Improving the Bottom-line Through Teamwork and Cooperation

By Phil Landesberg

“Today’s problems come from yesterday’s solutions” – Peter Senge

Especially during today’s challenging economic times, small business owners face many hurdles in getting their businesses to survive and grow.  Their chances for business success are enhanced if all employees are working together effectively to meet customer needs.   Ironically, several prevalent barriers to teamwork and cooperation are caused by commonly accepted management practices that were meant to solve problems of motivation and productivity.  Following is an explanation of existing barriers to teamwork and collaboration, and what business owners can do to remove them.

1. Motivational gimmicks 

Social psychologists have demonstrated that efforts to motivate (i.e., bribe) individuals through incentives (bonuses, awards, etc.) tend to have short-term effects at best and do not improve long-term job performance.  The money spent on these gimmicks is a wasted resource.

Business owners need to provide individuals support (e.g., training needed to do the job, appropriate levels of choice in how their work is performed, meaningful work content, and a chance to collaborate with others) to encourage pride and joy in work.  Clearly identifying how customers benefit from their work supports the natural desire of employees to do a good job.

2. Forced competition between employees and work teams

Relying on the unquestioned but faulty assumption that competition “brings out the best” in individuals and teams has the unintentional and undesirable effect of sub-optimizing workplace performance.  Cooperation towards meeting customer and business needs is subverted and opportunities to share knowledge and innovate are lost.  

Business owners should avoid setting in motion competition among the employees and work teams and instead promote collaboration and learning.

3. Rating and ranking employees and work teams

The performance of employees and teams cannot be measured independently from other work factors.  Grading the performance of employees and teams is not an effective means of feedback; grades are inherently subjective, usually perceived by their recipients as being unfair, and do not provide employees knowledge of how to improve performance.  Using ratings and rankings as the basis for cash awards causes the problems identified with the use of motivational gimmicks.

Business owners should provide specific and timely feedback on job performance and provide training or education required to improve job performance if appropriate.  

4. Performance Accountability
Employees and work teams are mistakenly held accountable for results.  Business success is primarily caused by how well the business is conceived (e.g., feasibility of the business idea) and operated (e.g., manufacturing and servicing practices, management policies), not by how hard or well employees work.  Employees and teams often lack an understanding of how they can best contribute to other employees and other teams to get work done in support of customer needs.  

Business owners need to clearly define and manage key work processes, ensure that each employee knows the desired outcome of their job and how their work benefits others, and avoid blaming common performance problems on employees.  The solution to most business problems requires improving the system of work and more effectively managing the interactions between its components.

Adopting the practices outlined above will provide business owners additional benefits, including reduced stress in the workplace, less use of sick leave, and less resistance to change.  More information on how to effectively use teams and encourage teamwork can be found in The Team Handbook and The Leader’s Handbook, both by Peter R. Scholtes.

Phil will present the following workshop as part of the Kutztown SBDC Business Skills for Success series.

Growing Small Business with Big Ideas

· Small businesses often fail because of faulty business practices

· Working harder but doing the wrong things will not improve performance

· Working smarter requires adopting a new approach to management

· Better practices will improve worker morale, customer satisfaction and profits

Working hard does not guarantee success.  This seminar will impart better management principles and practices to help you improve employee morale and will more effectively focus and direct employees and other resources on meeting customer needs and achieving long-term business success.

Phil Landesberg is a respected educator and consultant in the areas of organizational planning, assessment and improvement.  He uses innovative management principles and practices and over thirty years of experience in improving organizational performance to help organizations achieve long-term success.
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