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The design of work teams 
J. RICHARD HACKMAN 

In an essay written to commemorate the fiftieth anniver
sary of the well-known Hawthorne studies at Western 
Electric Corporation, Harold Leavitt (1975, 76) 
observed: 

Far and away the most powerful and beloved tool of 
applied behavioral scientists is the small face-to-face 
group. Since the Western Electric researches, behavioral 
scientists have been learning to understand, exploit and 
love groups. Groups attracted interest initially as devices 
for improving the implementation of decisions and to 
increase human commitment and motivation. They are 
now loved because they are also creative and innovative, 
they often make better quality decisions than individuals, 
and because they make organizational life more livable 
for people. One can't hire an applied behavioral scien
tist into an organization who within ten minutes will 
not want to call a group meeting and talk things over. 

Leavitt's paper, entitled "Suppose We Took Groups 
Seriously ... ;· raises the possibility that both people and 
organizations would be better off if groups, rather than 
individuals, were the basic building blocks in the design 
and management of organizations. Recent trends in 
organizational practice-such as the increasing use of 

This chapter was prepared as part of a research project on work team 
effectiveness supported by the Office of Naval Research (Organiza
tional Effectiveness Research Program, Contract No. 00014-80-C-0555 
to Yale University). The helpful comments and suggestions of Clay 
Alderfer, Susan Cohen, Russ Eisenstat, Connie Gersick, 
Judith Hackman, and Bill Kahn are gratefully acknowledged. 

quality circles, autonomous work groups, project teams, 
and management task forces-suggest that groups are 
indeed becoming a popular way to get things done in 
organizations. 

While groups can yield the kinds of benefits Leavitt 
discusses, they also have a shady side, at least as they typi
cally are designed and managed in contemporary organi
zations. They can, for example, waste the time and 
energy of members, rather than use them well. They can 
enforce norms of low rather than high productivity 
(Whyte 1955). They sometimes make notoriously bad 
decisions (Janis 1982). Patterns of destructive conflict can 
arise, both within and between groups (Alderfer 1977). 
And groups can exploit, stress, and frustrate their 
members-sometimes all at the same time (Hackman 
1976). . 

Clearly, if Leavitt's vision is to be realized, we must 
expand what we know about how to design, manage, 
and consult to work groups in organizations. There is 
currently no well-tested and accepted body of research 
and theory to guide practitioners in using groups to do 
work, nor do we have a documented record of success 
in using behavioral-science techniques to help groups 
become more effective. 

This chapter assesses what we do know about the 
design and management of work groups, provides a con
ceptual model for integrating and extending that knowl
edge, and offers some action guidelines for structuring, 
supporting, and managing groups in contemporary 
organizations. 
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OVERVIEW 

The chapter is organized in three major sections. We 
begin by assessing the findings from descriptive research 
on group behavior. Research in this tradition seeks to 
generate knowledge about what actually happens in 
groups and to develop generalizations about the associ
ations among various features of the group and its con
text. To explore the implications of descriptive research 
for work-group effectiveness, we use an input-process
output framework. This framework posits that various 
input factors (such as features of the group, its task, and 
its work context) affect group-interaction processes (i.e., 
the interpersonal transactions that take place among 
members), which in turn affect the output of the group. 
Ideally, one should be able to discover how group inter
action mediates between the way a group is set up and 
the results of its work-including its performance effec
tiveness. It turns out, however, that research in the 
descriptive tradition has produced neither a set of empir
ical generalizations sturdy enough to guide managerial 
practice nor interventions that reliably improve group 
performance. 

As an alternative, we next present and discuss a nor
mative model of group effectiveness. This model departs 
from the descriptive approach in two ways. First, the 
focus is on a single (albeit multidimensional) outcome: 
work-group effectiveness. Second, the model identifies 
potentially manipulable aspects of the group (and of its 
work context) that are particularly potent in promoting 
team effectiveness, thereby providing a basis for diag-

nosing the strengths and weaknesses of groups as per
forming units. While based in part on findings from 
descriptive research, the normative model is essentially 
a theoretical statement in which existing knowledge is 
reconfigured to make it more useful in improving work
team effectiveness. 

The final section of the chapter draws out the impli
cations of the normative model and suggests the begin
nings of an action model of group effectiveness. The 
focus here is on what one would actually do to create 
and maintain an effective work team. Beyond its use as 
a guide for designing, managing, and consulting to work 
teams, the action model also provides a means for test
ing and revising the normative model on which it is based 
(i.e., by determining the degree to which changes sug
gested by the normative model result in improvements 
in performance). 

DESCRIPTIVE RESEARCH 
ON GROUP BEHAVIOR 
AND EFFECTIVENESS 

There have been literally thousands of research studies 
of group behavior and performance. The great majority 
of them describe what takes place in various kinds of 
groups or map the empirical associations among varia
bles that characterize a group, its performance context, 
and its products. These studies aim to develop and test 

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT 

Figure 20.1 An input-process-output 
framework for analyzing group behavior and 
performance. (Adapted from J. E. McGrath, 
Social Psychology: A Brief Introduction [New 
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1964], by 
permission of the author.) 

Individual· Level 
Factors 

(e.g., pattern of member skills, 
attitudes, personality 
characteristics) 

Group-Level 
Factors 

(e.g., structure, level of 
"cohesiveness," group 
size) 

Environment-Level 
Factors 

(e.g., group task characteristics, 
reward structure, level of 
environmental stress) 

Time 

Performance Outcomes 

I 
(e.g., performance quality, 
speed to solution, number 
of errors) 

Group - Interaction 
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\ Other Outcomes 

(e.g., member satisfaction, 
group "cohesiveness," 
attitude change, 
sociometric structure) 



generalizations that chart what happens in groups relia
bly, validly, and relatively comprehensively. 1 

A general framework for organizing and systematiz
ing this work has been developed by McGrath (e.g., 1964) 
and is depicted in figure 20.1. The framework classifies 
both input and output variables into three sets: those that 
describe individual group members, those that describe 
the group as a whole, and those that describe the envi
ronment in which the group operates. In principle, all 
relevant variables can be assessed at any two points in 
time (identified in the figure as t1 and t2), making it pos
sible to trace changes in the state of the system over a 
specified time period. 

A key assumption of the framework is that input 
states affect group outputs via the interaction that takes 
place among members. If, for example, a highly cohe
sive group (input at t1) were to perform better on some 
task (output at t2) than a group low in cohesiveness, it 
should be possible to explain the performance difference 
by comparing the interaction processes of the two groups. 
Perhaps members of the cohesive group talked more 
about their work and encouraged each other to work 
hard and quickly. Or perhaps they simply spent more 
time together and used part of that time for extra work 
on the task. Whatever the explanation for this (hypothet
ical) finding, it should be discernible in the group inter
action.2 

Most research and theory in the descriptive tradi
tion shares McGrath's assumption that process mediates 
input-output relationships. This is not surprising: group 
interaction is readily apparent in all groups. It is interest
ing: we know some things about how to study it-and 
besides, something has to mediate between input and 
output states. Yet, as will be seen below, the input
process-output paradigm may have misdirected the 
search for useful knowledge about group effectiveness. 
Contrary to what one would hope, the key is not always 
under the lamppost, where the light is brightest. 

Research on group behavior 

Descriptive frameworks such as the one illustrated in fig
ure 20.1 are helpful in organizing, summarizing, and 

l. For an early (but still-useful) review and integration of literature on 
small-group behavior, see McGrath and Altman (1966). Current reviews 
are provided by Hare (1976), McGrath and Kravitz (1982), Davis and 
Hinsz (1982), and McGrath (1983). In addition, a book edited by Payne 
and Cooper (1981) provides substantive analyses of a number of differ
ent types of groups commonly used in organizations (e.g., policy
making groups, project groups, negotiating teams, and so on). 
2. 1t is, of course, necessary to select an appropriate time interval and 
to focus on the most important aspects of interaction process if this 
kind of analysis is to be successful. These decisions often are far from 
straightforward. 
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integrating empirical research on group behavior. And 
a review of the links and categories in this framework 
reveals that we have learned quite a bit about group 
behavior over the last few decades. For example, we now 
have a reasonably good understanding of the patterns 
of group process that are typical of various kinds of 
groups. Several useful descriptive models of the group
development process have been based on these findings. 3 

The input-process link in the framework also has received 
a good deal of research attention, with special emphasis 
on the effects of group composition variables (i.e., group 
size and the attributes of group members). 4 Research on 
process-outcome relationships has emphasized the 
impact of group interaction on the attitudes, beliefs, and 
behaviors of individual group members, and the ways 
that interaction shapes the outcomes of group decision 
making and problem solving. 5 

A great deal of research has been done on input
output relations in small groups. These studies have exa
mined the effects of many different input variables on 
the subsequent behavior and attitudes of individual 
members, on changes in the state of the group as a social 
system, and on group performance outcomes. While 
input-output studies have not turned out to be as cumu
lative as group researchers had expected (see McGrath 
and Altman 1966), some important findings and insights 
have emerged. 6 

3. Research describing group interaction and charting it over time 
stemmed primarily from the Bales (1950) method for coding group 
interaction. For a description of the current, multiple-level version 
of the Bales observational methodology, see Bales and Cohen (1979); 
other methods for describing group process are reviewed by Hare (1982, 
chaps. 1-4). Croup-development models are reviewed by Hare (1976, 
chap. 4) and Tuckman (1965). 

4. For an early but still-cogent review of findings on size-process rela
tionships, see Thomas and Fink (1963). For the seminal work on group 
composition and member compatibility, see Schutz (1958). The rela
tionship between member personality and behavior in groups is ex
plored in detail by Bales (1970). 

5. For an overview of group influences on individuals in organizations, 
see Hackman (1976). Literature on the way group interaction can re
sult in "choice shifts" (i.e., choosing riskier or more conservative courses 
of action following group discussion) is reviewed by Myers and Lamm 
(1976). An overview of research on group decision processes is provided 
by Nagao, Vollrath, and Davis (1978). Janis (1982) provides a histori
cal analysis of the effects of group interaction on policy decisions. 
Finally, a program of research showing how solutions gain credence 
and eventual acceptance as a function of what transpires in group dis
cussions is summarized by Hoffman (1979b). 

6. For example, Steiner (1972) has developed an informative set of 
models showing how the effect of group size on group productivity 
depends on the kind of task being performed. In the decision-making 
area, Davis and his colleagues (e.g., Davis 1973; Stasser and Davis 1981) 
have devised and tested sophisticated quantitative models that show 
how the prediscussion preferences of group members (in interaction 
with other variables) combine to determine both decision outcomes 
and members' postdiscussion preferences. McGrath (1983 chap. 6) 
reviews input factors that influence group performance on problem
solving and intellective tasks. 
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Two characteristics of input-output research on 
group behavior merit special note, as they have poten
tially important implications for the development of an 
action-oriented model of group task effectiveness. First, 
the relationships obtained appear to depend substantially 
on the properties of the group task being performed. 
Findings for one type of task often turn out not to hold 
for groups working on different kinds of tasks. 7 Second, 
while research reports typically discuss how group-inter
action process may mediate input-output relationships, 
they usually do so inferentially-that is, by specifying 
what members may have done, or logically had to have 
done, to account for the results. Rarely has the mediat
ing role of group process been assessed empirically. More
over, few substantive findings have emerged that are 
useful as guides for creating and maintaining effective 
work teams (Hackman and Morris 1975). 

