then 
meet to discuss workable solutions. Different points of view can 
end up resulting in better decisions.

It becomes more difficult when team members cling on to 
their opinions and aren’t prepared to compromise. Differences in 
cultural background, education or character can also mean that 
team members don’t always understand each other, sometimes 
leading to differences of opinion that are difficult to resolve. 

This can result in gossip, colleagues being ignored, and the forma-
tion of sub-groups, which then in turn leads to emotions running high.

Some organizations use rules or training to try to avoid these types 
of situations. Training can indeed help to make people more aware 
of their behaviour, but over time team members often fall back into 
old habits. 
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Even self-managing organizations experience conflicts. In this 
chapter we give suggestions based on the SDMI®, to assist team 
members, coaches and managers in dealing with conflict-based 
situations. Because if conflicts can’t be avoided, then you need to 
know how to deal with them.

what is a conflict?

Conflicts have to do with differences of opinion. But in order for a 
conflict to be a problem, the conflicting parties need to have some-
thing in common – otherwise you would just shrug your shoulders 
and walk away. Within an organization, that common interest is 
usually the fact that you work on a team together and depend on 
each other to be able to carry out your duties.

Differences of opinion are not by definition a source of conflict. 
They also offer opportunities to take a different approach to prob-
lem-solving, which can improve the quality of the work. However, 
this is conditional on both parties being prepared to consider the 
value of the other’s opinion. The word ‘conflict’ would scarcely 
occur to anyone in this type of situation. 

However, this situation can lead to conflict when a team member 
is not prepared to give in. This causes emotions to rise. Conflict situ-
ations in self-managing teams can be recognised by a number of 
characteristics, including laborious decision-making processes. 
Consensus is difficult or impossible to reach, discussions are 
chaotic and emotional, and team members try to ‘clip each other’s 
wings’. The team members with the most informal power end up 
determining the agreements. The others vote for those choices ‘for 
the sake of peace’. 

This type of conflict-heavy atmosphere in a team is very stressful 
and often unhealthy for the team members. It also tends to have a 
negative influence on the quality of the work.

sDmi®, a tool for hanDling conflicts

A great deal has been written about conflict and the various ways of 
handling it. It has been stated that it’s good to know what kind of 
conflict you are dealing with; one conflict-solving format is based 
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on the distinction between instrumental conflicts, scarcity conflicts, 
social-emotional conflicts, or power struggles. 

Courses in conflict management give insight into the way the 
student solves conflicts. They distinguish between avoidance, forcing, 
giving in, trying to find a compromise, and solving the problem.

The trouble with distinguishing between types of conflict and 
conflict styles is that no conflict or conflict style fits into one single 
category; in practice things are always a bit more unruly. 

For this reason the SDMI® (see Chapter 7) also doesn’t distin-
guish between different types of conflicts and doesn’t describe conflict 
styles. Instead, it aims to offer concrete ways to handle conflict. 

conflicts within the team

Conflict within a self-managing team is very difficult for the team 
members: it takes up a lot of energy, it brings up unpleasant 
emotions such as anger and sadness, it affects the atmosphere in 
the team and, last but not least, it usually has a negative effect on 
the quality of the work. In addition, conflicts within the team are 
difficult because there’s no manager with the power to ‘take action’ 
against a colleague. Not that the manager ever actually did so, but 
having him there gave the team the opportunity to grumble about 
and to the supervisor; that creates a bond. 

Self-managing team members share responsibility and when 
things aren’t going well, they need to talk to each other about it. If 
the problems aren’t resolved, the conflict persists. There is then a 
great deal of chat (and grumbling) amongst the group, and a risk of 
the conflict escalating. Some team members may find this extremely 
stressful, resulting in illness and absenteeism, or some colleagues 
feeling the need to look for another job. 

It’s therefore extremely important that employees in a self- 
managing team find a way to handle conflict situations constructively.

