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Preface



“If you don’t do it excellently, don’t do it at all.


Because if it’s not excellent, it won’t be profitable


or fun, and if you’re not in business for fun or


profit, what the hell are you doing there?”


—Robert Townsend, Up the Organization


Today most companies want to harness the colloective power of people working together. All types of organizations are empowering task forces, committees, and teams to come up with the improvements needed to succeed in these times of rapid change. Most companies today emphasize the need for teamwork and for realizing that “we are all in this together.” Give me a factory with 350 employees in which the people closest to the action get to provide input on what the problems are and what should be done about them versus a factory where only managers are allowed to think and I will show you a competitive advantage. Most leaders today are convinced that the use of a team approach to running a business has great potential. However, most companies are struggling to come up with a way to help teams be successful. Still other companies are only talking about teams but failing to take the actions necessary to truly encourage team excellence. This book asks the question, What if we took teams seriously? I want you to consider what you and others would be doing differently if teams were the basic building blocks of your organization’s structure. What areas need to be worked on in order for your organization to succeed with teams? What are the key ingredients of team excellence?


This book is a no-nonsense, practical guide for establishing, developing, and sustaining excellent teams in your organization. This book will not sell you on the idea of using a team concept. Many other books are available that laud the successes of various team approaches to organizational effectiveness. It assumes that either you or someone with authority in your organization has already decided that teams are the way to go. It assumes that you are either already on a team (as a member or as a leader) or are interested in helping the teams in a given organization get better (as a manager or a member of a human resource staff or as a consultant). As the very successful basketball coach pat Riley says, “Excellence is the gradual result of always wanting to do better.” What you need is a road map and some useful activities to get your teams moving forward. The goal of this book is to provide you with that road map, along with proven exercises and team-training tools to move your teams toward excellence.


The road map presented in this book is the Seven Key Components of Effective Teams, used successfully by teams in organizations for the purpose of improving team performance. Research conducted with more than 100 of the most effective teams in business over the past twenty years has uncovered seven essential components for team excellence—clear sense of direction, talented members, clear and enticing responsibilities, reasonable and efficient operating procedures, constructive interpersonal relationships, active reinforcement systems, and constructive external relationships, both inside and outside the organization. Each of the seven components of team effectiveness is described in detail in this book. Organizations that have benefited from this model o f team excellence include Ford Motor Company, General Motors, Michigan Bell, the University of Michigan, and Navistar International, as well as numerous other manufacturing, service, public, and not-for-profit organizations.


Beyond the use of an understandable and practical road map, the value of this book lies in the structured exercises that will help teams assess and improve themselves within each of the seven components. Each assessment tool and exercise has been used by corporate trainers, organizational consultants, and other professionals, and was specially adapted for use here. Accompanied by instructions for both implementation and follow-up, teams can now use these exercises on their own. Some of the practical applications of the exercises in this book include diagnosing a team’s weak spots, developing better relationship and task skills, and solving specific performance problems, as well as learning how to take advantage of a team’s key strengths.


Finally, to further enhance the accessible nature of this book, it’s written in a down-to-earth, practical tone. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to make teams work. It takes perseverance, integrity, a game plan, and a willingness to learn while doing. Every adult in this society has had some experiences with teams and experience can be a great teacher. Therefore, I know that you already know something about teams. You may have experienced a training seminar on team building. Your company may be in the process of restructuring to establish teams as a business strategy. Even if your current work environment isn’t actively experimenting with teams, you certainly have had some experience with groups and teams at some point in your life. What was the best team experience you ever had? Was it a production team? A salaried support staff? A sports team? A choir? Student council? A committee? An emergency evacuation team? A coaching staff? Your current work department? Whatever the nature of the experience, you were probably part of a group that accomplished something and felt good about the people who worked together to reach that goal. You were productive and satisfied.


