
To create truly high-performing teams, managers should move 
beyond self-managing work teams to fully unlock their employees' 

potential. Here's a look at how some organizations are getting more from 
teams by empowering them. 

Powe ring Up Teams 

BRADLEY L. KIRKMAN BENSON ROSEN 

I t's midnight. It's 15 degrees outside the 
plant we are visiting. Everything around 

our building is dark and desolate. We are in 
W a r s a w . . .  North Carolina. We are eagerly 
awaiting the arrival of a third-shift work team 
in a textile manufacturing plant. Inside the 
building we hear the constant hum of cotton 
spinning machines that were constructed in 
Germany and Italy. The cotton that is made in 
this plant will be shipped to Mexico where 
workers will assemble cotton products such 
as T-shirts and briefs. The finished products 
will be sold in the United States. 

Our task is to interview a third-shift team 
to determine its sense of empowerment.  As 
the members of the team file slowly in, each 
holding an extremely high-caffeine-laced soft 
drink, we brace ourselves for the task at hand. 
The interview starts slowly and uncomfort- 
ably. As the caffeine begins to take effect, our 
team begins to open up. Members sit close 
together, support each other's comments, and 
beam with pride as they talk about previous 
and current team successes. This team pro- 
duces yarn from raw cotton from midnight to 
7:00 A.M. every night in what has to be one of 
the most rural and isolated locations imagin- 
able. And yet, several weeks later, after we 
complete all our interviews with almost 100 
teams in four organizations, we conclude that 
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this is one of the most empowered teams in 
our study. 

What accounts for the high level of team 
empowerment  for teams who work under 
these conditions? In Organizational Dynamics 
since 1972 (volumes 1-27), 15 articles have 
been published on teams and four articles on 
empowerment.  However, no articles have 
examined the interaction of these two impor- 
tant and widely used organizational prac- 
tices--team empowerment. In this article, we 
first describe what it means to be an empow- 
ered work team and what outcomes result 
from empowered teams. We then describe 
the distinction between empowered teams 
and self-managing teams. We go on to discuss 
the components of each of the support sys- 
tems that must  be in place to maximize the 
effectiveness of empowered work teams. Our 
discussion builds on our recent empirical 
research examining the antecedents and con- 
sequences of empowered work teams. The 
study is among the largest and most compre- 
hensive examinations of empowered teams 
conducted to date. The teams in our study 
made yarn, manufactured silicon wafers, and 
processed insurance claims. They were made 
up of men and women of many races, ages, 
and educational backgrounds. The research 
methodology included both traditional, 



quantitative (i.e., survey) measures of the 
variables of interest as well as intact team 
interviews. We also include specific examples 
from our work with other companies using 
empowered teams that were not in our origi- 
nal study such as Conoco Inc., the Houston- 
based energy company, and Motorola. 

WHAT EXACTLY IS AN EMPOWERED 
WORK TEAM AND WHAT DOES IT 
DO? 

Much has been written about the potential of 
work teams to transcend the collective per- 
formance of individual members. We define a 
work team as a group of individuals working 
interdependently toward common goals and 
whose members are mutually accountable for 
task achievement. Well-known management 
expert Peter Drucker notes that the wonder- 
ful music created by a symphony  orchestra 
far exceeds the aggregated talents of the indi- 
vidual musicians. Similarly, a basketball team 
playing together wins more games than could 
be predicted from the statistical profiles of the 
individual players. In organizations, there are 
many examples of work teams that produce 
breakthrough innovations, solve impossible 
problems, achieve new heights of quality, or 
set records for productivity. Theoretically, by 
collective effort, teams can achieve goals far 
beyond the sum of their individual members' 
efforts. In other words, successful teams 
achieve synergy. 

What these winning teams have in com- 
mon is the ability of each group member to 
make his or her teammates better. The 
dynamics of team effectiveness are not always 
obvious to the casual observer. In the basket- 
ball world, the willingness of players to 
engage in self-sacrificing behaviors to put 
their teammates in scoring position are subtle, 
but crucial for team success. Blocking out on 
rebounds, setting picks, and creating screens 
are behaviors that don't show up in the box 
score, but each contributes to team effective- 
ness. In the business world, sharing knowl- 
edge, suggesting contacts, providing 
resources, easing tensions, arbitrating con- 

flicts, and many other subtle acts each enable 
teammates to contribute to their full potential. 
Clearly, the willingness to make personal sac- 
rifices on behalf of team success plays a criti- 
cal part in generating synergy. So does the 
ability to blend the talents, skills, and efforts 
of team members to generate new ideas, solve 
complex problems, politick for external sup- 
port, and implement change. Effective teams 
develop mechanisms to maximize their per- 
formance. 

Like previous studies on teams, our 
research suggests that teams differ in their 
performance. Some are clear winners, others 
muddle along, and still others are outright 
losers. In contrast to previous research, our 
study of teams indicates that a sense of team 
empowerment  is closely associated with team 
effectiveness. Our research suggests that team 
empowerment  is a complex, multidimen- 
sional construct. To better understand 
empowered teams, we studied 100 teams in 
four organizations with varying levels of team 
empowerment.  We learned that empowered 
teams share four experiences: potency, mean- 
ingfulness, autonomy, and impact. 

A Sense of Potency 

Team members who share a sense of potency 
believe in themselves. They exhibit a confi- 
dent, can-do attitude. We have seen dramatic 
examples of potency or confidence in the 
cockiness of world champion basketball 
teams, in the quiet confidence of a team of 
astronauts, and among the management 
teams of new technology start-ups and fast 
companies. 

Teams in our study varied with respect to 
how much potency members felt. How would 
you know a potent team if you saw one? The 
teams that demonstrated a sense of potency 
displayed much more confidence and team 
assuredness in their speech and body lan- 
guage than did teams lacking potency. During 
team interviews, high-potency team members 
sat close to one another, supported each other 
in conversation, and talked about their accom- 
plishments with pride. Potent teams clearly 
knew their capabilities as a team, separate and 
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apart from their individual abilities. Team 
members that lacked a sense of potency spread 
themselves out  around the interview room, 
laughed uncomfortably when asked about 
their accomplishments, and frequently derided 
each other's attempts to answer questions 
about their team. High-potency team members 
talked about "we" and "us"; low-potency team 
members talked about 'T' and "they." 

