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CORPORATE RESTRUCTURING TEAM

This case explores the functioning of a top management team,
charged with the responsibility of restructuring a rapidly
growing, high-involvement firm. This team succeeded in defining
a new organizational structure, but literally became incapable of
working together as a team, and consequently, had difficulty

implementing its recommendations. Changes in performance
conditions are hypothesized to explain the team’s dysfunctions.

These changes included: an expansion of the team’s task to
include future assignment of senior managerial roles, and

unpredictable shifts in the relationship between the team and the
CEO.






From J. R. Hackman {Ed.), Groups
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CHAFTER 3
Corporate Restructuring Team [11

Susan 6. Cohen
University of Scuthern Califernia

The meeting to give feedback on our research to memters of the
structure team at Omega Systems already had been postponed twice
because of last minute changes in senicr managers’ schedules. This
times we had been assured, all five senicr managers on the team
would be there toc hear what we found in the research, and to explare
how those findings might help them improve their functioning in the
future. [2]

We climbed the stairs to the second floor of the converted warehouse
where senior managers at Omega had their offices and fuund two team
members at their desks. They told us that the chair of the
committee, Andrea Lehman, was not feeling well and was lying down in
the empleyee lounge. The remaining twce members, they said, were cut
in the production area and should be back scon.

We asked whether a meeting room at the nearby Sheraton had been
reserved. We specifically had requested an off-site meeting
because, a= our research findings documented, meetings at
headquarters invariably were interrupted by managers dropping 1n
with “quick guestions” or by urgent telephone calls. No, we were
telds nebody had gotten arcund to doing that. ERut surely we could
be flexible and find a suitable rcom somewhere in the headquarters
acffices.

Andrea was 1ndeed in the lounges leccking pale and pained. When we
suggested that perhaps the meeting shculd be rescheduled a third
time, she protested: no, she could manage. we should go ahead and
get 1t done. The team, she said, badly needed tc hear ocur feedback.
She would be feeling better very socon, and would join us when we
found a place tc meet. Space was scarce, but with the help of
ancther structure team member we found an uncccupied meeting room
next to the shipping office, and the meeting finally began there
forty-five minutes late.

During the meeting, several other managers poked their heads in--
hoping they could use the space-—and sometimes remained for a minute
or two to check something out with cne of the senmior managers on the
team. 0One team member left in the middle of the meeting to
participate in an "urgent conference call that will only take five
minutes." He never returned. Members interrupted one ancther
frequently, and scmetimes two different discussicns were going on
simultaneously. Qur attempts to point cut what was happening, to



ask the group to take a lock at the meeting dynamice and decide 1f

they wanted tc behave differently, were listered tc but had little

effect.

In all, the anarchy and chacs that characterized the feedback

meeting replicated many of the themes that had emerged in cur

research on the structure team—-the findings that we had come to

share with the team. And while members agreed both with our

findings and with our cbservaticns about what was happening in the

feedback meetings their behavicrs did not change. Nor did the

feedback have any discernible effects on subsequent team dynamics.

Omega Systems was, at the time of the research, a fast-growing and highly
successful high technolegy firm. Located net far from San Franciscos the firm
had been founded two years previcusly by Tom Justin. A hard-driving,
entrepeneurial manager, Justin formerly was a top manager at a large,
traditicnally-managed technology company. He had come up with an 1nnovative
idea for new systems products and services, and decided to form his own company
te pursue them——taking with him several cther senicr managers from his former
company.

Justin was as committed to developing a new kind of organization as he was
to achieving corporate financial objectives. The previcus company, he felt,
was hierarchical, politicized, and ultimately dehumamizing to the pecple who
worked there. Justin scught to create a relatively "flat" organization where
pecple would manage themselves—-under his cverall directions to be sures but
with a minimum of day-te—day supervision. This kind of organization, he
believeds would be more efficient and profitable than a traditional
bureaucracy. Meoreover, 1t would provide a setting in which pecple could
simultanecusiy have fun, grow perscnally and professicnally, and potentially
make a good deal of money.

