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Foreword

EMPOWERMENT AND TEAMS have taken the world by storm. Managers have found that remaining competitive means tapping into the vast, underutilized resource of knowledge within their workforces. Furthermore, customer responsiveness requires greater integration across functional groups. Cross-functional teams have thus become commonplace as organizations strive for reduced product-to-market times and continuous improvement throughout the value chain. But making teams function effectively has remained an elusive dream for many organizations.

Modern business culture, to a great extent built on individualism and a diversity of interests, runs counter to teams. Teamwork requires pulling a group of diverse individuals together to work toward a common goal. Some managers take the term self-management literally and expect teamwork to happen somehow by magic. But teamwork does not just emerge. It requires strong leadership throughout the entire organization.

Managers at several new plant start-ups believed they could run their operations without supervisors or first-level managers, only to find they needed to add back that level of management as their operations failed to perform. A manager at one plant where first-level supervisors were eliminated noted that things ran fairly smoothly four out of five days a week but that the plant could really use supervision on that fifth day. However, the manager was afraid to reinstitute a leadership role because he did not know how to keep team leaders from reverting back to acting as traditional supervisors.

For years, organizational consultants have used the terms coach, trainer, facilitator, and resource to describe the leadership role. Coach and trainer are at least fairly familiar words, but facilitator and resource often sound like terms from another world. They are ambiguous. Worse yet, the role evolves as teams mature. Making sense out of this new environment is far from easy. Much confusion still exists as to what the role of team leadership is all about.

Kimball Fisher helps to elevate us out of the jargon with real-world examples and tips to make the transition. He has seen what works and what doesn’t from firsthand observation—both as a team leader in a successful self-directed team operation and as a consultant helping organizations transform themselves from traditional to empowered work systems. He is thus able to provide a roadmap showing how organizations can create an environment that promotes the development of team leaders.

But as Kimball rightly stresses, it is insufficient to merely develop leaders at the first level of management. Leadership must occur at every level of the organization, including the top executive suite. And as difficult as the task of changing to team leadership may seem at the first level of management, at the middle management and executive levels it is even harder. Fortunately, Kimball provides a vision for how to make the journey.

Janice Klein

Gloucester, MA

Jan Klein has taught operations management at the Harvard Business School and MIT’s Sloan School of Management. Over the past decade, she has been studying the changing role of managers and supervisors in organizations.
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Introduction
The State of the Art of Team Leadership: What We’ve Learned Since the First Edition

This is a different way of life, it is not a quick fix. There is no program or formula. We have been working for 12 years and we’re still working on it. We thought it was like a jigsaw puzzle and someday we would find the last piece, but there is no last piece.

—Ross Silberstein, former vice president of Sherwin-Williams Company

WHEN MCGRAW-HILL INVITED me to do an updated and expanded version of Leading Self-Directed Work Teams, I was both flattered and a little disturbed. Flattered because the book has been received well enough by business readers to justify this special edition, but disturbed to think that the book already needed updating. After all, self-directed work teams (SDWTs) have been around for decades and the values underpinning these organizations are at least as old as the world’s first democracies.

It has only been six years since the publication of the first edition, and it doesn’t seem right that significant change can occur in that seemingly short period of time. But in the business world, six years is a lifetime. Whole new technologies have been born and buried since the book was first published, companies have risen to prominence and slipped back into obscurity, and products in many industries have already been through two or three life cycles. I think it makes sense to review what we have learned during this period.

How Have Teams Changed Since the First Edition?

There are a number of things that have changed. For example, in the last few years numerous studies have finally vindicated the effectiveness of the team concept. For both good and ill, self-directed work teams have become much more common than they were when the book was first published. (People now tend to favor terms such as high-performance work systems, a change I applaud for reasons to be reviewed in detail throughout the book.) What once was an aberration is more often the norm. The business leader who never uses teams is rare. Not that self-directed work teams have suddenly emerged as the dominant organization structure; they haven’t. And I believe there are still places where they aren’t the most appropriate choice. But there has been dynamic growth in the application of teams. This is good news for those who are serious about empowering leadership. What we once observed primarily in the factories of progressive companies is now commonly applied in a wide variety of businesses, schools, hospitals, and governments. With this wider application of these ideas has come a variety of important learnings.

What We Have Learned About Leading Teams

Here are five things we have learned since the wider application of teams:

1. Teams Are Here to Stay

While it is true that numerous organizations have scuttled their attempts to use self-directed work teams, the vast majority of operations that have implemented the system continue to use and improve it. Logan Aluminum, for example, continues to upgrade and improve its high-performance system rather than abandon it for a traditional operation that is much easier to manage. Procter & Gamble has expanded the Lima facility from the 200-person operation that existed when I worked there as a production manager nearly 20 years ago to an 800-person operation at the time of this writing—all while several other P&G plants were downsizing. Weyerhaeuser corporation spent the last three years training general managers, human resources managers, and union officers to create high-performance work systems out of traditional organizations. When the Mayo Clinic wanted to improve its already world-class medical service, it implemented self-directed work teams of doctors. Insurance companies, financial service organizations, oil refineries, special operations in the U.S. military, middle schools, prisons, e-commerce operations, and hundreds of other organizations now use self-directed work teams. Why? Because these teams normally outperform the alternative. As one Weyerhaeuser executive noted, that company’s high-performance work systems consistently display “dramatic improvement in safety, product quality, and productivity compared with our facilities without such systems.”

2. SDWTs Need to Be Implemented Properly to Be Successful

We have clearly learned that there are right ways and wrong ways to implement teams. The wrong ways include attempts to empower ill-prepared employees to do management work they don’t know how to do. No matter how well intended, empowerment without support such as training or good information systems is doomed to fail. And teams need a certain amount of infrastructure to survive. Creating a team-based operation that still maintains an individual-focused pay system, for example, is a waste of time and money. Similarly, claiming that you want to create self-directed work teams while maintaining the management-dominated governance systems of traditional operations is worse than poor implementation technique: it is self-defeating hypocrisy. High-performance work teams will eventually succumb to traditional work policies and practices that are left unchanged in the organizational host.

As mentioned in the quote that opens this Introduction, a high-performance work system is a new culture, not a quick fix. In the last few years several good companies have made bad mistakes, assuming that implementation only required retitling their work groups “teams” while maintaining the core work paradigms of a traditional work system. Simply naming a traditional organization a self-directed work team does no more to make it one than calling a pig an eagle enables the pig to fly.

3. People on Teams Must Be Accountable for Organizational Improvements

Organizations that have created self-directed work teams as some type of paternalistic social experiment in industrial democracy have almost always been disappointed in the business results. Teams are a means to an end and not an end in themselves. Most successful operations even shy away from the title self-directed, favoring terms that emphasize the purpose of the teams (to get good results) rather than the process used to obtain the results. For example, although Sun Microsystems (you may know them as the people who put the dot in .com) doesn’t currently use high-performance work systems for day-to-day natural work groups, high-performance work systems are employed for special project teams where people spend the bulk of their time. Sun has found that these teams have to be commissioned properly. Anyone can start a special project team, but they must find a champion (a management sponsor who will bankroll the project) and they must create a team charter, using a format found on the company intranet.

Sun and others have found that when the teams have a clear business-oriented purpose such as reducing costs or development time, and the metrics to measure their progress, they are more likely to be successful. These teams also need good performance management just like any other work system. One of the great misunderstandings of the last few years is that self-directed somehow means non-directed. It doesn’t. In these teams people take their primary direction from customers, charters, and goals and from observing the work itself, rather than from a manager who is more removed than they are from day-to-day operations.

4. Teams Need Alternative Systems to Hierarchy to Be Effective

Although this is related to earlier learnings, it deserves some special discussion. In many ways hierarchy and bureaucracy have taken an undeservedly bad rap in the last few years. In an attempt to rid themselves of any vestige of these organizational structures, some operations have gone too far. While I am certainly not someone who wants to sing the praises of hierarchy, I have learned over the last few years that ripping it out of an organization without substituting alternatives that provide the direction and coordination once provided by autocratic work structures creates a dangerous vacuum. Without substitutions such as accountability systems, goals, measures, information technology, and employee governance councils, organizations devolve into chaos.