A Sense of Meaningfu lness  

Teams with a sense of meaningfulness have a 
strong collective commitment to mission. 
They work with a sense of purpose and they 
have an intrinsic caring about their tasks. 
They see their goals as valuable and worth- 
while. From surgical teams to military units, 
from theatrical groups to political protesters, 
and from product development teams to cor- 
porate cost-cutting task forces, these teams all 
share a strong belief in the importance of their 
cause. 

Not all team members in our study found 
their tasks meaningful. Team members who 
did experience a high degree of meaningful- 
ness talked about the inner pride that comes 
from doing their jobs well. They discussed 
times when they helped each other solve com- 
plex problems or meet a deadline. They 
insisted that even the most mundane aspects 
of their jobs are viewed as integral to overall 
team success. These are not surgical team 
members whose intrinsic interest comes from 
saving lives daily. These are teams that spin 
yarn, make silicon wafers, and handle cus- 
tomer complaints. Yet, they recognize the sig- 
nificance of their work. Teams high on the 
meaningfulness dimension of empowerment, 
individually and collectively, experience ordi- 
nary tasks in an extra-ordinary way. 

A Sense of Autonomy 

Autonomy refers to the freedom, discretion, 
and control that teams experience. Team 
members that have the responsibility to estab- 
lish their own work  processes experience 
autonomy. These teams have the freedom to 
allocate resources, seize opportunities, and 



make rapid decisions without  approval from 
on high. In some auto manufacturing opera- 
tions, teams have the authori ty  to halt pro- 
duction for the entire plant. On Wall Street, 
portfolio management teams make billion- 
dollar investments in a matter of minutes. At 
the airport, teams of gate agents, baggage 
handlers, and ground maintenance personnel 
collaborate to get planes out  on time. What 
these teams have in common is the discretion 
to make important decisions. 

Among the teams we studied, we found 
varying amounts of au tonomy across plants 
and organizations. We saw the highest level of 
autonomy in a yarn-making plant. There were 
only three levels at the plant: the general man- 
ager, a very small number  of external team 
leaders, and the team members  themselves. 
The high level of autonomy at this plant led 
the former CEO of this organization to tell us: 
"Pure and simple, the employees  run that 
plant!" Indeed, we saw line-level employees 
problem-solving quality issues with cus- 
tomers, engaging in strategic discussions with 
company management, and taking full con- 
trol of shut-down situations. At most of the 
other facilities we studied, team members 
reported less than full au tonomy experiences. 
Perhaps the difficulty for managers to let go 
remains a key stumbling block on the road to 
empowerment. 

A Sense of Impact 

Impact is experienced when  teams see the 
effect of their labors on other stakeholders. A 
design team experiences impact when it 
attends a focus group discussion and hears the 
reaction of potential customers to its newest 
creation. On the shop floor, a production team 
experiences impact when it reviews quality 
data for the past week  Human  resource man- 
agers develop a sense of impact from the com- 
ments of employees to their new flexible ben- 
efit plan. Feedback from internal and external 
customers contributes to a sense of impact. 

In our study, teams varied with respect to 
their knowledge of customer impact. While 
many of the teams received regular feedback 
from internal customers, other  teams had 
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EXHIBIT 1 : THE FOUR DIMENSIONS OF 
TEAM EMPOWERMENT AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP TO 

TEAM EFFECTIVENESS 

I pOT NO, 

AUT°.°.y / 
absolutely no sense of their impact on cus- 
tomers outside the organization. Team mem- 
bers who did experience a sense of impact 
talked about how knowing their customers 
and getting feedback made their work more 
important to them. One team member, who 
had recently been hired away from a more 
traditional work environment, said that in her 
old job "it was easy to let things slip by and 
lose interest when we didn't know our cus- 
tomers." In her new job on an empowered 
team, that same worker stated, "My pride is 
on the line; I don't  want  my customers th ing  
ing I'm up here just trying to get by. I want 
them to know I'm doing a good job." 

Exhibit 1 shows the four dimensions of 
our team empowerment  model. The double- 
sided arrows in our diagram imply that the 
four dimensions of team empowerment  are 
likely to be mutually reinforcing. For exam- 
ple, if a team's members  experience impact 
by talking to customers about how the team's 
work affects them, they are likely to care 
more about their tasks (i.e., enhanced mean- 
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ingfulness) and develop a better sense of the 
team's capabilities (i.e., a heightened sense of 
potency). When team members experience 
potency, they are also more likely to take on 
additional responsibilities and desire higher 
levels of discretion. Thus, the team empow- 
erment dimensions exhibit a dynamic inter- 
play of powerful team experiences that will 
likely lead to higher and higher levels of team 
effectiveness. 

The double-sided arrows between the 
four dimensions of empowerrnent and team 
effectiveness also imply a reciprocal relation- 
ship. For example, we have learned that 
teams that develop greater levels of potency 
are also more likely to be effective. However, 
higher team effectiveness will also generate 
greater potency experiences. In short, mem- 
bers on teams fresh off successful perfor- 
mances will develop stronger beliefs in their 
team's capabilities. As our diagram implies, 
these reciprocal relationships are likely to 
hold for all four dimensions of team empow- 
erment and team effectiveness. 



Exhibit 2 shows the level of team empow- 
erment in each of the organizations in our 
study. Not surprisingly, even within the same 
facility, teams differed in the degree to which 
they felt empowered. And, as we will see 
shortly, external leaders saw clear differences 
in the effectiveness of teams reporting to them. 
In summary, we refer to work teams that 
develop a sense of potency, meaningfulness, 
autonomy, and impact as empowered work 
teams. Regarding the outcomes of empowered 
teams, our research shows that empowered 
work teams are organizational winners. They 
are more productive, more proactive, and 
more capable of providing excellent customer 
service. Moreover, empowered work teams 
share a very strong esprit de corps. Collec- 
tively, empowered team members report very 
high levels of job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, and commitment to their teams. 

Before turning to what it takes to create 
empowered teams, we briefly discuss the key 
differences between empowered teams and 
another widely used organizational structure: 
self-managing teams. 

EMPOWERMENT VERSUS 
SELF-MANAGEMENT: 
WHAT'S THE DIFFERENCE? 

