ctive Information Systems
¢ High-performing
zif-managed Teams

Bsharah Manning Barnes, Amanda H. Spink and Dale E. Yeatls

- This research investigated how self-managed teams get the information they
“need to perform their job tasks. Two important factors prompted this study: the
‘growing importance of self-managed teams in the workplace and the impact of
“ihe information system on team performance. These factors will be presented
sext, followed by a discussion of the theoretical framework, research questions,

“methodology, results, and discussion of the stuey.

IMPORTANCE OF SELF-MANAGED TEAMS

Tniense international competition has required companies to find ways of
improving productivity and quality while reducing expenses. Since the workforce
itself, represents one of the most viable resources for patential contributions,
muny companies are re-organizing their employees into self-contained teams.
These self-contained teams have the skills and knowledge to do all or most of
the iobs within the unit, rotate jobs regularly among icam members, have no
immediate supervisor, and make all or most management decisions related to the
team {Goodman, Devadas & Griffith-Hughson 1988; Pearce & Raviin 1987;
Hackman & Oldman 19%0). These teams are referred to as self-directed, self-
managed, and autonomous.

IMPACT OF THE INFORMATION SYSTEM

Lawler (1986) contended that the information system is Key to effective
coordination and feedback in any organization, but it is vitally crucial for ahigh
involvement system such as self-managed teams. For the purpose of this study,
the information system included the entire information flow process among
human and computer networks, With the flatter organizational structure, which
lacks many of the levels of hierarchy and staff support, the information system
must provide the capability for people to coordinate and manage themselves.
Without an effective information system, employees cannot become seli-
regulating (Lawler 1986). When considering models focused specifically on
self-managed teams, one of the most comprehensive and useful was developed
by Yeatts and Hyten (Figure 1) (1994).
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jgs 1o ohtain information that is required to perform their tasks (Lawler
- ndanz & Sims 1982).

= THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

recearch provided an in-depth analysis of the information-seeking behavior
sommunication activities of self-managed teams. Self-managed teams have
sumed creasing responsibility for decision-making and problem solving
Aatedt to their job tasks. Hence, the teams have also assumed the responsibility
risecking the information they need in responding to their expanded role.
wformation can be anything the team needs to know in order to effectively
perform their job tasks. The information-sceking process includes how the team
feoides what information is needed, strategies used by the team {0 get the
rfnrmation, barriers 1o getting information (real of perceived), and how the
eam uses the information. Feedback information is particularly important to
$elf managed teams becausc of its potential to impact team performance {Lawter
19865, Peodback information includes guantitaiive performance mMEasures com-
‘pared with baseline standards, as well as formal and informal qualitative
' stion from customers and management. Effective information-seeking 18
2 learning process in which feedback provides ameans for evaluating the impact
of the information gathered (Belkin 1580; Dervin 1992). However, information
mvest e transmitted or exchanged in order to impact team performance. There-
.. the communication activities of self-managed teams was also explored as
integral part of the information system of the team.

Although there is a body of empirical studies investigating information-
secking behavior of individuals, few studies have examined information-
secking behavior and comumunication activities of self-managed teams (Hackman
1990, Of particular importance o this study are the theoretical models of
infarmation-seeking DY mManagers (Mintzberg 1973; Aquilar 1967) and the
communication activities of organizaiioraa} teams {Ancona & Caldwell 1992},
The responsibilities of self-managed teams and Managers are somewhat similar
characterized by their decision-making role. However, information-seeking
strategies may differ because man agers seek information based upon individual
needs and team members seek information based upon their team’'s needs. The
theoretical models from information-seeking of individuals, particularly man-
agers, and theoretical models from communication studies investigating project
ieams were adapted to provide the framework for investigating the jnformation-
seeking behavior and communication activities of sclf-managed teams. Mintzberg
(1973) in his observational study of five chief executives, described the infor-
mation processing system of managers by representing their informatjon roles
as monitor of external and internal information, nerve center, disseminalor,
spokesman, and strategy maker. Within these roles, he defined kinds of informa-
fion that were needed by managers. Ancona and Caldweli’s (1992} model of

@
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communication activities of organizational teams includes four main inform
tion roles: ambassadorial, task ccordinator, scouting, and guard. Whij
Mintzberg’sand Ancona and Caldwell’s models provided a substantive theore
cal framework, Taylor's (1990) general model of the information environme
of managers provided » general framework for investigating the information use
environment of self-managed teams. '