5. Leadership Is the Key Variable to Team Success

It will come as no surprise to most business leaders that the key to team success is leadership. I’ll review some data and stories to reinforce this critical learning throughout the book. Suffice it to say that we now know three important things about team leaders and team effectiveness. One is that the thing that differentiates successful team implementations from unsuccessful ones is leadership support. Without clear sponsorship from key leaders, the culture of high performance never really takes root.

We also know that once teams are established, leadership effectiveness is the most important variable in their ongoing operational effectiveness. Teams without the benefit of a good coach are not as successful as those who have one. As evidence of this, consider the example of companies like Rohm and Haas, P&G, and Tennessee Eastman, all of which have added back into their organizations team leader resources that were originally stripped away during redesign. In a time period where even traditional organizations are cutting out levels of management for cost savings purposes, adding managers definitely goes against the grain. Please don’t misunderstand: the number of formal leaders employed in high-performance work systems is generally less than the number of managers used in traditional work systems for the same number of employees. But, although the last few years have clearly taught us that not as many managers are needed, teams do need an appropriate amount of formal leadership support. Without this support, team member skill development suffers, interface problems with other teams often go unresolved, and teams may be starved of necessary resources.

The third thing we know about leading teams is that there are certain skills and behaviors that successful team leaders employ. The leadership behaviors are, of course, not the autocratic or benevolent dictator behaviors that may have been lauded in the past. Recent research, for example, suggests that there are certain leadership characteristics such as conscientiousness (things like follow-through and thoroughness) and integrity (things like telling the truth and doing what you say you’ll do) that have a positive correlation with organization results. We also know that leaders who master empowering behaviors such as facilitating, barrier busting, and Socratic coaching inspire the type of discretionary effort of team members that creates competitive advantage.

All teams need a coach. But what does a coach do? That is why I wrote this book in the first place. And it is why I wanted to update and expand this edition now.

How Is This Edition Different from the Earlier Book?

In this updated version of Leading Self-Directed Work Teams I add more recent examples and share what I am learning about team applications in knowledge work organizations. I also add new research about teams and team leadership competencies and review the interesting dilemmas associated with leading virtual teams. With another six years of experience under our belts, the consultants I work with have also encouraged me to modify the original competencies associated with the team leader role so that they reflect our most recent learning.

While the bulk of the book will remain true to the original work, the stories will be more current, the application broader, and the suggestions more specific to contemporary teams. Some material has been cut to streamline the book. New material has been added. It is time to revisit the concepts in this book, if for no other reason than to provide an opportunity to share some more stories about the amazing organizations that use these teams to harness the creativity and responsiveness of an empowered workforce.

Fortunately, more information about leading teams has become available since this book was first released. But leaders are still asking for more practical help. The questions I want to discuss are some of the same ones that I struggled with as a new leader at P&G: What are team leaders? How are they different from supervisors? What is required to be successful in this role? What does it take to change from a supervisor to a team leader? How does this apply to real organizations?

Understanding the leadership roles in a high-performance work environment has been a passion of mine since I was introduced to the ideas of socio-technical work systems in graduate school. As I have made friends with some of the great thinkers and practitioners in this field, and most importantly, as I have worked side by side with the men and women who labor in self-directed work teams across the U.S., Canada, Africa, Asia, and Western Europe, I have been touched by the dedication and relentless tenacity of people who are consumed by this work. I hope this book will be a vehicle to share with you some of the things my friends have taught me about managing workplaces characterized by dignity, purpose, and competitive advantage.




PART I
A New Kind of Leader for a New Kind of Business Environment


CHAPTER 1
Bosses Who Don’t Boss

“The teams at Goodyear are now telling the boss how to run things. And I must say, I’m not doing a half-bad job because of it.”

Stanley Gault, chairman of Goodyear*

EMPOWERMENT HAS CLEARLY become the latest in a long litany of vogue practices that have ebbed and flowed over corporations like the changing of the tide. Today it is estimated that virtually all major corporations in North America and Western Europe are using various forms of empowerment somewhere in their organizations. Many even utilize an advanced form of empowerment called self-directed work teams (SDWTs)—now more commonly termed high-performance work systems.

The companies that take this seriously are convinced that employee empowerment is more than just another management fad. Why? Because real empowerment upends traditional organizational structures, policies, and practices and forces operations to question the traditional methods of management that have dominated corporations for the last hundred years. Many experts believe it is potentially as profound a change in contemporary organizations as the first industrial revolution was in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

Empowerment Is the Second Industrial Revolution

The first industrial revolution took people off of their family farms and put them into corporations organized into narrow jobs with bosses to supervise their work. Conversely, the second industrial revolution makes companies act more like the family farms did—the farm workers now run the day-to-day operation with only minimal supervision. They assume numerous management tasks themselves and are organized into flexible teams instead of into rigid functional departments with narrow job descriptions.

Support for the empowerment transformation has come from a wide cross section of managers, employees, union executives, and professionals in a number of organizations ranging from steel mills to hospitals, from government offices to coal mines. It is not, of course, universally supported. But even managers like John Welch, chairman of General Electric, preach empowerment. Although highly respected for his ability to get results, Welch was once known as “Neutron Jack” for his autocratic style, manifested in dictates like the one that laid off 100,000 GE employees in the 1980s. Like a corporate neutron bomb, the action left all the buildings intact but eliminated the people. This isn’t the profile of someone you might expect to tout the benefits of worker participation. But Jack Welch is now talking about a very different way to wage business warfare. “The idea of liberation and empowerment for our work force,” he says, “is not enlightenment—it’s a competitive necessity.”

SDWTs Pose a Challenge to Traditional Management

SDWTs pose some very special challenges for managers at every level in an organization. I know they did for me. I worked as a production manager in what was arguably the most advanced high-performance organization in Procter & Gamble. But when I first went to the plant I was uncomfortable and unclear about managing a self-directed work force. It seemed like a contradiction in terms. How do you manage a self-managed team? Did they really need me? Was there any job security for me as a team leader? Was the purpose of these operations to eliminate management?

It soon became clear to me that management did, in fact, have a crucial role to play in the SDWTs. But it was not the role I was used to playing. Before I went to P&G, a brief stint as a manager with another organization had convinced me that traditional practices were the best way to manage. I soon found out, however, that many of the classic management practices I had mastered in my previous job were entirely inconsistent with SDWT requirements. Many of the supervisory responsibilities I had had in the other organization, for example, were handled here by the team members themselves. And, despite my early skepticism about “turning the prison over to the inmates,” it seemed to be producing extraordinary results.

P&G Declares SDWTs a Trade Secret

The soap plant where I worked is located in Lima, Ohio. It was started up in the 1960s as one of the first and most successful SDWT experiments in the U.S. and has continued into the new millennium to be a model organization. It tested the then little-practiced theories of a small group of British, U.S., and Australian social scientists. How well did it work? The results of the experiment were so good that P&G declared them trade secrets with all the same restrictions and security precautions associated with product formulations and marketing plans. Only in the last few years has the understandably tight-lipped company engaged in more open discussion of its SDWT experience.

The P&G Downy Fabric Softener team averaged 99.9 percent within quality limits, held numerous safety records, and could make, pack, and ship cases of product to our California Downy factory less expensively than what it cost the California factory to get it out to their own loading dock. Perhaps even more remarkable than the types of results the Lima plant was getting was the fact that, by the time I had arrived, this SDWT “experiment” had already been operating very successfully for over a dozen years. This clearly was not a momentary flash in the pan. It was turning out sustainable improvements then and has continued to do so for nearly four decades. And my experience convinced me that high-performance work systems required a nontraditional approach to management. What happens when traditional managers don’t change? Consider the following:

Jack’s Problem

Jack (not his real name) was a veteran middle-level manager in a major consumer products company. He was well respected and had a very senior position. His facility had recently been gutted and all new equipment had been installed successfully. The technology changeover was also being used as a platform for implementing empowerment. Although it was surrounded by a 50-year-old facility using traditional management practices, this business unit had been selected as the organization’s first attempt to redesign a department into a fully functional high-performance work system. Employee teams would form nearly self-sustainable business units, in which workers would act more like partners than subordinates. Not many months after the equipment was operational, however, the work team part of the project was failing badly. Tempers flared, grievances were filed, and trust was eroding rapidly. Jack had heard in conversations with the supervisors reporting to him that they thought he was to blame for the sluggishness of the empowerment effort. The consultant had given him frank feedback about how his autocratic style was impeding the team effort, along with very specific suggestions about how to change his behavior to be more participative.

