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In today’s dynamic work 
environment, fostering a 
high-performing team requires 
more than just assembling 
talented individuals. At 
Ecology by Design, we’ve 
steadily grown from one to 
30 team members over the 
course of 10 years, navigating 
the challenges of expansion 
and remote work post-
pandemic. This journey has 
taught us that while growth 
can bring innovation and 
fresh perspectives, it can also 
present hurdles in maintaining 
cohesion and trust among 
team members. In this article, 

we’ll explore how we’ve 
applied Bruce Tuckman’s 
stages of team development – 
Forming, Storming, Norming 
and Performing – to maintain 
productivity, build resilience 
and ensure every team 
member thrives, even in times 
of change.

Introduction
In 1965, American researcher Bruce 
Tuckman (see Tuckman 1965) defined 
the following four stages of team 
development.

1	 Forming: the Forming stage is when 
the team first comes together. 
Members are polite and focused on 
understanding their roles and 
responsibilities, relying heavily on 
leadership for guidance and direction.

2	 Storming: in the Storming stage 
conflicts and disagreements arise as 
team members push against 
boundaries and assert their ideas. 
Tensions are common, but this phase 
is crucial for addressing issues and 
establishing clearer roles.

3	 Norming: the Norming stage is 
when the team starts to resolve 
conflicts, build trust and work more 
cohesively. Members understand their 
roles and collaborate more effectively, 
creating a stronger sense of unity.

4	 Performing: in the Performing stage 
the team operates at a high level of 
efficiency and autonomy. Trust is 
established, goals are met consistently 
and members collaborate seamlessly 
toward shared objectives.

In an ideal scenario, a team will develop 
in a linear fashion from Forming 
through to Performing. However, the 
stages are dynamic and an event such 
as a team member leaving, joining or 
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Figure 1. The Ecology by Design team. Photo credit: Jason Warner, Fyrefly Studios.
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being promoted can throw a Performing 
team back into Storming.

At Ecology by Design we find that being 
part of a high-performing team brings 
stability, motivation and job satisfaction 
to individual ecologists, but getting the 
communication and support right to 
meet the individual, team and wider 
business needs is a delicate balance.

Having established in 2014, by March 
2019 Ecology by Design was a team of 
five. By March 2020 (when COVID-19 
hit) we were a team of 10, which had 
grown to 20 by March 2024. In March 
2025 we will be a team of 30. We have 
grown steadily by carefully recruiting 
and valuing team members. However, 
with growth comes change and change 
is not always well received by existing 
employees due to the uncertainty it can 
bring. Will a particular change impact 
their promotion prospects, alter the 
team structure or mean they don’t get 
the same opportunities?

Four years on from COVID-19 
lockdowns, we have tried to take the 
lessons we learned to ensure that hybrid 
working, whether chosen or mandated, 
at home or in a field, can be to the 
benefit of our productivity and have 
additional benefits such as reducing staff 
sickness, improving staff retention and 
reducing our carbon footprint. So how 
can you encourage enthusiasm in your 
teams when those teams are often 
apart? Not only this, how can you take it 
to the next level and perform as a team?

Team development in practice
The task, as a manager, is to progress 
through the four stages of team 
development as efficiently as possible 
and build resilience so events that may 
impact team dynamics are minor bumps 
in the road rather than causing the 
team to be thrown off course. 
Understanding more about how this 
can be achieved in practice can be a 
useful framework for judging your 
team’s performance.

Forming

The culture and values of an 
organisation are intrinsic to its staff 
retention rates. Because of this, it is 
important to build or ‘form’ teams 
based on trust and respect. A 
foundation of trust is essential in all 
relationships, including working ones. 

However, a token team-bonding day 
won’t be effective in building ongoing, 
meaningful team trust.

Imagine a team operating with no 
timesheets: truly flexible working hours; 
employees controlling their own 
programming; unlimited annual leave. 
Does it sound like they would never get 
anything done? Well, the opposite is 
true for us. Even at the Forming stage 
our teams are trusted with all the 
above, and typically they don’t abuse 
that trust.

Each person who joins the company 
completes a DiSC profile. This acronym 
stands for dominance, influence, 
steadiness and conscientiousness; four of 
the main personality profiles described 
by this model of psychological profiling. 
We use it as a recruitment tool and for 
building our teams to ensure we have 
the right mix of characteristics and skills. 
This applies not just to the team as a 
whole but at a more granular level where 
we also create ‘pods’ or sub-teams 
comprising six people with different 
profiles who work collaboratively.

All of that’s not to say we don’t enjoy a 
good team away day! In fact, we have 
quarterly team-building exercises with 
teams made up of colleagues who don’t 
normally work together. For example, 
we hold an annual Ecology by Design 
Summer Olympics. Previously we’ve 
been pottery painting with a pub lunch, 

learned archery and had a guided 
foraging walk followed by cooking on 
an open fire. Our employees tell us 
these social events are a great 
opportunity to get to know each other, 
have fun and feel valued. Even the two 
WhatsApp streams are well received; 
one for work-related issues on the 
company mobile phones and one for 
the fun memes and pretty pictures on 
personal phones. These little things all 
help a team form more quickly.