The best team that I ever was on was an education staff. Although we could have worked very independently, we chose to spend the time and energy needed to benefit from interacting and depending on each other. We held regular staff meetings that reminded us what it was that we were attempting to collectively accomplish. We informed each other of our plans, our successes, and our frustrations. Teammates supported each other but also made it clear that we expected no less than 100 percent effort from any member of the staff. Colleagues challenged staff members to keep the information and teaching techniques fresh and engaging. We sought information from the “students” (full-time employees and/or leaders in the organization) who attended our sessions to find out not only whether they enjoyed their interactions with us but also whether they actually used what we “taught.” Everyone on this team knew the role she or he was expected to play to make this staff successful. We solved problems together and dedicated little time to figuring out who was to blame. We knew we would be better off focusing on what the issues were rather than on who deserved credit or blame. That doesn’t mean we didn’t express appreciation to members who behaved in a team-oriented manner. Individuals who did things—ordinary things as well as extraordinary things—that helped our staff get its work done were made aware of it. We even made sure that people in the larger organization for whom we worked received credit when they provided us with resources or information, or even when they just followed through on their promises. We had an appointed leader who went to bat for us, encouraged us to provide input on decisions beyond our own tasks and assignments, and wasn’t threatened by the fact that team members knew more about many things than she did. We weren’t perfect, but we dealt with our imperfections. We got the job done well and all had very satisfying work experiences. I have been fortunate to be on some other effective teams, but most of my time has been spent consulting for organizations in the process of developing their own teams.


I have spent my entire adult life studying and working with teams. I have learned about teams as a researcher, a change agent, a teacher, and a team member. As a kid, I was fascinated by sports teams. I became curious as to why some teams seemed to have so much talent yet failed to succeed. Personally, I also experienced some teams in which members go along well with each other but didn’t really succeed on the playing field. Team success didn’t seem to be merely a matter of talent or good relations. I thought maybe it was a matter of having a good coach. But different coaching styles also failed to explain success rates.


My curiosity about teams led me to go to college to become a math teacher and basketball coach. I also started taking some psychology courses and found the descriptions of group dynamics fascinating. Later, I became part of a work team. We were the resanding team of the paint department in a Big Three truck plant. If there was a sag in the paint job or if some dust fell on the truck as it went through the oven after it was painted, it would be rerouted to a spur on the assembly line where our team would surround it and sand it down with pneumatic and hand sanders. I enjoyed being part of a team rather than reading about them. However, I became increasingly frustrated by how our team’s ideas were ignored by the company. To make a long story short, I got fired or threatened every time we tried to make a difference. School started to look better to me after these experiences.


I later returned to school to study industrial and organizational psychology, but my days in that truck plant changed my life. I have studied, researched, and consulted for organizational change efforts that utilize employee involvement strategies through the use of teams for more than twenty years now. I have worked with over 100 companies, primarily in unionized settings. Throughout this book, I will share what I have learned from my experiences and from my own and others’ research on the use of teams. I have seen both good and bad examples of the application of the team concept. Unfortunately, I have seen more examples of organizations talking about implementing teams than I have seen genuine efforts to empower teams as an effective business strategy. When I am asked to help an organization with its efforts to institute a team approach, I have to sort out just what is really behind the request. Sometimes I find out that some executive went to a seminar or read a book and decided it would be great the join the movement toward teams. Others seem to see teams as a means of reducing employees. Many confuse team building with teamwork. By that, I mean that they want people to cooperate (be team players) and go along with a plan that has already been decided.


However, some companies genuinely want to take teams seriously. Key leaders believe that groups of knowledgeable and skilled employees can make better decisions than the average individual. They see teams as a vehicle for people to relate to the organization that they work for. They see teams as the key structure for gaining commitment. They want the teams to work effectively and efficiently, providing high-quality goods and/or services to accomplish the goals of the organization. They recognize that teams cannot operate in a vacuum and that they need support and resources. Some leaders want a system that provides a disciplined but humane approach for organizing work through teams.


The main purpose of this book is to share with you the system that I have seen make a difference. If you and our organization want to build team excellence, you need to prepare the grounds to nurture team development. The chapters in part 1 of this book explain the basic framework for understanding teams, diagnosing current levels of effectiveness, and getting started with team-building sessions. Exercises will help you assess a team and the strategies to prepare the organization and the team members for success.


The chapters of part 2 contain the Seven Key Components of Effective Teams that my research and experience indicate are needed for building team effectiveness—a clear sense of direction, talented members, clear and enticing responsibilities, reasonable and efficient operating procedures, constructive interpersonal relationships, active reinforcement systems, and constructive external relationships. These chapters will also provide you with numerous tools, techniques, and exercises to help your teams improve on each of these dimensions. These tools and exercise are presented in a way that enables any team member to use them. They are not motivational speeches or “touchy-feely” activities aimed at inspiring people to believe in teams. They just make sense if you want your team to become better than it is today. This section of the book will provide down-to-earth help in attaining team excellence. After all, the purpose of team building in organizations is not to produce teams, it is to help teams produce for the organization and become more satisfying experiences for team members.