Jack had honestly tried. His intentions had been good, his concern for results was unquestionable, and he had taken what he thought were the necessary actions to create the work culture change that his superiors wanted. Within a short period of time, however, he was moved out of his position. To add insult to injury, his new replacement succeeded in getting the self-directed work teams to function properly in a short period of time. The replacement rebuilt employee trust by listening to team members’ concerns and making some modifications to the work design process to accommodate them.

The Changing Workplace

Jack’s career was ruined when he was branded an “old-style” manager incapable of managing successfully in a facility using empowered work teams. His later assignments were a series of lateral arabesques that eventually took him so far away from corporate center stage that he couldn’t even see the spotlight he used to occupy as a key manager. Jack’s story is true.* And until managers and supervisors can be better prepared for the changes occurring in organizations today, Jack won’t be the last needless casualty of the changing workplace.

Thousands of managers and supervisors like Jack have seen their worlds suddenly turned upside down. Tens of thousands of others will face the same situation in the years to come. Once at the power pinnacle of the work floor or office, these newly named team leaders are now required to support rather than direct employees. They bear a variety of titles such as resource, facilitator, or advisor. Their new job descriptions use words like lead, coach, and train to replace the traditional hierarchical standbys like plan, organize, direct, and control. But for the majority of management this new role brings a host of new and sometimes uncomfortable demands. This is especially true in the organizations using self-directed work teams. As their name implies, self-directed work teams require a fundamentally different and seemingly contradictory kind of leadership: bosses who don’t boss.

Team Leaders Don’t Supervise

In later chapters we will be using the terms supervisor and team leader in an unusual way. Let me explain what I mean by the title supervisor. In my previous management assignment I had learned that a significant, though often unwritten, part of the traditional manager’s responsibility was to “supervise subordinates.” This is a euphemism for bossing. No one really sat down and told me this, but that was what nearly all the successful managers did. You don’t have to be mean or even very forceful to supervise. You just have to control subordinates. Supervisors can do this by telling people what to do and then by making sure they do it properly. More subtle control methods include maintaining the right to authorize the decisions of subordinates or limit the information or resources available to them. Whatever the means used, the end is the same. Supervisors create organizations where employees are driven by management, not by customers, and where conformity becomes more important than creativity.

All Traditional Managers Are Supervisors

Whether supervising welders as a night shift crew boss or regional sales managers as a corporate vice president of sales and marketing, the traditional manager supervises. That is, the manager is charged with controlling his or her subordinates. Supervisors, managers, and executives have typically been given separate titles depending on the numbers of employees over whom they have stewardship. But classic corporations, built on the turn-of-the-century notion of chain of command, have long required that a significant portion of the responsibilities of management at the bottom, middle, and top be supervisory in nature. In that way all levels are the same. For purposes of this book, the title supervisor therefore refers not just to the first level of management but to all traditional managers who are charged with supervising a group of subordinates.

Supervisors at all levels have to change to being team leaders, or else they will impede the empowerment efforts.

Operations, Management, and Culture Team Leaders

Just as all traditional managers are supervisors, team leaders are all managers who support self-directed work teams at every level of an organization. SDWTs are now used not only on the work floor, but on the top floor of corporate headquarters buildings as well.

Although most general responsibilities are the same for all team leaders, there are some responsibilities that differ from one type of team leader to another. For purposes of our discussion, when it is important to differentiate between team leaders, I will use the following titles:

• Those who lead teams of individual contributors will be called operations team leaders, because they interface directly with those who perform the core work of the organization. In traditional operations these are the people who would have been called supervisors, lead people, or foremen.

• Mid-level managers who lead teams of team leaders will be called management team leaders, because they lead other leaders.

• The most executive level of leaders will be called culture team leaders, because they have the ultimate responsibility for organization-wide empowerment and cultural change.

These distinctions are particularly helpful in the discussion of roles and responsibilities during the transition of an organization from traditional work systems to increased levels of empowerment.

Summary

Empowerment is in vogue for the new millennium. However, managers at every level of the workplace are required to change from being supervisors to being team leaders if empowerment is really going to work. High-performance work systems, in particular, require a fundamentally different role for managers who have traditionally been responsible for supervising subordinates, regardless of their management level in the operation.

I know from my own experience that changing the management role isn’t easy. Traditional organizational forms and management perspectives have been so pervasive that, like the air we breathe, they are invisible to most of us. Unfortunately, it is hard to change something that seems so normal that you don’t even see it anymore. And it isn’t until we start choking that we really understand how much we depended on the stuff that has been withdrawn. Nowhere are the changes effected by empowerment—the so-called second industrial revolution—more evident than in high-performance work teams.

To help us better understand these unique organizations, as well as the values and business conditions that created them, the next chapter explores the characteristics and historical roots of the self-directed work team.


CHAPTER 2
Self-Directed Work Teams: What Are They and Where Did They Come From?

“The great revolution of modern times has been the revolution of equality. The idea that all people should be equal in their condition has undermined the old structures of authority, hierarchy and deference.… But when rights are given to every citizen and the sovereignty of all is established, the problem of leadership takes a new form, becomes more exacting than ever before. It is easy to issue commands and enforce them by the rope and the stake, the concentration camp and the gulag. It is much harder to use argument and achievement to overcome opposition and win consent.”

Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., historian and former advisor to Presidents Kennedy and Johnson

CONSIDER THE ANCIENT Latin proverb Tempora mutantur, nos et mutamur in illis, which can be roughly translated as, “The times are changed and we are changed with them.” From the beginning of recorded history we have known that change in both ourselves and in our institutions is inevitable. Expanding on this theme, Bob Dylan (a more current philosopher) sang, “the times, they are a-changing” about a dynamic time in American history that led to significant cultural change in the country. The times Dylan sang about were the 1960s and 1970s, when many of the activities that would lead to the development of self-directed work teams took root.

What led up to the interest in empowerment? Simple economics. Traditional organizations had difficulty competing with more agile adversaries. Says John Stepp, former undersecretary of the U.S. Department of Labor, about the typical organization:

There are too many rigidities that have slowed us down and hampered our effectiveness. We see top-down decision making. We see overly prescribed tasks and narrow job definitions. We see long, drawn-out labor contracts and negotiations that more closely resemble cease-fire agreements among combatants than a rational agreement for organizing work and work relationships. Our industrial relations system is hampered by too many restrictions; too many inhibiting work practices, work rules, and personnel policies.

Why Are Organizations Changing?

Traditional organizations were rapidly becoming uncompetitive. What had been a strength for decades—the organizational stability and control created by traditional management practices—was rapidly becoming a millstone around the necks of many corporations. Something had to be done. By the 90s many businesses felt the pressure to transform themselves from the hierarchical and bureaucratic organizations that had been popular and effective since the early 1900s. But what should they change to? Businesses weren’t alone in this: public organizations were experiencing their own problems.

For example, even during good economic times, many government agencies came under heated attack for waste and inefficiencies caused by what many frustrated citizens believed was bureaucracy at its worst. In the U.S. the Republican Party created a “Contract with America” to simplify government and the Democratic White House leadership initiated a campaign for “Reinventing Government” for similar reasons. Whether the changes made were significant is certainly debatable; but public pressure for reform continues into the new millennium. Government organizations in Asia fared even more poorly as pressures from poor economic conditions created significant demand for more responsive government. European governments faced their own challenges associated with economic unification.

How Are Organizations Changing?