In contrast to his earlier thinking, Drucker has 
recently cast doubt on the staying power of 
work teams, and specifically self-managing 
work teams, in industry. He makes this argu- 
ment not because he believes that teams are 
not right for industry, but because he believes 
that they are too limited in their use. It is just 
this reasoning that led us to begin to think 
about what might lie beyond existing models 

EXHIBIT 2: TEAM EMPOWERMENT LEVELS OF 
ORGANIZATIONS IN OUR STUDY 

ORGANIZATION TEAM EMPOWERMENT 
and LOCATION LEVEL 

Fortune 50 Insurance 
Organization, High 

Southwestern United States 

Fortune 50 Textile 
Manufacturer, 

Southeastern United States 

Plant A Extremely high 

Plant B Moderately low 

High-Technology Silicon 
Wafer Manufacturer, Moderate 

Southeastern United States 

Small Textile Manufacturer, 
Southeastern United States 

Plant A Low 

Plant B Moderately low 

Plant C Low 

Plant D Low 

WINTER2000  53 



of team effectiveness such as self-managing 
work teams. While research has demon- 
strated that self-managing teams have strong 
effects on employee satisfaction and commit- 
ment, only modest effects (or none at all) have 
been found for productivity. What might 
account for these mixed findings? 

We found several factors that may 
explain Drucker's concern about the staying 
power of self-managing work teams. First, we 
found that self-management is a necessary, 
but not sufficient, condition for empower- 
ment. Self-management is synonymous with 
only one of the four dimensions of team 
empowerment: autonomy. In fact, some use 
the terms self-managing teams and autonomous 
teams interchangeably. As we noted, it is very 
important for team members to experience 
autonomy, but they must also experience 
potency, meaningfulness, and a sense of 
impact to feel fully empowered. Our analyses 
revealed that potency, meaningfulness, and 
impact enhance team outcomes beyond the 
effects of autonomy alone. 

We also observed that some self-manag- 
ing work teams are swimming upstream 
against a very strong current. When leader- 
ship styles, production/service systems, 
human resource policies, and organizational 
social structures all pose significant obstacles 
to team effectiveness, even highly empow- 
ered work teams risk becoming entangled in 
the corporate seaweed. At the extremes, 
empowered work teams caught in the under- 
tow of micromanagement, inflexible produc- 
tion or service schedules, centralized human 
resource practices, and disempowering social 
structures risk drowning in corporate bureau- 
cracy---exactly as Drucker predicted. 

For example, in our work with the small 
textile manufacturer, we saw the company 
embrace the concept of teams on the surface. 
Through employee interviews, however, we 
discovered that team leaders did not encour- 
age teams to take control of their work, noth- 
ing had changed in the way employees were 
being rewarded or appraised, and team mem- 
bers did not feel that they could obtain 
resources or information necessary to be 
high-performing. One frustrated team mem- 
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ber exclaimed, "Nothing has really changed 
around here. It's the same old people doing 
the same old thing. They're just calling it 
something different." In our view, the com- 
pany had implemented a very narrow ver- 
sion of work teams without regard to the 
larger organizational context. Those who 
have implemented and led teams over the 
past two decades might have seen greater 
benefits had they broadened their conceptu- 
alization of what  a high-performing team is 
and what is required to support these types of 
teams. We next describe aspects of the orga- 
nizational context that are crucial for helping 
teams reach full power. 

WHAT DOES IT TAKE TO BECOME AN 
EMPOWERED TEAM? 

Given the dramatic differences be tween 
empowered  work teams and their less 
empowered  counterparts, it is an organiza- 
tional no-brainer to power up teams-- to  cre- 
ate the conditions where teams experience a 
sense of empowerment. Indeed, some organi- 
zations have already embraced the concept of 
empowered  work teams. For example, AES 
Corporation, a global electricity company 
based in Arlington, Virginia, uses empowered 
teams in facilities located all over the world. 
Chairman Roger Sant explains, "[The employ- 
ees] have total responsibility for decisions. 
They are accountable for results. What they 
do every day matters to the company  . . . 
every AES person is a mini-CEO." 

In addition to the organizations in our 
original study, we assessed the level of team 
empowerment  and examined how it was 
developed in other organizations including 
Motorola, Conoco, and Genencor Interna- 
tional (an Eastman Chemical Company joint 
venture with Finland-based Cultor and one of 
the largest biotechnology companies in the 
world). One of the more impressive examples 
of empowered teams that we have seen was 
in our visit to a Motorola microchip-making 
plant in the Philippines. With team names 
such as the Last Maverick, Path Finder, 
Revival X, and Be Cool, the Filipino teams 



have been consistent finalists (appropriately 
referred to as the "Magic 10") in Motorola's 
worldwide team recognition program, the 
Total Customer Satisfaction (TCS) showcase. 
Winning teams are flown, all expenses paid, 
to locations such as Disney World in Florida 
to display and discuss examples of how they 
achieve breakthrough results. Team accom- 
plishments are regularly reported in an in- 
house quarterly magazine. As a result of this 
"publicity," teams at other Motorola facilities 
around the world can learn about and incor- 
porate these valuable team ideas. As one 
member stated, "When teams first started 
here, members were not that close. But when 
we went to the U.S. and won [the TCS], mem- 
bers felt like brothers and sisters, and this 
family feeling has remained ever since." 
Indeed, that kind of success works to enhance 
feelings of empowerment ,  which in turn 
breeds even higher levels of excellence. 

Like the companies discussed above, 
organizations often engage consultants to 
reengineer work processes and capture team 
synergies. Typically, the rollout of organiza- 
tional efforts to install empowered work 
teams begins with visionary statements by 
top management,  the formation of work 
teams, team-building exercises, and a variety 
of efforts to establish team identity, including 
the creation of team names like those at 
Motorola and the development of team mis- 
sion statements. At Genencor International, 
team mission statements are exhibited on the 
walls as a constant reminder of the team's 
purpose and goals. The companies we 
worked with also emphasized the importance 
of involving employees from the very begin- 
ning of the transition. Instead of traditional 
supervisors, managers are encouraged to play 
the role of coach or facilitator. At Conoco's 
LiquidPower TM flow improver plant in Bryan, 
Texas, associates (not employees) produce 
material that increases the flow of crude oil 
through pipelines. The few managers in the 
plant are called "resources" and they are 
expected to act not like supervisors, but more 
like advisers and coaches to fully unleash the 
"power" in empowered teams. Paul Chomka, 
plant manager, explains, "Everybody in the 

plant reports to the plant manager. You can't 
get any flatter than that." Are these changes 
enough to empower work teams? 

According to our research, sustaining 
empowered work teams requires much more. 
The success of empowered work teams 
requires realignment of leader roles, produc- 
tion and service responsibilities, human 
resource management policies, and the social 
structure within the organization. Anything 
less than comprehensive organizational 
realignment risks undermining team empow- 
erment. We provide examples of actions 
taken in each of these areas in Exhibit 3. 