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This research investigated how self-managed teams get the information the
need to perform their job tasks. The foltowing study questions were developed
from a review of related literature 1o study the information use environment of
self-managed teams: (13 What kinds of information are needed by selflmanaged':
teams to perform their job tasks? (2) How do self-managed teams decide what'
kind of information they need to perform their tasks? (3) How do self-managed-
teams get the information they need to perform their job tasks? (43 What factors
enhance or inhibit efforts by setf-managed teams to getinformation needed by
the team to perform job tasks? and (5) Are there differences in the information
use environment of high-performing versus low-performing self- managed teams?
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This research is part of a National Science Foundation (NSF) grant entitled,
Creating the High Ferforming Self-Managed Work Team: A Comparison of
Theory to Practice, (Yeatts & Hyten 1994). The research team conducted four
case studies at a large U.S. manufacturing company with two teams having high
team performance and two teams fraving low team performance. The theoretical
study questions developed from areview of relafed literature were used to guide
the data analyses to focus attention on certain data and contribute to the
organization of the entire case study. At least three research methods were used
to measure each study question in order to tncrease construct validity, The
research methods were self-administered questionnaires of the team members:
#i-person interviews with feam members, the teamns’ leaders, facititators, and/
or managers; observations of team meetings; content analysis of organizational
documents; and researchers’ overall observations and perceptions of the factors
that affect team performance. The researchers’ overall observations and percep-
tions of the team was critical to this study as it allowed consideration of
organizational factors that may affect information-sceking and communication
activities of self-managed teams. It also permitted consideration of the chronol-
ogy of events for the team so the entire process of information-seeking and
communication activities could be analyzed within context of events. By using
this approach, organizational factors which enhance or inhibit information-
secking and communication activities of seif-managed teams could be more
clearly identified.
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TABLE 2 ' .
TABLE 1 Taxonomy of the Information Use Environmen
Summary of Data for Four Self-Managed Teams A of Self-Managed Teams
TEM l Team 1 i Team 2 l Team 3 | Team 4
1
FACTORS Team 1 Team 2 | Team3 Feam 4 .
6 i1 12 it Himds of Information:
: S X X
PERFORMANCE: 1 feadhack on performance X ¥ bt
Overall Performance 43 4.0 42 36 Aveilable resources - X X x
Senduction expectalions - %
ORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS: o tional o rmation X % «
Available information 4.0 3.5 14 28 ::?:iable cquipment X
Access to information 25 30 28 30 (‘;fe:ning for Technical Skills b ~
GROUP DESIGN: Pruining for Interpersonal Skilis
T s — %
Domineering team members R 26 31 2.9 %;,x;ag%k from Customers X X
Most knowledgeable have most nput 4.0 34 3.0 4.0 i;mpﬁﬁmrs X X x
Job Characteristics e % ’ X
Knowledge of performance 4.2 4.0 39 39 zzzitjréhangcﬁ % X
il . X
STAGE OF DEVELOPMENT: o 2 Polilical Moves ~
K 4 33 38 e Drevelopments i Techaology X
NATURE OF FEEDBACK: 4.0 3.5 35 30 . : X
Analyses & Reporis: ¥ ¥ ¥ \
* Rating scale of 1-5 with the higher the nussher the mose of the characteristic, wxeept the team’s stape molicited X X X
development, which iy | = just getling started: 2 = currently strggling: 3 = responsibilities beconsing ol Unsobwiied
atid 4 = responsibibities are clear Joas & Trends:
** [ncludes aggregate data for 362 employees trom 44 selfmisnagaed learns wt AT&T Boemg, Dopartiens { o (ormi ’ X
Defense, and GTH-Valenne ?%rfﬂm ‘:;;3:2{%{ X x
Note: [ushes (-} indicale oo pereoent o data that s er availabic Tl and Lw
B Bench marking
Pressures: o ] x X
Special Commumioation Channels \
Personal Communication Networks
Stralegies: [ N * .
Information Roles l
reported rating of 3.6 for overall performance. The problems experienced by Factors that Enbance/Hinder:
Team 4 are obviously affecting the performance level of Team 2. - X X X "
Openness of Information System % X X X
: . . . Amount of lnformation ¥ ¥ X X
Differences in the Information Use Environment Communication/ Team Meeting Skalls
of Teams by Study Question