The final part of this book emphasizes the need to view team development as a process, not a program. Strategies are needed to sustain the successful use of a team approach. No team is ever perfect. There is always room for improvement. It is my hope that this book will provide you with insights regarding your current situation and the practical tools needed to enhance the effectiveness and satisfaction levels of your organization’s teams. Your actual approach to helping teams will vary, depending on the politics and history of the situation. The procedures and strategies that should be used must vary, depending on whether you are attempting to help a task force, a committee, a traditional work unit, or a self-directed work team. While the depth of the intervention may vary, I have found the seven-component model to still provide the road map needed to plan for, or return to, the journey toward continuous improvement. Please let me know what elements you find most useful and share with me techniques you have discovered that will enhance any of the seven components. You can send your feedback to me in care of the publisher.
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PART ONE


Preparing for Team Excellence


The chapters in this section of the book will help you understand the variety of team types that are used in organizations today, how you can prepare your company for the advent of teams, and how you can help prepare the people who will be on these teams. Developing effective teams is not unlike growing a garden. If you want to grow a great garden, you don’t just buy expensive seeds and throw them into any plot of soil. You choose a plot of land that will receive adequate sunlight. You rototill the earth. You space the seeds according to the types of plants you want to grow. You provide plenty of water, and remove the weeds that will choke production. If your organization is serious about developing productive teams—committees, task forces, departments, or self-directed work teams that produce a high-quality product or satisfy customers with desired services—many people in the organization are going to have to follow the example of successful gardeners.


Chapter 1 provides the basic information regarding the variety of teams you might want to establish, and the potential benefits of using teams for both the people on them and the organization. The seven key ingredients teams need to prosper will also be introduced. Chapter 2 explains how to prepare the garden plot in which the teams are to grow. Five steps must be taken in order for teams to be used as a business strategy. Support mechanisms such as steering committees and design teams must research the need for teams and sketch the blueprint for the types of teams that are to be grown and the timetable and rules for caring for such teams. Leaders inside and outside of these teams must use a style that is conducive to nurturing and harvesting these teams. Most important, if the organization is going to be serious about growing excellent teams, actions must follow the words and plans that are presented. Chapter 3 outlines the basic nuts and bolts of preparing the people, or seeds, themselves. Questions to be addressed include: How do you pick people to be on committees and task forces and self-directed work teams? What input should be sought from team members to help launch or enhance teams? What are the various methods that can be used to assess your teams and gain this input? What kind of training should be provided to team members? What mistakes are commonly made in how this team training is provided? Chapter 3 answers these questions and provides tools and examples that will help you determine what is needed to get your garden of teams in good shape. Before we begin, let’s take a look at a real-life example of how one organization moved toward a team concept approach as its key business strategy to maintain its number one status in its industry.


Case Study


A Request for Teams in a Service Organization


The director of training and development of the Finance and Controllers Division of a large service organization that employs financial analysts, business planners, computer programmers, systems developers, accountants, lawyers, and technicians (all of whom are salaried professionals and/or managers) was asked by the key manager in the Financial Analysis Department, “What can be done to establish a team approach to the work of this division?” This key manager had become interested in the “team concept” through articles he read in newspapers and magazines. He also noticed that the corporation that the division belonged to had begun using the term team in its advertisements. He thought it would be astute to demonstrate some leadership on this team issue, which he happened to like as a concept anyway.


The company decided to send out a survey to the division’s 400 employees, which contained two questions: “Do you support a team approach to doing things?” and “Would you like some team training?” Everyone responded yes to the first question and most (350) responded that they would like to receive some team training. Now the organization needed to find something that would fulfill this seemingly widespread need.


The director of training and development received a flyer about a one-day program offered by a well-known consulting firm. He, the key manager of finance, and one associate attended the session. The three returned from the program enthused about teams but unsure about how they could make things happen within their organization. They also noticed that once they were back at work, their feelings about the seminar faded and they didn’t feel any better prepared to deal with their colleagues on the day-to-day realities of getting work done.