But first: what types of situations can cause a difference of opinion 
to degenerate into a conflict? Here are some examples.

 r A team member refuses to budge and is not prepared to 
consider other opinions.
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 r Team members are being bullied by one or more colleagues. For 
example, they are constantly assigned to unpopular shifts, they 
are informed of things too late so that they can’t do the work 
properly, they’re confronted with appointments scheduled for 
times at which they’re not available, they don’t receive replies to 
their emails, and so on.

 r Team members who are disqualified. This is reflected in state-
ments such as: ‘You can’t do that, so we didn’t involve you’, ‘Just 
leave that task to Peter, I don’t think it’s suitable for you’, ‘The 
question is whether it’s a good idea for you to study that, it does 
require a certain level ...’, or ‘I’ll do that, you’re not able to do it.’

 r A team member takes charge of the team. He makes deci-
sions without involving the other team members (‘That client 
happened to call me, and I’ve made the agreement with them 
that we do not have time in the next two months’). 

 r A team member keeps the team tasks to herself and when it’s 
time to rotate tasks, says: ‘I’ve been doing this task for so long 
now, if someone else has to do it then it will take them a long 
time to get the hang of it.’ This is usually done with tasks which 
enable the team member to have a great deal of influence on 
the team’s performance.

 r A team member doesn’t take her colleagues’ capacity into 
account. She regularly allows others to go above and beyond 
their contracts or to work overtime, without considering what 
those colleagues are actually able to manage. She ignores her 
overtaxed colleagues’ requests for the work to be organized 
differently.

conforming to basic agreements

In all of these examples, the basis for the conflict lies in a lack of 
respect for people with differing opinions. Some people are unable 
or unwilling to consider their colleagues’ wants and needs, and that 
is a prerequisite for being able to work constructively as part of a 
self-managing team. If it doesn’t work, or when there’s someone 
who’s not prepared to do his best to achieve it, then that’s the end 
of that. 
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One of the first questions in conflicts like the ones described above 
is: are you prepared to co-operate in making team agreements, can 
you muster respect for your colleagues when their opinions are 
different from yours, and are you prepared to work within the orga-
nizational frameworks?

The initial answer will usually be ‘yes’. However, regular evalua-
tions should be held to determine whether this is actually happening 
in practice, and that doesn’t always happen. If it’s repeatedly 
apparent that someone isn’t able to comply with these agreements, 
that colleague will be asked to seek a job at another organization. 

raising the issue of a conflict in the team

The question is obviously: ‘How do team members bring up conflicts?’ 
Even touching on issues such as those above can have unpleasant 
consequences. The person causing the conflict will immediately see 
the discussion as an attack on his dominant position, and may well 
apply even more pressure and demonstrate unpleasant behaviour. 
Addressing conflicts therefore requires a certain amount of courage. 

Communicating in terms of what you want can help. It starts 
with knowing exactly what you want and why (goal), as well as the 
powers that you and the other party possess (position). 

For example: ‘Mark, I’d like it if you would only accept new 
clients when we have all been able to discuss it during the meeting, 
and have been able to make a joint decision. Can we agree to that?’

Expressing what you’d like to change in this way means that it 
doesn’t come across as a reproach. In addition there probably won’t 
be any annoyance in your voice, which is often enough to cause a 
difficult discussion.

If Mark says ‘no’, then you’re already at the point where you can 
discuss the core of the conflict. Mark doesn’t want to work within 
the framework of ‘team decisions are made by consensus’. If he 
says ‘yes’, then you’ve made an agreement that you can remind 
Mark about if he continues to make decisions on his own.

Many colleagues find it difficult to address others about their 
behaviour. The behaviour that they need to address the colleagues 
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about is not experienced as positive (otherwise you wouldn’t need 
to speak to them about it), and that same problematic behaviour 
means that bringing it up with your colleague will probably land 
you in a heap of trouble. All in all, addressing conflict-causing 
colleagues about their behaviour is extremely unappealing. Many 
team members would prefer to look for another job than to get into 
a ‘fight’. Others simply make the best of the situation, but they don’t 
enjoy their work at all.