As indicated in the Taxonomy of the Information Use Environment of Self-
Managed Teams (Table 2), there are differences among high- and low-

ing teams when considering their expressed information needs.
Kinds of information needed: High-performing teams share characteristics
of a very rich information use environment. The high-performing teams re-

perform-
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ported that feedback information about performance and operations within |

outside the team is crucial in monitoring their own progress and mak 2

adjustments where needed. In addition to the internal and external informati
required by the high-performing teams, Team 3 reported that training f

interpersonal skills is important to their team. This training helps them balance

the persenality conflicts on their team. Team | did not emphasize the importanc
of interpersonal skilis training, however, their team members were not current
experiencing problems with personal conflicts on the team.
Low-performing teams focus more on information needed 1o deal wit
immediate problems which leaves very little time for planning, process im
provement, and evaluation. They react to their environment rather than contro
ling and directing their team toward shared goals. Team 4 lacked basic informa
tion about organizational methods for managing processes. This conclusion i
supported by Team 4’s emphasis on technical and interpersonal skills trainin

as the information they most needed. They received information about their
production expectations but lacked the information and knowledge as ateam for

how to accomplish their tasks. The low-performing teams reported relatively n
external information exchange, except with suppliers, As an exception, Team
was cxperiencing problems with a defective part supplied to them for th

computer assembly as well as the guantity of electronic boards being supplied’

to them by Team 4. Hence, because of immediate problems they were exchang
ing information with suppliers.

All the teams received analyses and reports, solicited and unsolicited. The

difference in the high- and low-performing teams is in how they use this
information to improve performance. The hi gh- performing teams are effective
consumers of information. They know what information to gather and they
know where to goto get the information they need. Because the high-performing
tcams are meeting their goals, they have more time to devote to gathering
information about ideas and trends pertinent to their job tasks. Team 1 is goal
oriented and operates in an environment of trust; therefare, they successfully
employ techniques such as brainstorming and actual trial and error. However,
Team 3 favors benchmarking other teams to gather information about ideas and
trends. Use of special communication channels is most emphasized by teams as
a substitute when usual communication channels have broken down as a result
of personality conflicts on the team or lack of trust among team members. These
characteristics were reported and observed on one high-performing team (Team
3) and one low-performing team {Team 4). Team 3 assigns members to nurture
relationships with others outside the team who could assist them. Their work
environment includes suspicion of management and other teams who may
attempt to bid on one of their jobs. Therefore, they place more emphasis on
controlling their information environment. Team 4 also aperates in an environ-
ment where management and other team members are suspect which causes

st i in ma
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production planning, safety, administrator, methods, and cost} are assigned:
each team. Each star point position receives a documented instruction ma

which includes purpose, policy, brief description, detailed description ofife

sponsibilities, length of term, and training required for the star point positi
they have assumed. This standardization of star point positions allows teamsg
interact across team boundaries to solve global issues. The difference in high
and low-performing teams is in how effective team members are in the
assigned roles. For example, the communicator star point on Team 4 does
take notes of meetings nor does the team facilitator conduct effective meeting
This breakdown in the communicator and facilitator star point positions affect
the quality and quantity of the team’s information system. The high-performis
teams have learned to be very effective in using information roles {star poi

positions} to gather and disseminate the information needed by the team '-Eé

impact performance. Fven though Team 2 is considered a low-performing tea
this team uses the star point positions effectively as informatien roles.

Factors that enhance or hinder efforts to get information: There is no
significant difference in high- and low-performing teams in regard to the effect
of apenness of the information system and the amount of information available

to the team on team performance (Table 2). However, through interviews and
observations, data reveal that each team’s tolerance of these two factors i5
substantially different. Their tolerance for how open the information system
should be as well as how much information to make available correlates to the
maiurity level of the team. Team | reports these factors as barriers when they
first formed as a team. However, the team members unanimously reported its
curreni level of maiurity at 4.0, which is the highest rating on the self-
administered questionnaire. Over time, they have learned which information is
crucial to their performance and how best to gather and disseminate that
information. Team 3, also a high- performing team, reports a maturity level of
3.8 and demonstrates information-gathering and ~-disseminating skills that have
been acquired by the team. Althou gh, Team 2 reported a 3.5 maturity level for
the team, they were experiencing some problems in getting the information they

need such as production expectations from management and accurate blueprints

from the engineers. Team 4 reported a low 2.6 maturity level along with major
problems in getting the information they need, particularly training in technical
and interpersonal skills. The lack of information-gathering and ~disseminating
skills of Team 4, which can be learned over time, exacerbates their efforts to
obtain pertinent information for performing their job tasks.

