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E
How to survive 
team drift when your 
team’s momentum fades
By Cynthia J. Young
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Even the most cohesive teams can gradually lose their 
rhythm. They start aligned, energized, and responsive, 
but somewhere along the way, progress slows and 
communication and initiative fade. The loss of energy is 
not burnout or conflict. Sometimes, it just occurs when 
there are months strung together without any holidays. It’s 
called team drift.

Daily demands, shifting priorities and unclear 
communication can erode your team’s sense of shared 
purpose, also known as esprit de corps. It may not be 
obvious, but it can become problematic if not addressed 
quickly. When your team starts to miss deadlines or 
requires constant reminders and is not engaged like 
it used to be, your team’s feelings may spread like the 
common cold. While leading and managing small teams, 
recognizing and addressing this drift is essential to 
maintaining performance and morale.

Managers often mistake team drift for laziness, lack 
of motivation or distraction. The typical disconnection is 
between team members, their goals and the value of their 
work. If your team members wait for instructions rather 
than taking ownership, this shows a lack of interest in their 
work. They may go through the motions of coming to work 
and watching the clock until they leave for the day.

To recover from team drift and provide course 
corrections to help everyone reset, try these four Rs:

Reset the shared purpose. When drift sets in, it’s often 
because your team may forget or never fully understand 
how their work connects to the bigger picture. Revisit the 
“why” behind the efforts. Hold a team meeting to discuss 
your mission and current goals. Ensure you recognize 
how the team wins from current work. State how each 
person connects to the outcome and how it matters to 
their work.

Reconnect with your team. Start with short events 
to reintroduce human connection and collaboration. 
Schedule time to kick off a meeting, encouraging each 
member to share a tip, lesson learned or insight to help 
the other members. As a team, discuss what’s gone well 
or what improvements are possible. Encourage building 
job sheets or role-based desk guides that support cross-
training and allow flexibility in the workload.

Remove team friction. There may come a time when 

the team members are clear on who can make decisions or 
who’s accountable for work. You can create a Responsible, 
Accountable, Consulted, or Informed (RACI) chart, and 
could also add Supportable for a RASCI chat. These charts 
can clarify most task responsibilities and allow your team 
to continue working without needing to get permission to 
make a decision, progress or redo a step.

Recognize your example. Managers set the tone. 
Your team will feel the same way if you’re overwhelmed, 
skipping meetings or “just surviving” the workday. 
Make sure to listen to your team members in your 
daily interactions. Celebrate their efforts and wins. As 
appropriate, share things you have learned when work 
didn’t go as planned.

By following through with these ideas, you encourage 
knowledge sharing, recognize and encourage your team’s 
awareness of one another’s work and rebuild interest in 
your team’s work.

No single tactic gets your team “back on track.” 
Reconnection must happen gradually through 
consistency and conversation. In areas where a steady 
work tempo almost guarantees consistently solid 
outcomes, it becomes easy to overlook those who drive 
the momentum. By paying attention to drift and taking 
small but deliberate steps, you’ll help your team find their 
connection again, which will improve the overall results of 
the team and their work. 
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