Should they just send more representatives to these seminars whenever scheduling permitted? That would be a convenient and relatively inexpensive way of following through on the requests of employees for team training. They decided instead to form a Training Advisory Council and charge it with the responsibility of identifying three alternative means of providing team training and, ultimately, developing a plan for establishing a team approach within every department in the Finance and Controllers Division. The council consisted often people from a variety of departments and represented four of the five levels of management that existed in the division. The council was to report directly to the director of training and development, who then was to make a final recommendation to the general manager of the division.


At the first meeting of the council, the members listened politely as the key manager and the director of training and development explained their division’s interest in establishing a team approach and the level of interest expressed by employees on the survey. Finally, one member made it clear that he meant no offense but needed reassurance that this effort was going to be for real. He pointed out how the corporation had launched a quality circles effort a few years ago. Two years later, they set up what they called Quality of Work Life Teams. Then all of their employees attended Total Quality Management training. He wanted to know how this council was going to convince people that this interest in teams was serious. Other members then pointed out that they felt certain departments in the division already operated as effective teams. The meeting ended with commitments from the manager of financial analysis to discuss the issues with the general manager of the division; from the director of training and development to identify no fewer than three providers of organizational development consulting and team training services; and from several members to talk with people from team-oriented departments to discover the “secrets” of successful teams.


All of these commitments were fulfilled. In fact, over the next several meetings, it became standard for the group to begin each meeting checking whether people had kept their commitments and ending each meeting with statements regarding what new commitments were being made. Council members began to trust each other and the organization itself. This “team” to plan for teams got enthused about making this effort to bring about organizational change a genuine and long-lasting one. They listened to presentations from four consultants. Two offered set programs emphasizing the importance of having a good attitude and getting along with others. They were politely but quickly shown the door. The council picked a consultant who asked questions during his presentation rather than declaring what the division really needed. He suggested that the survey on teams previously administered was probably not valid. He proposed that he would conduct a series of confidential interviews with a sample of about thirty-five to forty members of the division that would represent the organization, both horizontally and vertically. He would then try to determine whether people actually saw a need for moving toward a team approach to performing the work of the division; what people thought their departments already did well; what they envisioned things would be like if this “team concept” really succeeded over the next three years; what would help the division successfully become team oriented and what might interfere with that goal. He thought the results should be analyzed by the council before any team training sessions took place and that the sessions should be tailored differently for each team that volunteered to go through the training. He presented a model of what he suspected were the key ingredients of successful teams and negotiated an agreement that included a requirement that each team fill out a questionnaire based on his model at least once a year over the next three years.


So instead of taking the convenient path of sending division members to the exciting one-day seminar on teams, no training was offered for four months. During that time, interviews were conducted; the results were analyzed and shared with the entire division; the general manager made a clear statement of the range of decisions that teams could make under the “team concept approach”; team leaders were asked to help design the training that best suited their teams’ needs; and team data were gathered on a regular basis and provided to all team members. Team training sessions were offered on an ongoing basis. The sessions themselves weren’t so much training as they were focused discussions about how members were going to improve their efforts to get tasks done and how relationships were to be improved. Each team was expected to develop a one-year plan for team excellence. Every year, each team was to present an annual report of its progress and its next “Team Excellence Strategic Plan” to the general manager and to the Training Advisory Council.


The results were far from perfect but clearly recognizable. Errors in billing procedures became almost nonexistent; software development efforts were expedited and provided throughout the corporation in a manner that minimized the need for detailed explanations; financial analysis reports were written in an understandable way; levels of morale as measured on the yearly survey improved; and every team had a clear list of the things it needed to do to become more effective.


Not all teams reported success. The dramatic changes in the industry required many changes in membership of the teams within the division. It seemed just when interpersonal relationships improved on a given team, people changed jobs. However, the division gained the reputation for being the corporate leaders in making the team concept successful. Members of the Training Advisory Council were frequently asked to make presentations to groups throughout the company. Some received promotions to corporate-level positions. The director of training and development retired, and his replacement had little experience with team approaches and preferred an emphasis on technical training programs offered to all members.