Despite this, it’s important to have the conversation – not 
addressing the issue only makes the conflict harder to resolve. If, on 
the other hand, the conflict is successfully resolved as a result of the 
discussion, mutual trust increases and the quality of the teamwork 
along with it.

Here, too, you can make your wishes known: ‘Sarah, in future 
could you please not make negative comments about me or other 
colleagues, because it can be harmful to us and our team?’ Sarah 
will probably deny or justify her behaviour by saying that she doesn’t 
do that or she doesn’t have a choice, but she will still agree with the 
request. After all, it’s a reasonable one: making negative comments 
about colleagues goes against all rules of decency, and Sarah is 
well aware of that. Every time she makes negative comments about 
others, you can approach her about it: ‘Sarah, remember we made 
an agreement?’

Using the points given in the SDMI®, teams can go a long way 
towards being able to discuss conflict situations and perhaps even 
solving them.

help from the coach

When conflicts are stubborn and more complex, team members 
usually find it very difficult to arrive at good, workable agreements. 
In such cases, it’s ideal for self-managing teams to be able to ask 
a team coach for help (Chapter 5 has more information on this). 
The coach is impartial and has expertise in dealing with teamwork 
situations and issues. She’s not a member of the team, so it’s easier 
for her to address tricky issues. Her involvement can help to move 
a team conflict past an impasse.
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It’s easier for a coach to tell Mark (see previous paragraph) 
that there’s no place for him on a self-managing team if he 
continues to make team decisions on his own. Team members 
can say the same thing, but it’s easier for the coach as she 
doesn’t have a colleague-level working relationship with the team 
members. 

improvement plan

When someone who causes conflicts indicates that he does 
want to improve, the coach encourages the team to agree on an 
improvement plan: what exactly do the team members expect of 
each other, what specific agreements should be made, and how 
will these agreements be evaluated? Obviously, this process 
should result in an improved situation – if it doesn’t, then the 
plan can be adapted. If the plan still doesn’t bring about improve-
ments, the team can discuss the implications this has for the 
team members.

the manager’s role in conflicts

Once a conflict reaches the point that there’s no way to solve it 
other than dismissing a team member, then the manager comes 
into the picture. The team members and the coach are not autho-
rized to dismiss the team member; that power rests with the 
manager.

In our example, the team asks the manager to dismiss team 
member Mark, using the information in the improvement plan 
(the file) to support the dismissal. The manager examines the file 
and determines whether there are sufficient legal grounds for the 
dismissal. In other words: has enough been done to try to reach 
agreement, and has the employee had sufficient opportunity to 
improve or to learn to change his attitude towards the team? 

If not, then the manager asks the team to do these things, and 
lets them know what additional information is needed for the file. 
He may also choose to meet with the team in order to see whether 
there are still opportunities for improvement. If he spots these, he 
will advise the team to ask the coach for help (again) when they 
continue with the improvement plan.
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careful process

If the manager sees no hope for improvement and believes that 
everything in the file is in order, he can begin the dismissal proce-
dure. This is not a rapid process. These types of processes must 
be carried out with care, and that takes time. Causing unnecessary 
harm to a team member is obviously something to be avoided. 
Some conflict situations drag on for years and become so confused 
that it’s very difficult to identify a ‘guilty’ party.

In addition, there are not always good reports on all discus-
sions. In order to avoid differences in interpretation, it may be wise 
to make new agreements. 

This is one of the reasons why the causes of conflict are not 
sought out when working with the SDMI®: the causes are often no 
longer identifiable, and everyone has their own interpretation of 
the truth.

It’s better to make workable agreements based on the current 
situation, and to evaluate these, regardless of ‘how this could have 
come about’. It will automatically be obvious who’s responsible 
for disrupting the process of collaboration. Everyone has to agree 
on the agreements so there is support within the team, even from 
those who have apparently been unable or unwilling to comply with 
the agreements.