Evidence from the company’s first year provided striking support for

Justin’s vieion. Despite i1ntense competition and numercus external cshocks, the

campany waes boath growing faster and making far more money than anyoine, with the
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pessible exception of Justin himself, had thought poseible. #And he had stayed
true to his crganizational aspirations. When the research began, there were
enly fifteen senicr managers in a company with over 600 employvees: seven
directors {including Justin, who was chairman and CED)s and eight division
maiiagers.

Although employees generally were deing a good job of managing their own
work and coordinating informally with cne ancothers it wac becoming increasingly
clear to all that senior managers needed scme help in leading the company. Nor
would the pressure let up: Justin’s stated intentién was to continue to grow
the firm as fast as possible. As cne director, a member of the structure team.
saw the situation:

“There was a level of frustraticn in the director and division manager

groups as far as being able to get the work done. They didn’t have

encugh arms and legs to accomplish all that needed tc be done and

sometimes the work was not done well and had toc be reaccomplished.”

A specific impetus for taking a fresh lock at the company’s management
structure was the upcoming deadline for coordinator rotation. fAes the
crganization had grown, some members had been asked to cerve as “coord1na£ors“
(although without a fcrmal change of title or increase in salary) to help keep
production runming smoothly. The individuale selected were told explicitly
that this was a temporary assignment and that they would rotate back to thear
regular jobe after six monthe, at which time others would take their places.

As the rotation date approcached, both the coordinaters (who, by and large.
liked the rocle but felt under-appreciated) and semicr managers (who had come to
depend on the coordinators to make sure things did not fall between the cracks
1n day-to-day operatione) became increasingly uneasy. Should the role of
"coordinator” become a permanent one? What would be the consequences of a

whclecale retation? What would be the consequences 1f some i1ndividuale were



asked to remain in the role but cthers were rotated back to their former duties?

These questions had no easy answers, and it became clear to Justin that any
decisicn made about the coordinator issue would have 1mplications for the
future evelution of the leadership structure in the company as a whole. So he
decided tc convene a group of his most trusted senicr colleagues to lock into
the matter and to make a recoemmendaticn tc him about whether the management
structure of the firm should be changed--and, if soy how. The life and work of
that team is the focus of this chapter.

The Team and 1ts Task

Team LComposition

The team consisted of five members., four directors and orne division
manager. Chair of the group was Andrea Lehman, the director who worked most
closely with Justin on organizational design and human rescurce matters.
Andrea also had line responsibility for a significant segment of the production
cperation. Harry Mcbrath was the director responsible for cperations——for
getting the firm’s producte and services created and delivered. Karen Miller,
who had been Justin’s assistant at his previcus organization, was responsible
for administration. Joe Triandis, the only member of the team who had not
worked with Justin at his previcus firms was 1n charge of technical support.
Ivan Williams, the only division manager on the team, handled staff planning
and scheduling. The twco directors who were not on the team were the Chief
Financial Officer and the Director of Facilities. The team was aseicsted on
cccasion by Jeff Steiner, an crganizaticnal cansultant from & nearby research
institute who had been i1nvolved with the corganization since shortly after 1t
was founded.

Although all members of the structure team shared & deep comm:tment to

Justin and te his vision for the crganizaticn. members were diverse 1n skills



and perspectives. As Harry noted:

"We have respeonsibility for very different parts of the
cempany...and that 1s very positive. Everyone has to represent
their area, but not to the exclusion of the other areas. UWe are
able to put things in the context of the whole crganization.®

#nd Joe provided this overview of each member’s special strengths:

"1 think Ivan tends to be able te think ahead and leok at the
implications more than some of the other pecple i1n the aroupee..
Harry has the writing skills. He can put tegether volumes of
paperwork with a clear thread of the idea running through. FEut
eften it tends tc be too wordy.... #Andrea brought her background in
persennel coempensation and whatnot. Karen is a very balanced and
reasonable person as far as someone to bounce ideas off. GShe is
very consistent. I seem to wind up being the devil’s advccate a
lot. Neot that I enjoy that role at all, as a matter of fact I don’t
enjoy 1t. It is not always productive. FBEut I do try to look at the
business sense of what we are dcing on a long term bacis, as opposed
to a short term gratificatien of any group in the company.”