David Nelson, manager of worldwide 
organizational development and director of 
Conoco University, the internal training and 
development arm of Conoco, told us, "Get- 
ting empowered teams is not easy. It takes a 
commitment from all levels of the organiza- 
tion to succeed. Every day I hear new stories 
about how our teams have provided innova- 
tive solutions and breakthrough results that 
would not have been possible without truly 
empowered employees." Next, we discuss the 
specific changes needed to get teams to full 
power. 

LEADERSHIP 

Leading empowered work teams requires 
managers to rethink their philosophies of 
management. For decades, managers viewed 
their roles as planning, motivating, evaluat- 
ing, and rewarding the work of their subordi- 
nates. Given that managers were ultimately 
accountable for the performance of their 
direct reports, it is not surprising that many 
managers were quite proactive in setting 
goals, delineating work processes, and closely 
monitoring individual and group perfor- 
mance. However, empowering work teams 
requires a 180-degree shift in philosophy and 
behavior. Leaders of empowered teams must 
play the role of coaches and facilitators, help- 
ing teams define tasks, structure activities, 
and monitor their own progress. 

Relinquishing power and control does 
not come easily for many leaders. Some view 
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the transfer of responsibilities to teams as sim- 
ply losing power. As a result, many of the 
changes surrounding the transition to work 
teams may  end up being directed solely at 
team members. At Levi Strauss, an adopter of 
work teams in the early 1990s, word leaked 
out that "some managers don't like having 
sewing-machine operators challenge their 
authority." 

At some of the companies we visited, it 
seemed that supervisors were expected to 
become team leaders who would "know what 
to do when  the time comes." One team leader 
we spoke to reinforced our observations by 
stating, "Teams are really something we 
brought in for the employees. None of us 
really think it's something that was brought 
in to improve or change what we do." 

Alternatively, many leaders cognitively 
accept the importance of changing their 
modus operandi and are willing to do so, but 

they lack the skills and experience required. 
Becoming a team leader requires a careful bal- 
ancing act--team leaders need to know when 
to step in and, more importantly, when to get 
out of the way. Organizations need to estab- 
lish the equivalent of coaching clinics or 
workshops designed to help leaders build the 
skills needed to empower and support work 
teams. From our observations, providing 
leaders with their own mentors and coaches 
seems to help. Assuring leaders that, rather 
than losing power, they actually gain power 
as they are freed to pursue more strategic 
(and thus more visible) activities is important. 
Without gaining the trust and support of 
leaders, empowerment  efforts are handi- 
capped from the start. 

Specifically, our research discovered sev- 
eral leader behaviors that are associated with 
high levels of team empowerment.  Those 
behaviors include: 

EXHIBIT 3: ORGANIZATIONAL LEVERS OF TEAM EMPOWERMENT 

External Leader Behavior 
1. Make team members responsible and accountable 
for the work they do. 
2. Ask for and use team suggestions when making 
decisions. 
3. Encourage team members to take control of their 
work. 
4. Create an environment in which team members set 
their own team goals. 
5. Stay out of the way when team members attempt 
to solve work-related problems. 
6. Generate high team expectations. 
7. Display trust and confidence in the team's abili- 
ties. 

Production/Service ResponsibiliUes 
1. The team sets its own production/service goals 
and standards. 
2. The team assigns jobs and tasks to its members. 
3. Team members develop their own quality stan- 
dards and measurement techniques. 
4. Team members take on production/service learn- 
ing and development opportunities. 
5. Team members handle their own problems with 
internal and external customers. 

6. The team works with a whole product or service, 
not just a part. 

Human Resource Management System 
1. The team gets paid, at least in part, as a team. 
2. Team members are cross-trained on jobs within 
their team. 
3. Team members are cross-trained on jobs in other 
teams. 
4. Team members are responsible for hiring, training, 
punishment, and firing. 
5. Team members use peer evaluations to formally 
evaluate each other. 

Social Structure 
1. The team gets support from other teams and 
departments when needed. 
2. The team has access to and uses important and 
strategic information. 
3. The team has access to and uses the resources of 
other teams. 
4. The team has access to and uses resources inside 
and outside the organization. 
5. The team frequently communicates with other teams. 
6. The team makes its own rules and policies. 
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• Generating high team expectations. 
• Creating an environment in which 

team members set their own team goals. 
• Encouraging team members to take 

control of their work. 
• Staying out  of the way when team 

members attempt to solve work-related prob- 
lems. 

• Displaying trust and confidence in the 
team's abilities. 

• Holding teams responsible and 
accountable for the work its members do. 

At both of the Fortune 50 companies in 
our study, managers are not allowed to 
become team leaders until they have com- 
pleted extensive training programs designed 
to teach coaching and facilitating behaviors. 
Both companies contracted with external 
training firms initially to deliver the training 
until sufficient numbers of internal company 
trainers were certified to train in-house. 
Training sessions included role playing, 
behavioral modeling, and the use of video- 
tapes and simulations to transfer the training 
of the new behaviors required. In contrast, at 
the silicon wafer manufacturer and the 
smaller textile producer (with lower levels of 
team empowerment), we saw little in the way 
of supervisor training. Again, managers were 
expected to learn "on the fly" the necessary 
skills to make the transition from traditional 
supervisor to coach. 

Our findings suggest that managers can- 
not be expected to simply start behaving dif- 
ferently because they are told they are now in 
a team-based organization. Those companies 
willing to invest in education have a much 
greater chance at successful empowered 
teams. Those who do not invest have almost 
no chance. Our findings are in-line with 
much that has been written about successful 
transitions to self-managing work teams. 
Descriptions of coaching behaviors have 
included allowing team members to manage 
themselves, enhancing the problem-solving 
skills of teams, and not undermining team 
authority. Because we view empowered 
teams as much broader than self-managing 
ones, we think these skills are even more cru- 
cial in empowered teams. Those leaders that 

exhibit the skills identified here will have a 
much greater chance of creating empower-  
ment  experiences for their teams than those 
who  do not. 

At Genencor International and Conoco, 
team leaders receive quite a bit of training 
before they are "thrown in" to a coaching or 
facilitating role. Genencor has been using 
empowered  teams in its U.S. facilities since 
1991 and has since expanded their use to sites 
in Belgium and Finland. A Finnish team 
leader we spoke to emphasized the impor- 
tance of leading by example: "I would never 
ask anyone to do something I wouldn ' t  do. 
The team members have to trust me and I 
have to trust them." At Conoco, leaders 
receive a large amount of training up front, 
and, as one manager put it, "It's like getting 
four years of training in 18 months, but  we 
believe in the benefits of intensive training." 
Conoco also advocates the concept of "felt 
leadership." Chomka, the Bryan, Texas, plant 
manager explains that "everyone at Conoco 
has the ability to lead and is expected to lead 
at certain times." Chomka also added that 
such a system invites positive "push back," or 
the expression and resolution of conflicting 
ideas that are so important to unleashing the 
innovative power of empowered teams. 