Experience shows that if the process is carefully supervised and 
every team member feels that they’ve been taken seriously, people 
are more inclined to accept responsibility for the outcome and, for 
example, look for another job, without the situation having to end 
in a lawsuit. The organization might even help the employee to find 
suitable employment elsewhere.

personality clashes

Many conflicts arise from the fact that people’s characters are 
simply not a good fit with each other: there’s a personality clash. 
People don’t ‘get’ each other, and despite the team members doing 
their best, the collaboration is unsuccessful. Mary thinks that she’s 
saying something to Tom in a friendly way, but Tom automatically 
goes on the defensive because he thinks that she’s blaming him for 
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anything and everything. Mary of course responds to that, and they 
end up in yet another argument. 

If that is the underlying cause of the conflict, then the team can 
make as many agreements as they like with the aim of improving 
co-operation, but it won’t make much of a difference to the situa-
tion. In such cases it might be better if one or more team members 
are able to move to another team within the organization. If the 
quality of the work is good, it would be a shame for the organization 
to lose these employees.

This is a task for the coach. If team members want to move to a 
new team due to conflict, then the members of the new team will be 
on their guard: What kind of people are joining our team? Why didn’t 
it work out on that team, and why would it work well on ours? Things 
are going so well on our team ... Other teams often see the person 
who’s leaving a team as someone who is unable to co-operate.

When making preparations for the transfer, the coach can do a lot 
to promote a positive image. People are often afraid to be open about 
the reason for the transfer, because that would infringe on employees’ 
privacy. But if you make an agreement in advance with the person who 
would like to transfer to another team on what you will say about the 
reasons for this, then obviously you’re not infringing their privacy. 

The reasons are often very plausible:
 r the team member really likes to work in a very structured envi-

ronment, and the current team didn’t see the need for that;
 r the team member enjoys working on complex tasks and wanted 

to do that type of work himself, but the other team members 
wanted to do it too. In another team, people might be very 
happy to have someone who likes doing the difficult tasks;

 r the team member is used to communicating very directly, and 
the other team members were not happy with it. It may well be 
that the new team communicates differently, and would very 
much appreciate that direct style.

If the coach holds an exploratory meeting with the new team to see 
whether the team member might be a good fit, the discussion with 
the new team member will proceed without preconceptions. 
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Dealing with emotions

One of the things that characterises a conflict is high emotions. 
By emotions we mean sadness, fear, anger and happiness. The last 
of these usually doesn’t cause problems, but the first three can be 
quite difficult to deal with.

Obviously we always feel emotions, but as a rule they’re not 
so strong that they cause us problems. When it comes to happy 
emotions, we can’t get enough of them. We’re never really sure 
what to say to people who are grieving, and we’re often scared of 
angry people. Anxious people should just stop making such a fuss: 
‘There’s nothing to be scared of – come on, get over it!’

People can be very hurtful when emotions are running high, 
and then later – once the dust has settled – they often sincerely 
regret it. But by then the words have been spoken and the relation-
ship has already been affected. Team spirit can be quite seriously 
damaged by the emotions of a few team members. So how can you 
deal with emotions constructively?

Some communication techniques advocate talking about emotions. 
Comments like ‘I can see that that makes you very sad; do you want 
to talk about it?’, or ‘I saw your expression change – how did you feel 
when he said that to you?’, and ‘I felt that you froze when John made 
that comment, but you didn’t say anything. What are you trying to 
hide?’ draw attention to emotions. When you pay a lot of attention 
to something, it grows, so the emotion isn’t reduced – it increases. 
That’s not always desirable – particularly in work situations, people 
want to be able to have a ‘normal’ conversation without being over-
come by emotion.