How are we to understand these gaps in the group
performance literature? Has the high cost of conduct
ing process studies dampened the interest of researchers 
in examining input-process-performance relationships? 
Or have the serious methodological problems that per
vade this kind of research8 so compromised its findings 
that one cannot be sure what has been found? While 
these possibilities are credible, the problem may run 
deeper, as will be seen below. 

Implications for team effectiveness 

If we had a robust set of generalizations that allowed 
us to predict, on the basis of prior assessments of input 
and process variables, how well a group would perform, 
then we should be able to translate these generalizations 
into prescriptions for the design and management of 
work teams. This is exactly what some scholars and prac
titioners mean by "applied social science": collecting the 
products of basic research and theory and using them 
as action guides in the world of practice. It is an invit
ing view of the relationship between scholarship and 
practice, and if I could have written this chapter in 
accord with that view I would have been tempted to do 
so. 9 It would have been a relatively straightforward task 
of summarizing what has been learned in research on 

7. For an excellent typology of group tasks and a summary of what 
has been learned about group behavior and performance for each of 
them, see McGrath (1983). 

8. For example, choosing the proper categories for coding interaction, 
devising appropriate analytic models for making sense of interaction 
patterns, and dealing with inconsistencies in the behavior of groups 
across tasks and settings (Hackman and Morris 1975, 56-61). 

9. A good attempt to do this for group behavior, and one that ac
knowledges the limitations of such an approach, is provided by Hoff 
man (1979a). 

group behavior and then using those summaries to gener
ate guidelines for action. 

Unfortunately, the research literature previously 
reviewed suggests that such an undertaking would not 
be very fruitful. For one thing, existing generalizations 
about group behavior are neither strong enough or sta
ble enough to serve as guides for managerial practice. 
The generalizability of our findings appears to be quite 
low, and we do not have a good understanding of what 
is responsible for the seeming instability of our results 
across tasks and settings (Vidmar and Hackman 1971). 

Moreover, when research has revealed statistically 
reliable associations between group effectiveness and var
ious input or process variables, those associations have 
tended to be relatively weak or highly dependent on a 
particular task and situational context. A manager might 
think twice before making a significant group or orga
nizational change in hopes of realizing a barely discern
ible improvement in team effectiveness. 

Finally, some of the variables that have been shown 
to relate to group performance (e.g., certain aspects of 
group-interaction process or the cultural milieu within 
which the group operates) are not useful as points of 
intervention in designing and managing teams. In some 
cases, change of the variable is impractical (it would take 
a long time, for example, to modify the overall culture 
of an organization). In others, the focal variable itself 
is more a sign than a cause of performance problems. 
As will be seen, this is the case for certain aspects of group 
interaction process. 

The bulk of this chapter is devoted to an alterna
tive, explicitly action-oriented approach to analyzing the 
performance of work groups in organizations. Before 
proceeding, however, it may be worthwhile to look a little 
more closely at the reasons why the descriptive-empirical 
approach has not given rise to an applied social psychol
ogy of group effectiveness. We will give special atten
tion to (1) the variables typically chosen for study in 
group effectiveness research, and (2) how group
interaction process typically is conceived and measured. 
In these discussions we will find some clues to guide the 
development of a normative model of team effectiveness. 

THE CHOICE OF VARIABLES 

A great deal of research on small groups has been con
ducted in the experimental laboratory. It is sometimes 
argued that laboratory research, because of its inherent 
artificiality, is not useful in understanding organizational 
phenomena. That argument is misplaced: when appro
priately conceived and executed, laboratory research can 
generate powerful tests of conceptual propositions
including propositions about organizational phenomena 
(Weick 1965). The trick is to be sure that the phenomena 
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of interest are actually created in the laboratory, and to 
make the right decisions about what variables to 
manipulate (or measure), what variables to control, and 
what variables to ignore (Runkel and McGrath 1972). 

Laboratory studies of groups have tended to focus 
on personal and interpersonal variables and to hold con
stant or ignore contextual variables. Indeed, laboratory 
researchers learn quickly that one had better control vari
ables such as the group task, experimenter-subject rela
tionships, reward-system properties, and the demand 
characteristics of the setting where the research takes 
place. Not to do so is to invite these variables to over
whelm the more subtle intra- or interpersonal 
phenomena one is attempting to study. 

The major contextual influence in the laboratory, 
then, is the experimenter: it is he or she who decides 
where the study will be conducted, recruits the subjects 
and forms them into groups, selects and assigns the group 
task, chooses what rewards will be available and admin
isters them, provides groups with the information and 
resources they need to do their work, and establishes the 
basic norms of conduct for the research setting. In all, 
the experimenter serves as a powerful context for the 
group and (if expert in his or her role) makes sure that 
all groups are treated as nearly the same as possible. 

Thus, in the interest of good experimental practice, 
some of the variables that may most powerfully affect 
what happens in groups are fixed at constant levels, 
thereby making it impossible to learn about their effects. 
By contrast, the approach to work-group effectiveness 
presented in this chapter gives special emphasis to the 
design of groups as performing units, and to their rela
tions with their organizational contexts-an emphasis 
also seen in many state-of-the-art action projects involv
ing work teams in organizations (e.g., Poza and Markus 
1980). 

THE ROLE OF GROUP PROCESS 

Developing usable knowledge about group performance 
may require some changes in how we deal with group 
interaction process-in research (by going beyond 
descriptions of whatever interaction happens to develop 
naturally in work teams), in intervention (by reconsider
ing the viability of process as an intervention target), and 
in theory (by reconceptualizing the role of process in the 
causal chain that links input and output states). These 
three possibilities are explored below. 

The descriptive emphasis. When social psycholo
gists study group interaction, they typically focus on 
group processes that develop naturally, without direct 
process interventions. When competently done, these 
studies help us understand how groups function in the 
laboratory or field settings where the data were collected. 
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But what if the kinds of group processes typically 
observed were dysfunctional for group task effectiveness? 
Perhaps most groups operate in ways that minimize the 
frequency of anxiety-arousing episodes but, in the pro
cess, avoid difficult task problems. Or perhaps group 
members generally are not very adept at coordinating 
their efforts or at drawing out and using each other's 
task-relevant knowledge and skill. 

If this were the case, descriptive studies would docu
ment the dysfunctionality of group interaction, scholars 
would conclude that group process serves mainly to 
impair group effectiveness, research attention would 
focus on understanding the nature and extent of "pro
cess losses" in task-oriented groups, and interventionists 
would try to help groups solve their process problems. 
And, in fact, this is approximately what has happened 
in social psychological research on group performance. 

Consider, for example, Steiner's (1972) model of 
group process and productivity, which is probably the 
most widely accepted way of thinking about process
productivity relationships. Steiner posits that the actual 
productivity of a group is equal to its theoretical poten
tial productivity (i.e., what would be achieved if all 
existing resources were optimally used) minus inevita
ble losses due to group process. No provision is made for 
any "process gains" that might result from the interac
tion among group members. 

Few social psychological studies have addressed the 
possibility that groups might perform better if members 
worked together in ways that differ from typical inter
action patterns. Argyris (1969) argues that this is a seri
ous failure of social psychological theory. To develop 
knowledge useful in creating effective work teams, he 
suggests, it may be necessary to move beyond descrip
tive research to a more normative and action-oriented 
approach-attempting to create and test novel patterns 
of group interaction, ways members can work together 
that not only reduce process losses but also foster syner
gistic process gains. 

Usefulness as a point of intervention. Although 
process interventions are not often employed in social 
psychological research on group performance, they are 
quite popular in consultative work with groups-for the
oretical reasons certainly (see Cooper 1975), but also 
because process difficulties present themselves so vividly. 
It is easy to see wasted time and effort, dysfunctional 
conflict among members, and a variety of other process 
problems when observing a group that is having trou
ble with its work. And it may be very difficult for an 
interventionist to pass up the opportunity to provide con
sultative help with such problems. 

A fairly extensive literature has developed on the 
effects of process interventions as a consultative tool. 
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These studies probe the effects of a wide variety of in
tervention techniques, including eclectic process consul
tation, systematic role negotiation, training in 
group-relations skills, and the use of structured proce
dures that minimize spontaneous group interaction. 10 

Research findings on the efficacy of process interventions 
can be roughly summarized as follows: 

1. Interventions that focus directly and primarily 
on the quality of relationships among members 
usually succeed in changing member attitudes, 
sometimes affect behavior in the group, but have 
no consistent effects on group performance effec
tiveness (for reviews, see Friedlander and Brown 
197 4; Kaplan 1979; and Woodman and Sherwood 
1980). The same appears to be true for structured 
techniques aimed at improving group creativity. 11 

2. Interventions that structure group interaction to 
minimize opportunities for "process losses" do 
improve team effectiveness for certain kinds of 
groups and tasks (Green 1975; Stumpf, Zand, and 
Freedman 1979). Like the rules of parliamentary 
procedure, such interventions aim to (a) limit the 
amount of spontaneous interaction that can occur 
among members, and/or (b) structure the inter
action that does take place so as to minimize the 
opportunity for dysfunctional group processes to 
develop. Indeed, in the Delphi technique (Dalkey 
1967; Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson 1975), 
members communicate only through summaries 
of their inputs compiled by a coordinator, 
eliminating the possibility of any spontaneous 
member-to-member interaction. 

In sum, research findings regarding process inter
ventions suggest that structured techniques that mini
mize process losses (or reduce their effects) can be 

10. "Process consultation" is a general term used to describe interven
tions intended to help group members develop new, more task-effective 
ways of working together. In its most flexible form, the consultant and 
the group work together to diagnose the state of the group and to plan 
changes based on that diagnosis (Schein 1969). Four more focused ap
proaches to team development are identified and discussed by Beer 
(1976): (1) goal-setting and problem-solving consultations, (2) assistance 
in improving interpersonal relationships among members, (3) role defi
nition and negotiation, and (4) integrated consultative approaches, 
such as the managerial grid (e.g., Blake and Mouton 1969). Still 
other process interventions involve the introduction of highly struc
tured procedures for doing the work of the group, such as the Nomi
nal Group Technique (Delbecq, Van de Ven, and Gustafson 1975), and 
various creativity-enhancing procedures (for a compilation and review 
of these, see Stein 1975). 

11. The best-researched of these techniques is brainstorming (Osborn 
1957). For evidence on the efficacy of brainstorming, see Dunnette, 
Campbell, and Jaastad (1963) and the review by Stein (1975). 

helpful. On the other hand, interventions that attempt 
to improve the quality of interpersonal relations among 
members or to promote synergistic "process gains" 
appear not to yield reliable improvements in group task 
effectiveness. 

The role of process in the causal chain. The find
ings about process interventions raise some difficult ques
tions about how group interaction relates to team 
effectiveness. Why do process interventions seem to help 
only when they constrain (or highly structure) interac
tion among members? Why do consultations that help 
members relate better to one another not result in more 
reliable or substantial improvements in performance? 
Why do groups plagued with conflict and dissension 
sometimes perform better than those with an abundance 
of warmth and mutual respect among members? What, 
indeed, is the role of group interaction process in trans
forming input states into performance outcomes? 

One way of dealing with these questions is proposed 
in the normative model of group effectiveness to be 
described in the second part of this chapter. As back
ground for that discussion, let us look briefly at two rea
sons why traditional conceptions of group process may 
have muddled understanding about its mediating role. 