Production/Service Responsibilities 
Line-level operating systems can either rein- 
force or drain team empowerment. The total 
quality management (TQM) movement was 
a catalyst for organizations to redesign oper- 
ating systems and procedures. Continuous 
improvement,  the mantra of TQM, required 
individuals and teams to take responsibility 
for solving quality problems throughout the 
organization. In order to respond quickly, 
employees  needed ready access to a full 
range of quality indicators. Fortunately, 
breakthroughs in information technology 
provided an easier means for furnishing 
rapid feedback. Organizations that embraced 
TQM seized the opportunity to transform 
operating procedures and systems, increas- 
ing the flow of information across the organi- 
zation. 
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When operating systems readily provide 
data on productivity, quality, and customer 
service, teams can monitor their performance, 
diagnose problems, and make adjustments. 
Similarly, when operations include built-in 
coordinating systems permitting integration 
across functional boundaries, teams experi- 
ence greater autonomy and control. Con- 
versely, teams at the mercy of operating sys- 
tem constraints are sapped of their sense of 
empowerment. 

Teams that we studied at Plant A of the 
Fortune 50 textile manufacturer had produc- 
tion responsibilities that far exceeded the 
other manufacturing plants in our s tudy 
(including Plant B which had, surprisingly, 
implemented teams at the same time as its sis- 
ter plant). The move to empowered  teams 
now allows employees complete control over 
the yarn-making facility. Team members 
rotate the responsibility for job assignments 
and coverage when  anyone is absent or in 
training. Team members spend an average of 
three days in training each month. One team 
leader explained, "Our team members know 
the value of training. They don't  moan or 
complain when someone is upstairs in train- 
ing. They know that person will bring new 
skills back to the floor, and they're willing to 
take up the slack until that person gets back. 
And they are intensively cross-trained for sit- 
uations just like this." 

Organizational changes in operating sys- 
tems must be accompanied by corresponding 
changes in control systems for empowerment  
efforts to succeed. Knowing about problems 
is a necessary but  hardly a sufficient condition 
for increasing organizational effectiveness. 
Individuals must also have the authority to 
act quickly to resolve quality problems. For 
example, visitors at the Texas Conoco plant 
were stunned to see team members take 
action to solve an automation problem during 
a recent plant tour. One observer explained, 
"People came out of nowhere, nobody gave 
any orders, there was no supervision, every- 
one did the work that needed to be done, and 
when they were finished they all went back 
to their normal routine. And the most impres- 
sive part was that no one at Conoco seemed 
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to think it was that big of a deal! What would 
have taken most facilities two or three hours 
to fix took only about 20 minutes." 

Roger Sant, chairman of AES, echoes the 
Conoco example by stating, "We want people 
to take ownership of the whole--the way you 
care about your house. You run it; you keep it 
up; you fix it. When something goes wrong, 
you own the problem from start to finish. And 
nobody has to tell you to do it because the 
responsibility is all yours." For some teams, 
action may involve negotiations with internal 
and external suppliers, designers, and pro- 
ducers. In other instances, immediate action 
may be needed to resolve customer concerns. 
As the Conoco example above shows and 
Sant confirms, control systems must provide 
teams with the authority to respond to prob- 
lems rapidly and decisively. 

In another example, the shrill whistle of a 
team member's pager interrupted our inter- 
view at the yarn-making facility of the Fortune 
50 company. We stopped the interview while 
the member responded to the message. The 
member made the call on a speaker phone in 
the interview room. When the problem was 
communicated to the team, the entire team 
called the customer who had originally called 
in with a complaint. Once reached, the irate 
customer notified the team that she had 
received a yarn shipment of incorrect size (i.e., 
the diameter of the yarn was larger than 
ordered). We observed the team "huddling" 
in response to this unexpected problem. 
Through a series of decisive phone calls, the 
team acquired raw material from a different 
team in another part of the plant, scheduled 
several periods of overtime, and assured the 
customer in a subsequent call that the correct 
size yarn would be delivered in a matter of 
days. In order for the team to satisfy this cus- 
tomer (and as a result experience true 
empowerment) ,  organizational control sys- 
tems had to be in place that allowed the 
acquisition of raw materials and the schedul- 
ing of overtime. Such an event clearly demon- 
strated the "power" in an empowered team. 

In the Fortune 50 insurance company, cus- 
tomers are no longer moved from claims per- 
son to claims person as had been done in the 



past. The company completely reengineered 
its information technology system to allow 
empowered  claims teams to handle every 
aspect of a customer problem or request. 
Team members now have the power to solve 
customer problems. Instead of being respon- 
sible for just a small part of the service, claims 
teams now experience higher levels of 
potency, meaningfulness, autonomy, and 
impact as a result of their job redesign. As one 
employee put  it, "I like knowing that our 
team can really help our customers and their 
families. There's no more passing the buck 
here. If we can't solve it, it can't be solved. 
And I don't  think there's ever been a problem 
this team couldn't solve." 

Teams are embedded in a larger organi- 
zational framework. When the framework 
includes production/service responsibilities 
that facilitate and support  ownership and 
control, team empowerment  is strongly rein- 
forced. Our  findings suggest that team 
empowerment  experiences are more likely 
when production and operation systems 
require teams to: 

• Set their own production standards 
• Develop and monitor their own qual- 

ity standards and measurement techniques 
• Take on production/service learning 

and development opportunities 
• Handle their own problems with inter- 

nal and external customers 
• Work with a whole product or service, 

not just a few elements. 

Human Resource Management Policies 

Can work  teams be trusted to internally 
assume human resource management func- 
tions? Some organizations have delegated 
important human resource decisions to 
teams. In many instances, teams screen appli- 
cants and select new members. In the Texas 
Conoco plant, associates do all the hiring. 
Prospective new hires are evaluated, not so 
much on skills as on behavior. Plant manager 
Chomka adds, "Empowered teams are not 
right for everyone. We can train people on the 
skills but  we 're  looking for people who 'fit' 
with our empowered  system. No one can 

assess that better than our associates." A 
Genencor International team member in the 
United States echoed this by stating that "peo- 
ple want to work in a company that reflects 
their values so they will want to be a part of it. 
That way, it won't compromise you." 