Most of members of the team had worked tcgether before, on a task force to
reassess the company’s compensaticn arrangements. In general, members felt
that the team was well-composed. It was small enough for members to work
together without encountering the inefficiencies and coordination problems that
invariably develop 1n a large team. #And while members shared a common
visien——Justin’s vision for the company--they alsc were diverse encugh to have
a chance of coming up with a genuinely creative group product.

The Charge and the Constraint

The specific mandate of the structure team was to leck inte the coordinateor
proeblem and come up a recommendation about what to do about 1t. But Justin
alec was feeling the need for a freeh lock at the overall management structure
at Omega. #As he reflected later:

"1 provided an 1nmitial erganizaticnal thrust of a radical
organizaticnal style from the foundation of the company. [but
eventuallyl I got tired...and I began to feel that I needed same
broader perspective.... For lets of reasensy 1 couldn’t pay
attention to all the things that needed to be paid attenticon to....
It had to stop being a Tom-only deal.... [The structure teaml was
the initial attempt to develeop an organizaticnal thrust that was
independent of me."
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This broader version of the team’s charge was not made explicit at the
cutset. Indeed, when he formed the team, Justin deliberately kept its charge
scmewhat ambiguous. Only over time, as members got intc their work and had
subsequent conversatione with him, did the full scope of their mandate become
clear. Jeff, the group’s consultant, described the process by which the team
came to terms with 1ts task:

"If 1 were to paint a picture of 1t, it would be a picture of a

formlessness shape gradually assuming form, and that form gradually

changing 1n response to a whole lot of things.... Throughout its

lifey, the work of the committee was changing and evolving as pecple

learned more about what was needed....”

While Justin was comfortable leaving some fuzz arcund the edges of the
team’s objectives, he was crystal clear about cne constraint on members® work:
whatever they did had toc be absclutely consistent with his visicn for the
cempany. While he was willing to entertain radical suggesticns about
management structure {indeed, he gave the team signals that he would welcome
radical ideas), any tinkering with the overall directicn of the coampany was
completely out of bounds.

“One of the things that I have learned in thece two years," Justin told me.
“1s the absclute beauty of direction, the total power that is 1n good
direction." The direction of Omega Systems was his and his alaone to set. He
kept a very close watch over it, and tolerated no deviation from it:

“My feeling 1s that you cannct tolerate very much sideways movement

by anycne 1n the top leadership structure. You can toclerate lots and

lote and lots of sloshing arcund of pecple who have just joined the

the company...but you can tolerate very little in the leadership

etructure. Therefore, you have to work very hard to make sure that the

leadership structure really understands what you are trying to do...."

Justin worried. on cccasion, whether members of the structure team had

internalized the corporate direction deeply encugh. One member he worried



about was Joes the most technically oriented member of the team:

“One thing I learned from the Reuben thing [first president of the

companys who recently had departedl, which is why I am watching Jce

very carefully. I knew that Reuben was a risk all along.... He

tried to accommodate his views to the [human rescurcel strategy but

he never made 1t. I have to watch Joe very carefully to make sure

that he is learning and not paying lip service, and make sure that

he 1s not being destructive inadvertently because he dcesn’t

understand. Every now and againy I think he dces fall off a little

bit, but I think that basically he is learning."

The external consultant to the team alsc was expected to keep clear of
questians having to do with direction:

“Jeff knows well encugh that...I have a very defined view of what

this company is, what it is going to do.... If he came in here and

started saying maybe Omega Systems cught to do this and this. it

would be intclerable. I wouldn®t let him be here for more than

thirty seconds more."

In sum, there were two noteworthy features of the structure team’s initial
charge from Justin. On one hand, the group’s specific cbjective--just what it
was that members actually were supposed to accomplish--was a bit ambiguous. @s
1t turned cut, the team’s objectives did change and expand as time passed. On
the other hands the overall corporate direction articulated by Justin was
clears insistent, and inviclate. It provided a compass that members found
helpful as they set sail on what turned cut toc be a choppy sea with

often-changing currents.

Life of the Team

Drawing In

In the early weeks of 1ts work, members of the structure team were not much
bothered by the ambiguity of the team’s charges or anxious about the long term
1mplications of their work. Attention was focussed on a more 1mmediate
concern: what to do about the coordinators. They jumped 1nto the work
immediately with relatively little advance plannming or preparation.