Different organizations responded to these pressures in different ways. Some took desperate measures, closing down operations and laying off thousands of white- and blue-collar workers in an attempt to stanch the blood-colored ink on their income statements. Survivors in these operations found themselves in reengineered “lean and mean” organizations with decreased resources and increased responsibilities. Those who were laid off often started their own small companies, aided by new technologies like the Internet that allowed them to compete without large corporate overheads. This in turn created more disenchanted employees and more competition that further increased the pressures on businesses to survive.

Other organizations began to move in a more measured manner to alternative practices, which promised to bring more flexibility and responsiveness to the turbulent business environment. Corporate programs in areas such as just-in-time inventory management, Materials Resources Planning, Employee Involvement, Total Quality Management, Enterprise Resource Planning, large-scale data management systems, and a whole host of other initiatives became popular. Some organizations bet the farm on new whiz-bang technologies and product designs. Service organizations recommitted themselves to scrutinizing cost-effectiveness and refocusing their operations on providing service excellence. Large, successful companies like Hewlett-Packard and Microsoft actually began to split themselves into smaller organizations to recapture the drive and focus of the more nimble operations they had been when they started. Much good came from these activities. For example, almost everybody incorporated quality management perspectives into their operations, with an emphasis placed on customer focus, open information sharing, and continuous improvement.

People Are the Competitive Advantage

But the bottom line of all of this activity didn’t surprise perceptive leaders. Many of the government reforms, much of the reengineering and refocusing efforts, and even many of the employee involvement, quality, and resource planning efforts failed to produce long-lasting benefits.

But the organizations that experimented with empowerment initiatives, particularly those that began to use high-performance work systems, had a different experience. They learned that people, not programs, are the answer to increased competitiveness in a changing work environment. Reports Norman E. Garrity, executive vice president of Corning, “We found that if you don’t pay attention to the people aspects, such as empowering workers to make decisions, you could only get 50 percent of the potential benefits of restructuring.” And in companies like Corning, which have the active support of leaders, the new work culture change appears to be working. Says Robert A. Hubble, a production worker in the Corning plant in Blackburg, Virginia: “Everybody that works here is competitive. We’re willing to work long hours. We want to be multiskilled and learn how we can make the product better so we can be the best in quality and service to the customer. And if we do that, this plant will be around a long time.” These skills and attitudes pay off. Blacksburg turned a $2 million profit in its first eight months of production, instead of losing $2.3 million as projected for the start-up.

Empowerment is also paying off in service organizations that are reforming themselves into nontraditional, empowered operations. “It’s no longer coming to work and slugging data into a terminal,” says Mary Vandehay, a member of an insurance rep team at Aid Association for Lutherans. “We have to work with each other. We can’t pass problems up the line to managers. We have to be honest and up-front with our co-workers.”

The kind of attitude expressed by team members like Hubble and Vandehay may be the difference between the winners and the losers in the competitive marketplace. Tools, technologies, and projects are necessary but insufficient; they don’t matter if people don’t want to use them to full advantage. And almost everybody has access to the same tooling, technology, and funding nowadays. Competitive advantage comes from fully utilizing the discretionary effort of the workforce, not from buying the latest gadget or using the latest management fad. Voluntary effort comes from employee commitment, and commitment comes from empowerment. It is simple human nature. Why? In the words of Doug King, human resources manager at Weyerhaeuser, “It’s hard to resist your own ideas.”

It is becoming increasingly clear that organizational responses like new product and service development, cross-functional projects, and technology deployment require a flexible and empowered workforce. Put more succinctly, without significant levels of empowerment, projects and programs won’t deliver the promised results. Speed, quality, productivity, and new products and services come from people, not from tools. And the stakes are high. In a competitive work environment only the winners survive.

Defining Empowerment

What is empowerment? It is a function of four important variables: authority, resources, information, and accountability. You might remember these variables by using the memory word ARIA, which is composed of the first letter of each variable. The beauty of the opera solo of the same name depends on whether the music is written, performed, and accompanied well. Similarly, the empowerment melody works only when all the variables are in complete harmony. To feel empowered, people need formal authority and all of the resources (like the budget, equipment, time, and training) necessary to do something with the new authority. They also need timely, accurate information to make good decisions. And they need a personal sense of accountability for the work. This definition of empowerment can be expressed as follows:
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In this formula we can see that empowerment is a function of the four variables and that if any of the variables in this equation go to zero then there is no empowerment. This explains why some empowerment initiatives are a sham. Authority without information and resources, for example, is only permission. Telling team members that they should go ahead and make decisions or solve problems without providing them access to accurate business information and without providing them the skills training, budget, and time to accomplish the task is a prescription for volatile failure. Not sharing accountability is paternalistic and condescending. It sends the message that the empowerment isn’t real. Only when all four elements are present do people feel responsible and act responsibly.

Defining Self-Directed Work Teams

Empowerment gives people greater control over their own destiny. And there are varying degrees of empowerment. It is not something you either have or don’t have. Visualize empowerment as a continuum of employee involvement with lower empowerment techniques like selected employee input on projects on one end, ongoing employee task forces in the middle, and higher empowerment processes like SDWTs on the other end (See Figure 2.1). Jack Sherwood, a prominent STS consultant, introduced this idea to us at Tektronix in 1983. We found it a simple and effective way to describe empowerment choices to people.
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Figure 2.1 The empowerment continuum.
Adapted from the work of John Sherwood.

Self-directed teams are the most advanced form of empowerment. Whether it is called employee involvement, a socio-technical system, a high-performance system, partnership, semiautonomous work teams, or any of the multitude of names referring to organizations based on SDWT concepts, parts of companies like Corning, Procter & Gamble, Esso, TRW, Aid Association for Lutherans, Chevron, Monsanto, Microsoft, Digital Equipment Corporation, Sherwin-Williams, Honeywell, Weyerhaeuser, Shell, and a host of others have been using the technique aggressively.

What are self-directed teams? Let’s use a slightly modified version of the definition employed by the Association for Quality and Participation for its study on the subject (which I will reference in the next chapter):

Self-directed team (noun): A group of employees who have day-to-day responsibility for managing themselves and the work they do with a minimum of direct supervision. Members of self-directed teams typically handle job assignments, plan and schedule work, make production- and/or service-related decisions, and take action on problems.

Where traditional work groups typically are organized into separate specialized jobs with rather narrow responsibilities, self-directed teams are made up of members who are jointly responsible for whole work processes, with each individual performing multiple tasks. Whereas a traditional organization might be divided into groups of functional specialists, for example, SDWTs are usually responsible for delivery of an entire service or product, or they might be responsible for a geographic or customer base. This is done to create (wherever possible) small self-sustaining businesses that can be jointly managed by the organizational membership. At P&G Lima, for example, we were divided into product organizations. The team members made decisions about who would perform which task rather than having individuals separated into jobs like operators, mechanics, and tradespeople. Everyone had the same title, “technician,” and everyone had a shared responsibility for the success of the team. These are common elements of SDWTs. For other key differences between self-directed work teams and traditional organizations, see Table 2.1.
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Table 2.1 SDWTs Versus Traditional Organizations

SDWT Watchouts

A caveat is in order when defining SDWTs. It is critically important that we recognize an enormous trap associated with overemphasizing the structure (self-directed work teams) more than the process of empowerment. For the sake of clarity and simplicity, this book, for example, spends a lot of time and attention on SDWTs as the unit of discussion. Inappropriate focus on the teams in the workplace, however, can cause some serious problems.

Two problems in particular result from focusing too much on the teams themselves. First, we can begin to believe that the teams are an end in themselves instead of the means to an end. SDWTs are a method of improving results, not a substitution for them. This all-too-common inversion of means and ends has caused some organizations to lose sight of their organizational purpose and to focus instead on the care and feeding of the structures (“Sorry, our poor customer service is caused by the fact that everyone is in a team meeting right now”). This is obviously a bad mistake.

Second, overemphasizing the self-directedness of the teams can lead people down the wrong path. In fact, the name self-directed work team itself can be misleading. Some believe that it connotes an absence of management personnel (which is inaccurate). SDWTs mean a change in the role of management, not the elimination of supervisors and managers. Others assume that the name implies that the team has complete latitude to do whatever it wants (which is equally inaccurate). All teams operate within appropriate boundary conditions. Probably a more accurate term is work-centered teams or high-performance work systems. Simply stated, these operations are ones in which skilled, well-informed people take direction from the work itself rather than from management. More on this later in the book.

