Creative Approaches to Managing Team Morale or

Herding the Hydra
In this talk we achieved several things, the most important being how to define, identify and maintain good morale in a challenging game development environment.  The topic was be broken down over three days.  Day One covered Morale: the definition, and how to identify team morale using several different methods of communication.   We also be covered how to create a team with morale in mind from the outset of the project.  Day Two topics included maintaining a team that has good morale, and what to do to fix a team that does not.  Day Three we explored maintaining morale under difficult situations, such as “Crunchtime” and had some time dedicated to discussing other issues that arose from the first 2 days.

Below is a summary of the notes that were taken from the actual roundtable.  I do not want to dilute the points by adding too many of my own viewpoints, so they are presented in original point form below.

Day 1, Topic one: Morale, the definition

· Morale is a large scale effect. Morale is contagious. Whether good or bad it will spread to the entire team.

· When morale is good, your team will function at a higher level.  Communication is easier, clearer, and more energetic when your team is happy

· Morale is a mindset, a way of acting and most importantly a way of feeling about your project.  

· Good morale may be identified as a general good feeling throughout the team.  With good morale, team members may hang out after hours, engage in activities outside the office setting and in general, spend time together.  

· Morale directly affects productivity. Good morale can, and will, take a product to the next level.

Day 1, Topic two: How identify where your morale stands (good or bad)

· In order to identify your team morale, you must actually be there with the team.  If you are available to your team members, you will have the chance to bring up issues AS they arise.

· Performance reviews are an excellent opportunity to give team members an “extra” chance to bring up issues in a more formal setting.

· To identify a change in morale, observe your team’s behavior.  If office hours change dramatically, if the quality of work decreases or if people have dramatic personality changes (become more reclusive etc.), may all point to the health of your team morale.

Day 1 Topic three: how to create a team with morale in mind

· When creating a team, keeping morale in mind can often save you many problems in the future.

· When starting up a team, always keep in mind that you must lead by example. Managers should always be the first to the workplace, and last to leave.

· Managers also have the very important job of “buffering” the team from insanity/stupidity.  Acting as a filter from your publisher/licensors (or any external and even internal pressures) can ease the stress that your team will already be experiencing when creating ANY project.

· When hiring a person for the team, make sure the promotion path is clear, and the new employee knows what it takes to move forward, this includes salary and/or any other benefits.  

· Communicate the project “vision” to all new members and ask them if it matches what they envision or expect. 

· Make sure that there is a meeting structure that suits the needs of your project AND your team.  Communication is the most important tool you can use to ensure good team morale. 

· Encourage your managers to use positive reinforcement.  A positive remark can go a long way in maintaining confidence and building morale.

Day 2, Topic one, Maintaining good team morale

· Maintaining team morale is often a difficult balancing act.  When working to please one person or group, you can often upset another.

· Building team morale can be done through team events. These events can include shutting down the office on a Friday to watch a movie, or taking the team out for lunch. 

· Pass out “treats”.  T-shirts from conferences and new games to play make people happy. 

· Biweekly “show and tells” are a great way to show off what different teams are doing.  It not only builds team morale, but also a company-wide sense of pride.

· Teams can misperceive being “too good for the team” or as having some sort of ego problem.  Often they are just plain shy.  Try teaming them up with someone with similar tastes and/or a more out-going person.  

· Team juxtaposition is a major topic in itself.  We could talk about different office layouts for many pages, but we will leave it at it matters how your team is setup within the workplace.  

· Let people have little things that make them feel good.  Whether it is an artist wanting to paint their office, to a programmer wanting a new monitor, these are small investments when considering what is to be gained from a successful project.  

· When a new hire joins the team, make sure that he/she gets introduced to all members as soon as possible.  The sooner the new member is comfortable with his/her work mates, the sooner that person is capable of “gelling” with the team.  If they do not become part of the team quickly, there is a higher chance that they will never will.  

· When the team meets a deadline/milestone, be sure to thank them.  All too often we think in the terms that a good job is a given, that it is the status quo.  However, we must make an effort to show that we recognize a job well done.

Day2, Topic two, Fixing a team with a morale problem.

· The first step in solving any problem is to accept that there is one, see above to “how to identify where your morale stands”.  

· The next step is to identify what the actual problem is.  This sounds far easier than it often is.  You must try to take a step back and take an objective look at the situation.  Ask others (such as your managers or your boss) since sometimes the problem can be found in your approach on something you are doing.

· The next step is act on the problem.  Not only should you act quickly on the problem, but also make sure that it is known that that progress is being made.  This step is very important.  Nothing can destroy your perceived effectiveness than non-action on a known problem. This can lead to the destruction of your whole team.  

· When the situation seems to becoming a “finger pointing” session, end it.  Accept the blame yourself, fix it, and make sure it never happens again.  Trying to pin blame on someone is a complete waste of time and energy that can be far better spent actually solving the problem.  Take this concept pass it along to all your team members, it will make the world of difference in the long term.  

· Seldom after identifying a problem can you do nothing about it (examples are external influences, Publishers, Licensors etc.).  This is where your job as a buffer for the proverbial “shit” is even more important.  Team members have more than enough than to worry about external issues or outside idiocy.  This does NOT mean you should leave the team out of the communication loop, it means just be selective.  Basic rule of thumb: if it is a known fact that affects the project directly, inform your team.  “Maybes”, “possibilities” and “what ifs” just add to the rumor mill and will cause problems.  

· Your boss (if you have one) is usually a great source/resource to help solve a problem. He/she hopefully has some management skills and has maybe even gone through a similar situation.  Worst case scenario he/she can act as a confidential sounding board for your solutions before you implement them.

Day 3, Topic one: Maintaining moral under difficult circumstances, crunch time and other 

stressful situations.
· It is your job to, first and foremost, ensure the well being of the people you manage.  If you do this the well being of the project will automatically follow, because the people ARE the project.

· Even if it is against every management fiber in your body, make the team take a day off every week during crunch time.  This down time will recharge your team so they can assault the project once again with clearer heads and refreshed energy resources.  

· If there is any person that is lax (has nothing to do) send them home for the same reasons as above.  Be sure the team knows that the person has nothing to do.  When some people are “busting hump” while a single person goes home, a rift can be created in the team. 

· You may have to MAKE people leave, but it is important to the health and well being of the team that they do, and it will pay off in the long run.  

· Don’t badger your people.  They KNOW what has to be done and when (you have meetings and milestones for that) so don’t hover over their shoulders asking “is it done yet?”

· Communication will never be more important than during crunch time.  This is the most stressful time in a project and a problem can go from “benign” to “bring the team to it’s knees” stage in a staggeringly short time. Stress is a catalyst and an accelerant to all morale problems.  

· Have concise and clear meetings bringing up people where the project is.  There is no time for “black box” management.  

· Make sure that all “blockages” are clear so that people can focus on their job and not on anything else.

· Have an intranet page dedicated to “I have done this”.  It is chance for team members to feel like they are creating momentum, and that the ultimate goal (shipping the product) is getting ever closer.  These nuggets of momentum in a project can overcome grind (Grind is when little or no visual progress is made in a project).  

· Most importantly, if you have created good morale throughout the project, it will carry through crunch time and is perhaps your biggest advantage you could possibly give to the success of the project.