The system for continually improving team effectiveness survived these changes. It became part of the way business was conducted in the division. The efforts made by the original leaders in the division to prepare the organization and its members for a team concept paid off. The next three chapters are designed to help you think through the issues that you and others within your organization should consider before launching any efforts to make teams effective and satisfying.







CHAPTER 1


The Nature of Teams in Organizations


Although the United States is generally thought of as a culture that emphasizes individualism, teams can be found everywhere. Businesses are particularly interested in teams nowadays. Nearly every Fortune 500 company reports having some form of an employee involvement process in place. Forming teams is a natural way to involve employees in an organization, especially in larger organizations. Problem-solving committees, quality improvement groups, task forces, product launch teams, quality circles, and self-directed work teams are key elements of strategies that recognize that every employee in an organization has expertise that can contribute to the success of the enterprise. This actually represents a major shift in management thinking.


Moving Past Taylor’s Model


The classical school of thought, characterized by F. W. Taylor’s (1911) Scientific Management, is finally being viewed as a detriment to the continued success of American business organizations. Taylor suggested that workers are “as dumb as oxen” and that management must provide all the brainpower in an organization. He thought that managers should systematically (i.e., scientifically) analyze each job and identify the one best way to get the job done. In Taylor’s mind, the workers should then be told exactly how to do the work, and if they complied, they should be rewarded. If labor unrest rears its ugly head, this approach suggests that all that needs to be done is to dangle a little more money to motivate workers to use the system designed by management. This approach actually had its share of successes in the first half of the twentieth century. Production efficiency was the chief concern. Quality and innovation were of lesser importance. Threats from international competition were minimal, and the attitude of Don’t question authority! prevailed.


But things are different today. In fact, the whole rate of change itself has changed. Companies today that are not flexible do not stay in business. Information flows rapidly all over the world. Customers demand quality, and competition is fierce. Employees at all levels are more knowledgeable than in previous times and are more comfortable challenging authority. Companies today must benefit from the input that their employees can provide and gain the commitment, not just the compliance, of their workers. Organizational change is not easy, and many times, efforts to change are not successful. Teams provide the underlying structure for most organizational development efforts. The knowledge and skills needed to build excellent teams are crucial for anyone willing to help an organization become effective and satisfying.


What’s in a Team?


The main structure available to “harvest” the input and provide the sense of meaningful involvement in an organization is the team. However, what a team means in one organization may differ dramatically from what it means in another. The most generic definition of a team emphasizes that it is two or more people interacting together to accomplish a common purpose. Later in this chapter, we will investigate what it takes to have an effective team. For our purposes here, the many potential benefits of teams include:


[image: Image] Providing an important source of stimulation


[image: Image] Creating higher-quality solutions than most individuals working alone can create


[image: Image] Providing structure that encourages a sense of involvement in a large organization


[image: Image] Serving as a vehicle for organizational development efforts


[image: Image] Offering a means of satisfying relationship/belongingness needs and thus providing a source of satisfaction


[image: Image] Providing a forum for constructive conflict resolution


[image: Image] Providing an opportunity for more individuals to develop and utilize leadership skills and fulfill personal needs


[image: Image] Improving productivity through a more flexible approach to utilizing the knowledge and skills of employees


[image: Image] Bringing about a structure that helps employees address the fact that everyone needs to depend on each other in order for the organization to succeed


In 1975, Harold J. Leavitt pointed out that fifty years of research established the powerful effect of small groups of employees on productivity and satisfaction levels in business organizations. He wondered, what would be different “if we really used groups, rather than individuals as the basic building blocks for an organization.” Over the last two decades, company after company has declared its interest in the “team concept.” Yet there seems to be much more talk than action on this front. Too often, managers say they are interested in teams, but they seem to confuse the notions of teamwork—that is, cooperation—with team building. This book will help organizations sort out the motivations for teams and propose systematic approaches that will enable them to take teams seriously.


The Five Major Team Types


There are five main types of teams found in organizations. Table 1 outlines the main team types and illustrates some of their defining characteristics. This book will focus on strategies to improve the effectiveness and satisfaction levels of most of these types. It will not treat the informal sense of a team, or the “We are all in this together” approach to the team concept, as a serious effort at team building.


