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The 5 stages of group development explained
Marija Kojic Last updated on: December 22, 2021
No team is able to hit the ground running with a project upon their first meeting. Instead, they go through a complex process that involves the 5 stages of group development:
The Forming, Storming, Norming, Performing, and Adjourning stage.
In this post, you’ll learn everything you need to know about these 5 stages of team development, including what they’re about (+ illustrative examples), why they’re so important, and how to facilitate them.
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What are the 5 stages of group development?
The stages of group development in organizational behaviour and management are a theory of team development — a group-forming model that consists of 5 distinct stages.
According to this stages of group development model, each group or team is likely to go through the following connected 5 stages during their joint work:
1.The Forming Stage — mainly characterized by team orientation.
2. The Storming Stage — mainly characterized by a power struggle.
3. The Norming Stage — mainly characterized by cooperation, integration, and unity.
4. The Performing Stage — mainly characterized by overall synergy.
5. The Adjourning Stage — mainly characterized by a sense of closure.
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Now, these 5 stages are vital to help you anticipate your team effectiveness, i.e., your ability to be efficient and productive with your work, both as individuals and as a group.
As the above diagram shows, the effectiveness of a team or group fluctuates over time, reaching its ultimate low in the Storming Stage (sometimes dubbed as “The Power Struggle Stage”) and reaching its ultimate high in the Performing Stage (sometimes dubbed as the “The Synergy Stage”).
Who invented stages of group development?
The first 4 stages of group development are also known as the “Forming-Storming-Norming-Performing Model” — they were established by Bruce W. Tuckman, an American Psychological Researcher, in 1965.
According to Tuckman, the listed stages are obligatory for a team to:
·  grow and progress
·  face challenges
·  face problems
·  find solutions for the listed challenges and problems
·  plan and tweak their individual and group workflows
·  reach their expected project goals
Tuckman only added the fifth and final stage (the Adjourning Stage) in 1977, together with Mary Ann C. Jensen who had previously reviewed his original paper.
By including the Adjourning Stage, Tuckman wanted to clearly cap off the process of group development and provide teams with a stage they’ll spend reflecting on what they’ve accomplished with their project (or didn’t).
Tuckman would later go on to say that his group-forming model gained such popularity because the names of the first 4 stages formed a perfect rhyme — considering that they all end in “ming”.
Now, he couldn’t find a perfect rhyme for the 5. stage — hence, he named it “Adjourning”, as retiring the team was his intended purpose for this stage. Some scholars would later go on to rename the 5. stage the “Mourning” Stage — because it is the best description for the emotion teams likely feel when their time on a team project is up.
Now that we understand the basics and origin of the stages of group development model, here’s what each of the stages is about, in more detail, and with illustrative examples:











Stage 1 — The Forming Stage
[image: Forming stage]
The Forming Stage (“team orientation” stage) – a) Project goals understood, b) Tasks assigned, c) Project timeline discussed
The Forming Stage is the one about team orientation:
· Everyone is just getting to know one another, and they are all overly polite to each other because they are looking to be accepted among this new group of people.
· For the same reasons, they may also be a bit uncertain and anxious.
· They are also overly positive about the project, because it’s new, and new is always exciting.
· At this initial stage, a glimpse of a future project leader may emerge, as the person who possesses the largest knowledge about the project’s subject takes unofficial charge.
· The position of this unofficial leader may also be occupied by the strongest authority figure in the team.
Signs your team has entered the Forming stage:
· They understand the purpose of the group
· They  understand the project goals
· They are talking about team members’ skills
· They are assigning tasks, responsibilities, and individual roles
· They are laying down some ground rules about team management
· They are discussing the team time management and expected project timeline
Stage 2 — The Storming Stage
[image: Storming stage]
The Storming Stage (“power struggle” stage) – a) Open idea exchange, b) Dominant team members emerge, c) Questions and conflicts
The Storming stage is the one that brings about a power struggle:
So, team orientation is over — and team members are likely to forgo their previously held politeness.
Instead, they adopt an open exchange of ideas and opinions and learn about what it’s really like to work together. This can lead to conflict, disputes, and competition, depending on how their expectations, workflows, ideas, and opinions differ.
Sometimes, subgroups may form around particular opinions or authority figures — which are all clear signs that team cohesion has not happened yet.
Unless the team is patient and tolerant of these differences as well as willing to address and work on them, the team and project cannot succeed.
Now, here’s where you may wonder: well, if it’s such an unpleasant affair, can the Storming Stage of group development ever be avoided? Well, truth be told, some teams may skip this step altogether, all in the hope that they’ll avoid unpleasant conflict and the clash of ideas. However, this stage is crucial if you want your team to succeed — you won’t get far with your project by sweeping vital questions and potential problems under a rug.
Signs your team has entered the Storming stage:
· the dominant team members emerge
· the less dominant team members find their way to the background
· questions about leadership and authority emerge (and should be answered)
· questions about rules, policies, and norms emerge (and should be answered)
· questions about evaluation and review emerge (and should be answered)
Stage 3 — The Norming Stage
[image: Norming stage]
The Norming Stage (“cooperation, integration, and unity” stage) – a) Easier group interactions, b) Team productivity increase, c) Team performance increase
This stage is the one that brings about a sense of cooperation, integration, and unity.
Of course, you can only move on to this more pleasant stage if you’ve addressed and answered all the vital questions from the previous, Storming Stage.
