Team Fundamentals
A. Teams defined
Defining teams -- that is a daunting task! As you have undoubtedly discovered there are several different types of workplace teams and there is some variation in how the terms to describe them are used. Teams vary depending on the extent of their autonomy. They also vary in the nature of the work they are intended to perform, the length of time they are intended to stay together, and the composition of their membership. Some teams are formed to begin and complete a single project. These teams often are comprised of people from all relevant functional areas within the organization. They form, work together, and then disband, all the while maintaining their relationship with their "home department" or unit. Other teams are formed to provide supplementary guidance on projects or issues but continue their primary responsibilities in the organization. And then there are teams that are formed to work together on an ongoing basis.
 
Some of the teams you have run across on the job are referred to under one of the following labels:
•         Cross functional team - as Kinicki & Kreitner (2009)  write, these teams are generally comprised of representatives from different functional groups (eg., finance, marketing, operations, HR, etc.) in the organization and are brought together to achieve a specific task or project (p. 237). Depending on the size, timeline, and nature of the task, members may be temporarily reassigned and relocated for the duration of the project. An underlying premise is that a small representative group can move more quickly and efficiently than would be the case when working through the normal organizational structure.
•         Single-Discipline team: In this type of team, members come from a single functional area within the organization. An example is a team comprised of people from finance or IT.
•         Problem solving or Project team - as Gibson et al (2006) write, these are teams that come together to examine and make recommendations on a particular problem, issue, or opportunity. In most instances team members meet on a regular basis but don't reorganize to work only on this new task.
•         Self-managed/directed teams (SDT) - Self-managed teams have become more common in recent years, especially in some situations. Kinicki & Kreitner (2009) write that this type of team is more likely found at the production level in industrial enterprises (p.238). The idea of self-directed teams became quite popular for a while when organizations were undergoing extensive downsizing/"rightsizing"/"delayering" to remove what was thought to be excessive numbers of mid-level managers. Instead, teams were formed and expected to take some responsibility for their own direction and/or management.  Such teams assign work, assess performance, communicate with the organization and handle other responsibilities classically handled by managers. Variants on SMTs are "self-directed teams (SDT)." SDTs, either partly or entirely, set their own goals and objectives (direction).
•         Quality teams - these were popular during the heyday of the Total Quality Management (TQM) movement  (perhaps some of you may even remember their predecessors - quality circles). These teams were typically assigned a problem to examine. A unique aspect of these teams was that they not only tended to have representatives from various functional areas (departments) but they also often had representation from different positions and levels within the organization. The tasks assigned these teams were often "add-ons" and, not infrequently, people were expected to give up their personal time to participate. Such teams could generate lots of enthusiasm and make people feel included but then produce frustration when ideas were not listened to or implemented.
•         Virtual teams - As Kinicki & Kreitner discuss, these are teams that do not physically work in the same location and depend on advanced technology to communicate and work together. (Your class teams qualify as virtual teams.)
•         Multicultural teams – As the name suggests, these are teams comprised of people from different cultures. This is becoming increasingly common thanks to today’s global marketplace.
•          Intergenerational teams – Teams comprised of members from two or more generational groups (Baby Boomers, Gen X, Gen Y).
•         Inter-organizational or multi-organizational teams – We are seeing more teams, especially virtual, comprised of employees working in partner companies. These teams can present a complex set of challenges and there is relatively little research to help us understand how to manage them effectively.
I expect this does not capture all the types of teams you will see in your workplace and would love to hear what you find when you look around. Perhaps some of you are on teams that not only have a different label than those listed above but also have different attributes.
 

B. Why workplace teams?
A few years ago, a little after the peak of the TQM phase and in the middle of the Reengineering mania, it seemed as if every leader in this country was infected with the "team virus." They all wanted teams. PERIOD. Teams were supposed to be the all-purpose remedy for the new TQed, lean, mean, reengineered, downsized, and rightsized organizations in which we found ourselves. And, because we'd done away with many of those pesky middle managers, we naturally needed (or thought we needed) "self-managed" teams. The problem, of course, is that most leaders didn't have a clue what a self-managed team was and probably wouldn't really have wanted one if they had known. What they wanted was efficiency, creativity, responsiveness, harmony, and productivity. What they often got was confusion, frustration, conflict, slow or poor decisions, alienation, and cynicism.
When teams work they are indeed wonderful to behold and even better to be part of. Some of the reasons organizations want teams include:
· people may be energized  and or feel renewed by being part of a team
· there is potential for increased creativity resulting from more perspectives
· teams can result in greater goal congruence
· worker commitment and loyalty can be strengthened
· being part of a team may cause people to feel an increased sense of belonging
· organizational morale may improve
· when teams are self-directed and/or self-managed there may be a need for less managerial oversight, meaning costs may be reduced
· team projects can enhance cooperation and sharing of knowledge among organizational units
· better decisions may result because of more information
· productivity may also be increased
· teams can also help identify and develop leaders
Now for the bad stuff... When teams do not work organizations may experience:
· increased conflict among teams, members, and/or units
· organizational goal displacement -- teams may pursue their own goals and agenda rather than that of the organization
· "group think," resulting in a decline in creativity
· member alienation
· diminished quality
· reduced productivity
· slow and/or inappropriate decisions
Have I missed anything?
 


