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STAR Diagram  

for  

Generative Relationships  

The STAR Diagram provides guidance for groups that want to maintain positive and 
productive relationships. Each of the four points around the star represent a critical 
aspect of this type of generative teamwork (see the diagram on the last page). In 
such a relationship, each point of the star is equal in size.  When one or more point 
is out of balance, the group will struggle to sustain itself.  

Dr. Brenda Zimmerman, a pioneer in applications of complexity theory to group 
dynamics and community development created the Generative Relationship STAR, 
on which this work is based. 

The points of the star represent the following aspects: 

Similarities and Differences  – This aspect of the STAR provides the diversity and 
creativity required for the work of the team. Human systems dynamics depend on 
similarities and differences to form the patterns that emerge and change over time. 
Any group needs a balance of differences and similarities.  When members of the 
group are too similar, it is often difficult to bring in new ideas or explore new vistas.  
When there are too many differences, the group either is not cohesive enough to 
stay together. 

Talking and Listening  – This point of the STAR establishes the interactions to 
support relationships across lines of difference that are necessary to the work. 
Talking and listening form the exchanges that allow for individual and group 
transformation in human systems dynamics. Each individual needs to participate 
and honor others’ contributions.  No one individual or group can do all the talking; 
no one individual or group should be allowed to withhold their contributions. 

Authentic Work – This facet of the STAR provides the satisfaction and progress of 
defining and completing concrete and useful tasks. The work of a group forms one 
kind of container to hold the individuals together as they form shared meaning and 
action in complex human system dynamics. Group members must feel their work is 
important and has meaning.  If not, they will engage in other places to feel more 
productive. 

Reason for Being – Similar to needing authentic work, group members have to 
believe in their reason for coming together.  When they lose that, they no longer 
feel any commitment to the success of the group. This point of the STAR provides 
the "glue" that brings a team together and holds it in the relationship that allows 
productive work. A shared reason for coming 
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together is a second kind of container that holds a group together as they find 
shared patterns of meaning and action. 

When any one of these points is not functioning well, a group will struggle. The 
following table provides some possible descriptors of groups where the points are 
out of balance. 

When this 
aspect...  

balances wit h the others, 
members will experience...  

is out of balance, members 
will experience...  

Similarities and 
Differences  

• Give and take of ideas  
• Balanced mix of difference 
• Differences are respected and 

encouraged 
• New ideas are invited and 

explored 
• The group is made up of diverse 

individuals who bring a variety 
of experiences to the work 

• People don’t feel comfortable 
giving new ideas or 
contributions 

• Limited number of ideas 
populates the landscape of the 
group’s work  

• Difference is not allowed or is 
damped by the group 

• New ideas are shunned or 
blocked 

Talking and 
Listening  

• Everyone in the group shares 
his/her ideas openly 

• People are invited to share 
• No one voice dominates the 

conversation 
• The group monitors itself to be 

sure all are participating 

• Some members of the group 
don’t feel heard—even when 
they do talk 

• People don’t listen to each other 
• One voice or group dominates 

the conversation 

Authentic Work  • People are actively engaged in 
the work of the group 

• People believe the work they are 
doing is valuable and 
contributes to a greater good 

• People understand their work 
relative to the group and see 
how their contributions make a 
difference 

• People do not engage in the 
work of the group 

• People do not see the value of 
he work, relative to anything 
else in their lives 

• People don’t see how their work 
contributes to the work of the 
group 

Reason for 
Being  

• Meeting agendas and the group 
charter carefully map out the 
work of the group 

• Each meeting of the group is 
important to its work 

• People believe in the reasons 
they come together 

• People disagree about many, 
and sometimes trivial, details 

• Members of the team are 
frustrated with the work 

• People waste energy in multiple, 
perhaps conflicting, activities 

• The group loses its credibility 
with others outside the team 

 

If you are part of a team or group that struggles to stay together or to accomplish 
meaningful work, use this tool to open a conversation among the members of the 
group to see what you can decide about the source of that struggle.  Then use that 
understanding to identify ways to create more generative relationships among the 
team members.   

HSD Institute has produced the STAR Handbook as an expanded tool to help groups 
create generative relationships. To find out more about that handbook, visit the 
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Online Learning and Products page of the HSD Institute website 
(http://www.hsdinstitute.org).  For more questions or further dialogue about this 
and other topics, visit us at http://www.hsdcommunity.ning.com. 

 

 

 


