Generative Relationships STAR

Idea In Short

When a team’s results feel inconsistent, examine the relationships behind its work.
Generative Relationships STAR uses four dimensions—Separateness, Tuning, Action, and
Reason to work together—to help people describe how their team functions. Participants
rate each dimension individually, compare their views in small groups, and discuss the
outcomes produced by different combinations. Use the structure to identify a relationship
pattern the group can influence, not to label individual personalities. Close with one practical
change to test in how the team communicates or acts together. The map is a shared
reflection tool, not a scientific assessment or a substitute for performance evidence.

Teams often talk about output, deadlines, and quality while leaving the relationships that
shape that work largely unexamined. Yet colleagues may experience the same team very
differently: one person sees strong alignment, another sees little coordination, and a third
cannot tell why the group works together. Generative Relationships STAR gives participants
a shared visual tool—the STAR Compass—to explore those differences. The compass
prompts reflection on Separateness, Tuning, Action, and Reason to work together. It helps a
group examine what its relationship patterns make possible and where an adjustment might
create more value. The practice reflects the Liberating Structures principle “Practice Self-
Discovery Within a Group.”

Use four dimensions to explore the team

Separateness asks how much diversity of perspective and difference the group has. Tuning
considers how well members are in sync with one another. Action examines the extent to
which people act together. Reason to work together asks whether the team has a clear
purpose and whether collaboration is important to achieving it. These dimensions are not a
checklist for a perfect team. They help people name qualities that otherwise may remain
implicit.
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Participants first assess their team individually, placing a mark on each axis of the compass.
This step is brief, but it matters: it allows people to form a view before hearing the most
confident voices. Participants then meet in quartets or groups of four to seven and place
their marks on a shared compass. The group discusses where perceptions align and where
they differ. The exercise is not a survey with a single correct answer. A spread of marks can
reveal that people experience different parts of the work or have different information.

Ask what combinations produce

The STAR dimensions gain meaning when considered together. A team may have strong
tuning but little action: members get along, yet decisions do not translate into progress. It
may act quickly but have weak tuning: routine work gets done, while coordination or
innovation suffers. A diverse group may generate possibilities but need a clearer reason to
work together. The facilitator can ask what the group’s current combination produces and
whether those outcomes match its needs.

The discussion should move from abstract ratings to observable patterns. When participants
say that the team is not tuned, ask where coordination breaks down. When they rate action
as low, ask what decisions or handoffs fail to happen. When the purpose is unclear, ask
whose goals are not reflected in the work. These questions keep the conversation grounded
in examples rather than turning the compass into a personality assessment.

Make differences useful

Participants may disagree about where to place a mark. A leader may believe the team
shares a clear purpose, while members experience competing priorities. Instead of
averaging away the disagreement, explore what each person is seeing. Ask whether the
difference relates to role, location, tenure, or access to information. A team can learn from

contrasting perspectives without requiring everyone to adopt the same rating.

The facilitator should protect the conversation from blame. STAR is a group-level reflection,
not a tool for naming a “low-tuning” person or ranking contributors. Each dimension is
affected by context, incentives, workload, and the design of work. A team can change how
it shares information, makes commitments, or connects local work to a common purpose.
The compass helps participants decide where to focus; it does not explain every cause of a
pattern.
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Design a small relational experiment

After discussing the compass, small groups identify the outcomes generated by the current
pattern and consider what could improve them. A team might agree to clarify a purpose for
recurring meetings, make work dependencies visible, or create a routine for sharing
emerging information. The action should be specific enough that participants can observe
whether it helped. For instance, instead of “communicate better,” a group might test a short
weekly handoff review for one month and ask whether fewer items are missed.

The standard process takes about 25 minutes: a short introduction, individual reflection,
group comparison, and identification of results. A shared template can be drawn on paper or
displayed in a virtual workspace. The facilitator should invite people who are part of the
team and ensure everyone has a way to contribute. If the group includes people who cannot
speak openly about their experience, a public scoring exercise may not be the right first
step. Trust and confidentiality shape whether the compass produces useful reflection.

Generative Relationships STAR is valuable for teams that want to understand how their ways
of relating affect delivery, learning, or innovation. Research on team psychological safety
and team effectiveness reinforces that interpersonal conditions influence how members
share information and learn. Google's team effectiveness findings also emphasize
dependability and structure; Amy Edmondson’s research describes psychological safety as

a condition for learning behavior. 1, 2, 3

Review what changes

A compass is most useful when a team revisits it after trying an action. Ask whether the
change affected the way members communicate, coordinate, or pursue their shared
purpose. The group need not repeat every rating or aim for high marks across all
dimensions. It should look for a better fit between its relationships and the work it needs to
do. If the team’s composition or challenge changes, the pattern may change too.

The STAR Compass gives teams a common language for relationship qualities that are
otherwise hard to discuss. Its value comes from the conversation around the marks, not the
marks alone. Participants can compare experience, identify an outcome they want to
change, and test a behavior that could help. When used with care, the practice supports self-
discovery without turning a complex team into a score.
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* 1Psychological safety and learning behavior in work teams
e 2Google re:Work: Understand team effectiveness
e 3The fearless organization

Summary

The STAR Compass makes relationship qualities visible enough to discuss. It invites a team
to consider whether members bring distinct perspectives, tune in to one another, act
together, and share a clear reason to collaborate. Differences in ratings are useful evidence
of differing experiences. The facilitator should help the group connect those perceptions to
observable behavior and desired outcomes. Choose one small change that can be tested,
such as improving how handoffs work or making the shared purpose clearer. Revisit the
compass later to discuss what has changed. The practice works best when reflection leads
to a specific experiment in the team'’s daily interactions.
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