SDWTs Outperform Traditional Operations

Whatever you call them, if all else is equal, these work cultures are often credited with outperforming their traditional counterparts. At a conference about these unique workplaces, Charles Eberle, a former vice president of Procter & Gamble, said:

At P & G there are well over two decades of comparisons of results—side by side—between enlightened work systems and those I call traditional. It is absolutely clear that the new work systems work better—a lot better—for example, with 30 to 50 percent lower manufacturing costs. Not only are the tangible, measurable, bottom line indicators such as cost, quality, customer service and reliability better, but also the harder-to-measure attributes such as quickness, decisiveness, toughness, and just plain resourcefulness of these organizations. Importantly, the people in these organizations are far more self-reliant and less dependent upon hierarchy and control systems than in the traditional organization.

The excitement caused by these kinds of reports has accelerated the development of self-directed work teams. To better understand this emerging role of the team leader and to determine whether self-directed teams are here to stay, let’s briefly consider the history of these unique work cultures.

The Origin of Self-Directed Work Teams

Most attribute the origins of self-directed work team concepts to the early work of an Englishman named Eric Trist. In the 1950s Trist coauthored a paper in which the term socio-technical system first appeared. In this and other papers that were to follow, Trist challenged many of the fundamental assumptions of “scientific management,” an idea developed by Frederick Taylor at the turn of the century and perfected by Henry Ford in the U.S. automobile factories of the 1930s. At that time, scientific management appeared to be the answer to the problems caused by the dependence of rapidly growing industries on a largely unskilled and ill-educated workforce. Breaking down job responsibilities into small, specialized increments meant that workers could become proficient more rapidly and that a sense of order and predictability could be imposed on the emerging chaos of industrialization. This, coupled with having decision making and problem solving become the sole provenance of foremen and supervisors, facilitated the movement away from the little shops of independent craftsmen that characterized industry of the period and toward mass production and standardized factory work.

Scientific Management: Strengths and Weaknesses

Scientific management brought with it a number of advantages that current critics often fail to remember, including improvements in the quality and efficiency of work processes. It helped workers with little experience and education become fairly productive quickly. In fact, it often actually improved the work life of the employee who had previously been subjected to deathtrap mining operations, exploitative sweatshops, and capricious shop owner management. Although it facilitated industrialization, scientific management also had some very serious negative side effects. It separated the workers from the results of their work. It stripped them of an opportunity to understand the whole work process, participate in a variety of tasks, and do the planning, evaluating, and improving of work processes. Perhaps most detrimentally, it prevented them from understanding the customers who used their products and services. These were all normal aspects of working in a small workshop or family farm. Consequently, workers became focused over time on the things scientific management left them to worry about. Typically this was limited to concerns about job security and job rights instead of concerns about work efficiency and customers. These job concerns, ironically, often became counterproductive to both the good of the enterprise and the individual.

Socio-Technical Systems

After discovering a remarkably productive coal mining team in postwar England, Trist suggested an alternative to scientific management. He said that through the formation of work teams that had complete responsibility for an entire operation, the interface between people (the social system) and their tools (the technical system) could be more fully optimized. This, Trist further postulated, would lead to job performance that was more rewarding and productive for the increasingly experienced workforce.

About a decade later, these ideas took root in the United States. In the 1960s and early 1970s, experiments with what were called “semi-autonomous work teams” or “technician” operations started in Procter & Gamble plants in Ohio and Georgia, a Cummins Engine facility in Jamestown, New York, and a General Foods plant in Topeka, Kansas. In these organizations academicians joined ranks with practitioners to create self-directed work teams that demonstrated remarkable competitive and social advantages over scientific management. Since that time numerous other organizations have followed suit by creating or redesigning workplaces in which teams of employees get involved in operational decisions and in many of the traditional supervisory responsibilities of managing the day-to-day business. In these organizations the traditional barriers to maximum employee contribution, such as narrow job descriptions, restrictive functional distinctions, lack of ongoing business information, and hierarchically geared compensation and status systems, are minimized.

From Manufacturing to Service and Public School SDWTs

What started in a few manufacturing plants has also spread into the service sector in organizations like Shenandoah Life Insurance and American Transtech, a company broken off from the AT&T monolith during the divestiture. These teams have even spilled over into public organizations and utilities like the financial arm of Seattle Metro, schools like those in the Dade County, Florida “school-based management” program, hospital and research organizations like the Mayo clinic, and tourist and recreation facilities such as the San Diego Zoo.

Impressed with its own results with SDWTs, for example, Champion Paper established a partnership with interested middle schools in communities where Champion has mills. These schools use consultants funded by Champion to create SDWTs of teachers. The teams of four core teachers are now responsible for most of the daily curriculum of a common set of students, allowing the teachers to modify the traditional one-hour classes to spend more or less time on subjects according to student needs. This also allows the three other teachers to cover for one of their peers who might need some personal development time.

The teachers meet in daily team meetings to do planning and discuss the specific needs of individual kids who often fall through the cracks in traditional junior high schools where teachers don’t have time to get together to compare notes about how children perform in different classes. Using teams in middle schools has reduced teacher burnout, increased teaching effectiveness, and focused the classes on the real needs of the students. In addition to improving education, it just may provide some of the answers to the frightening rise of violence in schools where classes are driven by curriculum rather than learning.

Is worker empowerment another of the countless flavor-of-the-month business fads we see from time to time? No. For reasons to be discussed in the next chapter, empowered work systems like the SDWT are the next inevitable step on the ladder of workplace evolution.

Summary

Once-cherished rules for the organizing and managing of people are becoming obsolete in today’s rapidly changing world. Numerous organizations in a wide array of public and private sectors have started using SDWTs in an attempt to respond to the demand for increased flexibility and responsiveness. Some operations have made mistakes by not understanding that empowerment requires authority, resources, information, and accountability (E = f(A,R,I,A)). Others have misapplied SDWTs by focusing too much attention on the structure and not enough on the purpose of the operation. But overall, those who have used SDWTs have been rewarded with significant organizational improvements. The first published writing about these remarkable workplaces is generally attributed to Eric Trist and other members of the Tavistock Institute in postwar England. These unique workplaces have fundamentally changed the role of the supervisor at every level of the organization. And it looks like SDWTs—a commonsense idea that has probably been practiced by some people since the beginning of organizational history—are here to stay. A question asked by many team members and team leaders alike is, “What took so long?”


CHAPTER 3
Team Empowerment: Passing Fad or the Future of Work Design?

“No matter what your business, these teams are the wave of the future.”

Jerry Junkins, CEO of Texas Instruments

HIGH-PERFORMANCE WORK SYSTEMS are rapidly becoming the norm in many organizations. Although not all operations will find these organizations appropriate, self-directed work teams will not be a short-lived fad for two reasons: (1) they have been around a long time, and (2) they get results.

SDWTs Have Been Here for Decades

Unlike fads, which tend to be popular for a few years and then fade away into obscurity, self-directed work teams have been around for decades. Many corporations like Cummins Engine, Procter & Gamble, and General Foods have actively used these teams since at least the early 1960s and arguably earlier. Several companies have also reported that they originally used SDWTs at the start-ups of their organizations or new ventures. As they grew, the start-ups usually moved away from the self-directed work teams to the management philosophies and structures in vogue for organizations of their size and type. Many are now trying to get back to their roots.

SDWTs Work

The second and more powerful reason that self-directed work teams are here to stay is that (all else being equal) they get better results than their traditional counterparts. In a review of organizations that had transitioned from traditional work systems to SDWTs in seven countries, John Cotter, a prominent socio-technical system consultant, found that:

Ninety-three percent reported improved productivity. Eighty-six percent reported decreased operating costs. Eighty-six percent reported improved quality. Seventy percent reported better employee attitudes.