The team began by vigorously seeking i1deas from everybody and anybady in
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the company. An open letter went out to all employees seeking their thoughts,
and responses were summarized and circulated again te cbtain additicnal
comments and refinements. Four task forces were formed from subgroups in the
cempany that had a gpecial interest in the topic {(e.g.. one subgrcup consisted
of the coordinators themselves). Each subgroup was asked to prepare a report
for the structure team giving ite views of what cught to be done.

While individuals and subgroups were preparing their responses to the
team’s requests, members were doing their cwn diagnesis of the present
strengths and weaknesses of the management structure and delineating the
criteria they subsequently would use to evaluate alternative proposals.
Scmetimes this work was done at headquarters, but members feund it difficult to
obtain and protect the time needed for their deliberaticns when they met there.
Their most productive work was dene off-site. Members remember cne all-day
meeting as particularly helpful. The morning, they reporteds was spent mainly
dealing with disagreements amcng team members, but by the end of the day they
had forged a common understanding of the criteria for a good crganizational
design and felt they had established a foundation for develaping their
recommendations.

The 1deas and suggestions the arcup received during this pericd varied in
quality--members were dismayed by scme, and excited by others. Farticularly
impressive to them was the report of the coordinatore themselves, which showed
a commitment to the success of Omega that extended far beyond the coordinators®
parcchial self-interest. Team members reported that the coordinators’ report
actually inspired them tc try harder to do the best job they could possibly do.

Clearly., the process was working. Team membere were working hard and felt
productive--despite the fact that meetings were hard to arrange, members were

sometimes absent or tardys, and i1nterrupticnes were the rule rather than the
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exception. The main problem members experienced was the sheer volume of input
they had received. The team had been flooded with ideac, suggestions, and
comments, and 1t was unclear how they were going to pull them all together.

Pulling Together

An occasion to do that scon appeared. Justin decided to hold a retreat of
the entire senior management group at a secluded hotel near Mewport Beach.
After the main work of the retreat was done and most attendees were relaxing on
the beach or golf courses, members of the stiructure team holed up and attempted
to draft a first cut at their proposals. The work was difficult but engaging.
As Harry later reported:

"The meeting 1n Newport Beach was key because Jeff gave us...a good

framework for discussion. [andl we started putting it down on paper

and [writing onl flip charts and talking about the skeletal

structure. GSome of this came from the [coordinators’) presentation

sc we had a foundation of informatichns but we curselves started

really getting into 1t and testing 1t."

By the end of the day the team had completed a rough framing of its
proposals, and members invited Justin to review what thevy had come up with.
They were excited because they liked what they had developed and were eager to
tell Justin all about 1t. They alsc were anxicus, however. because Justin had
left the team to 1ts own devices up to that point. This would be his first
exposure to the team’s ideas, and members were worried that he might think they
had gone of f 1n an 1nappropriate direction or that their proposals were
worthless.

The team’s worries were unnecessary: Justin loved the report. Harry:

"I recall Tom’s enthusiasm about the effort that had been done so far

and his drive for us to continue 1t. [We recognized] that we were

beginning to come together with a recommendation that reallv would

have a meaningful 1mpact for everycne in the crganmization. [We

agreedl]: ‘We're really getting somewhere on this. let’s not slow
down now. ™"

Soon after returning homes members drafted an cutline for a comprehenrcsive
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final report which would accomplish the follewing:

1. Review the histocry of Omega Systems.

2. Review the process used by the structure team tc gather ideas

and develcop scluticns.

3. Set forth the criteria used to design the new managerial roles

being proposed.

4. Lay out the new structure in detail, including a new managerial

rele to be called "team advisor."
3. Give examples of how the new management structure would work,
and how team adviscrs would be selected.

6. Describe a plan and timetable for implementing the new structure.

The team realized that as it finished up ite recommendaticns and mcved
toward implementation, other directers and division managers would have to be
invelved more systematically than they had been thus far. Therefore, they
established a "liaiscn system" in which each member had responsibility for
keeping two or three colleagues informed about how the work was qoing and
relaying back tc the team the reacticns and suggesticns of those individuals.
This, members hopeds would keep everycne in the leop while at the same time
maintaining the team’s autonomy. They alsc hoped it would reduce the number of
cemplaints and criticisms the team would encounter when it finally made its
repert to the rest of the senior managers.