1. A basic premise of the input-process-output 
model is that input states affect performance outcomes 
exclusively through their intermediate effects on how 
members interact with one another. This model is so 
ingrained in our thinking about group behavior that it 
is hard to imagine alternatives. Yet there are some alter
natives, as illustrated in parts B and C of figure 20.2. 

Part A of the figure shows the traditional model. The 
alternative in part B suggests that both group process and 
performance effectiveness are consequences of the way 
a group is set up and managed. In this view, groups that 
are well designed and well supported have a better 
chance of achieving excellence in process and in perfor
mance than do groups with poor designs or unsuppor
tive organizational contexts. The quality of group 
interaction would be correlated with group performance 
in this model-but would not determine it. 

Another alternative is illustrated in part C of fig
ure 20.2. Here again, input conditions affect both group 
process and performance, but these variables also have 
reciprocal effects on each other. This model suggests that 
group interaction does mediate the impact of input con
ditions, but also that performance outcomes influence 
group interaction. The latter proposition may seem an 
impossibility, because performance comes later in time 
than the interaction it is said to affect. However, the 
impossibility applies only to short-term, one-shot groups 
of the type run in experimental laboratories. Work 
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Figure 20.2 Three ways of construing input-process-output 
relations in work teams 

groups in organizations typically proceed through mul
tiple performance episodes, even in getting a single piece 
of work done, providing many opportunities for group 
interaction to be affected by how well a group per
forms.12 

Data are not currently available to determine 
whether these alternative perspectives are better 
representations of what happens in task-performing 
groups than the traditional view presented in figure 20.1. 
They do, however, prompt us to think about the deter
minants of group effectiveness in ways that we might 
otherwise overlook. They raise the possibility, for exam
ple, that group interaction may be as useful as an indi
cator of how a group is doing in its work (i.e., as 
diagnostic data) as it is as a point of intervention for im
proving group effectiveness. And the alternative models 
encourage us to search for "input" factors (such as how 
a group is designed and linked to the surrounding or
ganization) that can foster both high-quality group pro
cess and effective task performance. 

2. It may be that we have been looking at the wrong 
aspects of group process and examining them at the 

12. Reflection on one's own experience in groups that are failing 
("through no fault of ours!") or that are succeeding beyond anyone's 
expectation ("we must be charmed!") will provide some nonscientific 
evidence for the existence of a performance-to-process causal link. 
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wrong level of analysis. When consultants or managers 
address the interaction process of a group, they usually 
focus on the interpersonal transactions that take place 
within the group: who is talking with whom (or not 
doing so), who is fighting with whom, who is pairing 
up with whom, and so on. Such interpersonal behaviors 
can tell a trained observer a great deal about social and 
emotional issues that are alive in the group, including 
issues driven by unconscious forces as well as those of 
which members are aware (see, for example, Colman and 
Bexton 1975). 

If, however, we are interested in group effectiveness, 
it may be more appropriate to focus on those aspects of 
interaction that relate directly to a group's work on its 
task. It should be possible, for example, to assess whether 
a group is using the energy and talents of its members 
well (rather than wasting or misapplying them), and to 
determine whether the group interaction develops and 
expands (rather than diminishes) members' performance 
capabilities. Other ways group interaction contributes 
to task accomplishment also can be imagined and also 
are worthy of exploration. But whatever aspects of in
teraction are examined, it seems highly advisable to ex
amine them at the group (rather than the interpersonal) 
level of analysis and to emphasize the task (rather than 
the social and emotional) significance of what happens. 13 

Conclusion. Group interaction provides the stage 
on which many dramas are played out, from political 
intrigues to romantic encounters. Our present focus on 
task effectiveness does not deny the multiple purposes 
served by group interaction, but it does direct our at
tention to two aspects of group process that are particu
larly useful in understanding and influencing group 
performance. 

First, interaction process can serve as an indicator 
of how, and how well, a group is proceeding with work 
on its task-a window through which one can view the 
group as it does its work. One can assess, for example, 
the level of effort the group is applying to the task, the 
amount of knowledge and skill members are bringing 
to bear on it, and the task-appropriateness of the strate
gies they are using in carrying out the work. As will be 
seen later, such data turn out to be very useful in iden
tifying the special strengths and weaknesses of a group 
as a performing unit, and in guiding interventions in
tended to help a group improve its performance. 

Second, group interaction is a potential source of 
"group synergy." Synergy among members results in 
group outcomes that may be quite different from those 

13. We must recognize, nonetheless, that among the influences on task
focused interaction are the social and emotional dynamics that occur 
among members. 
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that would be obtained by simply adding up the contri
butions of individual members. Synergistic contributions 
can be either positive (e.g., development of a creative way 
of working that transcends some of the limitations in a 
group's performance situation) or negative (e.g., a fail
ure of coordination within the group so severe that no
body knows what he or she is supposed to be doing). 
Whatever their direction, synergistic effects have their 
roots in group-interaction process, and therefore attempts 
to alter their direction or potency necessarily will involve 
attention to how members relate to one another as they 
work together. 

Summary 

Descriptive research on group behavior has provided a 
good general understanding of what takes place in 
groups that perform tasks, and has generated a reason
able set of findings about the empirical associations 
among various input, process, and output variables. Re
search in the descriptive tradition has been less success
ful, however, in generating knowledge that can be used 
to design and manage work teams. In exploring the rea
sons for this failure, we have unearthed some leads that 
may be helpful in developing an alternative, more action
oriented approach to work-team effectiveness. 

That approach will be laid out in the next section 
of this chapter. It gives special attention to the basic de
sign of groups that do work and to their relationships 
with the organizational contexts in which they function. 
It moves group-interaction process from center stage to 
a supportive (but still important) role. Overall, the ap
proach is normative rather than descriptive, emphasiz
ing those factors that can be used to improve 
performance effectiveness, rather than focusing on 
descriptions of how groups actually behave in various 
circumstances. 

A NORMATIVE MODEL 
OF GROUP EFFECTIVENESS 

The model of work-group effectiveness described in this 
section is an attempt to bridge between understanding 
group behavior (the province of the descriptive approach 
just reviewed) and doing something to improve it (the 
topic of the final section of this chapter). 14 The intent 
of the normative model is to identify the factors that most 
powerfully enhance or depress the task effectiveness of 

14. The work of Cummings (e.g., 1978, 1981) on the design and 
management of work groups from a sociotechnical-systems perspec
tive has much in common with what is presented here, although it 
comes from a rather different intellectual tradition. For an overview 
of that tradition, see Trist (1981). 

a group and to do so in a way that increases the possi
bility that constructive change can occur. This requires 
that the variables used in the model be powerful (i.e., 
they make nontrivial differences in how a group per
forms), potentially manipulable (i.e., it is feasible to 
change them in an organization), and accessible (i.e., 
people can understand them and use them). Moreover, 
they must be arranged sensibly: the model is not a 
naturalistic chronological description of what leads to 
what as a group goes about its work; yet if it is to be 
useful, it must be plausible. 

That is a reasonably tall order, and if we are to have 
a chance of filling it, we must be very clear about both 
the kinds of groups to which the model applies and what 
we mean by "group effectiveness." 

Scope of the model 

DOMAIN 

The normative model focuses exclusively on work groups 
in organizations. This means that the model applies only 
to (1) real groups (that is, intact social systems complete 
with boundaries and differentiated roles among mem
bers); (2) groups that have one or more tasks to perform, 
resulting in discernible and potentially measurable group 
products; and (3) groups that operate within an or
ganizational context. 

This turns out to be a fairly inclusive statement. The 
model would apply, for example, to a group of execu
tives charged with deciding where to locate a new plant, 
a team of rank-and-file workers assembling a product, 
a group of students writing a case assigned by their in
structor, a health-care team tending to the needs of a 
group of patients, and a group of economists analyzing 
the budgetary implications of a proposed new public 
policy. 

Nonetheless, many sets of people commonly referred 
to as "groups" are excluded. Social groups are out (no 
task), as are reference groups (not an intact social sys
tem), coacting groups (i.e., people who may report to the 
same manager but who have their own, individual tasks 
to perform-no group task), and freestanding groups (no 
organizational context). 

This statement of domain may seem relatively 
straightforward, but it often is difficult to determine 
what is a "real" group, a "group task," and an "organiza
tional context." For a detailed and more formal discus
sion of these issues, see Hackman (1983). 

GROUP EFFECTIVENESS DEFINED 

In conducting experiments on group performance, 
researchers try to select tasks for which it is relatively 
easy to tell how well a group has performed: one can 



count the number of right answers, or measure how long 
it takes the group to finish, or see if the group solved the 
problem correctly. For teams in organizations, effective
ness criteria are more complex. Most organizational tasks 
do not have clear right-or-wrong answers, for example, 
nor do they lend themselves to quantitative measures that 
validly indicate how well a group has done its work. 
Moreover, one needs to be concerned about more than 
raw productivity or decision quality when assessing 
groups in organizations. Unlike participants in labora
tory experiments (who come in, do the task, and go 
home), members of work groups and committees usually 
continue to relate to one another long after the group 
task is completed; what happens in the work group can 
substantially affect their willingness (and their ability) 
to do so. 

For these reasons, we use three criteria to assess team 
effectiveness. The first deals with the actual output of 
the group, the second with the state of the group as a 
performing unit, and the third with the impact of the 
group experience on individual members. 

l. The productive output of the work group should 
meet or exceed the performance standards of the 
people who receive and/or review the output. If 
a group's output is not acceptable to its "clients" 
and/or to managers charged with evaluating its 
performance, then it cannot be considered effec
tive. An effectiveness criterion that relies explicitly 
on assessments made by organization members 
or clients (rather than on "objective" indexes of 
performance) was chosen for two reasons. First, 
reliable and valid objective criteria are available 
for only a small proportion of work teams in or
ganizations; to deal only with those teams would 
restrict radically the domain of the model. In ad
dition, what happens to a group and its mem
bers usually depends far more on others' 
assessments of the group's output than on any ob
jective performance index (even though such as
sessments may be based, in part, on whatever 
objective measures happen to be available). 15 

2. The social processes used in carrying out the work 
should maintain or enhance the capability of 
members to work together on subsequent team 
tasks. Some groups operate in such a way that the 
integrity of the group as a performing unit is de
stroyed; the group "burns itself up" in the pro
cess of performing the task. Even if the product 

15. There are, however, occasions when it may not be sensible to rely 
on client assessments of a group's output. Consider, for example, a sit
uation in which the legitimate clients of the group are seriously dis
turbed, ethnocentric, or competitive with the group. The very meaning 
of "good performance" under these circumstances is problematic. 
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of such a group is acceptable, it would be diffi
cult to argue that the group has been a fully ef
fective performing unit. 

3. The group experience should, on balance, satisfy 
rather than frustrate the personal needs of group 
members. If the primary effect of group mem
bership is to keep individuals from doing what 
they want and need to do, or if members' pre
dominant reactions to the group experience are 
disgust and disillusionment, then the costs of 
generating the group product, at least those borne 
by individual members, are probably too high. 

The inclusion of social and personal criteria in a 
definition of effectiveness is a departure from tradition
as is the use of system-defined (rather than researcher
defined) assessments of a group's output. Yet the criteria 
themselves require neither extraordinary accomplish
ment nor exemplary social processes. All that is neces
sary is output judged acceptable by those who receive 
it, a team that winds up its work at least as healthy as 
when it started, and members who are at least as satis
fied as they are frustrated by what has transpired. The 
challenge for researchers and practitioners is to develop 
ways of understanding, designing, and managing groups 
that help them meet or exceed these modest standards 
of team effectiveness. 