Reports from organizations within Cummins, Xerox, Tektronix, Mead, TRW, James River, P&G, Boeing, General Electric, Esso, Ford, and other corporations confirm these findings and indicate that SDWTs frequently outperform comparable traditional operations. Unlike a number of other corporate initiatives that have promised fire but delivered mostly smoke, SDWTs often improve many of the key organizational measures by 30 to 50 percent.

When SDWTs Don’t Work

SDWTs don’t always get sterling results, of course. Although I am not aware of any studies to confirm this, SDWT consultants normally suggest that empowerment has about a 50 percent success rate. That is, for every 100 companies that begin this work, about half fail to get the desired improvements. Why? The single biggest reason is a lack of management commitment to the whole change process. A study published by Mercer Management consultants confirms that “top management commitment and support” is the single highest “lever of high performance” work systems. Absent this support, many operations are starved of the resources and attention necessary to create cultural transformation. Impatience for results or an unwillingness to make the necessary personal management changes have foiled many attempts to create sustainable SDWTs. A related shortfall is the organizational unwillingness to provide the necessary budget and time for training to help team leaders and team members acquire new skills.

But sometimes, even when SDWT implementation and support are flawless, failure can occur. No organizational design or management style can guarantee success. The airline People’s Express, for example, was well publicized for using self-directed work teams effectively—just prior to its failure. Caught in a whipsaw between rapid growth and a questionable market, the airline went bust. Similarly, both DEC and P&G have shut down SDWT organizations. Although these operations in the eastern U.S. and Europe were more cost and quality effective than traditional facilities, they were not good enough to compensate for major declines in the market or for distribution advantages of other locations, respectively. SDWTs are not a substitute for sound business basics. If you have a product or service no one wants to buy, teams won’t necessarily help. Nor will they help if you are in the wrong business or if you don’t have the right technology. They can only give you a better chance to be successful by more efficiently leveraging the human potential across the whole of the organization.

SDWTs and Business Results

While leveraging human potential can’t guarantee anything, it does provide enormous benefits. Many organizations in the consumer products, aerospace, and paper industries are actively using SDWTs because they believe the teams provide a significant competitive advantage. David Swanson, a P&G senior vice president, confirmed this in a closed meeting at Harvard. He stated that the P&G SDWT plants were “30–40 percent more productive than their traditional counterparts and significantly more able to adapt quickly to the changing needs of the business.” Adds Ted L. Marsten, Cummins Engine vice president, “this is the most cost-effective way to run plants … the people felt a lot better … and we got a much higher quality product.” GM has actually used references to its teams in its Saturn automobile ads, apparently assuming that the advantages in quality, service, and/or cost-effectiveness will be obvious even to the consumers who may be completely unfamiliar with different organizational alternatives.

These teams aren’t just for the megacorporations either. John-sonville Foods, a sausage manufacturer in Sheboygan, Wisconsin, claims that its productivity has improved 50 percent since the company started using teams. Nor is the SDWT revolution limited to manufacturing companies. Federal Express claims that a team of clerks found and solved a billing problem that was costing the company $2.1 million per year. Insurance companies like Aetna and Shenandoah Life Insurance have reduced costs and improved service through empowered teams. And American Transtech office teams can process twice as many forms as they could under the traditional work system.

Examples of Company Results

Consider some additional examples. Boeing’s management notes that the faster-than-normal FAA certification and multiple aircraft improvements on the 777 were due to high-performance work systems. As a result, the 777 is more manufacturable, serviceable, and cost effective. For example, a service door that would normally be located aft of the cockpit was to be eliminated by structural engineers to reduce weight. It was retained when maintenance technicians (who would not normally be on a new product development team) argued successfully that eliminating the door would make servicing certain equipment nearly impossible. Making this change while the aircraft was still in the design phase probably saved the company hundreds of thousands of dollars over retrofitting existing planes.

Corning has witnessed numerous hard number benefits of high-performance work systems. The Administrative Center, for example, has 135 employees and is divided into 17 self-directed teams. The initial goal was to save $2 million in costs over a 5-year time frame; the company actually ended up saving in excess of $3 million. In the medical claims area, for example, turnaround times were improved from 16 days to 10 days. Customer service and employee flexibility improved measurably. Other Corning groups have had similar results. The corporate I.S. group saved $500,000 because of the team concept.

NBTel, a Canadian telecommunications giant, has had similar bottom-line improvements with service teams. After less than a year, one team’s revenues increased 20 percent, compared to 10 percent in the rest of the region. Long-distance sales plans improved 65 percent over the rest of the regions. Troubles decreased by over 30 percent and repeat customer trouble decreased by over 40 percent. Inventory was cut in half and overtime decreased by 30 percent.

AT&T reports that in the case of a critical new product, the team approach was essential in reducing time to market: “As a result of the new team approach, AT&T cut development time from two years to just one year,” notes an article about the effort. “Also, cost was lowered and quality improved.” Organizational improvements associated with speed are likely to become critical as we move further into the new millennium. Software giant Bill Gates has claimed that organizational forms and technology that help us do work more quickly will be the major competitive advantage of the future.

Amdahl credits teams with major business improvements over traditional approaches. The service operation for the large computer and server manufacturer saw cost savings in the first year after implementation of about $3.75 million. Overtime was reduced by 55 percent in the Atlantic area, “and we attribute that decrease to the teams being responsible for scheduling along with the responsibility to determine profit and loss,” the company reports. “Significantly, revenue per employee has also increased by 26 percent since 1994.”

“The senior people really feel that the teams have added to our sales efficiency,” say leaders at Toyota marketing. “For example, in the launch area (before we went to teams) we had three or four situations where the launch wasn’t as successful as we had hoped. We took a long look at our organization and saw that we were too divided. The coordination and lateral relations weren’t strong enough to support a product launch. Now when we launch a product with the Series Teams, we do a much better job of it…. The Series Teams have reached a whole new level of performance, and they’re here to stay.”

Welch’s showed an interesting contrast between teams and traditional operations in the same facility. The team was the only department in the Lawton, Michigan plant to reach all of its department goals for fiscal year 1996. This shipment team shipped 637,559 cases of product in 1 week and handled a total of 924,125 cases—all-time record numbers for the Lawton facility.

At the Mayo Clinic, self-directed physician teams are used in parts of the hospital. When a patient is first diagnosed, an appropriate mix of doctors is temporarily assembled to serve as the patient’s team. The clinic believes this has resulted in per person costs that are 15 to 22 percent below the national average.

Weyerhaeuser, a large forest products company, has had high-performance operations in some of its organizations for many years. Executives state that these teams exhibit “dramatic improvement in safety, product quality, and productivity compared with our facilities without such systems.”

At Microsoft, technical recruiting teams outperformed traditional staffing organizations. Results? “We have increased productivity well over 50% during the last year. We were able to hire twice as many people. We basically blew every metric we had out of the water. Self-directed teams have really empowered people to do things they were never able to do before. In terms of diversity (age, ethnicity, etc.) our hiring metrics all increased well over 50%,” reports the team leader.

For more examples, see the illustrative SDWT results in Table 3.1.
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Table 3.1 Examples of SDWT Results
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Research Verifies Improved Results

In a 1993 U.S. Department of Labor Study entitled “High Performance Work Practices and Firm Performance,” the trend for improved performance in team-based operations (what the department called “innovative work systems”) became increasingly clear. Twenty separate university studies showed a positive correlation between effective team practices and organization performance:

• In steel industry finishing lines, innovative work systems ran at 98 percent of schedule, versus 88 percent for the traditional plants.

• In the automobile industry, innovative plants produced vehicles at a rate of 1 every 22 hours with 0.5 defects per vehicle versus 1 every 30 hours with 0.8 defects per vehicle for the traditional plants.

• Among 700 firms from all major industries studied, those using most of the innovative practices have higher shareholder return and gross return on capital.

• In the Forbes 500, there is higher growth in profits, sales, and earnings per share over the five-year study period in innovative operations than in traditional operations.

• Among 6000 work groups in 34 firms studied, cooperation and involvement are positively correlated with future profitability.

Consider these additional findings:

• A study of several hundred firms by a Georgetown University researcher showed that 70 percent of the organizations using high-performance practices experienced a positive impact on productivity.