The team is already accustomed to each other’s workflows, and most future disputes and conflicts generally become easier to overcome. The official (or unofficial) team leader takes a back seat much more than in the previous stages, and the individual team members are given their chance to shine.
In some cases, the Norming Stage may often be intersected by the Storming Stage. It may even revert to it unless the team makes the effort to communicate problems, and then learn from these interactions.
Signs your team has entered the Norming stage:
· group interaction becomes easier
· the team becomes more cooperative on the whole
· team productivity increases
· team performance increases
Stage 4 — The Performing Stage
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The Performing Stage (“team synergy” stage) – a) Clear roles and responsibilities, b) Mature way of handling issues, c) Well-organized team
The Performing stage is what your team is really after — in this stage, you and your team get to enjoy synergy.
If your team has reached this stage, you’re on a clear path to success. You have a mature, well-organized group now fully focussed on reaching the project goals established in the Forming stage.
Team members have grown fully accustomed to each other’s workflows. They respect and acknowledge each other’s skills, talents, and experience. They know exactly which team member to call to help with each type of problem that arises in the project. And, what’s most important, they trust that everyone involved will do their share of the work.
Bear in mind that not all teams reach this stage — some may falter at the earlier stages, due to the inability to properly address differences between team members or address problems as they emerge.
Signs your team has entered the Performing Stage:
· the organisation in your team is now well-established
· the structure of roles and responsibilities is clear and straightforward
· the team has a tested, mature, and calm way of handling issues
Stage 5 — The Adjourning Stage
[image: The adjourning Stage]
The Adjourning Stage (“sense of closure” stage) – a) Most project goals completed, b) Workload diminishes, c) Team members move to other projects
The Adjourning Stage triggers a sense of closure:
The project is completed, with most or all project goals reached.
And, it’s probably time for the team members to go their separate ways.
Now, if the team members have grown close over time, and grown accustomed to working with each other, they may mourn the fact that it’s now time to move on and work with other people.
If the team members have grown attached to the project, they may even mourn the fact that the project is ending and that they need to move on to work on other projects.
The Adjourning Stage is usually associated with short term projects, where team members are expected to disband over time. However, even “permanent” teams working on long-term projects may get gradually disbanded — as a result of a company’s organizational restructuring.
Signs your team has entered the Adjourning stage:
· the workload slowly diminishes
· most of the project goals are completed
· you’re working on leftover tasks
· some team members are gradually allocated to different teams and projects
Why are the stages of group development important?
Now, what is the importance of group development we just talked about?
Well, as we’ve seen from the previous examples, teams are an ever-moving, vibrant being governed by unspoken norms and a natural order of events:
At first, people are led by their natural desire to be liked by others and accepted among their peers. After all, when you have to cooperate with someone for a longer period, it’s easier to do it if you get along well. That’s part of the reason HR departments task their job candidates with personality tests — to see whether they’d be adequate in terms of behavior and values.
As time goes by, sub-groups form within a team, opinions and personalities clash (at least to an extent) and some teams may even get stuck in the Storming Stage, unwilling to talk about their problems.
This is the exact reason why stages of team development are so important — the team has to keep moving forward.
Stagnation is always worse than conflict — instead of maintaining a facade of politeness, it’s crucial that you identify your problems, analyze them, AND talk about them. Otherwise, you won’t be able to solve them.
In addition to handling conflicts, you’ll need to determine workflows, follow them, and constantly tweak and improve them as you go along.
As a natural consequence of it all, your project is bound to progress at a steady rate — mismatched, uncompromising teams can only produce incomplete, confusing projects. If they produce anything in the end at all.
Speaking of ends, the Adjourning Stage is the bittersweet cherry on the top of each team and project, and it will happen whether you want it or not. It’s a great opportunity to reflect on your accomplishments and think about what you learned.
11 tips on how to facilitate proper group development
Now that you understand the “What?” and “Why?” behind the stages of group development, here’s the “How?” — 11 quick tips that will help managers, leaders, and teams ensure that each stage plays out as it should:
Facilitating the Forming Stage:
1. Clarify the expected stages of group development right from the start, to highlight that conflicts and problems throughout the project are normal, and not a sign of failure.
2. Establish clear and attainable objectives for individuals, to help direct them towards their individual goals within a project.
3. Establish clear and attainable objectives for the team, to help direct them towards their ultimate project goal.
 To learn how to best set and manage the right goals for your team, check out our previous blog posts on the subject of goals:
· → How to set SMART goals (+ 10 helpful templates)
· → Objectives and Key Results (OKR): everything you need to know
· → How to set career goals and create a better future for yourself
Facilitating the Storming Stage:
4. Address and resolve conflicts and problems as soon as they arise.
5. Coach all team members to be assertive and stand up for their ideas and opinions in a positive and calm way.
6. Provide extra support and guidance to help team members who are less secure about voicing their opinions and ideas stand their ground.
7. Build trust among team members, by advocating honesty, transparency, and accountability.

Facilitating the Norming Stage:
8. Arrange at least 1 team-building activity, to help people grow closer as a team.
Facilitating the Performing Stage:
9. Delegate tasks appropriately, and according to the skills, experience, and interests of individual team members.
10. Track the time you spend on individual tasks, to build daily and weekly reports of the time you spend on the project. You can then further analyze your reports to see how much time you need to finish individual project tasks and whether there is room for improvement in that time.
Facilitating the Adjourning Stage:
11. Recognize and celebrate the team’s achievements, to make sure your work as a team ends on a positive note. This is important considering that at least some of you may work together in the future once again.
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