The basic proposition 

The normative model presented in the pages that fol
low rests on the validity of one key proposition. If this 
proposition is valid (and if its implications are appropri
ately developed), it should be possible to explain why 
some groups perform better than others, to assess the 
strengths and weaknesses of specific groups in organiza
tions, and to determine what needs to be done to help 
a group become more effective. 

Specifically, it is proposed that the overall effective
ness of work groups in organizations is a joint function of 

• The level of effort group members collectively ex
pend carrying out task work, 

• The amount of knowledge and skill members 
bring to bear on the group task, and 

• The appropriateness to the task of the perfor
mance strategies used by the group in its work. 16 

16. For example, a group might decide to divide itself into two sub
groups, each of which would do part of the overall task, with the final 
product to be assembled later. Or it might choose to free associate about 
task solutions in the first meeting, reflect for a week about the ideas 
that came up, and then meet to draft the product. Or it might decide 
to spend considerable time checking and rechecking for errors after 
learning that its client cares a great deal about product quality. All 
of these are choices about task performance strategy. 

______________________________________________ _J 
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We will refer to effort, knowledge and skill, and per
formance strategies as process criteria of effectiveness. 
They are the hurdles a group must surmount to be ef
fective. To assess the adequacy of a group's task processes, 
then, we might ask: Is the group working hard enough 
to get the task done well and on time? Do members have 
the expertise required to accomplish the task, and are 
they using their knowledge and skill efficiently? Has the 
group developed an approach to the work that is fully 
appropriate for the task being performed, and are they 
implementing that strategy well? 

Answers to these questions provide diagnostic data 
about a group's strengths and weaknesses as a perform
ing unit, and they should enable us to predict with some 
confidence a group's eventual performance effectiveness. 
But, as strongly implied by research on interventions that 
focus exclusively on improving group processes, direct 
attempts to manipulate a group's standing on the pro
cess criteria (e.g., by exhortation or instruction) are likely 
to fail. 

A more promising approach is to design and man
age a group so that task-effective group processes emerge 
naturally. Several features of the group and its context 
can potentially lead to improvements in a group's level 
of effort, its application of member knowledge and skill, 
and the appropriateness of its task performance strate
gies. In particular, we will examine the impact of the 
following three classes of variables on each of the pro
cess criteria: 17 

• The design of the group as a performing unit: the 
structure of the group task, the composition of the 
group, and group norms that regulate member be
havior 

• The organizational context of the group: the re
ward, education, and information systems that in
fluence the group, and the material resources that 
are put at the group's disposal 

• Group synergy resulting from members' interac
tions as they carry out the task18 

Throughout, we will emphasize aspects of group de
sign, context, and synergy that foster both high-quality 
task behavior and eventual team effectiveness. After com
pleting this analysis, we will explore ways of assessing 
the standing of a group on the variables in the norma-

17. For simplicity, feedback loops among classes of variables in the 
framework (e.g., how the organizational context may change in re
sponse to a team's level of effectiveness) are not shown or discussed here. 

18. As applied to group behavior in this chapter, ''synergy" refers to 
group-level phenomena that (1) emerge from the interaction among 
members, and (2) affect how well a group is able to deal with the 
demands and opportunities in its performance situation. 

tive model, and speculate about the implications of the 
model for the creation and management of work teams 
in organizations. 19 

Conditions that support effort 

Group members are most likely to work hard on their 
task if (1) the task itself is motivationally engaging, (2) 
the organizational reward system provides challenging 
performance objectives and reinforces their achievement, 
and (3) interaction among members minimizes "social 
loafing" and instead promotes a shared commitment 
among members to the team and its work. These fac
tors are illustrated in figure 20.3 and discussed below. 

DESIGN OF THE GROUP 

We would expect a group to work especially hard on its 
tasks when the following conditions are met: 

• The group task requires members to use a variety 
of relatively high-level skills. 

• The group task is a whole and meaningful piece 
of work, with a visible outcome. 

• The outcomes of the group's work on the task have 
significant consequences for other people (e.g., 
other organization members or external clients). 

• The task provides group members with substan
tial autonomy for deciding about how they do the 
work-in effect, the group "owns" the task and 
is responsible for the work outcomes. 

• Work on the task generates regular, trustworthy 
feedback about how well the group is performing. 

If a group task meets these criteria, it is likely that 
members will experience their work as meaningful, they 
will feel collectively responsible for the products they cre
ate, and they will know, on a more or less continuous 
basis, how they are doing. And, extrapolating from 
Hackman and Oldham's (1980, chap. 4), model of in
dividual task motivation, a group task with these proper
ties should result in high built-in motivation for a group 
to try hard to do well (see, for example, Wall and Clegg 
1981). 

This emphasis on the group task runs counter to 
traditional wisdom about motivated work behavior. One 
often hears managers report that some group is "filled 
with lazy [or hard-working] people," or that group mem
bers "have a norm of not working very hard [or of al
ways giving their best]." It is true that people have 

19. Some of the material that follows is adapted from Hackman and 
Oldham 1980, chaps. 7-8. 



THE DESIGN OF WORK TEAMS 325 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
CONTEXT 

A reward s~stem 
that provides 1-- PROCESS CRITERIA 
changing objectives OF EFFECTIVENESS 
and reinforces their 
achievement 

Sufficiency of 
effort applied to 
the group task 

GROUP DESIGN f--
GROUP 

~---------l 
EFFECTIVENESS 

I Knowledge and skill I 
A group task that f-

L ________ _j 

engages and 
motivates group ,--------, 
members I Performance strategies I 

L _________ .J 

GROUP SYNERGY 

Process losses minimized: 

Few coordination and 
motivation losses 

Synergistic gains created: 

Shared commitment 
Figure 20.3 Conditions that 
foster hard work on a group 
task 

to the team and its 
work 

different chronic energy levels, but there is not much one 
can do about that. And while norms do emerge in groups 
that encourage especially high or low effort, such norms 
usually develop as a reaction to how things are set up, 
as a means of coping with the group task and work sit
uation. 

Thus, if a group's work is routine and unchalleng
ing, of dubious importance, and wholly preprogrammed 
with no opportunity for feedback, members are likely 
to develop antiproductivity norms. But if a group task 
is challenging, important to the organization or its 
clients, "owned" by the group, and consequential for 
group members, then a norm encouraging high effort 
on the task is likely to emerge. Improving the design of 
a group's work is usually a better way to foster high col
lective effort than directly addressing group norms about 
productivity. 

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

A supportive organizational reward system can reinforce 
the motivational benefits of a well-designed team task, 
and a poorly structured reward system can undermine 
and erode those benefits. Reward systems that support 
high effort by work teams tend to have the following 
three features: 

Challenging, specific performance objectives. 
There is a great deal of rese~rch evidence that goal
directed effort is greater when a group accepts moder
ately difficult performance objectives and receives feed-

back about its progress in attaining those objectives 
(Zander 1971, 1980). When the organization specifies a 
challenging performance target (e.g., a date by which 
the work must be done, the number of items to be 
produced, a quality level to be achieved), members often 
mobilize their efforts to achieve that target. Objectives, 
however, should supplement rather than replace task
based motivation. A group is unlikely to persist in work
ing toward challenging objectives if its task is inherently 
frustrating and alienating. 

Positive consequences for excellent performance. A 
reward system that recognizes and reinforces excellent 
group performance can complement and amplify the 
motivational incentives of a well-designed group task. 
People tend to engage in behaviors that are rewarded, 
and people in groups are no exception (Glaser and Klaus 
1966). Which specific kinds of rewards will work best, 
of course, depends on what group members value. Some
times simple recognition of excellence will suffice; in 
other cases, more tangible rewards will be required. But 
whatever the content of the consequences, their impact 
on team effort will be greater if members understand 
that they are contingent on performance-that is, that 
the group will receive them only if it earns them by per
forming well. 

Rewards and objectives that focus on group, not in
dividual, behavior. When rewards are given to in
dividuals on the basis of managers' judgments about who 
has contributed most to a group product, dissension and 

• ------~-~~-~~--------------------------_J 
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conflict often develop within the group. This is the 
dilemma of the athletic coach, who must try to moti
vate the team as a whole while simultaneously cultivat
ing and reinforcing individual performance. And it is a 
problem routine!y faced by managers of work teams in 
organizations where the reward system has traditionally 
focused on the identification and recognition of excel
lent individual performers. 

The destructive effects of rewarding individual con
tributions rather than team performance can be con
siderable. Therefore, if it is not feasible to provide 
performance-contingent rewards to the group as a unit, 
it may be better to base rewards on the performance of 
even larger groups (such as a department or division) or 
not to use contingent rewards at all, than to invite the 
divisiveness that can develop when members of a team 
are put into competition with one another for scarce and 
valued rewards (Lawler 1981). 

GROUP SYNERGY 

Group synergy can contribute to effective task behavior 
in two ways. First, group members can find innovative 
ways to avoid "process losses," and thereby minimize 
waste and misuse of members' time, energy, and talent. 
Second, members can interact synergistically to create 
new internal resources that can be used in their work
capabilities that did not exist before the group created 
them. Process losses and synergistic gains that affect how 
much effort a group applies to its task are discussed 
below. 

Minimizing coordination and motivation losses. 
There are always some "overhead costs" to be paid when 
groups perform tasks. The need to coordinate member 
activities, for example, takes time and energy away from 
productive work, resulting in a level of actual produc
tivity that is less than what theoretically would be pos
sible with optimum use of member resources (Steiner 
1972). In addition, group productivity often is com
promised by what Steiner terms "motivation decrements" 
and what Latane (e.g., Latane, Williams, and Harkins 
1979) has called "social loafing." As groups get larger, 
the amount of effort each member contributes to the 
group task decreases-perhaps because each individual 
feels less responsible for the outcome than would be the 
case in a smaller group or if one person were doing the 
task alone. 

Some groups suffer much greater coordination and 
motivation losses than others. And group members can 
cultivate process skills that help them behave in ways that 
minimize such losses. But if the group is large or if the 
task is ill defined or alienating, it may be impossible for 
the group to avoid serious coordination and motivation 
losses. 

Creating shared commitment to the tea17! and its 
work. Some groups show great "spirit": everyone is com
mitted to the team, proud of it, and willing to work hard 
to make it one of the best. When individuals value their 
membership in the group and find it rewarding to work 
collaboratively with their teammates, they may work 
considerably harder than they would otherwise. 
Managers often engage in group-building activities (such 
as encouraging members of an ongoing team to give the 
group a name, to decorate their work area, or to partic
ipate in an athletic league as a team) in the hope of in
creasing members' commitment to the group and their 
willingness to work especially hard on the group task. 20 

Commitment to a team sometimes can result in high 
effort on the group task even when objective perfor
mance conditions are highly unfavorable (e.g., a team 
that develops a "can do" attitude and comes to view each 
new adversity as yet another challenge to be met). It is 
questionable, however, whether such commitment is sus
tainable if performance conditions remain poor (e.g., a 
frustrating or alienating group task, or a reward system 
that does not recognize excellence). 

Conditions that support knowledge and skill 

A group is most likely to bring sufficient talent and ex
pertise to bear on its task when (1) the group has an ap
propriate number of members with a good mix of skills, 
(2) the education system of the organization offers train
ing or consultation as needed to supplement members' 
existing knowledge, and (3) group interaction avoids in
appropriate "weighting" of members' contributions and 
instead fosters sharing of expertise and collective learn
ing. These factors are illustrated in figure 20.4 and dis
cussed below. 