An Informal Sense of Teams


Some organizations want to emphasize that employees across every department and every level need to realize that they are all in this together. Top management wants togetherness, cooperation—“one big happy family.” The notion here is to think of the whole company as a team that is competing against other companies. Management may share more information with the workforce. It may put up motivational posters and hold pep rallies to encourage employees to feel what is good for the company will be good for them. While there is nothing inherently wrong with this notion, the lack of structures encouraging two-way interaction leaves little room for employee input. It does appear that some companies use this approach to gain compliance to plans already established by upper management. This approach to a team concept often lacks substance and feels like brainwashing to many employees. At its best, this approach is a motivational and inspirational means of tapping employee loyalty. At its worst, it is paternalism or exploitation.


Table 1 The Five Major Team Types


1. Informal sense of a team


“We are all in this together” The whole company


2. Traditional work units with a supervisor


Departments


Sections


Staff


Office


Those that don’t require much interaction/interdependency


Those that do require much interaction/interdependency


3. Problem-solving task forces, committees, and circles


Temporary cross-functional teams


Skip level teams


Problem-solving teams (project centered, work centered)


Quality circles


4. Leadership teams, steering committees, and advisory councils


Leadership teams


Steering committees


Councils


Advisory teams


5. Self-directed work teams


Self-regulating work groups


Team concept


Semiautonomous work groups


Cell management


Area supervision


Small business units



Traditional Work Units



Virtually all businesses are organized into groups of employees. The groupings are called many different things, such as departments, sections, and units, and members are expected to accomplish a function, produce a product, or provide a service, or at least all report to the same person in the chain of command, such as a supervisor or manager. If the work is so independent that the members do not need to interact at all to accomplish their assignments, then we might not want to call this group a team at all. The greater the need to interact and the more dependent each member is on the other members’ efforts to do their own jobs, the more the group truly resembles a team. Managers of these traditional work units might reinforce this sense of “teamness” by facilitating interaction between members by holding meetings or establishing expectations that hold two or more members jointly responsible for aspects of the work to be accomplished. Some managers have held assumptions about workers that are quite different from Taylor’s Scientific Management model. Some emphasized working as teams long before the concept became popular. Some emphasized a team approach when times were good, only to revert to autocratic control under crisis conditions. Some thought that it would be better for the employees who reported to them to get along with each other without realizing that to function as a team, you need to be task and relationship oriented.


Problem-Solving Task Forces, Committees, and Circles


Some companies allow subgroups to meet periodically to investigate problems and then either make recommendations or actually resolve the problems. In fact, this has been a path many companies have taken in their first efforts to tap the power of teams. The successful use of quality circles over the last forty years to turn around Japan’s manufacturing organizations has been well documented. In a quality circle, a group of employees volunteer to systematically study a work process and recommend ways to improve the quality of the process and the product. They typically meet for one hour a week and apply statistical process control techniques to research the problem while learning to work effectively together.


While American companies have used white-collar task forces and committees for decades, allowing blue-collar employees to voluntarily join circles, task forces, and committees was resisted for the most part until the 1980s. The term quality circles has often been avoided in the United States. The basics of circles, however, have existed under the auspices of the “quality of work life,” “employee involvement,” and the Total Quality Management movements over the last two decades. The range of problems that can be addressed and the actual decision-making power of these teams differ dramatically from company to company. Generally the term task force infers that the team is formed to investigate a particular problem and is then dissolved once it identifies recommendations to solve the problem. Problem-solving teams and committees usually have the charter to continually identify problems and perhaps bring in outside resources if the committee members do not have the expertise to deal with a specific issue. Problem-solving teams, committees, and task forces typically report to a steering committee or to the level of management needed to resolve the problem. They do not typically have the authority to take the necessary actions to resolve the problem themselves.


Most attempts at team building that have problem-solving groups as their key component follow a pattern of: (1) expending considerable effort to reduce fears and provide training in group dynamics and problem solving to volunteers, (2) having some successful pilot teams that make things more comfortable for employees and/or solve some productivity and quality issues, (3) expanding the number of teams that, in turn, produces a challenge for production scheduling and some signs of burnout, and (4) having interest in this approach to teams either fading away or expanding the power of teams to make their own decisions and perhaps even run their area of the business. Less than 30 percent of efforts to establish employee involvement/quality of work life/problem-solving teams last for more than five years. Strategies for sustaining the successful use of teams will be discussed in chapter 11.