DISCUSSION
This section presents a discussion of the results about the information use
environment of sel- managed teams by study guestion followed by the conclu-
ston of the study. First is a comparison of the information use environment of

manage ;. Hence, cach
managed teams. . stion
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respond to threats and opportunities in their work environment. The'h
performing teams included in this study actively pursue and nurture relasi
ships external to the team to assist the team in performing their tasks, Ne
one of the low-performing teams in this study emphasized the importan
external information to their team, with one exception. Team 2 had contad
supplier when there was a problem with a defective part, however, this wi
an on-going practice. I could be that fow-performing teams must stay focii
on current, immediate problems for survival, leaving little time to expand 1h
boundaries to cultivate external relationships for gathering information for-
team,

Analyses and reports; All the teams in this study received information in’
form of analyses and reports. However, the difference in how teams used th
information influenced their leve] of performance. The high-performing tea
relied maore on their own information system rather than information sentit
them from other sources.

Ideas and trends: Only the rwo high-performing teams expressed a need o
information about ideas and trends, although they used different techniques fo
gathering this kind of information. There again, it could be that the o
performing feams are working in a crisis situation, which forces them focu:
inwardly.

Pressures: One high-performing and one low-performing team reported the
use of communication channels and networks. Both of these feams were
experiencing communication problems and had substituted open communica-

ticn with other methods for obtaining information such as th
two-step flow.

How the Team Decides What Information is Needed: The case study research

design provided an opportunity for the NSF research team to explore the process
of how teams decide upon the information they need for performing their job
tasks. The model of Factors Effecting Self-Managed Work Team Performance
(Figure 1) indicates that team design includes consideration of the methods used
by the team to identify the best procedures. Concepts measured by the self-
administered questionnaire which reveal the decision-making process of the
teams are the level of domineering team members on the team and whether the
most knowledgeable team members have the most input in decisions made by
the team. Data reveal that the level of information and communication skills of
the teams did, indeed, affect their performance level. Team 1 exhibited a high
level of skill in gathering the information they needed for the team and
conducting team meetings, Although Team 3 reported a neutral position (3.1)

in regard to domineering team members, data from interviews and observations

reveal that the decision-making process of the team is impaired by domineering

team members. Team 3 also reported a relatively neutral position (3.6) in
measuring the concept of whether the most knowledgeable teams members have
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Factors that Enhance or Hinder Efforts to Get Information: Data from
case studies indicate the theoretical propositions that amount of informatios
openness of information do enhance or hinder attempts by the team to gather
disseminate the information it needs. However, data also provide evidence:
the decision-making process of the team affects how the team determines w
information is needed. Information-gathering and communication skills:
mmpacted by the process that the team uses in deciding upon information nee
Important concepts to measure the effectiveness of the decision-makin g progé
of teams are the level of domineering team members on the team and wheth
the mostknowledgeable have the most input when the team is making decisio
study question two, How do self-managed teams get the information they nee
to perform their job tasks?, explored these concepts and provides evidence th:
the fevel of information-gathering and communicating skills is an importan
factor also for enhancing or inhibiting the team in getting the information the
need.

CONCLUSION :
This study was part of a National Science Foundation (NSF) grant entitled
Creating the High Performing Self-Managed Work Team: A Comparison ¢
Theory to Practice, (Yeatts & Hyten, 1994). The purpose of the NSF grant wa
to use a series of case studies to provide an empirical assessment of severa

competing theoretical models of work team performance and to provide further:

theoretical development. In their theory of Factors Affecting Self-Managed

Work Team Performance (Figure 1}, Yeatts and Hyten consider four groups of:
factors that affect the level of team performance: the teaming process, the
environment within and outside the organization, team design, and the work :
process. According to Yeatts and Hyten, an effective information system-

provides the information the team needs to effectively develop its team design;
teaming process, and work process, which all ultimately affect team perform-
ance.

The case studies supported the theoretical propositions of the information
use environment of seli-managed teams. However, the data revealed another
important factor which enhances or inhibits the teams’ ability to access the
information they need to perform job tasks. Decision-makers in team environ-
ments should be sensitive to the effects of information-gathering and commu-
nication skills on team performance. These are necessary tools for self-managed
teams to accomplish their job tasks. It cannot be assumed that information-
gathering and communication skills occur naturally on teams. Although, some
individuals do have expertise in these areas, other do not. Therefore, in order to
provide an environment that promotes high performance, these interpersonal
skills must be trained and cultivated. Alternatively, decision-makers, responsi-
ble for recruiting and assigning team members, could purposely design teams to
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