C. Pros and cons of teams versus groups versus individual efforts
It is important to recognize that teams are not the answer for every individual, situation, project, or organization. Effective teamwork takes time, care, and nurturing. If not done well the experience can make people resistant to future team assignments. Sometimes the work is such that it can be done readily by a single individual or a regular work group. Often more groundwork is needed before a project can be turned over to a team. Sometimes managers are simply not ready to empower teams to do their work. Sometimes the time is too short and resources too scarce for effective teamwork.
Here's a team checklist developed a few years ago by Dr. Chris Hannah. It's pretty simple but it gives us a running start on some of the things to think about.
 


D. Assessing team and individual performance - one of the "great debates"
 
One of the biggest problems with teamwork is that few organizations have figured out how to value it properly. Traditionally there has been lots of talk about the importance of teams and teamwork but when it comes right down to it at the end of the performance cycle, people continue to be evaluated on their individual efforts. This is in part because people are not particularly comfortable with the notion of having their annual salary increases and promotion opportunities depend on the work of others. Individual effort has always been highly valued in the U.S. Indeed, individualism is deeply ingrained in the American culture.
 

E. Persistent issues related to teams
I suspect many of us have something of a "love hate" relationship with teams. On the one hand, there is something nice and comforting about the idea of being part of a team. I imagine all of us want to be known as "good team players." We think about our early experiences on school teams. Or, some of us remember that horrible feeling of not being picked for a school team we really wanted to be on. Some of us might even be fortunate enough to remember the euphoric feeling of being part of a high performing workplace team.
 
Something is different about teams at school and work?
While participating on sports teams is often an absolutely wonderful experience, working on teams in school and at work can sometimes be anything but. Some of the possible reasons for this are:
•         The stakes are often extremely high in school and workplace team assignments (our grades, jobs, promotions, reputations may be "on the line").
•         The timeline for task completion is frequently tight or out of our control.
•         We generally have little choice about whether to participate or not.
•         We often have little or no say about who our team mates will be and may not know them at all
•         We may feel relatively powerless when it comes to exerting influence on others in the team.
•         We may have no say in who is designated team leader or there may not even be one.
All of these and more tend to make many of us a little "gun shy" when it comes to teams.
In a sports team a lot of time is spent preparing and helping individuals work together successfully as a team. Time is invested in reviewing team efforts as well as in planning future actions. Everyone understands that bad feelings between players can negatively affect the performance of the whole team. Players learn how the resolve conflict and how to provide support to others -- they learn how to work together.
 
In the workplace, on the other hand, we often bring together a group of individuals from quite different backgrounds and expect them to work together (sometimes on critical projects) with very little thought to their readiness for such an activity. Our primary criterion is often technical expertise. We should not be surprised, therefore, that many workplace teams are fraught with problems.
 
Where have all the slackers gone?
When I've done workshops and made presentations on teams and teambuilding one of my favorite things to do is to ask my audience if any of them have participated on a team and ended up feeling abused because they'd done all the work. Inevitably almost all hands in the room go up. I then wonder aloud where all the low producers are! Perhaps they don't bother attending talks on teams and teambuilding.
 
Final thoughts...
There are numerous lessons I have learned from my own team experiences. Teams need adequate time, rich information, and appropriate levels of managerial and organizational support. It is important to review and adjust team members' work responsibilities to ensure a fair and reasonable allocation of assignments and a successful team product. Teams need to clarify their values and agree on operational procedures that come as close as possible to matching the needs, priorities, and interests of individual members. Mechanisms for dispute resolution need to be clarified up front. In an ideal world team members would be given some training in the skills they will need to work together. And, members need to be prepared to give what it takes to work together.
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