Action steps from Forming  
to Storming

For a Forming team to progress to 
Storming, they need a directive leader 
who brings structure: goals have to be 
set, roles established and people have 
to commit to the team. Our company 
operates with four independent 
(self-named) ecology teams: Silly Goose, 
Platypus, Big Squid and Cheltenham 
(the latter being at the Forming stage so 
they’re working on the bonding 
presently – silly name to come, we’re 
sure!). Each team is made up of six 
ecologists, all of whom possess different 
experience, qualifications or skills, but 
of whom two are always senior and are 
expected to provide support and 
mentoring. There’s both a Project 
Manager and an Assistant Project 
Manager on each project to improve 
collaboration and provide training to 
more junior team members.

Figure 2. Summer Olympics event 2024 with teams in fancy dress featuring villains, Disney characters, 
pirates, builders and historical characters, along with referee and chief ball retriever Wren the dog. 
Photo credit: Laura Grant.
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Team member profile: Oli Bulpitt
In April 2020 I joined Ecology by 
Design (EBD) as a seasonal ecologist, 
just as the COVID-19 lockdown began. 
From day one, the team made it a 
priority to help me achieve my 
personal career goals through 
continuous support, mentoring and 
opportunities for hands-on experience 
and training. The little things have also 
helped make this a great place to 
work, like receiving pats on the back 
(the latest being receiving a generous 
voucher for my favourite local pub, so I 
could treat myself and my fiancée to a 
couple of lovely meals) and having 
awesome socials like lasertag and our 
summer Olympics.

The focus on continuous learning, 
paired with opportunities to work on 
complex and interesting projects 
involving rare reptiles and Schedule 1 
birds, Biodiversity Net Gain 
assessments and Ecological Impact 
Assessments for minerals and 

renewables schemes, has accelerated 
my career growth. Beyond the 
technical skills acquired, it was EBD’s 
team-oriented culture, open 
communication and genuine interest in 
employee well-being that helped me 
to become a senior ecologist this year. 
I’m excited for the new challenges 
ahead now that I’m a pod lead, 
striving to give junior members of my 
pod the same support I’ve received.

Feature

As a manager, it’s easier to keep hold of 
the reigns in a small team but, as a 
consultancy increases in size, having an 
Office Manager and Resource 
Coordinator in place are crucial roles. 
They keep an overview of people’s 
workload, ensuring survey load is fair 
and people aren’t too tired or travelling 
too much. The Senior Management 
Team also needs to have regular 
check-ins with structured agendas to 
ensure all elements of company 
function, team well-being and dynamics 
are regularly discussed.

At this stage in team development a 
reward structure should also be defined. 
We implement a peer-nominated 
monthly bonus scheme, where people 
nominate a colleague to receive a £100 
gift bonus in recognition of going above 
and beyond what’s expected of them. 
People have received this in recent 
months for innovative mapping, 
undertaking challenging reptile surveys, 
detailed report reviews and top 
networking skills. The nominator has to 
define what the gift will be so it’s 
personal to the nominee. As a 
consultancy it also encourages 
innovation, ideas and creativity which 
we can only benefit from.

Action steps from Storming  
to Norming

The less time spent in the Storming 
phase the better. The team leader 
should actively support and reinforce 
team behaviour and create a positive 
environment built on trust where team 
wins are recognised and celebrated. 
Each individual must agree and commit 
to their roles and responsibilities 
through performance reviews and 
objective setting. People need to listen 
to each other and actively request and 
accept feedback.

The team should schedule time to meet 
together. In the busy survey season, it 
can always seem like there’s something 
more important to do, but this time 
taken together can pay dividends as a 
result of increased productivity in the 
Norming stage as people buy into the 
objectives and activities. By working 
actively to create a supportive 
environment everyone is motivated to 
work to their best ability.

We don’t do surveys on Fridays, instead 
encouraging staff to come into the 
office to have pod meetings followed by 
a whole team meeting. Each week we 
share positive news and take time to 

thank each other and talk about 
highlights of our week. It’s great to have 
regular time as a team to drive unity.

We try as a business to be transparent, 
proactive and honest about the 
company, openly communicating any 
changes to the team structure or the 
strategic direction of the business. We 
help employees to understand and 
navigate these changes, no matter how 
much they might affect them.

Action steps from Norming  
to Performing

Our office is entirely open plan, with no 
screens or closed doors. We don’t work 
in silence. There’s a hustle and bustle. 
We’re communicating all the time; it’s 
mostly work-related but is also about 
social things: programmes we’ve 
watched, gardening tips or even 
political views. For many, their public 
arena – the extent to which they divulge 
work-appropriate personal information 
– is very large. As such, there are few 
unknowns and people quickly establish 
trusting relationships. We have an 
annual activity day in the spring where 
we take on a fun challenge as a team. 
We have a monthly cake bake off where 
a team member bakes something to 
bring in and share. These traditions, 
however seemingly small or 
insignificant, bring camaraderie.