• A study of Fortune 1000 companies by Edward Lawler and colleagues at the Center for Effective Organizations at the University of Southern California showed that among companies increasing responsibilities in the business process, 60 percent reported productivity increases and 70 percent reported quality improvements.

• A long-term review of 131 field studies comparing 44 practices (structural, human resources, and technological) with productivity showed that changes in work practices (job design and teamwork) were “strongly related to increased productivity”—generally associated with 30 percent to 40 percent performance improvements.

The summary of the study concluded: “… existing evidence suggests that innovative work practices are positively related to both productivity and firm performance. The adoption of such practices could prove crucial to the future competitiveness of the United States economy.”

There’s more. A 1995 Rutgers University study found that within a year after team implementation the average company can expect $27,044 more in sales per employee, $3,814 more in profits per employee, and $18,641 more in market value per employee. A study of 179 large companies reported by Mercer Management Consulting in April of 1996 notes that about 20 percent of Fortune 1000 companies are profitable growing companies (growing at 25 percent annually for past 5 years and growing faster relative to others in their industry on both profit and revenue), but about 50 percent of the Fortune 1000 companies that employ best team practices are profitable growing companies. A Texas Tech University study compiled by Barry Macy is a meta-analysis of 1800 North American field sites from 1961 to 1991, including a 7-year study of 131 organization redesign efforts. According to the June 1998 summary, “A holistic and integrated organization design across all four categories of action-levers can yield a 3–7% financial improvement in results per year.” The financial improvement index per year for traditional organizations is 103.8 percent; for team-based redesigns (brownfields) it is 106.8 percent and for new team-based operations (greenfields) it is 110.1 percent. Finally, a recent study by the Center for Effective Organizations indicates a strong positive correlation between employee involvement practices and results. Companies in the 1996 survey reported a positive or very positive impact on productivity (85 percent), quality of products/services (85 percent), customer service (83 percent), competitiveness (66 percent), profitability (66 percent), and employee satisfaction (78 percent).

It simply has become difficult to argue that team-based organizations aren’t more effective than traditional organizations. Compelling evidence exists to the contrary.

SDWTs Are the Probable Future

Will the SDWT become the predominant organizational structure of tomorrow? A Business Week cover story suggested that the concept “appears to be the wave of the future,” while a report in Fortune magazine boldly proclaims it is the wave of the future. But whether they completely displace traditional work systems or not, self-directed work teams are clearly growing. In a study done in 1988 by the Center for Effective Organizations at the University of Southern California, for example, researchers found that 67 percent of the organizations surveyed that said they were using empowerment techniques were also using SDWTs somewhere in their organizations. In a related 1990 study by Industry Week, the Association of Quality and Participation (AQP), and Development Dimensions International, a remarkable 83 percent of the companies experimenting with SDWTs at that time said they planned a considerable increase in the use of these teams by 1995.

The bottom line is this:

1. It seems that almost everybody is using some form of empowerment.

2. Most of the organizations using empowerment will eventually experiment with SDWTs in parts of their organizations.

3. Once they use SDWTs somewhere, most corporations say they want to expand them into other parts of their operations.

Everybody wants to keep up with the Joneses—especially when the Joneses can deliver the same products and services faster, with higher quality, and with lower cost. After P&G used the teams on the soap side of the company effectively, Colgate became interested and involved. Improvements on the pulp and paper side of the company were not unnoticed by competitors (now SDWT devotees) James River, Crown Z, Champion, Weyerhaeuser, and others. Why isn’t everybody doing it yet?

For most firms, the lack of movement comes either from a lack of information or from resistance to the concept. It is too early to tell whether the vast majority of managers will be able to make the personal changes necessary for such universal transformation from traditional to SDWT operations. These SDWT organizational practices are often in direct contradiction to the management philosophies and styles that catapulted powerful supervisors into their current positions of control and responsibility at every level of the corporation. Nor is it clear that front-line employees will be able to change from the comfortable and pervasive work practices of the past. John Myers, human resources vice president for Shenandoah Life, suggests that “bureaucratic organizations become habit-forming, just like cigarettes.” The supervisors and supervisees alike often just can’t bring themselves to change. A number of contemporary organizations are still on the fence watching the SDWT parade go by. Some of them may wait too long.

SDWTs are clearly on the rise, not because they are more humane and not because altruistic managers find SDWTs morally compelling. To paraphrase Winston Churchill, SDWTs are the worst form of organization except for all the others. They are frustrating and messy and chaotic. But they work. They get results. Some organizations are excitedly leading the charge, others are moving cautiously, while still others are being dragged into an SDWT future by customers, competitors, or technologies. But they will go. Because as long as somebody can figure out how to improve results using SDWTs, others will have to figure out how to keep up with them.

Summary

Many supervisors at every level of an operation can see that the handwriting on the wall for their organizations reads: self-directed work teams. SDWTs are not just another passing fad. There have been successful examples of these operations around for decades. In the last few years in particular, numerous organizations have used teams to improve results by 30 to 50 percent. SDWTs have clearly now matured from a small handful of applications to well into the thousands. Other current social and technical trends (discussed in the next chapter) clearly suggest that these operations are more consistent with contemporary organizational and social realities. If these trends continue, it is unlikely that a supervisor who fills multiple assignments during his or her career will not have a chance to act as a team leader in a high-performance work system. For many whose companies are making stronger commitments to these teams, the days of traditional supervision are already gone.
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remove unnecessary
policies, procedures,
or work practices
that hinder team
performance.
14. Helps the team [m] [m] [m] o [m]
understand the
difference between
real and perceived
barriers.
15. Recognizes when ul o ] u} o
he/she is a barrier to
the team and takes
necessary improve-
ment actions.
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Facilitator

16.

17

18.

Works to procure
necessary tools and
equipment for the team.
Helps the team solve
problems.

Encourages the

sharing of stories and
experiences among
team members.

Results Catalyst

19.
20.

Focuses on results.
Clearly states the
limits (boundary
conditions) within
which the team can
make decisions.

. Strives to manage by a

set of guiding
principles rather than

by policy.

a
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Xerox

Bestfoods
(Little Rock)

Volvo (Kalmar)

Ford
(Hermosillo)

Teams at least 30% more
productive than conventional
operations

75% fewer worker hours lost
to scrap, 42% fewer defects
per worker, and 17% higher
productivity

Highest-quality products at
lowest costs of any
Bestfoods plant

Production costs 25% less
than at Volvo’s
conventional plants

Lower defect rate in first
year of operation than
‘most Japanese automakers

Hoerr and Pollock,
p.75

Cutcher-Gershenfeld

Productivity, p. |

Hoerr and Pollock,
p.74

Sherwood, p. 5
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‘The Team’s Environment
(All the things outside of the team itself)

‘The Team

The Team Boundary
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Control Paradigm

Commitment Paradigm

Elicits compliance

Believes supervision is necessary

Focuses on hicrarchy

Biased toward functional
organizations

Manages by policy

Favors audit and enforcement
processes

Believes in selcctive information
sharing

Believes bosses should make
decisions

Emphasis on means

Encourages hard work

Rewards conservative improvement
Encourages agreement

Engenders commitment

Believes education is necessary

Focuses on customers

Biased toward cross-functional
organizations

Manages by principle

Favors learning processcs

Believes in open information
sharing

Believes workers should make
decisions

Emphasis on ends

Encourages balanced
work/personal life

Rewards continuous improvement

Encourages thoughtful
disagreement
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Subordinates’

Perception of

Supervisor's  Supervisor’s  Supervisor’s
Behavior  Behavior  Intention

Control - 1 1 1 , Commitment
Oriented Oriented
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External customer requirements
Internal customer requirements
Fmerging technologies

Budget review

Vendor information

Project updates

Staffing issues

Work assignments

Capacity review

Work flow and process update
Competition updates
Problem-solving activities
Market trend information

New product/service review
Profitability review

Process simplification

Organization values
Professional ethics

Goal status

Information from other teams
Legislation review

Information from headquarters
“Team effectiveness assessment
Role clarification

Planning

Community issues

Safety information

Customer feedback
International concerns

Work charts and graphs review
Quality review
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Hewlett-Packard
(Santa Clara)

Northern
Telecom
(Harrisburg)

General Mills

Honeywell
(Chandler)

American
Transtech

Port of Seattle

Apple Computer
(Fountain)

Improved customer
responsivencss, business
results, and speed of
problem solving

Profits doubled

Productivity 40% higher
than at traditional factories

Output increased 280%
Quality went from 82% to
99.5%

Reduced cost and processing
time by 50%
Average project cost reduced

by 11% (more than $850,000
saved in first year)

New plant start-up
completed in record-setting
S

Casement

Zenger

Dumaine, p. 55

Sherwood, p. 16

Sherwood, p. 16

Fisher

Kinni
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Monday Tuesday Wednesday ~ Thursday ~ Friday

* ldenify  * Inaone-on- + Findaway * Inateam  * Schedule
tcam training  one coaching  tobeagood  conching time to be
needs and conversation,  exampleof  conversation,  in the work
makesome  empower a something  empower the area (I hour).
helpful team member  you have told  team to do
training todo theteamis  something
happen something  important.  big (30
(14hours  big (30 Walkyour  minutes).
sometime minutes). talk (15
during the minutes-
week). 3 hours).