Once you start paying more attention to the content of the 
discussion and less to the emotions, the emotion usually automati-
cally becomes less intense. You can draw attention to the content 
of the discussion by asking questions that require a bit of thinking, 
for example, ‘What do you think needs to change in the way you talk 
to each other about mistakes?’ Focusing your energy on thinking 
leaves there’s no energy to sustain the emotion and it automatically 
lessens.
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Emotions, especially anger and rage, can mean that people in a 
discussion have less understanding for each other’s points of view. 
Not because they are asking unreasonable things from each other, 
but because the other person’s aggression has an effect on them, 
and the situation becomes even harder to change. It’s therefore 
important to avoid increasing the emotion. 

Emotions are usually expressed non-verbally and are mostly 
visible in posture, facial expressions and the voice. When this is 
done in aggressively you feel attacked and automatically go on the 
defence. Your response will be emotional too, and will quite possibly 
not be an effective way to address the substance of the problem. 

If you listen carefully to what is being said and are able to ignore 
the non-verbal behaviour, the emotion will be less of a problem. You 
will feel less attacked and will be less likely to respond emotion-
ally. Focusing on what’s being said also makes it easier to respond 
with a substance-focused reply. By asking questions that make the 
other person think, you may also be able to reduce their level of 
emotion. The ultimate aim is to enable the people involved to have 
a constructive discussion.

Differences of opinion Don’t have to be resolveD

We tend to assume that it’s important to resolve conflicts or differ-
ences of opinion, but it’s not always possible, such as in cases 
where consensus can’t be reached on a single proposal. Further 
investigation sometimes shows that all parties may well have valid 
arguments for sticking with their own point of view. 

In this type of situation, it can be a good idea to discuss the 
consequences of allowing the difference of opinion to stand. When 
doing something like helping dyslexic students, or dressing wounds, 
or working on the acquisition of new clients, a team will regularly 
discuss (or argue about) whether they should be following method 
X or method Y. When differences of opinion are allowed to stand, 
every team member uses the method that suits him or her best. 
This means different methods are used alongside each other within 
a team. The team members can conclude that this is actually not a 
problem, and it’s therefore not necessary to discuss it. 
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the coach anD Dealing with conflicts

The team often asks for assistance from the coach at times when they 
can’t sort things out for themselves, so she is regularly confronted 
with conflict situations. Chapter 5 describes the intervention options 
that the coach has when following the SDMI®. In principle she can 
use these to deal with any situation. 

In this section we would like to go into more detail about the situ-
ation that arises when some team members are willing to discuss 
an issue, and others are not. Many coaches say that the ‘shuttle 
strategy’ is useful here. The following gives an example of how it 
can be applied.

shuttle strategy
Conflict sometimes progress to the point that team members are 
no longer prepared to sit at the table with each other to discuss it. 
The work still gets done, but people only carry out their own tasks 
and only essential communication takes place. A few of the team 
members might ask you, their coach, to help, or perhaps you take 
the initiative to see whether the conflict can be resolved. What do 
you do?

You might be tempted to get the parties to come to the table, 
because if that succeeds, they will also be happy to discuss the 
conflict. However, bringing the parties together can take a lot of 
time and energy from both the coach and the team. There is also the 
risk of the conflicting parties turning against you, their coach. You 
want them to focus on each other. When they sit down at the table 
together, they might focus on you and if you’re not careful, you’ll be 
drawn into the conflict too! You can also take the team members’ 
decision seriously and not make any effort to bring them together, 
but instead just get to work with the parties separately. What you 
then do is shuttle backwards and forwards between the parties and, 
through you, they can say what they want to say to their colleagues. 
A conversation with a team member might proceed as follows:

James: ‘Well, I’m not talking to her any more. Someone else will 
just have to do it.’
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Coach: ‘I could talk to her on your behalf.’
James: ‘That sounds like a good idea. Then you can see for 

yourself the crazy things she says.’
Coach: ‘Maybe so. What do you want me to say to Sarah?’
James: ‘That she can’t gossip about me to our other colleagues 

any more. She’s giving everyone a bad impression of me. People are 
starting to avoid me. They’re going to start asking me questions and 
I’ve noticed that I’m starting to feel like an outsider. Then later on 
I hear things like that she’s organized a team lunch on my day off. 
It’s just not workable any more. It’s slowly got to the stage where it’s 
really “either she goes, or I do”.’