Overall, team members reported, the process looked very much on track as
they returned from Newport Beach and began the final push to complete their
report.

Coming Apart

Two things happened scon after the retreat that were consequential for the
subsequent life and work of the team. One was an expansion of the charge of
the groupy and the second was marked increase 1n the team’s engagement bath
with Toem and with the rest of the senicr managers. fAs 1t turned out. the

team’s internal processes began to detericrate rapidly as 1t took on these rew

activities.



_11_

Expansion of the team’s charge. Shortly after the Newport Reach meeting,

1t was agreed that the group woculd move beyond its original task of laying out
& new management structure: 1t alsc would make recommendaticne about whe would
cccupy which slots in that structure. At cne level, this meant deciding who
would f1ll the new team advisor positicons, but it alsc invelved reflecting on
senior management relaticnships and responsibilities. Should there be changes
in who was responsible for which functicnal area? Which directors and division
managers should work together. and which team advisors shculd repert to them?
Ands lurking unstated in the background was the biggest question of all:

Should the role of president, held by Tom since Reuben’s departure some months
before, be filled--and if sc, by wham?

Such gquestions were a new and emcticnally charged additicn to the ariginal
mandate of the team. As cne member later reflected:

“As you started getting into individuals playing certain rcles in

the company, having leadership responsibility for different

functicnal areas, [we would sayl "1 quess we’d better lock into

that,” but it created some intence moments...."

For the first time, members of the structure team found themselves in
competition with each other for cheice leadership responsibilities. Alliarces
were formed, and jockeying for positicn cccurred behind the scenes. HMembers
perceived and resented that cthers were seeming toc position themselves to
become the next president. Mcrecver, even though Tom insisted that it was the
team’s ;ob to recommend the best division of responsibilities, he alsc would
tell 1ndividual members who he wanted in specific areas. One member repcorted:

“What would often happen was during the process Tom would have

discussions with varicus pecple...and then inform the group of this

discussion so that we could then move in and say, “Oh, by the Way,

here 1s how we are going to structure the equipment area.® Maybe

that was necessary. HMaybe the rcle of the structure group wasn't to

go 1nto that area of deciding."

Members had secrets based on their conversations with Tom or with
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ccelleagues that influenced their behavier in team meetings and undermined the
process of the greup. Senicr managers not on the structure team noticed the
change, and became i1ncreasingly concerned about what was happening. One =aid,
"They were politicized, lecking after their cwn nests.” Ancther: "Harry was
using the structure group to feather his cwn nest. HMaybe some cthers were,
toc. There were some backroem negotiations going on.”

Greater engagement with colleaques. After the Mewport Eeach retreat., the

team emerged from the relative isclation and protection from scrutiny it
previcusly had enjoyed. Most significant for the team was Justin’s decisicn tco
begin meeting with the team on cccasion, a reversal his previcus stance of
leaving the team alcne.

Members found their meetings with Tom both helpful and cccasicnally
frustrating. The meetings were helpful in keeping the team on track, and they
reduced the risk that members wculd spend time and energy develcping an i1dea
that was inconsistent with what Justin wanted. But they alsc were frustrating
because he sometimes would change his mind about what he wanted from meeting to
meeting. As Andrea reported:

"It was very frustrating because we woculd have & meeting and reach

some consensus ameng ouwselves. Justin would agree to this and then,

at the next meeting, deny that he ever agreed. It wasn’t precented
as "I was thinking about this and I am now at a different place.’

~an

Instead, it was like “Why did you ever think of deing this thing?

Beyond his cwn increased involvement with the team, Justin suggested that
the team begin a series of meetings with the rest of the senicr managers--
scmetimes with him present and scmetimes not--te review and discuss what would
be ferthcoming in the team’s report. These meetings., which cccurred even as
the team was attempting tc complete i1ts repert. alse brought some new

challenges. Andrea continued:
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"The directors and division managers were doing the same thing as
Tom: buying off and then switching positions. This may have been
due to pecple agreeing because they were sc tired by the end of
meetings. They were all tough issues and maybe pecple intellectually
could agree and then emctionally it wouldn’t feel right."