DESIGN OF THE GROUP 

A group's composition is the most important co11dition 
affecting the amount of knowledge and skill members 
apply to their tasks. Well-composed groups have the fol
lowing four characteristics: 

Individual members have high task-relevant exper
tise. The most efficient way to make sure a group has 
the expertise it needs for its work is simply to assign 
talented individuals to it. This seemingly obvious prin
ciple, however, is not always straightforward in practice. 
Even when people with ample task-relevant knowledge 
and skill are available, they may be overlooked-for ex
ample, when groups are composed with only political 

20. Such activities are not risk free. '"Team spirit" can evolve into group 
ethnocentrism and can prompt dysfunctional competition and con
flict between groups. 
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considerations in mind. This can result in a team whose 
members cover all the right bases, but one that is not 
capable of carrying out well the work it was created to 
do. 

The group is just large enough to do the work. If 
a task requires four sets of hands, then there should be 
four people in the group-but no more than that. The 
research literature offers abundant evidence document
ing the dysfunctions that occur in large groups (see 
Steiner 1972, chap. 4 for a review) and establishing the 
advantages of groups that are slightly smaller than the 
task technically requires (Wicker et al. 1976). Yet large 
work groups (especially decision-making committees) are 
widely used in organizations. Often the decision to put 
additional people in a group allows managers to avoid 
difficult personnel choices or sensitive political issues 
(e.g., how to involve a department in the work of a task 
force on which it has no representatives), but the cost 
may be losses in the quality of the group product and 
the efficiency with which it is produced. 

Members have interpersonal as well as task skills. If 
a group task is well designed (i.e., it provides the group 
considerable autonomy in managing a challenging piece 
of work), then at least moderate interpersonal skills are 
required to bring the task skills of members to bear on 
the group's work-especially if members are diverse (i.e., 
they come from different demographic groups, represent 
different organizational units, or have divergent personal 

views on the matter at hand). Some individuals have lit
tle competence in working collaboratively with other 
people, especially if those people differ from themselves 
in important ways. Even one or two such individuals can 
significantly impede the ability of a group to bring mem
bers' expertise effectively to bear on the group task. 

Membership is moderately diverse. Members of an 
excessively homogeneous group may get along well to
gether but lack the resources needed to perform the task 
because the members essentially replicate one another. 
An excessively heterogeneous group, on the other hand, 
may have a rich complement of talent within the group 
but be unable to use that talent well because members 
are so diverse in values or perspective that they cannot 
work together effectively. The aspiration in composing 
a group is to strike just the right balance between 
homogeneity and heterogeneity: members should have 
a variety of talents and perspectives, yet be similar 
em>ugh that they can understand and coordinate with 
one another. 21 

ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

Sometimes a group has within its bounds all the knowl
edge and skill needed for optimum task performance. 

21. A number of scholars have examined the impact of member com· 
patability on task behavior and performance. See, for example, Bel bin 
(1981); Hewett, O'Brien, and Hornik (1974); and Schutz (1958, 1961). 
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More commonly there are aspects of the work for which 
additional talent or expertise would be helpful. The 
educational system of the organization can play a use
ful role in helping the group obtain the outside exper
tise it needs for its work. 

For this potential to be realized, two conditions must 
be met. First, relevant educational resources (which can 
include technical consultation as well as training) must 
exist somewhere in the organization. Second, some sort 
of "delivery system" must be in place to make those 
resources accessible to the group. This may not be a sim
ple matter for rank-and-file teams in organizations 
where employees have never had the right to call on staff 
resources. 

The particular kind of assistance required will, of 
course, depend on both the task requirements and the 
specific needs of the group. And the appropriate form 
of assistance will vary as well. Sometimes a one-shot tech
nical consultation will suffice; sometimes a continuing 
consulting relationship will be needed; and sometimes 
a training program for group members will be more ap
propriate, to build the relevant expertise into the group 
itself. Whatever the content of the assistance and the ve
hicle used to provide it, the role of the educational sys
tem is the same: to help groups obtain the full 
complement of knowledge and skill required for excel
lent task performance. 

GROUP SYNERGY 

Minimizing inappropriate weighting of member 
contributions. The knowledge and skill of group mem
bers can be wasted if the group solicits and weights con
tributions in a way that is incongruent with members' 
expertise-as when the credence given a member's idea 
depends on such task-irrelevant considerations as his or 
her demographic attributes (e.g., gender, ethnicity, or 
age) or behavioral style (e.g., talkativeness or verbal dom
inance). This process loss has been well documented in 
the research literature (e.g., Johnson and Torcivia 1967; 
Thomas and Fink 1961; Torrance 1954). Groups often 
have trouble assessing which members have the special 
expertise needed for the task, and they appear to have 
even more difficulty explicitly acknowledging these 
differences and weighting members' contributions in ac
cord with them. To the extent a group is able to mini
mize this problem, it will take better advantage of the 
expertise that was put in the group when it was 
composed. 

Fostering collective learning. When members of a 
group interact in ways that help them learn from one 
another, they can increase the total pool of talent avail
able for task work-a synergistic gain from group inter
action. The practice of "cross-training;· often encouraged 
in autonomous work groups in industry, is an example 

of such behavior, as are more informal activities that in
volve the sharing of knowledge, expertise, and experience 
among members. A group that orients itself to collec
tive learning and whose members share what is learned 
with each other should be far better able to exploit the 
educational resources of an organization than a group 
that takes a laissez-faire stance toward the development 
of its internal talent. 

Conditions that support appropriate 
performance strategies 

The likelihood that the group will employ a task
appropriate performance strategy increases when (1) 
group norms support explicit assessment of the perfor
mance situation and active consideration of alternative 
ways of proceeding with the work; (2) the information 
system of the organization provides members with the 
data they need to assess the situation and evaluate alter
native strategies; and (3) group interaction results in lit
tle "slippage" when performance plans are executed and 
instead prompts creative new ideas about ways to pro
ceed with the work. These factors are illustrated in fig
ure 20.5 and discussed below. 

DESIGN OF THE GROUP 

Group members typically reach agreement on how they 
will go about performing their task relatively early in 
their time together. Indeed, for familiar tasks, members 
may not talk about their strategy at all, because it is ob
vious to everyone how the task should be done. Once a 
strategy is agreed to, whether implicitly or explicitly, 
members tend to behave in accord with it and enforce 
adherence to it (March and Simon 1958, chap. 6). Per
formance strategies thus become part of the fabric of the 
group, a "given" that is no more open to question than 
the task of the group or who is in the group. 

The specific strategies that will be most appropri
ate for a given group depend both on the task to be done 
and on the imperatives and resources in the performance 
situation. No "one best strategy" can be specified in ad
vance for most task-performing groups in organizations. 
It is possible, however, to build group norms that increase 
the likelihood that members will develop task
appropriate performance strategies and execute them 
well. Such norms have two properties, the first being a 
prerequisite for the second. 22 

22. Following Jackson (1965), norms are conceptualized as structural 
features of a group that summarize members' shared approval (or dis
approval) of various behaviors. Norms simplify group influence 
processes because they make it possible for members to count on certain 
things being done and other things not being done. For more detailed 
discussion of how norms structure and channel behavior in a group, 
see Hackman (1976). 
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Group norms support self-regulation. Behavior in 
some groups is so chaotic and subject to individual whim 
as to approach anarchy. Such groups are unlikely to be 
able to execute any performance strategy in an orderly 
fashion, even one that has been specified in detail by 
management. Thus, a normative structure that enables 
a group to regulate member behavior is essential to the 
efficient execution of performance strategies. This re
quires that behavioral norms be sufficiently crystallized 
(i.e., members have consensus about them) and intense 
(i.e., compliance results in substantial approval or avoid
ance of substantial disapproval by other members) that 
individuals will wish to behave in accord with them 
(Jackson 1965). 

Group norms support situation scanning and 
strategy planning. Groups that actively assess the de
mands and opportunities in the performance situation 
and that consider several alternative ways of proceed
ing with the work tend to develop more appropriate per
formance strategies than groups that do not (Hackman, 
Brousseau, and Weiss 1976; Maier 1963). Yet such activi
ties tend not to take place spontaneously. Instead, it ap
pears that the general disinclination of group members 
to "talk about process" extends even to discussions about 
how the work of the group will be carried out. 23 

23. Spontaneous strategy planning does, of course, occur if a task is 
so novel that members are at a loss about how to proceed with it, and 
is generally more likely when the task is unfamiliar. 

For this reason, it is necessary somehow to prompt 
or encourage group members to engage in situation scan
ning and strategy planning activities. Group norms pro
vide an efficient and powerful way to accomplish this. 
Such norms focus attention on opportunities and con
straints that might otherwise be overlooked and make 
it difficult for members to fall into familiar or habitual 
patterns of behavior that may be inappropriate for the 
particular task at hand. 24 

Group norms governing performance processes can 
be established when a group is first formed or can be 
introduced during a hiatus in the work, when members 
are ready to reconsider how they operate as a team. 
Regardless of how and when they are developed, the 
norms that guide a group's performance processes are 
an important structural feature of the group-an aspect 
of group design that often has been overlooked by both 
scholars and managers interested in work-team effec
tiveness. 

24. This analysis presumes that a team has at least some latitude for 
planning its own strategy. Usually this is the case. In some groups, 
however, behavior is so completely preprogrammed or closely super
vised that members have essentially no strategy choices to make. For 
such groups, there is little need for a norm supporting scanning and 
planning, because those activities are someone else's responsibility. All 
that is needed is the orderly execution of the strategy that has been 
supplied. The implications of giving a team the authority to devise 
its own strategies (rather than reserving that authority for manage
ment) are explored later in this chapter. 
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ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 

The information system of an organization is critical to 
a group's ability to plan and execute a task-appropriate 
performance strategy. If a group cannot obtain clear in
formation about its performance situation, or if it does 
not have access to data about the likely outcomes of al
ternative approaches to the task, it may develop a way 
of proceeding that seems reasonable to group members 
but that turns out, when executed, to be grossly inap
propriate. 

Clarity about the parameters of the performance 
situation. To develop a task-appropriate performance 
strategy, a group needs a relatively clear map of the per
formance situation. Of special importance is informa
tion about (1) task requirements and constraints that may 
limit strategic options, (2) the material resources avail
able for use, and (3) the people who will receive, review, 
and/or use the group product, and the standards they 
are likely to employ in assessing its adequacy. 

Access to data about likely consequences of alter
native strategies. The information system also should 
make available to a group the data and analytic tools 
members need to compare and evaluate the probable 
consequences of alternative performance strategies. Con
sider, for example, a manufacturing team that is attempt
ing to decide how to approach a complex assembly task. 
One possibility might be a cyclic strategy, in which all 
members build components for a period of time, then 
assemble final products (producing a relative flood of 
output), followed by another component-building 
period, and so on. How would this strategy compare to 
one in which some members build components continu
ously while others are dedicated to final assembly? To 
choose between these strategies, the group needs infor
mation about the timing of demand for their product, 
the availability of space for storing components and com
pleted products, and the cost of obtaining and holding 
parts for use in batch-component production. It would 
be quite risky for a group to choose a strategy without 
data about such matters. 

How much information a group needs depends in 
part on how much latitude it has to manage its own af
fairs. Groups that have the authority to invent their own 
strategies and manage their own performance processes 
will need relatively complete data on both the 
parameters of the performance situation and the likely 
consequences of alternative ways of proceeding. Groups 
with less authority for setting their own directions will 
have less need for such data. 