Once new members are on board, teams 
take responsibility for orienting them to team 
norms and processes. In addition, some teams 
provide both informal and formal training for 
each other. And teams in many organizations 
are charged with creating their own proce- 
dures for evaluating individual contributions, 
recommending rewards for deserving team- 
mates, and sanctioning free riders. For exam- 
ple, Conoco's commercial marketing team 
based in Houston, Texas, was given a budget 
and then developed a process for allocating 
their own salary. Sixty percent of compensa- 
tion is based on meeting team goals while the 
remaining 40 percent is allocated for individ- 
ual goals. "We wanted to send a signal that 
team goals have a higher priority than indi- 
vidual ones," commented team member, Jim 
Hamilton. 

Commercial marketing team members 
also developed the performance appraisal 
process, which takes customer feedback into 
account, and the specific content items for 
their own peer appraisals. Team members 
provide each other with direct, face-to-face 
feedback in team appraisal sessions. Hamilton 
adds, "It took a while to get used to getting 
such direct feedback from peers. We struggled 
at first, but have become much more comfort- 
able with the process over time. Keeping our 
eye on the overall success of the team, rather 
than our own personal success, helped 
tremendously." Commercial marketing's team 
champion (Conoco's name for a high-level 
team sponsor), Bob Stone, states, "The perfor- 
mance evaluation system, because it was 
developed by the team itself, has been very 
effective at motivating all of the team mem- 
bers." Taking ownership of the human 
resource management function provides 
teams an important source of internal control. 
It heightens team perceptions of potency, 
meaningfulness, and autonomy---core dimen- 
sions of empowerment. 
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Our research showed that the following 
human resources policies are linked to higher 
levels of team empowerment: 

• Team-based reward systems 
• Cross-training of team members on 

jobs within their team 
• Cross-training of team members on 

jobs in other teams 
• Responsibility for hiring, training, 

punishment, and firing 
• Peer evaluations. 
The Fortune 50 Plant A facility has moved 

exclusively to team-based pay. Each week, all 
team members  take home exactly the same 
amount of money based on the performance 
of the team as a whole. While some would 
argue that both team and individual compen- 
sation should be included in team-based 
organizations, management (in conjunction 
with employee  task forces) adopted a total 
team-based pay structure. The organization 
wanted to send a strong signal to existing 
employees and potential new hires that team 
members are expected to carry out tasks with 
the welfare of the team as their primary con- 
c e r n .  

Did doing away with individual pay and 
incentives cause grumbling among high per- 
formers and company stars? "Yes," says plant 
management.  The general manager com- 
mented, "We did lose a few of our strongest 
producers to our competitors and that both- 
ered me at first. But after seeing other good 
producers sharing and helping their team- 
mates and after seeing our numbers recover 
and even go up after falling at first, I was con- 
vinced that team pay was the way to go." 
Tying team performance to take-home pay 
increases team empowerment  by enhancing 
potency experiences. Team members can see 
the results of their performance in a concrete, 
measurable way. As one Motorola team mem- 
ber in the Philippines put it, "When we win, 
we all win. When we fail, we all fail. That's 
what teamwork means here." 

Team members at the Fortune 50 insur- 
ance company play a role in recruiting, select- 
ing, and training new employees. As many 
team members as possible interview prospec- 
tive new hires depending on their work- 
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related duties. Such a practice might be a little 
intimidating at first for some potent ial  
employees, as some recent hires confirmed. 
However,  both the existing team members 
and new hires feel that this is the best way to 
give prospective employees a realistic job pre- 
view in a team-based organization. One team 
member commented, "I like having a say in 
deciding who works here. I feel like we are 
the best ones to judge who will fit in here and 
who will be best for the team." And there are 
other benefits. Chairman Roger Sant 
describes AES's hiring process as one in 
which "teams interview candidates, and there 
are multiple meetings in which they try to get 
the sense of the person and whether he or she 
will be comfortable in the AES environment." 
Letting team members hire also has a 
dynamic effect on the new hires themselves. 
AES CEO Bakke commented,  "I am always 
amazed at how well some people who have 
just been hired understand what we are 
doing and how well they manage to spread 
the news." 

Extending employee empowerment  
experiences to the human resources function 
allows employees more autonomy, adds 
meaning to their jobs, and lets members 
have a visible impact on their team and 
organization as a whole. However ,  of the 
four factors that enhance team empower-  
ment experiences, we found that organiza- 
tions struggled the most with human 
resources policies. Regarding hiring, disci- 
pline, and firing, these organizations were 
quick to point out the need to balance their 
excitement over empowerment  with confor- 
mance to employment  labor laws and the 
decisions set forth by the National Labor 
Relations Board (NLRB). Regarding team 
pay, one manager stated, "People started to 
doubt  this team thing when  the changes 
began to affect their paychecks. Our people 
went wild. They couldn't  believe that they 
would have to rely on nine other people for 
their take-home pay." The concerns 
expressed by these managers are real. In Fin- 
land, for example, tight union restrictions 
prevented Genencor International from 
aggressively moving to team-based pay. 



There are legal issues yet unresolved regard- 
ing how much control can be exerted by 
employees over fellow team members. Some 
employees  in the companies we visited 
exerted a tighter form of control than might 
have been present in a traditional, supervi- 
sor-led work environment.  In any change 
effort, pay and evaluations systems are 
"where  the rubber meets the road." Resis- 
tance will be most evident in these types of 
changes. However,  there are ways to over- 
come these roadblocks. 

For example, team members at Motorola 
struggled initially with peer evaluations. 
Team members told us that the Filipino cul- 
ture, in general, does not promote direct con- 
frontation, especially in the workplace. To 
give someone negative feedback in front of 
other people in a team setting has the poten- 
tial to generate feelings of shame and loss of 
dignity on the part of the recipient. H o w  did 
the team members handle this cultural "bar- 
rier" to empowered teams? "We give feed- 
back more indirectly," one team member  
explained. "We give examples without  
names, and the people know who they are." 
If direct feedback is a must, it is normally 
done on a one-to-one basis rather than 
openly in a team meeting as would be the 
case in Motorola facilities in the United 
States. We observed that Filipino employees 
at Motorola were quite adept at making small 
adjustments to managerial practices while 
retaining the overall spirit (and, more impor- 
tant, the impact) of empowered teams. A sim- 
ilar situation existed at Genencor's Finland 
operation. One team leader explained that 
"there are traditional boundaries in the 
Finnish culture that make it hard for us to 
give each other honest feedback. These are 
breaking down slowly over time here in 
Genencor because we understand how 
important it is to the overall success of 
empowered teams." 