The process looked and felt different to managers who were not on the
structure team. One division manager explained why he and his colleaques kept
& watchful eye on what the team was doing:

"They tock care of their cwn interests. °It’s meving along,® they

would say. After they finally started talking to us about what they

had decided, we sent them back tc start over. While 1t was going

cny we didn’t have any influence, and we cared.”

Seme of these problems might have been avoided if the team®s "liaison
system" foir keeping in touch with their colleagues had worked, but it never
really functioned. One division manager reported, “"They attempted a little tc
keep me 1n touch, but it took & lot of effort on my part to make that happen.
Ancther said:

"The commurications deal didn’t work. I never even knew who my

person was. So I talked to Andrea, Ivans and made inferences and

1terpretations based on questions Harry would ask me. I finally

realized that Jce was on the group. and we had scme good

conversaticns. But by then the framework was already in places sc I

Just dropped ocut."

Detericrating inteirnal processes. Coincident with the change 1n the

team’s mandate and with 1ts i1ncreased involvement with other semor managers

was a marked worsening of the team®s internal processes. Meetings, always a
prcblem for the team, became more and more chactic. Members often were absent
or late, and frequently ncthing was accomplished even when everyone was there.
ks Joe noteds things seemed to go better when subgroups met than when everyone
was precent:

"LThere weve somel very productive meetings when we got down to two

or three of us.... [Butl when you got the wheole group back together.

the work was not accepted by the arcup. There was a lot of what I

would call very substantial progress made when the whole group wasn't
therey, and 1t all got unwound again when the group got back together."
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The slow progress, disagreementss competitiveness, and distrust exhausted
members. When 1t finally came time to write the report, the group literally
fell apart. There were repeated delaye and postponements. One member. asked
abocut missed deadlines, responded: "I think there were six. I'm sure there
were at least three."

Process difficulties came tc a head with the editing and production of the
final report, when just about everything that could go wrong in a group did.
Some members did not write what they said they would write, and withheld that
fact from their colleagues. Individuals lobbied directly with Justin for their
pesition on how the repert should be presented after they had failed to
convince fellow team members. Scome membercs redid work of others in a way that
the criginal author found wholly unsatisfactory. One member went away for the
weekend and came back to discover that the team had changed its recommendations
at the last minute in a way that remcved him from a responsibility he coveted.

Finallys, with first formal presentaticn of the repert scheduled for a
Mondays kKaren and Andrea stayed up all night Sunday to try to put the repert
tegether. They did not finish 1t, and cancelled the presentaticn—-to the
dismay of some of their teammates. The first presentation finally was made
Wednesday by Ivan and Harry, but the written doccument still was not available:
while they were presenting, Andrea was at home dictating the final revisions to
kKarens who was typing them on the office werd processor. Ivan and Harry were
supposed to te get the names of the pecple who attended their sessicn so the
written report could be mailed tc them later. But they forgot to do so.

Although the report 1tself was generally well-received 1n the company. the
group was literally incapable of further work as a team. fAs a result,
1mplementation of the group’=s recommendaticons stalled. Tom recounts that

pericd as follows:
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“The structure group went through a crisis work effort [during that
timel, they really worked hard and well. Thevy came up with this
pretty leong and amazing document-—-the 20 to 3G page communication
document. I think that 1t is a pretty interesting document from
loets of points of viewi there was a lot of hard work in 1t. They
preduced that and once they produced the baby, they all had a case
of post-partum blues. They all just stoepped working and I don’t
know whether I conscicusly allowed that to be the case, or 1T I was
busy on cther matters, or whether I thought it was natural for them
to have a rest, or whether I felt that it was interesting tc see
what would happen in implementaticn. But regardless of the reasons
they didn’t do anything much and the implementation of the whole
structure fell flat cn 1ts face....

Sc I got them tcgether and said, you knows yvou haven’t implemented

very much. You've done a great job of putting tcgether a conceptual

cutline...but you have not been able to crganize yourselves or

anycne else to implement this stuff effectively.... There has been

ne transition of leadership from the directors to ancther leadership

group 1n the companys there has been nc real sharing. Sc you guys

have toc get back in and really force the process, you have to

implement 1t, teach it, make 1t clear, follow up on it. Sc they

attempted to get back tocgether again, but they didn’t get back

toegether very good."