Managers who control access to performance
relevant information must make sure that data needed 
by a team are realistically available to it. This is not al
ways easy: the relevant data may not exist, they may be 

costly to obtain, or the manager may be unable to con
vince his or her colleagues that it is appropriate to share 
with the group politically or competitively sensitive in
formation. In such circumstances, the group needs to 
know that-that it will have to make do with imperfect 
or incomplete data. 25 Care also must be taken not to 
flood the group with excess or irrelevant information, 
data that members must process but for which they have 
no present use. Some organizations minimize this risk by 
initially providing teams only with basic data about the 
parameters of the performance situation and a guide to 
other information available. The group has the respon
sibility for deciding what additional data it requires and 
for determining when and how to obtain it. 

GROUP SYNERGY 

Minimizing slippage in strategy implementa
tion. Plans are never perfectly implemented-there is 
always a slip or two, something that wastes or misdirects 
the time and energy of group members, compromising 
even well-conceived plans. To the extent a group 
minimizes this process loss, the opportunities provided 
by norms that foster strategy planning and by a suppor
tive information system can be well used. But if slippage 
is high, the group may fail to exploit even a highly favor
able performance situation. 26 

Creating innovative strategic plans. On the positive 
side, groups can develop ways of interacting that occa
sionally result in truly original or insightful ways of 
proceeding with the work. For example, a group might 
find a way to exploit some resources that everyone else 
has overlooked; it might invent a way to get around a 
seemingly insurmountable performance obstacle; or it 
might come up with a novel way to generate ideas for 
solving a difficult problem. When group members get 

25. Particularly unfortunate are occasions when a manager deliber
ately withholds performance-relevant information from a group, to 
make sure the group remains dependent on him or her. While this 
may preserve a manager's feelings of personal power, it can result in 
inappropriate performance strategies and needlessly poor team per
formance. 

26. One particularly virulent form of this process loss bears special 
mention. Members of some groups collude with each other in a way 
that makes it impossible ever to implement performance plans. Such 
a group may have ample information about the performance situa
tion and may develop a fully task-appropriate performance strategy. 
But once the plans are complete they are ignored. When members 
reconvene, they develop new plans and a new resolve, and the cycle 
repeats itself. The group acts as if a good strategy is all that is needed 
for team effectiveness, and its inevitable failures are always well
wrapped in new and better plans for the future. This kind of synergy 
often is driven by unconscious forces, it is not uncommon in groups 
that have high-pressure work environments, and it can be lethal to 
team effectiveness. 



in the habit of thinking creatively about how they will 
do their work, interesting and useful ideas can emerge
ideas that did not exist before the group invented them. 

Overview and summary 

An overview of the normative model is presented in fig
ure 20.6. It shows three major points of leverage for 
fostering group effectiveness: (1) the design of the group 
as a performing unit, (2) the supports provided by the 
organizational context in which the group operates, and 
(3) the synergistic outcomes of the interaction among 
group members. The contributions of each of these 
classes of variables are summarized next in brief. 

DESIGN 

The design of a group-task structure, group composi
tion, and group norms-should promote effective task 
behavior and lessen the chances that members will en
counter built-in obstacles to good performance. While 
a good group design cannot guarantee competent group 
behavior, it does create conditions that make it easier and 
more natural for task-effective behaviors to emerge and 
persist. 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
CONTEXT 

A context that 
supports and reinforces 
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CONTEXT 

The organizational context of a group-the reward, edu
cation, and information systems of the organization
should support and reinforce the design features. A sup
portive organizational context gives a group what it 
needs to exploit the potential of a good basic design (al
though it probably cannot compensate for a fundamen
tally flawed design). An unsupportive organizational 
context can easily undermine the positive features of even 
a well-designed team. Excellent group performance re
quires both a good design for the team and a supportive 
organizational context. 

Figure 20.6 shows one important contextual feature 
not previously discussed-the material resources required 
to do the work. If a group lacks the tools, equipment, 
space, raw materials, money, or human resources it 
needs, its performance surely will suffer-even if it stands 
high on the process criteria of effectiveness. A talented, 
well-motivated production team, for example, will not 
perform well if the raw materials it needs to make its 
products are not available, or if production tools are un
satisfactory. Similarly, a committee formed to select a 
new agency manager cannot be successful if there are 
no qualified candidates available. And a group that pro
vides human services to clients may have performance 
problems if members' work stations are so spread about 

MATERIAL RESOURCES 

Sufficiency of 
material resources 
required to accomplish 
the task well and on 
time 

competent task work, via: 
f-

PROCESS CRITERIA 
GROUP EFFECTIVENESS 
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the group task review it 

• Amount of knowledge •Capability of members to 
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A design that prompts the task performance • Members' needs are more 
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Figure 20.6 An overview of the normative model of group effectiveness 
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that they cannot coordinate their activities, or if money 
is so scarce that needed support staff cannot be ob
tained. 27 

SYNERGY 

Group synergy "tunes" the impact of design and con
textual factors. Positive synergy-that is, when the syn
ergistic gains from group interaction exceed group 
process losses-can help a group overcome the limita
tions of a poor performance situation (e.g., a badly 
designed group task or an unsupportive reward system). 
And if performance conditions are favorable, positive 
synergy can help a group exploit the opportunities those 
conditions provide. Negative synergy, when process losses 
exceed synergistic gains, has opposite effects. It can am
plify the negative impact of a poor performance situa
tion, and it can prevent a group from taking advantage 
of favorable circumstances. The relationship between 
performance conditions (i.e., the group design and the 
organizational context) and group synergy are illustrated 
in figure 20.7. 28 

27. The importance of mundane aspects of the performance situation 
such as these are increasingly being recognized as critical to effective 
work performance (see. for example, Peters and O'Connor 1980, and 
Peters, O'Connor, and Rudolf 1980). To overlook them is to jeopar
dize the effort expended to design a team well and provide it with 
appropriate contextual supports. 

28. Although performance conditions and group synergy are placed 
on separate axes in the figure, they are not independent: positive svn
:rgy is ~ore likely under favorable conditions, and negative syne~gy 
ts more hkely under unfavorable conditions. Thus performance spirals 
can develop. For example, good group performance can lead to 
management decisions that improve the group's performance situa
tion, which promotes positive synergy, which results in even better 
performance, and so on. Equally plausible is a negative spiral, in which 
poor performance begets organizational "tightening up:· resulting in 
negative synergy, and so on. 

The normative model that has been discussed in this 
section specifies a number of factors that should be pres
ent if a group is to perform well. It does not say how 
the strengths and weaknesses of a group can be assessed, 
nor does it specify what managers can do to create an 
effective work group. We turn to these questions next. 

TOWARD AN ACTION MODEL 
FOR IMPROVING GROUP 

EFFECTIVENESS 

The normative model has helped us understand what 
should be present for a group to perform well. We now 
turn to some issues that arise in attempting to create 
those conditions. We will examine (1) the diagnosis of 
work teams, with special emphasis on assessing group 
task demands and the amount of authority groups have 
to manage their own affairs, (2) the creation and de
velopment of new work groups, and (3) requirements for 
the behavior of group managers. 

Ultimately we need a theory of action that deals ex
plicitly with implementing the prescriptions of the nor
mative model (Argyris 1980, 1983). Such a theory would 
recognize the fact that many group phenomena are the 
product of multiple, interdependent factors, a kind of 
causation not well handled by traditional scholarly 
paradigms in social and organizational psychology. A 
theory of action would address the development of task
oriented groups over time and suggest ways to encourage 
self-reinforcing spirals of increasing effectiveness (and to 
avoid spirals of decreasing effectiveness). And it would 
give explicit attention to ways authority can be used to 
empower groups and support competent group behavior. 
While much remains to be learned, the following dis
cussion should at least provide some leads worth pursu
ing in developing a true action model of group 
effectiveness. 29 

Diagnostic use of the normative model 

If a normative model is to be useful in designing, manag
ing, and consulting to work groups in organizations, it 
must be possible to assess the standing of work teams on 
the model-specified concept. For example, the model 
described above allows one to determine what aspects 
of a group's design, context, and process are strongest, 
and where improvement is most needed. Such an assess-

29. For a skeptical view of the \·alue of pursuing this objective, see 
Goodman. Atkin, and Ravlin (1982). 



ment can be made either informally (e.g., by a manager 
seeking a quick diagnosis of the assets and liabilities of 
a team) or more systematically (e.g., for research pur
poses or in preparing for a planned intervention). 30 

This kind of diagnosis can point to possible inter
ventions for improving group effectiveness. One might 
discover, for example, that a given group is working hard 
on its task and using a fully appropriate performance 
strategy but that members frequently make substantive 
mistakes and errors of judgment in their work. One 
would then look carefully at the composition of the 
group, the educational and consultative resources avail
able to it, and its method of assessing, weighting, and 
applying the knowledge and skills of its members. 

Some additional information about a group and its 
work is required, however, to make sure that an inter
vention is appropriate. Specifically, one needs to know 
(1) what aspects of the group's design, context, and be
havior are most critical to effectiveness for the specific 
work being done, and (2) who has the authority to make 
changes in those aspects of the performance situation. 
Without such information, one risks taking actions that 
miss the mark because they deal with the wrong things 
or the wrong people. 

CRITICAL TASK DEMANDS 

What is key to group effectiveness for one task can be 
totally irrelevant for another. Consider, for example, a 
team of park maintenance workers. Its performance will 
depend mostly on the effort members put into their 
work. No special knowledge and skill is required (the 
work is mainly raking and picking up debris), nor is there 
much room for team decision-making about perfor
mance strategy. The success of an advertising team de
veloping an idea for a new campaign, on the other hand, 
may depend far more on performance strategy and on 
knowledge and skill than on effort. Different tasks have 
different critical demands and orient attention to differ
ent process criteria of effectiveness. 31 

Interventions should focus on the factors that most 
powerfully affect a group's standing on whatever pro
cess criteria are critical for the task being performed. So, 

30. A strategy for assessing the standing of a group on these concepts 
using multiple methods is under development: for a preview of these 
methods, see Hackman (1982). 

31. The idea of characterizing tasks in terms of their critical demands 
originated with Roby and Lanzetta (1958). Herold (1978) has devel
oped a strategy for assessing task demands that has direct implica
tions for interventions intended to improve group effectiveness. In brief, 
the approach involves separate measurement of the social complexity 
and the technical complexity of task requirements. Interventions, which 
are selected on the basis of the task analysis. help the group deal with 
the most challenging aspects of its work. 
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for the park workers, special attention should be given 
to the motivational properties of the group task, to the 
organizational reward system, and to group processes 
that affect member coordination and team spirit. For 
the advertising workers, on the other hand, attention 
should focus on those aspects of group design, context, 
and synergy that can improve a group's use of knowl
edge and skill and the appropriateness of its performance 
strategy. 

All three process criteria are salient, at least to some 
degree, for most tasks done by groups in organizations. 
Yet one or two of them usually are especially important 
to team effectiveness in a particular case. By focusing 
on the design and contextual factors associated with these 
criteria, managers can improve the yield from the limited 
time they have to spend on team design and 
management. 

It is not always simple, however, to analyze the crit
ical demands of a group task and to trace their implica
tions for team design and management. Thus, the 
present approach contrasts with the relatively casual and 
intuitive style of team management often practiced in 
contemporary organizations. The hope is that the extra 
thought and effort required will, in fact, result in groups 
that perform better than those designed and managed 
in traditional ways. 

