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1. Introduction

Teams have played an important role from the beginning of human history.  At that time, people lived and worked in a group. Each member had different contributions to the group; also he or she was supported by the group and felt safety. The saying “One for all, all for one.” summarise the principle of teams. 

During the early industrial period, groups and teams were the major form of working all over the workplace. People among committees made decision together. Engineers developed new products together. Workers built houses together. The needs of teams continue and develop.

However, at the period of the industrial revolution, many factories set up assembly lines and clearly define jobs. Adam Smith noted that division of labour increased productivity by increasing each worker’s skill and dexterity, by worker focusing on a specialised task. This wave of organization reform had a great success. The possible reason is there were large numbers of unskilled labour at that time. This structure allows factories employed them to do high skill works with low paid. Workers just did specific task rather than learnt the whole process of the job. But this way of working tries to get rid of the collaborative nature of work. It is only suitable for repetitive tasks without innovation, creativity and decision-making.

As we enter the 21st century, the environment changes more quickly than before. The reason for change is simple: customers’ demands always change and changes become more complex. Producers should be more sensitive to customers. So some companies have started ‘SWAT teams’ to keep in touch with customers (Mackay, 1993). Then we need more innovation and creativity to catch up with the new situation. Machines and robots do most of the repetitive jobs. The tasks left for human are designing, creating, innovating, and inventing. Meanwhile, people have more training and education than before. They don’t want to work like machines any more; they want to have more meaningful work. The education level of managers is getting closer to that of workers. Workers can be more productive if they can also participate decision-making and products development.

As the ideology of teams widespread thought the world, many people think team-base structure can solve all problems of organizations. However, many studies show that teams cannot guarantee enhancement in organization productivity, nor can it guarantee heightened job satisfaction. Some organizations have successfully shifted to a team-based environment. Others have not done so well. So we should discuss the nature of teams.

2. Nature of teams

The study of teams began in the 1950s and 1960s. Several definitions came from various researches. Salas (1992) concluded that work team is a set of two or more individuals interacting adaptively, interdependently and dynamically towards a common and valued goal. That means two or more individuals should responsible for the same task. They would have more communication and cooperation. They are required to work interdependently and adjust their action when necessary (Salas, 2000). 

Since each individual has his or her own personality and background, some of them prefer to work in a team environment, while others do not have the characteristic of teamwork or need some training. When we want to restructure organizations to team-base structure, we need to consider employees’ competence for a team environment. Many organizations ignore the existent situation or culture. Actually, before moving to teams, they must assess their employees whether they have the skills needed to take greater control of their jobs, and can make most decisions affecting how they do their work. Because team-base structure shift the way an organization produces its products and values its people, teams need support from the whole organization. The organization must view the team concept as compatible with the company’s overall business needs and goals (Wellins et al. 1994).

Some of the most common kinds of teams are: committees, task forces, quality circles, and project groups (Robbins et al. 1997). Committees serve as investigative or advisory bodies reporting to some organizations. For instance, the Bali bombing investigation team included the police came from Australia, New Zealand, Singapore and other neighbour countries. The team members worked together to analyse the clues and draw conclusion. Their own experiences and background contributed to the investigation process.

Task forces are temporary problem-solving groups established to deal with specific issues. For example, the both tribes on the TV programme of “Survivor Thailand” were task forces. The participants come form various occupations, such as land broker, legal secretary, software programmer and fireman. They had the goal to survive themselves and compete with the other teams. But once the game finished, the team would dismiss.

Quality circles are groups including employees and supervisors looking for the ways to increase the effectiveness and productivity. They are very common in manufacture industry. Members exchange their ideas and discuss some possible innovation. They think about how to higher productivity and improve quality.

Project groups are organized to work on a specific project. The project can be designing new computer software, developing a new product, or building a new facility. They are similar as task forces. Once its mission has finished, the team disbands.

Once you have a clear vision of what does a team look like, you can design the framework of your own team. But building effective teams is not so simple. After you start the team, you need to train the team, align the team and grow the team (Wellins et al. 1994). Just like the NBA teams right after the new game season begins, the teams usually do not have stable performance. The players cannot cooperate effectively. They need some training and aligning to establish mutual trust and communication. Then teams run smoothly.

Furthermore, you need to have an image of an effective team and effective teamwork. Effective teams must have clear goals, relevant skills, mutual trust, unified commitment, good communication, negotiating skills, appropriate leadership, and internal and external support (Robbins et al. 1997). 

