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High Performance Teams: What Makes the Difference?
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During the past number of decades, team structures have produced significant results for
organizations. While there are any number of differences between teams (e.g., composition,
motivation, and leadership), there appear to be differences berween high performing teams and
teams that are not. This content analysis seeks to answer the fundamental question, “What are
the characteristics, features, or aftributes of effectively functioning teams?” While no team is
identical, the following issues represent many of the core components that seem to permeate the
team literature reviewed: collaborative climate, structure and performance, diversity, attitude,
commitment, and environmental strategies. This paper will also reflect on lessons from the
Pygmy society, the uniqueness of process of creating high performing teams, steps to take In
creating and sustaining high performance teams, and maladies and mistakes made when

building these teams.
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During the past number of decades, team structures
have produced significant results for organizations
(Kirkman & Rosen, 2000). Even since the 1980s,
organizations have significantly increased and
improved group and team structure use. By 1997,
Cohen and Bailey found that organizations with
ereater than 100 employees utilized team structures
82 percent of the time. They also found that 68
percent of the Fortune 1000 utilized team structures
of some sort, while Shulman (1996) found that 47
percent of these compames utilized teams. This
increase in teams has since made major contributions
by helping organizations increase efficiency,
flexibility, and performance. Therefore, more
organizations are beginning to utilized work groups
and teams as a part of doing business (Jehns &
Mannix, 2001).

In looking at external pressures, Hoerr (1986)
provided one reason for the increase in team use: the
Japanese. Given their successful manufacturing
processes, American companies have used similar
strategies and, in the process, improving performance
by as much as 50 percent. Katzenback and Smith
(1993) provided four additional suggestions for why
teams tend to work: 1) individuals coming together
bring complimentary skills and experience that
exceed any individual, 2) teams support real-time
problem solving, are more flexible and responsive to
changing demands with greater speed, accuracy, and
awareness than individuals; 3) teams provide a
unique social dimension that enhances the economic
and administrative aspects of work; and 4) teams
have more fun. This was echoed by Hoerr (1986)
who discussed the importance of socio-technical

systems (after watching the Japanese overtake
American manufaciuring practices) and semi-
autonomous  work teams whe had increased
performance up to 30 percent as well. It has also been
hypothesized that individuals, as compared to teams,
are no longer as able to deal with the complexities
and pressures that are best solved using team
structures (Shulman, 1996), structures that require
“multiple skills, judgments, and experiences”
{Katzenbach & Smith, 1993, p. ). According to
Guzzo and Dickson (1996), “ample evidence
indicates that team-based forms or organizing often
brings about higher levels of organizational
effectiveness in comparison with traditional,
bureaucratic forms™ (p. 330).

While there are any number of differences
between teams (e.g., composition, motivation, and
leadership), there appear to be differences between
high performing teams and teams that are not In
looking at commen factors of high performing teams,
Shulman (1996} discussed the importance of shared
norms, shared visions, shared meanings, shared
responsibility, and coordination among group
members. In addition, he explained that shared
experiences, shared understanding, and shared ideas
may also lead to high performance as well. However,
while there are a few examples of common themes
that may pertain to most teams, there are numerous
factors that every team needs to have to be
successful. According to Kirkman and Rosen (2000),
these include a clear purpose, focused goals and
objectives, feedback and measurement mechanisms,
entrance criteria, effective communication practices,
the right types of conflict, rewards and recognition,