Keeping in mind these difficulties, com- 
panies that have radically changed human 
resource systems to support  team-level per- 
formance have benefited most from 
extremely high levels of team empowerment  
and, in turn, team effectiveness. Finding ways 

to address the roadblocks creatively will be 
key and, of course, there will be no one right 
answer for every organization. 

Social  Structure 

Organizations are political entities. Every 
effective politician knows the importance of 
understanding the needs of his or her con- 
stituents, networking with others, cultivating 
support,  tapping valuable information 
sources, forming coalitions, and building 
consensus. Organizational politics requires 
many of the same skills. Teams embedded in 
a hospitable political climate have the oppor- 
tunity to strengthen their sense of empower- 
ment. 

Our research indicates that political cli- 
mates differ across organizations. When the 
political climate encourages sharing of 
resources, building coalitions, and working 
cooperatively toward common goals, teams 
readily find sources of support and assistance 
for reaching their objectives. When the politi- 
cal climate is "cutthroat," team effectiveness 
can be seriously undermined.  According to 
our study, aspects of the social structure that 
enhance team member  empowerment  expe- 
riences include: 

• Support from other teams and depart- 
ments 

o 
tion 

o 

teams 

cies. 

Sharing important  strategic informa- 

Access to the resources of other teams 
Frequent communication with other 

Team development  of rules and poli- 

In our work with team-based organiza- 
tions, we have heard complaints about how, 
rather than improving the flow of communi- 
cation and coordination across organizations 
(which, in theory, teams are designed to do), 
teams create mini-empires that divide rather 
than integrate. Without a proper social struc- 
ture, this is exactly the result one would 
expect when employees are broken up into 
small groups, given names and separate areas 
of responsibility, and even encouraged to 
compete with other teams. 
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In the organizations we studied with 
high levels of team empowerment,  efforts 
were taken at the organizational level to rein- 
force superordinate (i.e., organizational) goals 
and open communication channels. In the 
insurance company, a few members of each 
team in the organization also belonged to 
what the company called "bridge" teams--  
also known as "ring" or "linking" teams. 

Bridge teams are composed of members 
from different teams that must  integrate 
their efforts and are charged with facilitating 
communication and coordination among 
their teams. In our observations of bridge 
team meetings, we saw team members seek- 
ing creative ways to share information and 
supporting each other. Our research indi- 
cates that access to other teams' resources 
and a high degree of interteam communica- 
tion is critical to forming team empower-  
ment  experiences. Team members have to 
know that they can get the "stuff" to get 
things done even if it means occasionally 
calling in political favors and IOUs from 
other teams (not unlike the earlier example 
of the resolution of the customer complaint 
in the yarn-making plant). At Motorola, for 
example, individual teams come together 
every quarter to share team progress and get 
feedback from other teams. Such meetings 
build effective communication, cut down on 
unhealthy interteam conflict, and keep team 
members focused on bigger issues. In the 
Fortune 50 textile organization, team mem- 
bers have access to the company's financial 
status and competitive information at a 
moment 's  notice. In organizations of the 
past, such sharing was considered inappro- 
priate and possibly even dangerous. Open- 
ness with regard to big picture information is 
critical for team empowerment .  Sharing 
information signals top management  trust 
and helps teams align their decisions with 
organizational priorities. As one team leader 
explained, "We used to only discuss our 
strategy and competition in management  
meetings. Some of that might have trickled 
out to the floor, but keeping it quiet was just 
part of the culture around here. We found 
out that our associates were not only inter- 
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ested in this information, but now see it as an 
important part  of the whole team experi- 
ence." Our s tudy findings show that creating 
a social structure at the organizational level 
that regularly shares information, provides 
team resources, and encourages cooperation 
across teams goes a long way to foster team 
empowerrnent. 

ARE EMPOWERED TEAMS 
RIGHT FOR EVERY COMPANY, TEAM, 
AND TASK? 

In response to whether teams are always fight 
for every situation, the answer is unequivo- 
cally "no." Just as with self-managing work 
teams, organizational decision makers will 
want to weigh the costs and benefits of imple- 
menting empowered  teams. Every organiza- 
tion we studied was clear about the long-term 
investment needed  to move ahead with 
empowered teams. In addition, all our data 
came from permanent  work teams. We did 
not examine management teams, cross-func- 
tional teams, project teams, or virtual teams. 
There are certainly conditions under which 
empowered teams might be less appropriate. 
Before deciding on empowered teams, man- 
agers and employees  must get answers to 
important questions regarding organization, 
team, and individual factors. Exhibit 4 con- 
tains some of the more important questions 
we identified in our research. 

At the organization level, managers 
should understand the system requirements 
necessary for a change to empowered work 
teams. Assessments will have to be made 
regarding top management  commitment, 
organizational resource availability, goal clar- 
ity, information technology capabilities, 
change strategies, anticipated boundaries of 
team empowerrnent,  and the flexibility to 
allow the team empowerment  system to 
change and grow based on team member 
input. At the team level, managers should 
ascertain the permanency of teams, resource 
availability, the nature of the team's tasks, the 
degree of likely interteam cooperation and 
coordination. At the individual level, man- 



EXHIBIT 4: DIAGNOSTIC QUESTIONS TO ASSESS 
APPROPRIATENESS OF EMPOWERED TEAMS 

ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL 

1. Is the organization fully committed to aligning all 
management systems with empowered work teams 
including leader behaviors, team-based rewards, and 
open access to information? 

2. Will top management support such a change and 
the requisite system changes? 

3. Does the organization have sufficient resources to 
invest in significant training and development for both 
managers and employees? 

4. Is human resources ready/equipped to commit to 
changes in pay systems and performance manage- 
ment systems and to give up control over traditional 
selection and evaluation functions? 

5. Are organizational goals and the expected results 
from empowered teams clearly specified? 

6. Will the organization share strategic/competitive 
information and have systems (e.g., an enterprise- 
wide information system) accessible to empowered 
team members? 

7.Does the organization have a plan to 
manage the transition including timetables for the 
transfer of managerial responsibilities and known 
boundaries or limits on the level of team empower- 
ment expected or desired? 

8. Will the organization support continued monitor- 
ing and adjustment of team empowerment imple- 
mentation by team members (or as Chris Argyris 
states, will the "do your own thing--the way we tell 
you" mentality prevail)? 