DISTRIBUTION OF AUTHORITY 

The appropriate focus of an intervention also depends 
on how authority is distributed in the organization
specifically, who is responsible for managing what 
aspects of the performance situation. For example, who 
has responsibility for the routine monitoring and 
management of group performance processes? Who has 
responsibility for creating and fine-tuning the design of 
the group? Who has responsibility for structuring and 
managing the performance context? 

The division of authority between the group and 
management varies from organization to organization, 
and from group to group within an organization. Three 
typical configurations are illustrated in figure 20.8. As 
will be seen, the targets of action intended to improve 
team effectiveness are quite different for the three con
figurations. 

Manager-led work teams. These teams have respon
sibility only for the actual execution of their assigned 
work. Management is responsible for monitoring and 
managing performance processes (i.e., taking any action 
needed to change what is being done or how it is being 
done); for designing the group as a performing unit (i.e., 
structuring the group task, composing the group, and 
setting basic norms of acceptable behavior); and for 
structuring the organizational context in which the group 
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Design of the 
organizational 
context 

Design of the 
group as a 
performing 
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managing 
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task 

Manager-led Self-managing Self-designing 
work teams work teams work teams 

Figure 20.8 Authority of three illustrative types of 
work groups 

functions (i.e., establishing supportive reward, education, 
and information systems). 

Examples of manager-led groups include a military 
squad continuously provided with detailed instructions 
by the sergeant, and a crew of flight attendants whose 
duties have been choreographed in advance by planners 
and whose execution of these duties is monitored by an 
in-flight supervisor. How well a manager-led team per
forms depends much more on management than on de
cision making by the group itself. 

Self-managing work groups. For these groups, 
management has responsibility for the organizational 
context and for the design of the group as a performing 
unit. Group members are responsible for monitoring and 
managing their own performance processes, as well as 
for actually executing the task. Examples include a 
faculty search committee, many "autonomous work 
teams" in industry, and a managerial task force charged 
with the design of a new compensation system. How well 
a self-managing group performs depends both on the 
quality of the team design and organizational context 
provided by management and on the competence of the 
group in managing and executing its work. 

Self-designing work groups. For these groups, 
management has responsibility only for the team's orga
national context. Group members are responsible for the 
design of their team (including structuring their task, 
deciding who will join or leave the group, and evolving 
their own norms to guide decision making about per
formance processes) as well as for the management and 
execution of work on the task. 

Top-management groups and boards of directors 
usually are relatively self-designing in character (al
though the major portion of their performance context 

typically is external to the organization). Self-designing 
groups are found less frequently in the middle and lower 
regions of traditional organizations. Examples include 
a mature autonomous work team that has earned the 
right to revise its own design (e.g., to hire new members, 
to alter its task if necessary, and so on), and a labor
management "quality of work life committee" with a 
broad mandate to bring some people together to gener
ate programs for improving organizational life. How well 
a self-designing group performs obviously depends much 
less on management than on the group itself. 32 

Summary. An organization that chooses to form 
manager-led work groups is essentially betting that a 
manager can run things more effectively than group 
members can. If it is believed that the group itself can 
do the job better, a self-designing group would be appro
riate. And if shared control over the performance situa
tion and performance processes seems optimal, a 
self-managing group would be chosen. 

A manager or interventionist interested in improv
ing team effectiveness should attend carefully to the way 
authority is allocated between a work group and its man
ager. To aim an intervention properly, one needs to know 
who has authority over what aspects of the performance 
situation. Moreover, it is important to assess how appro
priate the distribution of authority is for the work to be 
done, and for the organizational culture within which 
the group exists. Sometimes the level of authority a group 
needs to do its work well will conflict with organizational 
norms or standard organizational practices. In such 
cases, implementing a good team design may involve 
negotiating a redistribution of authority within the or
ganizational unit-something not to be undertaken 
lightly. 

Guidelines for creating work teams 

What are the implications of the normative model for 
creating effective teams? The quick answer, of course, 
is that teams should be set up so that they rank high on 
each of the variables in the model. But that is more eas
ily said than done, and creating an effective team usually 
involves difficult choices among design alternatives. 

Four stages in creating and developing work groups 
are discussed next. Within each stage, certain questions 
must be answered, one way or another, as a group is 
designed and built. The normative model provides some 

32. There also are a few groups, largely in cooperative or worker-owned 
enterprises, whose members have responsibility for all aspects of the 
performance situation, including deciding their own purpose andes
tablishing their own work context. Although rarely found in tradi
tional industrial firms or public bureaucracies, such groups are good 
laboratories for learning about the problems and opportunities as
sociated with very high levels of group autonomy. 



possible answers to these questions, and we will refer to 
it frequently as we proceed. But the choice of the ques
tion format (rather than specifying fixed steps to be fol
lowed, for example) is deliberate. There are many ways 
to structure and manage a team, and one must actively 
think about and select among the available alternatives 
at each choice point. It is both inevitable and appropri
ate that these decisions will be guided as much by cul
tural, political, and technological realities as by any 
normative model of team effectiveness. 

STAGE ONE: PREWORK 

When a decision or task arises in an organization, 
managers often reflexively form a committee or create 
a task force to handle it. And the group sometimes turns 
out not to be a very good device for doing what needs 
to be done. A bit of thought before a group is created 
can decrease the likelihood that a team will be formed 
when it should not be, and improve the design of those 
teams that are created. 

The objective in the prework phase is to establish 
the basic parameters of the performance situation: the 
nature of the work to be done, the feasibility of using 
a group to do it, and the appropriate partitioning of 
authority and responsibility between the group and its 
managers. 

Question 1: What is the task? Sometimes nobody 
knows: not the group, and not the person who created 
the group. It is, of course, virtually impossible to design 
and support a group well if one does not know what it 
is supposed to accomplish. And, for group members, a 
vague and obscure task invites frustration and conflict. 
It is hard to excuse a manager who creates a group with
out a clear purpose. 33 

In some cases, the group is a deliberate sham. For 
example, it may have been formed simply to give angry 
people a setting in which to blow off steam. Or it may 
have been assigned a decision-making task to buy time 
while the real decision makers make their moves behind 
the scenes. Or it may have been created solely to pro
vide a platform for a politically important manager to 
have his or her say. In other words, groups often serve 
organizational purposes other than getting work done. 
Such uses, of course, can lessen the credibility of future 
groups that do have important tasks to accomplish. In 
any event, we are concerned here only with groups 
created with the expectation that they will achieve 

33. This does not imply that one can always be clear about what needs 
to be done in an organization. It is perfectly reasonable, for example, 
to ask a group to "figure out what is going on in area X, and give 
me your views about it." That then becomes the group task, and the 
group can be structured and managed in a way that helps it do a good 
job of researching the question and preparing a report about what 
it learns. 
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excellent performance. And to design and manage these 
groups well requires that one be clear about what is to 
be accomplished. 

Question 2: What are the critical task de
mands? What must the group do to accomplish its task 
well and on time? Does the task require great effort, com
plex knowledge or skills, careful attention to choices 
about performance strategy (as in a rapidly changing 
environment, for example)? The answers to these ques
tions should have a significant bearing on the design of 
the group and the focus of managerial attention once 
it is under way. 

Question 3: Will the group be manager-led, self
managing, or self-designing? Given the task and its 
demands, how much authority does the group need? Can 
that level of authority be provided, given the cultural 
and political realities of the organization? Are group 
members willing and able to operate on those terms? 
Might it make sense to start the group out with limited 
authority and increase it as members gain experience and 
skills in self-management? What are the implications of 
these decisions for the design of the team manager's role 
(see Walton and Schlesinger 1979). 

Question 4: Overall, how advantageous is it to 
assign the work to a team? How feasible is it? What are 
the benefits of having a team perform the task? What 
are the risks and liabilities? Given that it typically takes 
more managerial skill to manage a team than to man
age individuals working more or less on their own, are 
the advantages worth the costs? 

Will it be possible to design and support the group 
well? What compromises will have to be made because 
of an inflexible technology, rigidities in personnel prac
tices, an insufficiency of material resources, or other 
organizational factors that can get in the way of a good 
design? Are these compromises so numerous or serious 
that they will significantly interfere with the group's 
work? 

When the compromises are substantial, or when a 
manager is unwilling to make the effort to create a good 
group design, it usually is better to find an alternative 
way to get the work done than to clutter up the organiza
tionallandscape with yet another unnecessary or poorly 
designed team. 

STAGE TWO: CREATING PERFORMANCE CONDITIONS 

The objective in this stage is to make sure that the group 
has an appropriate design and a supportive organiza
tional context. These structures should make it easy for 
a group to do well, rather than require it to swim against 
the current. This may be difficult in organizations that 
traditionally have used individuals rather than teams as 
the basic unit for accomplishing work. The two ques
tions posed next, therefore, sometimes will require crea-
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tion of nontraditional organizational features-or the 
circumvention of existing structures and systems that are 
inappropriate for teams. 

Question 5: How should the group be composed and 
the task structured? How can the task be designed to 
be as clear and as motivationally engaging as possible? 
What can be done to make the work more challenging 
and significant? Within the limits of the group's 
authority, how can task autonomy be increased? What 
feedback channels can be opened to provide members 
with regular and reliable knowledge of the results of their 
work? 

How small can the group be and still have the 
human resources needed for effective performance? How 
diverse should the membership be? Do members have 
the interpersonal skills needed for collaborative work? 

Question 6: What contextual supports and resources 
must be provided? What material resources (e.g., tools, 
equipment, money, or space) will members need in their 
work? Can these resources be secured? What organiza
tional supports will help the group in its work? Will the 
reward, educational, and information systems provide 
the reinforcement, outside expertise, and data the group 
will need to perform well? Will the group have contact 
with people or groups in other parts of the organization 
(or external to it)? How will they influence the group? 
Do links with external parties need to be restructured? 

STAGE THREE: FORMING AND BUILDING THE TEAM 

Because long-lasting effects flow from events early in the 
life of a group, it is worth the trouble to help a work 
team get started on the right foot. Specific steps must 
be taken to create a group that can manage its own 
affairs competently. 

Question 7: How can a team be helped to get off 
to a good start? What can be done, as members con
front each other and their task for the first time, to 
increase the chance they will be able to work well to
gether? Building a competent work team involves help
ing members (1) develop an appropriate boundary for 
their group, (2) come to terms with the task they will 
perform, and (3) begin to develop the norms that will 
guide behavior in the group. 34 

1. Forming boundaries. If group mem hers are to 
work interdependently on the task, it must be clear who 

34. There are numerous programs available to guide team-building 
activities (e.g., Bertcher and Maple 1977; Dyer 1977; Merry and Al
lerhand 1977; Rubin, Plovnick and Fry 1977). While 1977 clearly was 
a very good year for team builders, these guides (understandably) are 
based on the experience and conceptual frameworks of their authors; 
they are not designed to address systematically the three aspects of 
group life highlighted here. 

is a member-and therefore shares responsibility for 
group outcomes-and who is not. Membership often is 
unclear in certain kinds of work groups, particularly 
temporary project and decision-making teams. And 
when there is ambiguity about group composition, mem
bers often become frustrated and performance can suf
fer. The group must be able to say, at some point, "This 
is us" and proceed from there. When that happens, the 
composition of the group, begun when members were 
assigned to the team, will have been completed. 