We have a wall of achievement in the 
office where we celebrate an individual’s 
successes, be that receiving a pat on the 
back, securing a personal licence or 
delivering a complex project. Praising 
and encouraging each other reinforces 
positivity and well-being.

For many teams the biggest challenge 
can be creating an environment where 
there is healthy conflict and where 
people self-evaluate without a fuss (one 
of the key principles of a Performing 
team). In our experience, giving timely 
feedback is the most effective way to 
achieve this. If we notice someone’s 
performance has slipped or their 
motivation has dropped, we recognise 
this and react quickly. An informal 
check-in to find out the causes and 
identify anything that needs to be 
resolved can prevent the situation 
escalating or dissent arising within the 
team. We also have an annual 
performance review with structured 
feedback provided to an individual by 
three or four of their peers, which 
shapes their ongoing objectives. We 

Figure 3. Oli and a team member.  
Photo credit: Jason Warner, Fyrefly Studios.
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encourage the team to approach the 
task positively and be objective in their 
interpretation of the reviews.

We continually review and adapt, 
recognising that one size doesn’t fit all. 
Our Office Manager and Associate 
Director have received neurodiversity and 
mental health training for managers to 
enable more informed decisions to be 
made about practices that may impact 
those who are neurodivergent or who 
have mental health issues. Some team 
members prefer to work from home; 
others take a mid-afternoon walk or use 
noise-cancelling headphones or 
earplugs to regulate themselves. With a 
culture of support, acceptance, curiosity 
and gentle challenge we help 
individuals be comfortable in reaching 
their full potential.

Finally, be selective when you appoint a 
new team member, ensure they 
understand and align with the company 
values, and give them a proper 
induction and any training they might 
need so the team doesn’t dip into 
Storming. Or, if it does, this approach 
will ensure that it doesn’t stay there for 
too long.

Is it flawless?
In short, no. There are some elements 
of business performance we’re simply 
unable to track. For example, we don’t 
have timesheets and therefore we have 
no way of knowing whether we’re 
over-delivering for a client unless the 
project manager themselves recognises 
and raises that they are doing so.

With unlimited paid annual leave we 
struggled to communicate our 
expectations until we set parameters 
around what is ‘reasonable’; that is, an 
amount which does not significantly 
impact the delivery of work and/or that 
of the team. We have defined reasonable 
as being 11.5–19% leave, which is up to 
50 days of leave for full-time staff. We 
also have guidance around the length of 
notice that should be given, to enable us 
to plan accordingly.

We consider our company values to be 
aligned with achieving both ethnic 
diversity and neurodiversity within the 
workplace and are mindful of the 
opportunities that arise from having a 
diverse team. We haven’t always 
succeeded in appointing the right 
person or structuring the team, though.

•	 We’ve given junior ecologists 
responsibility too fast and rather 
than being comfortably challenged 
they’ve felt overwhelmed.

•	 We appointed someone who 
didn’t align with our company 
values and the day after a 
discussion to set our expectations, 
they handed in their notice.

•	 We restructured a team (for good 
reason) but didn’t take the team on 
the journey with us and received 
feedback that some members were 
disappointed that the efforts they 
had made to establish relationships 
were coming undone.

In each instance, through asking for 
direct feedback, and being trusted to 
receive it well, we’ve learned and 
adapted. Each year for the last three 
we’ve had an end of season review, 
initially with Senior Ecologists and now 
with the whole team, where we reflect 
on what went well and what didn’t. 
We’re learning that the quicker you 
spot a problem and adapt, the better: 
no sitting around to see whether things 
will resolve naturally.

What it has meant for us
In terms of how our business has 
benefited from this approach, some of 
our measurable facts and figures 
include the following.

1	 Since we started in 2014, only nine 
permanent staff have left. We have a 
staff retention rate of 92% over the 
past 3 years. We recognised that pay 
was historically a factor; therefore, 
we now conduct regular salary 
benchmarking to ensure we’re 
competitive at all levels, including 
ensuring we pay real living wage for 
seasonal workers and interns.

2	 Our staff satisfaction is 94% based 
on our most recent survey (with a 
typical company achieving 
54%): www.greatplacetowork.co.uk/
certified-company/1574197.

3	 Our average staff training spend has 
been £1457 per person per year in 
each of the last 3 years.

4	 Our first client in 2014 (Smith 
Jenkins) is still a valued customer and 
we have worked with 45% of our 
current clients before.

5	 Our revenue has grown 80% over 
the past 3 years.
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Conclusions
If you’re looking to build a high-
performing team, start by evaluating 
your current team dynamics and 
applying Tuckman’s stages to guide 
development. If your team is still 
Storming, we’d recommend you put a 
strong structure in place, constantly 
evaluate your performance and that of 
the team to fine tune your approach, 
and are proactive in checking in on 
team members. Have the hard 
discussions, do the intervention if it’s 
warranted, but, overall, trust your team 
to do their job effectively. And if you 
can’t trust them, explore the reasons 
and ask yourself, is it them or is it you?
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