TEAM LEVEL 
1. Are the teams designed to be long-term, perma- 
nent work teams? 
2. Will the teams have access to the resources they 
need for high performance? 
3. Will team members carry out interdependent tasks 
(i.e., tasks that require a high degree of coordination 
and communication)? 
4. Are team tasks complex and nonroutine in nature? 
If not, can the tasks be enlarged or enriched to get 
optimal benefits from team empowerment? 
5.Can systems be designed to facilitate a high 
degree of interteam coordination? 

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL 
1. Will employees be receptive to, and benefit from, 
cross-training? 
2. Do employees have the necessary maturity levels 
to effectively carry out peer evaluations, selection and 
discipline decisions, conflict management, and other 
administrative tasks? 
3.Are employee ability levels currently sufficient 
for handling increased responsibility and, if not, 
will increased training result in appropriate ability levels? 
4. Do employees intended for empowered teams 
have appropriate personality characteristics such as 
high growth needs, preferences for autonomy, pref- 
erences for teamwork, a high tolerance for ambigu- 
ity, flexibility, and an internal locus of control? 
5. Will employees be open to examining their own 
behavior in the context of empowered teams? 

agers must decide whether employees will 
benefit from and use cross-training, are 
mature enough to handle increased responsi- 
bility such as peer evaluations, have the nec- 
essary ability levels to assume managerial 
tasks, have personality traits consistent with 
empowered teams, and are open to examin- 
ing and changing behavior in light of the 
requirements of team empowerment. 

If the answer to a majority of the ques- 
tions in Exhibit 4 is "yes" (or if the organiza- 
tion can transition itself in order to answer yes 
to most of the questions), then empowered 
teams will likely be right for the organization, 
the teams, and the individuals. If the answer 

to most of the questions is "no," empowered 
teams are probably not right for your organi- 
zationmat least not right now. One of the 
strongest pieces of advice we can give to man- 
agers and employees is to be very leery of 
anyone who insists teams are right for your 
company when there has been no attempt to 
gather detailed information about the organi- 
zational context or the tasks that employees 
do. Consultants who "sell teams" as their 
wares will only make money if you "buy" 
teams. Many of the failures of self-managing 
and empowered teams can probably be 
attributed to implementing them when the 
situation does not call for teams or when 
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there is not adequate organizational support 
or systems alignment. 

Clearly, some tasks are better suited to be 
carried out by individuals in a more tradi- 
tional work environment. Examples include 
tasks that do not require employee interde- 
pendence or highly routine tasks that do not 
involve a high degree of decision-making dis- 
cretion. Managers must also determine the 
"readiness" of their organizations for working 
in empowered teams. It is much better to find 
out that empowered teams are not right for 
your organization before significant invest- 
ments are made rather than after the money 
has been spent. 

Levi Strauss spent millions of dollars in 
installing work teams in the early 1990s. In 
1993, after morale and productivity plunged, 
Levi Strauss called in Sibson & Company,  a 
Princeton, New Jersey, consulting firm, to 
analyze the problems. Their conclusion? Start 
over--from scratch. Ralph Pollard, a former 
Levi's manufacturing manager, stated, "We 
created a lot of anxiety and pain and suffering 
in our people, and for what? We bet the farm 
on team manufacturing, but  the whole sys- 
tem wasn't ready to take advantage of it." 
Levels of stress, infighting, and personal 
threats became so intense at a Tennessee 
plant that Levi's stationed an off-duty sher- 
iff's deputy at the plant's front entrance. Levi 
Strauss learned a hard lesson about  work 
team implementation. Much of the difficult 
and important work is done before teams are 
implemented. And employees must be 
involved every step of the way. Levi's experi- 
ence further reinforces the importance of 
aligning organizational systems behind 
empowered work teams. 

PIECING TOGETHER THE 
EMPOWERMENT PUZZLE 

To overcome many of the problems associ- 
ated with teams, we recommend that man- 
agers take a much broader view of teams than 
the label "self-managing" might suggest. Our 
study findings suggest that getting teams to 
reach optimal performance levels requires 
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much more than handing over the manage- 
rial reins to the team and getting out of the 
way. In addition to giving teams more free- 
dom and discretion, team members must 
believe in their team's capabilities, find mean- 
ing in their team's tasks, and fully realize the 
impact that their team's work has on cus- 
tomers if they are to become truly high-per- 
formance teams. 

Our findings also suggest that creating 
the conditions for empowered work teams to 
survive and thrive is a complex and chal- 
lenging assignment. As Conoco's Chomka 
put it, "I don't believe you ever actually finish 
implementing empowered teams. As soon as 
we get to where we think we should be, we 
redefine the vision, it becomes more com- 
plex, and we keep changing and growing as 
our market demands." Adds Conoco Univer- 
sity director, David Nelson, "The success of 
our teams is really a testament to both the 
team leaders, who had the courage to let go 
and trust, and the team members that have 
embraced not only increased autonomy but 
increased accountability as well." One team 
member from Conoco's commercial market- 
ing team also commented,  "Some days it 
would just be easier to have a boss--but  
those days are far outnumbered by the ones 
when I feel a real sense of pride in what we 
accomplished as a team without direct super- 
vision." 

In summary, teams need supportive 
leaders who will trust them to make impor- 
tant decisions, celebrate their successes, and 
learn from their mistakes. Leaders must take 
on the roles of coaches, teachers, and advis- 
ers, helping teams to set high expectations 
for themselves and working hard to fulfill 
them. Production/service responsibilities 
and the systems that support them must be 
aligned with empowerment  concepts, pro- 
viding teams with coordination mecha- 
nisms, access to internal and external cus- 
tomers, and rapid feedback on a full range of 
quality indicators. Teams must receive train- 
ing and support  to manage many of their 
human resource management  functions 
internally. Empowered teams function best 
in a political climate that stresses resource 



sharing, consensus building, and coopera- 
tion in achieving meaningful organizational 
goals. 

As CEO Bakke of AES states, "[Our struc- 
ture] is like an ecosystem. Everything about 
how we organize gives people the power and 
the responsibility to make important deci- 
sions, to engage with their work as business- 

people, not as cogs in a machine." And as one 
of the team members in Genencor Interna- 
tional's Finnish plant put it, "When people 
are given responsibility, and everyone does 
their share, it's a feeling that you can't explain 
in words." Well said. When all of the pieces of 
the empowerment puzzle fit tightly together, 
teams will be ready to work at full power. 
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