Teams & Vitality

The cover story of Business Week , July 10, 1989, sparked attention with a question:  The gains in quality are substantial—so why isn’t it spreading faster? (Hoerr) The question was about teamwork. According to our competitiveness chart, we were just moving out of the quality stage and its major technique, self-directed work teams, although many companies were just looking over the guidelines to see whether they could afford to become more competitive using teams.  


That cover story did a masterful job of summarizing the status of teamwork as the 1990’s approached. The story identified three types of teams, their structure and function, their results, and when they were introduced and their prospects for the future. Let us briefly summarize the analysis:

Problem-Solving Teams


The first type of team was called Problem-Solving. It consisted of 5 to 12 volunteers, both hourly and salaried, who were drawn from different areas of a department. They met one or two hours a week to discuss ways of improving productivity, quality, efficiency, and the work environment. The team had no power to implement its ideas.  Since they could come up with ideas to reduce costs and improve products, they were considered useful, but they could neither re-organize the work nor force managers to adopt a more participative style; thus, they tended to fade away after a few years. Problem-solving teams began with small efforts in the 1920s and 1930, but it wasn’t until the 1970s that they flourished as part of the Quality Circles effort.


The second type of team was called Special-Purpose.  Each team consisted of relatively small numbers of appointees, but the team was able to design and introduce work reforms and new technology. The team met with suppliers and customers, linking what was, heretofore, separate functions. In union shops, labor and management collaborated on operational decisions at all levels.  The team was able to involve workers and union representatives in decisions at higher levels in the organization. The result was the gradual development of a climate for productivity and quality improvements. They seem to have created a foundation for self-directed work teams.


The third type of team was called Self-Managing or Self-Directed.  Each team consisted of 5 to 15 employees who managed the production of an entire product rather than just sub-units or parts. Members of the team learned all the tasks and rotated from job to job. They were considered to be multi-skilled. Teams took over the managerial duties, including work and vacation scheduling, ordering materials, and even, in some cases, hiring and firing of team members.  Self-Managed teams increased productivity as much as 30 per cent and substantially improve the quality of products. The teams made fundamental changes in how work was organized and the amount of control that employees had over their jobs. In many cases, supervisors were eliminated or became team coordinators, locating supplies and facilitating disputes. Self-Managed work teams were used by a few companies in the 1960s and 1970s, but the rapid spread came in the mid-1980s, and appeared to be the wave of the future (Orsburn).


Katzenbach and Smith described three types of teams that they encountered in their studies:  teams that recommend things, teams that make or do things, and teams that run things.  Teams that recommend tend to parallel the problem-solving idea of people getting together to share information and make suggestions, without the authority or skills to implement them.  Teams that run things appear to be what we have long known as management teams, who should probably be called groups, since they mostly come together to make decisions. Teams that make or do things are what we usually called Work Teams, and when they evolve so as to be self-managing, we often call them Self-Directed Work Teams (SDWT).  These teams include people who are responsible for doing the basic manufacturing, operations, marketing, sales, service, and even new product development. Their activities are on going, so they have no completion deadlines. They do the work of the organization. They are the work teams.


Where self-directed work teams have not flourished, the main reason is the failure to understand that the controlling mechanism of work teams is the Work Itself. Thus, Ketchum and Trist reasoned that “while individual character traits are not to be ignored, there is a strong relationship between behavior on the job and the way work is organized. We create the workplace, and the workplace creates us” (p. 7).  Teams that are created as a result of the way in which the work must be done are the only ones that are called work teams.  


A work team is a group of workers responsible for creating a product or handling a process in an organization. The work team plans the work, completes it, and oversees the regular supervisory tasks. The team is accountable for production, quality, delivery, costs, statistical controls, motivation, and coordination with other teams and departments. The work team is governed by the work itself, not the other way around. The work itself isn’t organized around a team; the team is organized around the work. The work team is charged with responsibility to manage itself, increase the skills of team members, and improve the process, the products, and the service the team provides. 


To create work teams—self-directed or otherwise—the work is changed so that it must be done by a team. To make a work team self-directed, the team must be given responsibility for all aspects of the work of the team. When the work is changed so team must do it, work teams are created automatically. If the work must be done by one, then avoid the idea of work teams. Work teams require continual training and assistance to improve their technical, social, and administrative skills.


Self-directed work teams are known far and wide as highly productive units that have improved the quality of products and services with dramatically reduced costs. As a result of becoming self-directed, work teams experience the vitalizing quality of some aspects of autonomy and other natural work goals. Unfortunately, as self-directed work teams become institutionalized and routine, they begin to lose much of their vitalizing strength. At that point, it may be appropriate to move to the next level of teamwork, which we call Altruistic or Altra Teams.

Enhancing Vitality with Altra Teams
 The organization that wishes to endow its workers with vitality and enhance dynamism must make some systemic changes that place workers in a position to achieve more of their natural work goals. The changes should do more than create a permissive climate; the changes should enable workers to do better. One way to restructure some  aspects of the work system is to implement Altra Teams.  


Altra teams are based on the assumption that workers are more productive when they share responsibility for the development and success of others. The mission of Altra Teams is to ensure that the members of another team achieve four objectives:

1. To develop perceptions of self-efficacy or strong feelings that they can perform well. Employees who experience a sense of personal mastery see themselves performing well; this goal is summarized in the phase: doing better. The Altra (altruistic) Team is charged with the responsibility to assist their Bene (beneficiary) Team to do better.

2. To see themselves as influential, exercising power, and receiving recognition for their efforts; this goal is summarized in the phrase:  moving ahead.  The Altra Team is charged with the responsibility of making certain that their Bene Team is influential and is recognized for that influence.

