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Materials reflect terms as used in the Leadership+Design Studio, and are adapted from materials 
available at the University of Victoria Human Resources program 
(http://web.uvic.ca/hr/managertoolkit/buildingtools/waterlinemodel.html) and OD Resources 
(http://www.primarygoals.org/models/waterline/).   

The Waterline Model (Harrison, R., Scherer, J., & Short, R. R. (2001)) is an 

organizational development tool that we’ve found useful in our work with 

students. The model is simple enough for students to begin using right away, and 

it offers enough insight for them to begin finding it useful. 

The “waterline” in the name is a metaphor. In any group, things are happening above the surface (or 

“waterline”) and beneath the surface/waterline simultaneously. Though groups spend most of their time 

focusing on task, collaborative leaders need to observe how both are working. When a group is stuck, it’s 

often time to pay attention to what’s beneath the waterline – and switch from task to maintenance. 

 Developing the agenda 

 Initiating 

 Information seeking 

 Information giving 

 Opinion giving 

 “Yes, And” 

 Coordinating 

 Evaluating 

 Structuring 

 Summarizing 

 Consensus testing 

 Reality tester 

 Gatekeeping 

 Encouraging 

 Harmonizing 

 Consensus seeking 

 Giving and receiving feedback 

 Standard setting 

 Tension reliever 

 Expressing group feelings 

 Processing 

 Energizing 

 Meeting emotional needs 

 Meeting physical needs 

 

One element of effective leadership is the ability to perform acts of task and acts of maintenance, as 

needed. 

Leaders can take care of maintenance without derailing work towards task. For example, getting water, 

opening a window, bringing snacks, closing a door to a noisy work area, standing up or moving so that 

you’re more comfortable, beginning to chart or organize the group’s ideas visually – all of these are small 

acts of leadership that can help a group continue making progress on task. 
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When groups are stuck and need to address maintenance, a human tendency is to scapegoat one 

individual as the problem. “He’s crazy,” “she’s too demanding,” “he’s unreliable,” we say. However, our 

experience shows that we should look at the individual level last. 

 

There are four levels to group dynamics: structure, group, interpersonal, and the individual. When 

something doesn’t work, start at the top, with structure – and then move down the list, as needed. 

 

1. Structure … clarity about goals and roles, especially decision making authority in reaching goals; 

effective role organization 

 What’s the goal(s)? 

 What decision-making style are we using?  

 Who has the decision-making authority? 

 Who’s doing what, when? Is that clear? 

 

2. Group … team effectiveness; participation, influence, learning interactions, conflict resolution, 

membership, interaction patterns 

 Who’s participating, who’s not? 

 Are there sub-groups? 

 Is the group deciding issues as agreed upon? 

 Are decisions being well-communicated? 

 How is conflict being handled? 

 

3. Inter-personal … how two people communicate with the other and how respond to 1-1 conflict 

 Do members paraphrase and perception check with others? 

 Do interactions get finished or interrupted? 

 Is feedback given and received freely? 

 Is feedback given and received effectively? 

 

4. Individual (intrapersonal) … how individuals experience the process working together and their 

effectiveness in learning from their experience 

 Do I report my experience ‘in the moment’? (Think, feel, want, sense, do) 

 Do I inquire about other’s ‘in the moment’ experience? 

 Do I learn from my experience with others? 