« Schedule  * Helpthe  + Schedule Talkwith  » Gather some
timetobein  team timetobein  another team  relevant
the workarea  csublishor  the work leaderand  business
(1 hour). review its arca (1 hour).  getatleast  information

success 1 good (30 minutes
indicators idea (30

and minutes).

operational

guidelines (1

hour to

establish/15

minutes to
review
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Stage

Examples of Management Leader’s Role

Stage One:
investigation

Stage Twvo:
preparation

Stage Threes
implementation

* Completing SDW'T feasibility analysis

« Supporting the real need for evolution

* Championing the SDWT concept

* Liningup commitments/resources for the next stages

* Determining appropriate timing for introduction

* Building trust

* Demystifying SDW Ts/facilitating clarification
activities

* Articulating vision

* Modeling appropriate behaviors

* Ensuring training and development

* Facilitating “implications for us” analysis

« Ensuring that good communication processes are
in place

* Providing necessary resources

* Championing SDWTs

* Recognizing successes

* Clarifying roles/expectations
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Stage

Primary Challenge

One: investigation
Twvo: preparation
Three: implementation
Four: transition

Five: maturation

Understanding it
Accepting it

Making it work

Keeping at it

Keeping it continuously improving
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Invisible Elements

Visible Elements

Values
Vision
Assumptions
Paradigms
Etc.

Behavior
Style
Writing
Language
Etc.
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Stage

Examples of Operations Leader’s Role

Stage Four: transition

Stage Five: maturation

o Assessing team member skill development

* “Transferring authority and autonomy to teams
as skills expand

* Changing from internal to external focus

* Continuing skill training/feedback

+ Assessing the need for resources for teams

* Getting resources/being a resource

+ Providing skill development opportunities as
needed

+ Assessing external environment

* Funneling data to teams

* Dealing with destructive behavior

* Managing external interfaces

+ Facilitating continuous improvement of tcam

* Tacilitating appropriate work system evolution
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Living Example

4. Provides a personal
example of the way
people act in a team
setting.

5. Admits mistakes freely
and openly.

6. Has clear values about
right and wrong.

Coach

7. Makes sure the team
has the training
needed to work
effectively.

8. Deals appropriately
with poor performance.

9. Develops the team so
that it can manage the
day-to-day operation
without him or her.

(m]
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5. DEVELOP
SUPPORT
SYSTEMS
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Demystify the
role by visiting
with other
organizations.

Create
opportunities to
highlight good
examples of the
new role within

the organization.

Ask questions
that allow
supervisors to
confront their
own values and
assumptions
about other
people.

Use survey and
interview data to
share perceptions
of management
style and method.

Create
mechanisms for
peer support like
brown-bag lunch
sessions for
supervisors.

Provide training
and tools to
support newly
required
expectations of
leaders.

Add team
member and
peer input to
performance
appraisal,
promotion, and
recognition
processes.
Create
opportunities for
senior managers
to make their
own role change
progress (warts
and all) visible.
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Legend

Focus Area = €3

Environment

Competitors

Technologies Economic Changes

Communities Other Teams
Customers

Feedback Loop
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Strongly Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neutral Agree  Agree
1 2 3 4 5
17. People want to do a 1 2 3 4 5
good job.
18. Mistakes are caused 1 2 34 5
by bad processes or
information, not by
employee errors
19. I'would rather satisfy 1 2 3 4 5
the customer than
satisfy my boss.
20. People can be trusted 1 2 3 4 5

to do their best.
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Organization Results Source
P&G * 30-50% lower Eberle
Manufacturing manufacturing costs

Federal Express

Shenandoah Life
Insurance

Sherwin-
Williams
(Richmond)

Tektronix
Portables

* Cutservice glitches
(incorrect bills and lost
packages) by 13% in 1
vear

Case handling time went

from 27 to 2 days

« Service complaints
“practically climinated”

* Costs 45% lower

* Returned goods
down 75%

* Moved from least profitable

to most profitable
division within 2

Dumaine, p. 54

Hoerr and Pollock,
p.70

Fisher

Fisher
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Safety

Quality

Productivity Training
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The Cycle
of SDWT

Stage Ony
Investigation
Maturity
Stage Three: Stage Two:
Implementation Preparation

Transition
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Sample Traditional Supervisor’s  Boundary Manager's

Situation Approach Approach

Orienting, Focuses on clarifying Focuses on customer

new team the new job description, requirements, vendor

members specific job tasks, rules, issues, quality standards,
procedures, and policies ethics, and interface issucs
pertaining to the with other teams,
department.

Problem Works on solving the Brings the groups

with department’ part of together and facilitates

another the problem. Reminds a joint problem-solving

group the other group to process.

operation

Problem
within
the group

solve s part of the
problem.

Ensures that good
technical training is
compleed.

Engages in active
problem solving that
may or may not involve
other department
employees. Focuses on
getting the problem
solved as quickly as
possible.

Brokers in business
training, interpersonal
training, and technical
training from his or her
network of corporate:
and community
resources

Provides relevant
resources or information
from external sources so
the group can solve its
problem itself. Focuses
on accomplishing the
purpose of the team
rather than just fixing
things that are broken.
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Stage

Examples of Management Leader’s Role

Stage Four: transition

Stage Five: maturation

« Encouraging skill building and risk taking

* “Transferring authority and autonomy to teams
as skills expand

* Helping people learn from mistakes

* Providing protection from outside forces

* Facilitating continuous improvement

* Leading system-wide changes

+ Providing skill development opportunitics

* Dealing with destructive behavior
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Never Infrequendy Sometimes Frequently Always

/3 2 3 4 5
Leader

1. Is obsessed with a [m] [m] [m] o [m]
clear, future-oriented
vision for the team.

2. Creates commitment o o o [m] [m]
and energy in the team.

3. Manages by sharing 01 [J 5] o o
information/data,

not by asking people
to conform to
unnecessary rules and
regulations.
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‘Trainer

Problem
Solver

Resource

Customer
Advocate

Decision
Maker
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Theory X

Most people are lazy.

I
Most people need to be controlled.
Most people need to be motivated.
I
!

Most people are not very smart.
Most people need encouragement
to do good work.

People have self-control.
People motivate themselves.
People are smart.

People want to do a good job.
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Selected
Employee
Tnput

Ongoing
Employee
Taskforces

Self-Directed
Work Teams

High
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Stage

Examples of Operations Leader’s Role

Stage One:
investigation

Stage Twos
preparation

Stage Three:
implementation

*Studying SDWTS

* Giving input to work system design/values and transfor-
mation plans

* Learning team leader behaviors

* Modeling team leader behaviors

* Sharing information with teams

« Implementing technology changes

* Making SDW'Ts real for teams

+ Feeding back facilitating/inhibiting factors for imple—
mentation preparation

* Implementing transformation plan

* Ensuring team training and development
(technical and SDW'T skills)

* Getting resources for training and development

* Championing operations changes

« Institutionalizing information-passing mechanisms
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