When members reassembled for the feedback session recocunted at the
beginnming of this chapter, some twc months after the structure report had been
distributed, they reported that they had met in the interim cnly & couple of
times and had nct accomplished much in those meetings. At the end of cur
teedback process, the group was asked to complete a brief form summarizing how
they, as a team, felt about the session and what, 1f anything. they had learned
trom 1t. The structure team was unable to complete the form. In part, 1t was
because of the press of other business. Yet cine member declared that even if
the group had had a full hour to complete the form, members at that point would

not have been able to agree upon a team response.

Conclusicon:
The Power of FPerformance CLonditicns

Eventually, the new management structure for Omega Systems was implemented.
A new level of management was 1nstalled, and team adviscres were =elected and

trained to fill the new positicns. Work i1n many functicnal areas was



redesigned and 1mproved. Justin himself took over leadership of the structure
team, added twoc new members, and subsequently relied heavily upon the grocup as
a sounding board for his ideas about the continuing development of the company.
But the group never really recoveired from what transpired in the months after
the Newpcrt Eeach meeting.

What actually happened tc the structure team? What accounte for the
transformation from such an upbeat beginning to such a disastrous end? It
seemed that everycne in the Omega management structure had an explanaticn.

Some blamed individuals, notably Andrea (either for being too strong a leader,
or for not being strong enough’ or Harry {either for not working hard encugh ta
help bring the final report tcgether, or for working too hard to make sure
"his" pecple were taken care of). Others focussed on group process to explain
what happened. Behavior in the team simply ran amok, they said., when the
pressure got toc intense. Still others said that it was just that members were
tco busy, that the senior management of the company was trying simultaneously
to run and to recrganize a young, fast-arowing enterprise, and that was toco
much for any group of human beings tc handle.

All these explanations may have some validity. There 1s. surely, no single
"cause" of the problems the structure team encocuntered. My cwn analysie,
howevers suggeste that the root of the difficulties was not the motives or
talents of i1ndividualssy or the hectic pace of werk i1n the firm, or even the
relatively uncontrelled group processes. Instead. the key facter may have been

the changes 1n performance conditions that the team encountered following the

Newpcrt Beach retreat. 1In this analysis, 1ndividual and i1nterperscnal behavior
are viewed not st much as causes of what happened, but as perhaps-inevitable
consequences of 1t.

Ferformance conditions changed in two major ways after the retreat. Firest,



the task of the group changed. Previously, the work had been conceptual and
integrative, without special regard for the future reles of individual
mariagers. When the group returned from the Newport Beach, however. members
agreed with Tem that they would "get into perscnalities" (as one member put
1t). This change recriented the group: whereas previcusly individuals agroup,
and crganizaticnal goals were nicely aligned {i.e., what was goeed for one was
alsc good for the others), now there were conflicts between what was best for
individual team members and what was best for the collective. What began as an
crganizational design task became highly politicizea when the group’s mandate
expanded to include recemmending changes in senicr management roles.

Specific task requirements alsc shifted as the implementaticn date
appreached. The crganizing and writing required to produce a comprehensive
final report differed significantly from the conceptual work members did in
developing their initial framewcrk. In this fast-paced, entrepeneurial
crganization, senicr managers rarely sat down leng encugh to write anything,
let alene & group repert. Preparation of a team report is difficult encugh
when membei's agree about 1ts contentj when they do nots as was the case for the
structure team, it can become nearly impossible. fAnd 1t surely was not
accidental that it was the female members of the structure team who finally
picked up the pieces—-—although with considerable resentment that their
colleagues™ failure to meet their commitments had made that necessary.

The seccnd change in performance conditions was 1n the relation between the
team and the chairman. Once he had given the team i1te i1mitial mandate, Justin
left the team alone to get on with 1ts werk. But then. after the Newport Eeach
retreat, he i1ncreasingly involved himself in the team’s day-to—-day work. Here.,
1n an 1nterview conducted about three months after the structure team’s report

was tinished, 1s how he described his pattern of involvement:
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“It's been benign neaglect throughcut much of the history of the task
force until very recently, when I decided 1t needed toc be a little
less benign. 1 was distant from the task force in the early days.