3. Role of teams

Nowadays more and more companies both overseas and in Australia and New Zealand establish team-based companies. Such as Lion Breweries and Interlock Industries in New Zealand, they are typical team-based companies. There are a number of reasons why the ideology of teams becomes popular. These reasons are the teams may satisfy individual and organizational needs. The discussion below will base on my own experience from working in a factory of Interlock Industries located in Albany, Auckland. There are about 8 teams among the factory. Each team has about 12 members, and is responsible for the productivity, quality, wastage and deadline of some specific products. The factory supports team is the core team of the factory consisting of all supervisors and manager. It is responsible for coordinate the whole factory and dispatch tasks to each team. We have the same uniforms and have lunch break in the same canteen. 

First, team generates team spirit. Team members are encouraged to cooperate with others. We are eager to help any members, as we have the same goal. There is a friendly atmosphere around us. We feel like living in a family so that the team really increases our job satisfaction. We cheer up others when we feel someone looks sad or tired. We have a small talk or switch our jobs when we feel boring.

Second, team let administrator to think tactically. The team leader has a meeting with the members daily before work. And then he or she is set free to do planning and solving problems. His or her job is to supervise the members and coordinate the production process only when necessary. His or her role becomes less directive and more consultative. Most of the time, the team can run automatically and self managed. Team members take order cards from the board, and working in pairs or groups. When they are free temporally, they will go to help others. 

Third, team increase the speed of decision-making. Because we have a simple structure, information passes quickly. The teams have been empowered to make decisions by themselves. Team members know much about the work-related problems, and they can solve the problems quickly by discuss within the team. We can easily communicate with different levels, for that reason, managers, supervisors, and team members can discuss and make solutions equally. All of us allow participating the decision-making regardless of our age, title, race, profession, or other status characteristics. This improves productivity since all ideas and suggestions get heard.

Forth, team make workforce diversity possible. Our team members have different experience and character. Some members do not talk too much, while others seem loud and a bit aggressive. They have learnt several skills. Because they work in a team not individually, their own experience and specialty can contribute to the workforce. They help teams getting more innovative ideas and making better decisions than individuals. They can do the same task in a different way from other members as long as our behaviour is perceived as helpful to task accomplishment.

Fifth, team increases performance. Some tasks fit for individuals, while others need groups and teams to accomplish them. Even in the same team, we organise in subgroups or small units for better performance. We have much flexibility when working. As we don’t need to focus on work designs, we can switch to produce new products easily.

To sum up, this factory belong to Interlock Industries is a successful example to show the role of teams in satisfying individual and organizational needs. The keys to success are our members are clear about team goals. The goals are to meet the quality of the products, to meet the deadline, and to guarantee the safety of all members. Also they agree with the team goals and are clear about the role they are being asked to play. Moreover, they have the ability and skills necessary to accomplish the assigned or chosen tasks. The teams use feedback about the product processes to make improvements. The factory also establishes norms that encourage high performance and quality. Cooperation is highly recommended in the factory.

On the other hand, many of the companies are trying out the concept, rather than rushing to establish a totally team-based company (Dunphy, 1994). Team working is applied to manufacturing and services. Quality circles were popular during the 1980s. But only half the experiments survived and those only involve less than 10 percent of their companies’ workforce (Hill, 1986). For such a lot of advantages of teams, why do some of the teams not work properly? Some of the researchers say they did not follow the team up process correctly; others question the ideology of teams. Amanda Sinclair (1992) argues the positive consequences of teams for job satisfaction and for organizational productivity. We always talk about building successful and effective teams, but not all companies are suitable to team-based structure. They are likely to build ineffective teams. Teams norms can also create and maintain bored or tense atmosphere. Discussions may be dominated by one or two people and irrelevant. Then conflict is allowed to develop without control. Most decisions are made by one or two radical team members, and must be accepted by majority. Influenced by norms, member’s behaviour is restricted. He or she must not work too faster than other members, and must leave the workstation at the same time as other workers. Otherwise, other team members would isolate him or her, and they would think he or she is a stranger, and were not willing to communicate with him or her. In the interlock factory, members also need to follow the norms beside the regulations. New comers always are taught to behave like others team members. They should slow down when they are working too fast and too hard. They can either have a rest or walk around talking with some of others. Most of the time, workers are pretty relax, only behave seriously when big boss walk around the factory. Everyone should behave the same, no one like to be special. Just like the atmosphere exists in New Zealand society, so the team concept can be widespread thought out New Zealand. So you might possibly build an effective team, but you are more likely to build a normal team without any contribution to job satisfaction and organization productivity.