3. To engage in activities that allow them to feel creative, imaginative, and innovative; this goal is summarized in the phrase:  working free. The Altra Team is charged with the responsibility of aiding the Bene Team to do its work in ways that free them in their thinking and doing so as to be innovative.

4. To raise their aspirations and goals, and to anticipate being able to get more out of life and their work experience; this goal is summarized in the phrase: wanting more.  The Altra Team is charged with the responsibility of raising the sights and standards of the Bene Team in order to achieve more demanding goals.

By assuming responsibility for another team, the Altra Team discovers that it is also strengthening its own processes, and, in fact, it may be deriving more from the relationship than the Bene Team. Through feelings of altruism—a concern for other human beings because they are human—the Altra Team acquires more than an attitude; they develop a passion for aiding others that is a source of intense energy.  Bois  refers to altruism as the equivalent of cosmic propulsive energy. Altruism must permeate all other activities to become the dominant passion that propels workers into higher states of energy.  Altruism emerges from optimistic thinking and an authentic concern for others. 


From the perspective of a Bene Team, altruism may involve just being a friend. A friend is an acquaintance, a companion, a confidant, and a partner. A friend is also a patron, supporter, backer, encourager, advocate, and defender. Friendship means having good feelings, friendliness, harmony, accord, consonance, and good fellowship. A friendly person is one who is kind, helpful, well-disposed, amiable, kindhearted, and convivial. Friends have a long and abiding respect for one another. They sacrifice for one another; they do for one another what each would do for the other. Friends are true and authentic colleagues who have a concern for each other.


Altra teams follow a process that is consistent with the underlying values of friendship and altruism (see Figure 1). Altra teams base their decisions on carefully gathered data. Thus, in an Altra Team of five members, two are selected to serve as a data-gathering sub-unit. Their task is to gather information from the Bene Team about things that are keeping it from achieving the four objectives: to do better, to move ahead, to work free, and to want more. When the data-gathering sub-unit returns with the data from their inquiry, it brings with it one member of the team being helped. The newly formed Altra Team reflects on the information and attempts to make sense of the Bene Team, what they are attempting to achieve, and the methods they are using. They have the assistance of a member of the Bene Team if they need additional information. 


All members of the newly formed Altra Team participate in analyzing the information and in formulating some specific recommendations for what the Bene Team can do to more effectively achieve the four goals, but they also include recommendations for how the Altra Team can be of assistance in the process. Then, two other members of the Altra Team report back to the Bene Team, accompanied by the Bene Team member who came with the data-collecting sub-unit. The new Bene Team then talks about, reflects upon, and formulates a plan for adopting some of the suggestions for improving their team’s efforts to achieve its goals.


When the Bene Team appears to have a grasp on the plans, the Altra Team members return to their own teams. Then, throughout the work period, one or more members of the Altra Team monitors the Bene Team to aid them in improving their work processes. This continues throughout any work period. 


What do Altra Teams achieve?  Let’s examine this question in the light of a definition of a team offered by Katzenbach and Smith. They explain that a team is “a small number of people with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, a set of performance goals, and an approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable” (p. 111).  It is necessary to visualize an Altra Team as a metaphor for each person in one of Katzenbach and Smith’s teams in order to construct a work technology within an organization that meets the requirements of their definition.  That is, our definition of an organization is a system consisting of a small number of Altra Teams with complementary skills who are committed to a common purpose, a set of specific performance goals, and an approach for which they hold themselves mutually accountable.


Each element in the definition has significance for Altra Teams, but three issues are particularly important at this time:  commitment to a common purpose, specific goals, and mutual accountability.  As it does with individuals, commitment to a common purpose supplies meaning and emotional energy for Altra Teams by helping them to coalesce around challenging aspirations and to demonstrate a form of team self-efficacy in the accomplishment of an objective. Specific performance goals help a team keep track of its progress and mutual accountability extends the concept of stewardship to the value of service over self-interest. These guidelines help redistribute power, privilege and wealth. In the past we may have thought of stewardship in terms of individual responsibility for resources, but Altra Teams are accountable for other teams and, ultimately, for the larger institution.


The overriding value of Altra Teams is that they replace self-interest, dependency, and control with service, accountability, and partnership. Altra Teams enable democracy to thrive, economic success to be shared, and ethical and spiritual values to be part of everyday work experience. Altra Teams do not, of course, solve all work-related problems; however, self-directed work teams themselves implement a new paradigm of organization structure and meet many of the criteria for improved operations.
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Figure 1    The Process of Altra Teams

In their book about reengineering business processes, Hammer and Champy  identify several themes that characterize the best practices in business process redesign. When a company reengineers its business process, many of the changes that occur involve teams; however, Altra Teams add a power, a new dimension to the concept of teams—enhanced dynamism. Alliances are built, trust is encouraged and rewarded, and altruism is demonstrated to be a very important value.


Altra Teams are designed to build vitality into your organization. They go one step beyond self-directed work teams. Your company may not be totally ready for Altra Teams, but they are a goal to which you need to keep tuned regardless of where you are in the process of making the transition from traditional organizational structures to high performance and high vitality environments.  At the start-up stage, employees may have a great deal of optimism about the vast benefits, but when the process actually begins there may be more confusion than clarity and team members may not see the future as clearly as they had hoped. Usually, the team leader takes charge and gives the impression that everything is going to be just fine, which often leads to a tightly connected intra relations and the development of a competitive stance that results in loyalty to the team rather than to the organization. True self-directed teams have a more loosely coupled system that shows depth of maturity and a form of collaborative individualism. Testing out Altra Teams too early may interfere with the full transition to authentic self-direction, but they often open up teams and allow them to experience what altruism in the work place can be like. The thrill is difficult to describe, but the energy is there.
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