I got closer to it in Newport Beach, and then I dropped cut again
from then through the completicn of the study work which gave rice
to the document.... Large amcunts of benign neglect were healthy
and useful as long as they knew that their directicn was in
developing stuff--but I had tc be careful about when it was
appropriate for me to come back in and learn what they learned
because 1 had some new perspectives for them.... Now I am feeling
the tactics or the strategy needs more hand helding. Hore time and
attention on my part. I am doing that now. I don’t know, six
menthe from now I may say "Boys they are really in pretty good shape."

Following the retreat, Justin was neither a full member or the group nor an
outside authority. Moreover, his degree of involvement waxed and waned, and in
ways that could not be predicted--or, scmetimes, comprehended, by team members.
This kept the group off balance, and tempted members to lobby directly with him
about matters they were not able toc negotiate successfully within the team.
This temptation was impossible for some members to resist, given the encrmously
high persocnal and pclitical stakes.

Some of Justin’s time with individual team memberc was spent discussing
their cwn leadership abilities, or exchanging views about the strengths and
weaknesses of cther senior managers. While he did not fully delegate the task
of making recommendations about leadership assignments to the team, neither did
he explicitly assume this responsibility himeself. Hie behavior on this matter
was somewhat erratic which. given the sensitivity of the tepic, intensified
conflicts and political dynamics within the team. Most importantly, however.
the change 1n Justin’s rcle tended to undermine members® feeling of autharity.
responsibility, and accountability for their cwn work. Aes Joe reflected:

"It wasn’t cur task toc make the decisions, the way I caw 1t.... In

practically all cases. there was a lot of dialcgue with Tom and I

think that was his intention. The task force was not put together

tc resclve & problem, [with him getting cnlyl a broad brush

overview, and then let 1t get i1mplemented and evaluate us on how 1t

worked cut. Ultimately, he takes responsibility for the whole
process because he is the final arbiter of all decisions. I think
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1t was more of a traiming session for us, he would let us go away

for a week at a time toc see what we could do on cur owns without him

being there."

Thus, Justin 1nitially used his authority to specify desired ends or
cbjectives, leaving decisicns about the means that the team would use to
achieve those cbjectives almost entirely up to the members. Early on, Justin
provided the team with some leeway to interpret 1ts cbjectives, as long as the
team’s recommendations remained aligned with his vision for the company. He
used his authority to make sure that team deliberations fit the strategic
direction and values of Omega Systems. Late in the life of the team, however,
Justin alsc began to exercise authority about means--the details of what the
team was docing and how 1t was deing it. As he intervened more actively in the
day-tc-day decision-making of the team, members viewed their cwn inputs as less
criticaly and tock their own roles on the team less sericusly. As would be
expected from the research literature on team empowerment and self-management
{e.g., Cchen, 1988¢ Hackman, 1986), team members’ feelings of collective
responsibility for the work diminished, and they nc longer felt quite so
urgently that the ultimate fate of the restructuring activity was in their
hands. #And this, of course, made it poassible for other presesing businecss to
take pricrity over structure team work, and for undisciplined behavior to
spread 1n the group at precicely the time in the team’c life when dicscipline
was most needed.

The problems the Omega Systems structure team encountered did not have to
be as destructive as they were toc the team. i1ts work. and 1ts members. If. for
example, members had invested in building the team intc a cochesive unit with
strongs shared norms early i1n 1ts lifes they might have been able tc handle the
tensions that accompanied the subsequent expansicon of the team’s mandate. And

they might have been able to deal more cocherently and competently with Justin’s
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pawerful interventions following the management retreat. But such investments
were not made. Members never tock time to tend to the development of the team
as a performing unit. Such matters did nct seem tc them pressing early in the
group’s life when they most effectively could have been addressed. Things were,
after all, going relatively smocthly back then. Developing the team as a
performing unit was always defervred until "later." When "later" finally did
arrive, 1t was by then toc late for team to recover.

Footnotes

{1] The names of the organizatiocn and the team members have been changed, as
have certain cother details, to protect the ancnymity of the participants.

{21 Richard Hackman participated with me in the research and the feedback
Session.
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