Coach (taking up pen and paper): ‘Can I tell it to her like that?’
James: ‘Well, that’s probably a little harsh. Just say that I don’t 

like the way she talks about me to other people.’
Coach (writes the sentence down word for word, so that James 

can see her writing it): ‘What else do you want me to say to her?’
James: ‘That thanks to her behaviour, I feel like an outsider on 

the team, and that doesn’t feel good.’
Coach (writes that sentence down too): ‘OK, what else do you 

want to say?’
James: ‘These are the most important things.’

The coach plans a meeting with Sarah and tells her what James 
wants to say to her. When she’s talking to Sarah, too, the coach 
regularly asks: ‘What shall I say to James?’

This allows you to bring the conflict partners in contact with 
each other. Here, too, it’s important that you as a coach don’t judge 
what’s being said. A comment like ‘Yes, but Sarah, you can’t say 
that to James!’ means that you are interfering in the conflict. Writing 
down, and perhaps reading aloud, what you’re going to say means 
that the message that you’re conveying remains the responsibility 
of the conflict partners.

step by step conflict resolution plan

When the team members or the coach are faced with a conflict situ-
ation, it can be a good idea to follow a procedure with a number of 
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steps to work through. It doesn’t matter which phase the conflict 
has reached, or which category it fits into. The SDMI® doesn’t define 
or categorise conflicts. You choose your interventions based on the 
five points which we described earlier. 

The following steps can be used as a guideline.
1 Determining the objective(s)
 It’s already been said: without a goal, you can’t get started. 

Sometimes determining your goal or goals can take quite a 
long time. We’re dealing with conflicts, and when it comes to 
these, the team members’ goals are often contradictory. The 
trick is then to formulate a shared goal, so that it can be used 
as a basis for making workable joint agreements. When Richard 
and Elizabeth have definite ideas about how the training bud-
get should be distributed but the other team members don’t 
subscribe to those ideas, there are probably contradictory goals 
at play. The joint goal might then be for every team member 
to be happy with the budget distribution. If Richard and Eliza-
beth support that goal, the next question might be: ‘How can 
we reach a sa tis factory distribution?’ If it turns out that Richard 
and Elizabeth don’t want to take their colleagues’ wishes and 
interests into account, they clearly don’t share the joint goal of 
‘being happy with the distribution of the training budget’. If they 
don’t want to alter their goal, then you can’t make an agreement 
and you go on to step 6. If they do want to take their colleagues’ 
wishes into account, you can go to step 2. It may be that you 
need a number of meetings to either formulate a common goal, 
or realise that it isn’t going to work.

2 Agreements that are essential in order to arrive at a workable situation
 If you are able to reach agreement on the goal in step 1, you can 

often make the agreements that will lead to achieving the goal. 
It is then important to discuss the consequences of not fulfill-
ing the agreements. In the example from step 1, the agreement 
might be that you will only work on the agreements that every-
one has approved. Richard and Elizabeth are then committed to 
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examining other people’s reasons and will need to do their best 
to make it pleasing to their colleagues. 

3 Agree on a period during which the agreement will be worked on

4 The agreements can be evaluated if desired

5 When agreements are not honoured: make new agreements, or dis-
cuss consequences 

 Once some time has passed and after working with the agree-
ments, it may be that the team members discover that it’s (still) 
not workable. Perhaps a possible improvement will be identi-
fied, which may provide the impetus to make new agreements. 
In that case, you start again at step 2. It may also turn out that 
the goals need to be adapted, and then you go back to step 1. 
It might even be that at this stage the team discovers that the 
goal is still not endorsed by everyone. In our example: Richard 
and Elizabeth don’t want to take their teammates’ interests into 
account. The group then discusses whether or not other agree-
ments could be made, so that the decisions can be made as a 
team.

