Why Organizations Build Teams

In the last twenty years or so, teams
have become a ubiquitous feature of
corporate America. The primary
benefit of teams and teamwork is that
they allow an organization to achieve
goals that individuals working alone
may not. This advantage arises from
several factors, each of which
contributes to the overall benefit of
teams. Two of these—higher-quality
outcomes and individual context—are

described below:

Higher-Quality Outcomes

Teamwork produces outcomes that make better use of resources and yield richer ideas.

 Higher efficiency: Since teams combine the efforts of individuals, they can
accomplish more than an individual working alone.

» Faster speed: Because teams draw on the efforts of many contributors, they can
often complete tasks and activities in less time.

« More thoughtful ideas: Each person who works on a problem or set of tasks may
bring different information and knowledge to bear, which can result in solutions and
approaches an individual may not have identified.

» Greater effectiveness: When people coordinate their efforts, they can divide
up roles and tasks to more thoroughly address an issue. For example, in hospital
settings teamwork has been found to increase patient safety more than when only
individual efforts are made to avoid mishaps.

Better Context for Individuals

The social aspect of teamwork provides a superior work experience for team members,
which can motivate higher performance.

» Mutual support: Because team members can rely on other people with
shared goals, they can receive assistance and encouragement as they work on



tasks. Such support can encourage people to achieve goals they may not have had
the confidence to have reached on their own.

« Greater sense of accomplishment: When members of a team collaborate and take
collective responsibility for outcomes, they can feel a greater sense of
accomplishment when they achieve a goal they could not have achieved if they had
worked by themselves.

The total value created by teamwork depends on the overall effectiveness of the team
effort.

Types of Teams

There are many types of work teams, and they range in the degree of autonomy afforded
to team members. As with the different styles of management (e.g., autocratic,
democratic), there are trade-offs with each kind of team structure, so it's important to
understand when each type of team should be used.

Self-Managed Teams

A self-managed team is a group of employees working together who are accountable for
most or all aspects of their task. These work teams determine how they will accomplish
assigned objectives and decide what route they will take to meet them. They are granted
the responsibility of planning, scheduling, organizing, directing, controlling and evaluating
their own work process. They also select their own members and evaluate the members’
performance. In this way they share both the managerial and technical tasks. As a result,
supervisory positions take on decreased importance and may even be eliminated.

EA

Electronic Arts Inc. is a leading global video game
company. EA develops, publishes, and distributes
interactive software worldwide for video game
systems, personal computers, wireless devices,
and the Internet. The company’s 2018 revenues
were more than $5 biIIion[11, and it has over 9,000
employees in more than 23 countries[2l.




Electronic Arts launched internal collaborative communities (i.e., self-managed
teams) in 2009 across its globally distributed workforce. Its goal was to gain the
efficiencies of a large enterprise without compromising local teams’ autonomy or
creativity. The communities formed at EA were empowered to make decisions
and to deliver. EA's communities could recommend the next technology road
map or they could change a business process to become more effective or
efficient. There were no limits placed on the types of communities within EA.

Within the company, the real power of these self-managed teams or
communities is to work collaboratively to achieve a common goal — to create a
new product or service, improve the effectiveness of a business process, or even
to eliminate operational inefficiencies. To achieve its goals and to empower its
communities to make decisions, EA explicitly focused on a “light” governance
structure that promotes the organic interaction of teams and empowers them to
produce a desired business outcome.

Project Teams

A project team is a team whose members are assembled for a specific project or
business objective. Project team members can be drawn from different departments or
can all be from the same functional area (i.e., operations, manufacturing, finance, etc.)
depending on the scope of the project. Usually project teams are only used for a defined
period of time and are disbanded after the project is deemed complete. The central
characteristic of project teams in modern organizations is the autonomy and flexibility
given to them in the process of meeting their goals. The project team usually consists of
a variety of members working under the direction of a project manager or a senior
member of the organization. Project teams need to have the right combination of skills,
abilities, and personality types to achieve collaborative tension.

For example, technology companies may take a project team approach when developing
a new product or new version of an existing product. The team would consist of
developers with appropriate technical expertise, testers for quality control, subject-matter
experts to advise on relevant information, change management personnel to group and
release work, a product owner to represent the business, and a project manager to run
the team.



Cross-Functional Teams

A cross-functional team is just what it sounds like—a team that pulls its members from
across the different functional areas of an organization. For example, cross-functional
teams may be composed of representatives from operations, sales, marketing, finance,
and legal. The strength of this type of team lies in its members having different functional
backgrounds, education, and experience. The diversity of experience aids innovative
problem solving and decision making.

A cross-functional team makes sense for large corporate projects that touch and affect
work across entire organizations. For example, a large IT project—implementing an
enterprise finance software system—would be a good candidate for a cross-functional
team approach. For a successful outcome, IT would assemble members from finance,
accounting, operations, and HR at a minimum to represent and participate in the
implementation project.
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Manager-Led Teams

In a manager-led team, the team members complete the required tasks, but someone
outside the team (i.e., a manager) performs the executive functions. There is an
inevitable tension between the degree of manager control in a team and the ability of
team members to guide and manage their own actions. Manager-led teams provide more
control, but they can also hamper creativity and individual expression.



The Arts Council of the Albemarle has received a significant gift from a community donor
to create a drama workshop for neighborhood youth. As the director of community
outreach, Margaret has put together a team to develop the workshop. Among those
selected are a program director, a senior program lead, and a program staff member who
is studying performing arts at the local university. Margaret assigns each of them specific
tasks and responsibilities and creates a schedule for team meetings to discuss progress
on the development of the program. She is interested in cultivating a strong relationship
with the community donor, and therefore she is very involved in the team’s progress. She
meets with the members on a regular basis to ensure that all efforts are on target along
the way. While Margaret is, in effect, the team’s manager, the team members must work
closely with one another to integrate the elements of the workshop. For example, the play
must appeal to the donors, students, parents, and audiences while also being within
reach of the instructors’ and students’ abilities.

Virtual Teams

A virtual team is a group of individuals in different geographic locations who use
technology to collaborate on work tasks and activities. The use of this kind of work team
has become prevalent in organizations due to the reduced costs of technology, the
increased availability of collaborative technologies (videoconferencing software, etc.), the
shift toward globalization in business, and greater use of outsourcing and temporary
workers. They offer flexibility around the logistics of doing business since team members
can “meet” from any location—wherever they happen to be, such as a home office,
coffee shop, etc.—at any time of the day or week. Many of the other types of work teams
can also be virtual teams, depending on the organization’s needs and resources.
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