2. Accepting and redefining the task. There may be 
some people in organizations who believe that the task 
assigned to a group is the one that the group actually 
performs. These people have not watched very closely 
what happens as a group goes to work: often many tasks 
are being performed, different ones by different mem
bers, and none of them the one the manager thought had 
been assigned. Misunderstandings about the task 
(whether between the group and the task giver, or among 
group members) can result in wasted effort or a prod
uct that misses the mark. It is better to identify and deal 
with such discrepancies when the group starts its work, 
rather than when the group product is submitted. 

Task redefinition is a natural part of the group per
formance process (Hackman 1969). By acknowledging 
that and dealing with questions of task definition early 
in a group's life, confusion and idiosyncratic interpreta
tions of what is required can be minimized. Consider, 
for example, tasks that have multiple and conflicting per
formance objectives (e.g., speed and perfection). The 
conflict between these objectives can be discussed by the 
team and its manager, and either resolved or accepted 
as a tension the group will need to manage. When all 
parties have come to an agreement about what the task 
is and what it requires, the process of task design, begun 
when the work was originally conceived, will have been 
completed. 

3. Developing group norms and members roles. 
Although each member brings to a group certain 
assumptions about the kinds of behavior that will be 
appropriate, such matters are rarely discussed explicitly 
in the group. Instead, group norms and member roles 
develop gradually as individuals seek their own niches, 
and as the group as a whole struggles to find a comfort
able way to operate. The process is a natural one, but 
the norms and roles that develop may be heavily in
fluenced by forces of which members are unaware (e.g., 
a shared wish to suppress anxiety-arousing issues). More
over, the norms that evolve may conflict with core
management values about appropriate and expected 
group behavior. 

Groups are likely to function better if they give 
explicit attention, early in their lives, to the kinds of 



behaviors that will be valued and the ways work on the 
group task will be managed. If members are expected 
to take responsibility for monitoring their performance 
situation and planning their performance strategies, they 
should be encouraged to explore the implications of that 
expectation and their willingness to accept it. 

Norms evolve over the life-span of any group, and 
changes in norms and roles are the rule rather than the 
exception. By providing some assistance to the group 
early in its life, managers can help get this ongoing pro
cess off to a good start and help members come to grips 
with both the extent and the limits of their authority. 
As the group begins to move under its own power, the 
manager can pull back and the process of designing the 
group as a performing unit will have been completed. 

STAGE FOUR: PROVIDING ONGOING ASSISTANCE 

Once a group is functioning as a social system, it will 
control its own destiny to a considerable extent. 
Nevertheless, managers can assist the group by making 
it easy for members to renegotiate aspects of the perfor
mance situation that turn out to impede performance, 
by ensuring that members get the ongoing assistance they 
need to operate well as a team, and by helping the group 
learn from its experiences. 

Question 8: How can opportunities be provided for 
the group to renegotiate its design and context? Some 
features of the initial design of a group and its context 
are sure to be flawed-and some groups simply accept 
those flaws as an unfortunate fact of organizational life. 
How can a group be encomttged to take initiatives to get 
unsatisfactory aspects of its performance situation im
proved? While it would be inappropriate for a manager 
to take unilateral action to change a group's design or 
context (that would undermine its responsibility for 
managing its own affairs), a manager can provide occa
sions for explicit review and renegotiation of the perfor
mance context. And when such discussions take place, 
he or she can help members become more skillful, and 
more comfortable, in taking initiatives to confront 
aspects of the performance situation (including the 
manager's own behavior) that are impeding group per
formance. As a group matures and demonstrates com
petence in its work, it may be appropriate to empower 
it even further, for example, by giving it greater authority 
for self-management, by arranging access to training 
activities that can help members improve their skills, and 
so on. 

Question 9: What process assistance can be provided 
to promote positive group synergy? These activities are 
closest to traditional "process consultation," discussed 
earlier in this chapter. But they should emphasize aspects 
of group life that directly relate to its work on the task. 
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Indeed, it may be that one of the best ways to improve 
interpersonal relations in the group is to help members 
perform well on the task-a reversal of the traditional 
view that task performance depends on the quality of 
interpersonal relations. 

Two aspects of group task behavior warrant special 
attention. First, efforts can be made to correct group
process losses and cultivate synergistic-process gains. Is 
the group suffering from poor coordination, inappropri
ate weighting of member talents, or flawed implemen
tation of performance strategies? Are there unexploited 
opportunities to cultivate team spirit, to encourage mem
bers to learn from one another, or to develop uniquely 
appropriate performance strategies? The considerable 
literature on process consultation can provide ideas for 
useful activities and exercises, but some inventiveness by 
the manager or consultant also surely will be required 
to tailor what is done to the needs of specific groups. 

In addition, the group can be helped to deal with 
developmental changes and transitions it encounters as 
it matures as a social unit. Although research and the
ory useful in guiding such activities in task-performing 
groups has just started to become available (e.g., Ger
sick 1983; Heinen and Jacobson 1976; Katz 1982), it is 
important that a manager be sensitive to the develop
mental issues a group will face as it moves through its 
life cycle, and that he or she be available to help the 
group manage them and learn from them. 

Question 10: How can the group be helped to learn 
from its experiences? There are many opportunities for 
learning in a well-structured and well-managed group. 
How can these opportunities be exploited? Unfor
tunately, the press of task work often keeps members 
from acting on any impulse they may have to reflect 
together on their experience and learn from it. It is neces
sary, therefore, to set aside some times for reflection and 
learning-perhaps at a natural breakpoint in the task 
work, and certainly when a major phase of the effort 
has been completed. The manager of the group is in a 
good position to encourage members to take the time to 
learn from their experiences and to assist them in doing 
so. 

SUMMARY 

The stages of the action model sketched above are sum
marized in figure 20.9. Clearly, considerable managerial 
skill and no small measure of hard work are required 
to do a good job of creating and managing a task
performing team in an organization. A manager who 
wants a team task to be done well cannot simply call 
some people together, toss them a task, and hope for the 
best. That is the bad news. 

The good news is that as managers learn how to 
design and manage groups well, and as members gain 
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STAGE ONE STAGE TWO STAGE THREE STAGE FOUR 

Prework r---- Creating r- Forming and r-- Providing 

Figure 20.9 Stages of managerial 
work in creating an effective group 

•Establishing and 
analyzing the 
work to be done 

•Determining the 
level of authority 
the group will have 

• Assessing the costs, 
benefits, and 
feasibility of using 
a team to do the 
work 

experience and skill in functioning effectively in teams, 
the plodding, deliberate, step-by-step process outlined 
above can become second nature, just "the way things 
are done" in an organization. When that stage is reached, 
the considerable investment required to learn how to use 
work teams well can pay substantial dividends-in work 
effectiveness and in the quality of the experiences of both 
managers and group members. 

Implications for the management of teams 

Because this chapter represents a departure from tradi
tional thinking about group performance, it may be 
appropriate to conclude by briefly highlighting some of 
the broader management implications of what has been 
proposed. 

ON LEADERSHIP 

The research literature is rich with studies of leadership 
in groups (for reviews, see Hare 1976, chap. 13, and Stog
dill1974). Most of this research assesses what leaders do 
within groups or tests propositions about what leader 
traits and styles are most effective under what circum
stances. Such questions are derivative in the approach 
taken here, because leaders are viewed as exercising 
influence primarily through the decisions they make 
about how to frame the group task, how to structure the 
group and its context, and how to help the group get 
started up well and headed in an appropriate direction. 

Indeed, we have not even discussed whether an 
internal group leader should be named-let alone how 
he or she should behave. It often does make sense to have 
such a role, especially when substantial coordination 
among members is required, when there is lots of infor
mation to be processed (Maier 1967), or when it is 
advisable to have one person be the liaison with other 
groups or with higher management. Yet it is rarely a good 

performance building the ongomg 
conditions team assistance 

•Designing the group •Helping the group •Providing opportunities 
task establish its for the group to 

boundaries renegotiate aspects of 
•Selecting group its performance situation 

members •Legitimizing and 

•Providing contextual 
assisting with the •Providing process 
task redefinition assistance as needed 

support process to promote positive 

•Arranging for group synergy 
•Assisting in the 

needed material development of •Providing opportunities 
resources group norms and for the group to learn 

member roles from its experiences 

idea to decide in advance about the leadership structure 
of a work group. If a group has been designed well and 
helped to begin exploring the group norms and mem
ber roles it wishes to have, questions of internal leader
ship should appear naturally. And while there invariably 
will be a good deal of stress and strain in the group as 
leadership issues are dealt with, when a resolution comes 
it will have the considerable advantage of being the 
group's own. 

The manager's role, then, is to make sure a group 
confronts the leadership issue directly (even if members 
would prefer to deal with it implicitly or avoid it 
entirely), not to resolve it for the group. To do the latter 
is to short-circuit an important developmental task in 
the life of a team and to rob the group of a significant 
opportunity to organize and develop its own internal 
resources. 

ON CREATING REDUNDANT CONDITIONS 

There are many ways for a group to be effective in per
forming a task, and even more ways for it to be ineffec
tive. Moreover, different task and organizational 
circumstances involve vastly different demands and 
opportunities. Thus it is impossible to specify in detail 
what specific behaviors managers should adopt to help 
groups perform effectively. There are simply too many 
ways a group can operate and still wind up with the same 
outcome. 35 Attempts to specify contingencies for 
managerial behavior do not help much, in that they 
usually result in prescriptions too complex for anyone to 
follow (Hackman 1984). 

Thus, while many models of leadership call for the 
active manipulation of ··causes" that are assumed to be 

3.5. Systems theorists call this aspect of organized endeavor ""equifi
nality"" (Katz and Kahn 1978, 30). According to this principle, a so
cial svstem can reach the same outcome from a varietv of initial 
conditions and by a \·ariety of methods. . 



tightly linked to "effects," our view of group behavior 
suggests that the key to effective group management may 
be to create redundant conditions that support good per
formance, leaving groups ample room to develop and 
enact their own ways of operating within those con
ditions. 

A manager interested in encouraging a group to 
work hard, for example, would try to make the group 
task more motivationally engaging. And he or she would 
try to provide more (or more potent) positive conse
quences contingent on hard, effective work. And he or 
she would work with the group members to improve the 
efficiency of their internal processes and to build a posi
tive team spirit. And if there were other steps that could 
be taken to create conditions supportive of high effort, 
these would be attempted as well. 

Group performance does not have clean, unitary 
causes. To help a group improve its effectiveness involves 
doing whatever is possible to create multiple, redundant 
conditions that together may nudge the group toward 
more competent task behavior and, eventually, better 
performance. 36 

ON MANAGERIAL AUTHORITY 

The approach taken in this chapter clearly favors the cre
ation of conditions that empower groups, that increase 
their authority to manage their own work. While this 
does not imply a diminution of managerial authority, 
it does suggest that it be redirected. 

One critical use of authority, already discussed at 
some length, is in creating organizational conditions that 
foster and support effective group behavior. Managers 
must not view design and contextual features as "givens" 
over which they have little control. Instead, influence 

36. We see here a key difference between descriptive and action models 
of behavior in organization. A descriptive model parcels up the world 
for conceptual clarity; in contrast, a good action model parcels up 
the world to increase the chances that something can be created or 
changed. Rather than seek to isolate unitary causes, an action model 
attempts to identify clusters of covarying factors that can serve as useful 
levers for change. For related views, see Hackman (1984), \1ohr (1982). 
and Weick (1977). 
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