6 No workable agreement possible
 Ultimately it may turn out that the parties are not able to reach 

an agreement, that no workable agreements can be made, or 
that time after time these are not honoured. It may be that the 
team just leaves things as they are. If this is no longer workable, 
the coach can advise the team to ask the manager to handle the 
conflict. 
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In closing … 
Frequently Asked 
Questions



In this book we have tried to give the fullest possible picture of what 
we mean by self-management, as well as what’s involved in the tran-
sition from hierarchy to self-management.

Our work involves assisting the boards of various types of 
organizations to realise a form of self-management suited to 
their specific situation. We also train coaches, team members and 
supporting staff, building up their skills to make them more effec-
tive within self-managing organizations. We do this across a variety 
of businesses, from health care organizations, educational and 
municipal institutions, through to bakery chains, technical whole-
salers and travel companies, both in the Netherlands and abroad. 

We hear many questions about self-management from these 
very varied backgrounds; here are a few of them.

1 To what extent do you involve the team members during the 
introduction phase? And to what extent is this real participa-
tion? Or do you not actually give them any control?

2 Many employees are resistant to the changes – how can you 
prevent this?

3 Can you set up a working group to prepare for a change in the 
self-managing organization?

4 What do you do when a team doesn’t want to take responsibil-
ity for its own organizational tasks? For example when a team 
doesn’t want to do their own rosters?
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5 As a manager, what do you do when a team doesn’t step up to 
its responsibilities?

6 As a manager, how do you keep on top of the team members’ 
ups and downs?

7 How does the manager ensure that he’s doing a good job? In 
other words: who takes care of the manager?

8 When do you pull the plug on a team? 

9 What role do the staff play in innovation? Some employees in 
staff functions sometimes complain about team members: ‘If it 
was up to the teams, we’d still be writing with pencil and paper.’

10 Do the staff members also need to be organized as a self- 
managing team? 

11 Do you need to include the staff members in the changes right 
from when you first begin to introduce self-management?

12 What does a staff member do when he notices that the team 
isn’t working properly within the organizational frameworks? 

13 What should a staff member do if he doesn’t receive details 
(for example records) from the team members on time?

14 Who do you treat like staff? The team? Or the individual team 
member who carries out the team task in the field in which the 
staff member works?

15 The staff member observes the same problem in a number of 
teams. How should he handle this within the organization?

16 What’s important for a team when they first start self- 
management? What do they talk about?



in cloSing … frequenTly aSkeD queSTionS  161

17 What can the coach do when a self-organizing team first gets 
started?

18 Are you still a self-managing organization if you train the team 
leaders in coaching management, and give the team more 
control? 

19 Can you go back to being a hierarchy if self-management isn’t 
successful?

20 If self-management is too difficult, can a team temporarily go 
back to working with a manager?

21 Do all employees always want self-management?

22 What do you do when a team doesn’t step up to its responsibil-
ities, and doesn’t do its best to work well?

23 What does being responsible actually mean?

24 Why is the team meeting so important?

Many of these questions can be broken down to the basic princi-
ples: how should we best serve the interests of our clients and of 
the primary process? And do these decisions fit within the organi-
zational frameworks? 

The key here is always that management, supporting staff, and 
team members, all in their own fields, work with each other and try 
to work things out together. The biggest danger that has the poten-
tial to undermine self-organization is that organization members 
might start thinking for each other, regardless of whether it’s a 
for-profit or non-profit organization.

This book contains a number of examples of choices which 
have been made in real-life situations, but every situation is different 
and deserves to have self-management tailored to its own specific 
requirements.
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If you can’t find the answer to the questions raised above, or to your 
own questions about self-management – or perhaps you just don’t 
want to have to search through the entire book again – then send us 
an email: zelfsturing@ivs-opleidingen.nl. 

We are happy to chat with you to discuss the most suitable 
answer for your situation.

Astrid Vermeer and Ben Wenting
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