Leadership Teams, Steering Committees, and Advisory Councils


Steering committees and other top-level leadership teams represent an interesting attempt to establish team concepts in American companies. They can be the most difficult teams to develop since they are often composed of individuals who are used to being in charge of their own portions of the organization. In unionized companies, they are typically composed of the top union leaders and the key managers of a particular location. This has led to some dramatic improvements in labor relations at some locations, where grievance rates have plummeted, jobs have been saved, and quality has been improved. Union and management have sometimes united in their mutual interest to keep customers satisfied. At their best, steering committees have provided a model for the rest of the organization of how employees can work together on a team and the power and support that are needed for other teams to succeed in the company.


However, this has also led to considerable controversy. Factions within some unions have accused leaders of “cozying up with management.” Some middle- and lower-level managers have complained about feeling that the “union is now running the plant” or that management is playing favorites through its selection of who is on the steering committee in non-union plants.


Leadership teams in nonunion environments are important to establish because middle-level managers in particular often feel left out and threatened by team concept efforts. Some companies form a management council and have this team participate in strategic planning. Others establish separate teams of middle-level and supervisory-level managers and ask them to address as a team issues that cut across departmental lines. These teams can also be difficult to build effectively. The members may be used to being the person-in-charge in their own departments and have difficulty working with peers. Organizational politics and strong egos may create obstacles to team effectiveness. This book will provide a roadmap and the tools to deal with these problems.


Self-Directed Work Teams


The team concept that has received the most attention in the 1990s is the movement toward self-directed work teams (SDWT), also known as self-regulating work teams, semiautonomous work groups, and leaderless teams. Wellins, Byham, and Wilson (1991) define an SDWT as “an intact group of employees who are responsible for a whole work process or segment that delivers a product or service to an internal or external customer” (p. 3). However, they also point out that there is no such thing as a typical team. Although their research indicates that these teams do not exist in the majority of companies, 78 percent of their large sample of organizations believes they will have SDWTs by the year 2000.


Although the title SDWT implies that no manager or supervisor is part of these teams, in practice, they sometimes are. In fact, the variations in SDWTs are quite great, perhaps in part because it is so popular to say a company has such an innovation. Sometimes the title of the manager within such a team is changed to coach or facilitator. Sometimes the manager is given several teams to oversee and she or he is given the title of area manager. Perhaps most commonly, the team is asked to elect an hourly employee to serve as a team coordinator. Occasionally, the team is asked to distribute all of the leadership responsibilities equally across its membership.


Although there is no one format that can describe how an SDWT should operate, research from several sources addressing this topic suggests that ideally SDWTs need to:


[image: Image] Be collectively responsible for an identifiable piece of the company’s business


[image: Image] Have clear, measurable daily evidence with which they can verify whether they are succeeding


[image: Image] Have members with varying skills, abilities, and problem-solving strategies


[image: Image] Have little or no status differences among members


[image: Image] Have opportunities for members to interact and meet easily/ frequently


[image: Image] Be structured to have interdependent job responsibilities


[image: Image] Engage in cross-training or at least cross-education on all of the jobs on the team


[image: Image] Have the authority to make decisions about how to get the work done


[image: Image] Be given a mixture of individual and group rewards


[image: Image] Be provided frequent offers of assistance and encouragement from external coaches and resource people


It is difficult for a team with more than ten members to manage itself. The power and authority of the team tend to expand across time and as the training needed to take on more responsibilities is provided. Team members generally have the right to decide how to get the job done, who gets assigned to which jobs, and they may have some input regarding production level expectations. They must maintain quality standards and are expected to interact directly with their “customers” and “suppliers” to ensure satisfaction. As members move on to other assignments, SDWTs often select member replacements themselves.


They may also be given the responsibility to evaluate performance, take disciplinary actions, and even remove group members. However, this is not typical and is clearly something that would not be well received in most unionized environments. In fact, many elements of common variations of SDWTs may violate clauses in union contracts regarding such things as job classifications and wage rates for group leaders and the principles of solidarity. However, SDWTs appear frequently in unionized firms. Separate Letters of Agreement, often referred to as Modern Operating Agreements, need to be negotiated. It is probably best to put agreements regarding SDWTs in writing in nonunion firms as well. Much planning and preparation must take place to successfully implement the SDWT form of the team concept. The steps and procedures to prepare an organization and the team members themselves will be discussed in chapter 2.