Some organization theorists note that teams desire high quality of interpersonal relationship, but people are easily get into competitiveness, conflict and hostility and rarely help others indeed (Nadler, Hackman and Lawler, 1979). One of the assumptions of teams is that the team members should have a good personality. For instance, the employment advertises in New Zealand newspapers are full of words of “teamwork”, “self-motivated”, and “self-managed”. Actually, normal persons are not easily motivated by the supposed sociability and self-actualisation offered in groups (Sinclair, 1992). Sinclair also provides evidence that being in teams is stressful. As members’ performances are judge by peers, they find that the standard of work is negotiable with emotional influence. And they are likely to lose their self-management ability and rely on others. Such lead to lower organization productivity. Group working normally improves job satisfaction, sometimes reduce absenteeism and turnover, but only occasionally improve the organization performance and productivity (Kelly, 1982). Sinclair concludes that teams do not guarantee fulfilment of individual needs, nor do they surely have a positive effect to job satisfaction or organizational effectiveness. Maybe the assumptions of teams are flawed. Or actual forms of teams are inconsistent with their aims. Or the methods introduced by team concept are inappropriate.

4. Forms of organization

Therefore, teams are not the panacea for all organization problems. Team-based structure is a kind of despecialisation and decentralisation searching for quality of working life and flexibility. Each form of organization has its own characteristics, advantages and disadvantages. Bureaucratisation provides rationality, while despecialisation and decentralisation offer quality of working life and flexibility. 

The ideology of bureaucracy has dominated the study of organization theory for a long time. Weber (1964) describes his ideal type bureaucracy concerning the wide issue of social forms of domination and authority. The principles of bureaucratic organization are specialisation, hierarchy and impersonal rationality. Work is divided into detailed, interdependent functional areas and allocated to who have specialist skills and knowledge. The structure is a graded, vertical system with each position defined responsibility and power (Fayol, 1949). The organization is full of regulation, standardisation and formalisation. Specialisation is the outcome of applying impersonal rationality to the division of labour.

Right after we discuss the classical approach to the organization of operational work in the form of bureaucratisation, we must consider the weaknesses of this approach, which are too detailed specialised jobs and inflexible work systems. These years, just like industry renaissance, team concept becomes a new fashion of industry reform. Catching up the wave of team concept, some companies experience job redesign. For example, assembly lines are replaced by group workstations in the Volvo factories (Gyllenhammer, 1977). Then we need to examine the principles of despecialisation and decentralisation.

Despecialised organizations may have flexible work methods, recombination of work tasks, and a goal for a quality of working life. In this form of organization, there is no best way of doing things, but a diversity of methods accepted by other members. Each member can discover and decide how to achieve the result, as long as the method used works. In order to motivate team members, they extend the scope of jobs, break down barriers between functions and remove divisions between managers and workers. This approach brings together individuals with different skills and talent to work on a task as a team. Moreover, they offer opportunity for team members to participate in planning, controlling and decision-making. Consequently, team members can learn and develop management skills, and feel more confidence and more valuable. After extending involvement in organizational decision-making, managers can concentrate on technical advice and coordination, rather than direction and control. They are gradually left to their own facility to plan, regulate, control and adjust the way. Furthermore, they have a goal to satisfy the needs of individuals and organization. They try to balance the pursuit of efficiency and economic performance, and work which is fulfilling, satisfying and well rewarded. 

5. Conclusion

We have discussed the positive and negative views on the function of teams in satisfying individual and organizational needs. Whether team-based structure is a successful alternative to the classical form of organization is still not clear. Many evidences show that the association between teams and individual satisfaction holds only in certain circumstances. Self-management within teams does not necessarily lead to higher job satisfaction, if the worker does not possess this personality.  Where he or she can participate in decision-making, his or her job satisfaction may not be better, if his or her opinion is not accepted by the majority. The relation between job satisfaction and productivity is much less obvious (Kelly, 1982). The small positive correlation between job satisfaction and performance does not indicate causality. The flexibility offered by teams does not lead to productivity gains.

Overall, teams may have potentials to improve both individual satisfaction and organization performance. However, in practice, team-based structure is only a choice of organization design, it doesn’t determine the success or failure of an organization.
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