Although there are many pitfalls to deal with in SDWTs, including frustration, resistance to change, some employees taking advantage of their power, and reduction in employment levels, research indicates that such teams consistently outperform traditionally designed work groups (Pearce and Ravlin, 1987). Increased productivity as well as improvements in employee satisfaction and reduced absenteeism, turnover, and accident rates have been documented. There is even more evidence for improvements in attitudes and process changes than those made in productivity, but virtually no evidence suggests that decreases in productivity occur for firms that get through the early phases of SDWTs. These gains do not come automatically. SDWTs need continual care. This approach to teams, or any approach that makes a serious attempt to establish teams in an organization, for that matter, requires a process, not a program. My seven-component model, which I’ll address next, provides such a process.


The Seven Key Components of Effective Teams


Teams should be thought of as human organisms that must be fed, nurtured, and taught. However, you do not need to send your team to a professional team doctor for an annual physical. You can examine any team yourself. Your checkup requires information from the “patient” itself on seven key dimensions. The chart on page 16 contains the




 


The Seven Key Components of Effective Teams




1. Clear sense of direction


Shared purpose


Goals and values understood and perceived as appropriate


2. Talented members


Full complement of competencies/knowledge/skills available that are relevant to the tasks at hand


Talents are utilized and developed further


3. Clear and enticing responsibilities


Expectations of leadership and other roles are well established


Players understand how their roles fit in the game plan


4. Reasonable and efficient operating procedures


Task content and process systems are in place to plan, conduct meetings, identify and solve problems, make decisions, give and receive information, evaluate progress, and perform tasks


5. Constructive interpersonal relationships


Group maintenance systems to celebrate diversity, handle conflict, provide support and challenge


6. Active reinforcement systems


Desired rewards and accountability for group and individuals


7. Constructive external relationships


Good diplomatic relations with other groups, people, and subsystems


Pursue opportunities


Address threats








Seven Key Components of Effective Teams, the model that serves as a framework for this book. It is based on research and the experience of over 100 teams from a wide variety of organizational settings. These teams completed a diagnostic instrument that is provided for your use in chapter 3. These teams used the model to design their efforts to improve themselves. Exercises to help your teams help themselves on each of these components are provided in chapters 4 through 10. This model will provide you with a road map for team excellence, serving as a repair manual of sorts for assembling and maintaining the teams you want to help.


1. Clear Sense of Direction


Upper management is responsible for setting a company’s direction. Moving toward a team concept does not mean that it is time to abdicate that responsibility. An empowered team does not get to do whatever it pleases. The team is empowered to figure out how to accomplish what needs to be accomplished. The purpose of each team must be clearly stated. The members of each team must perceive the purpose statement, that is, its charter, to be appropriate. Teams should not exist for the sake of being teams. Teams must have goals and targets to accomplish. Chapter 4 will examine this component and the strategies that could help your team establish clear goals that members will be committed to.


2. Talented Members


The full range of knowledge and skills needed to accomplish set goals must exist on the team or be readily available to the team. The talent not only needs to exist; it must also be utilized. Many teams fail to inventory the talent that exists among their members. Team members may also fail to continually develop their knowledge and skills. They may need to learn the jobs of their teammates and the skills associated with utilizing systematic problem solving and effective meetings. Each member must take responsibility for updating his or her knowledge and skill levels to keep up with the rapid pace of change in today’s society. Organizations must utilize selection procedures and provide training and education opportunities to ensure that this component is fulfilled. Chapter 5 will discuss the talent component of effective teams in depth.



3. Clear and Enticing Responsibilities



Each member must know the role she or he is to play in order for the team to succeed. Team members are to fulfill task roles and the relationship-building roles needed to work together. Team members must be able to depend on their teammates to fulfill these responsibilities. This may be one reason why many individuals initially resist efforts to establish a team concept. If an organization is taking the team approach seriously, it must dedicate the time to facilitate the clarification of roles. The role of the leader must also be clarified. The expectations regarding how the functions of leadership will be fulfilled on self-directed work teams is a particularly important factor. Chapter 6 will discuss a variety of strategies for clarifying team roles and responsibilities.
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