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S ome years ago, author of The Team Hand-
book Peter R. Scholtes was in Australia 
educating top managers on aspects of 

teamwork. Spending some personal time in his 
company was a pleasure. His more recent book 
The Leader’s Handbook prompted me to look fur-
ther into what well-known management educators, 
researchers, practitioners, and commentators have 
to say about teamwork and leadership.

Peter Scholtes states: “More than 95% of your 
organization’s problems derive from your systems, 
processes, and methods, not from your individual 
workforce. Your people are doing their best, but 
their best efforts cannot compensate for your 
inadequate and dysfunctional systems.” That is a 
very strong productivity statement that we know 
to be true. He further says, “We look at the heroic 
efforts of outstanding individuals for our suc-
cessful work. Instead we must create systems that 
routinely allow excellent work to result from the 
ordinary efforts of ordinary people. Changing the 
system will change what people do. Changing 
what people do will not change the system.”

“Your people are doing their 
best, but their best efforts 
cannot compensate for your 
inadequate and dysfunctional 
systems.”

“Certain common management approaches—
management by objectives, performance appraisal, 
merit pay, pay for performance, and ISO certifica-
tion—represent not leadership, but the abdication 
of leadership,” Scholtes asserts. In an organiza-
tion, how does this present itself? Let us take two 
management examples: A manager who is firmly 
entrenched in the old paradigm would say, “Behind 
every problem, there is someone who screwed up.” 
However, a top manager who has developed a sys-
tems view would observe, “Behind every problem 
there is an inadequacy in the system.”
 

Teamwork, leadership, and productivity

The new approach to leadership began in Japan in 
the 1950s. Scholtes acknowledges the great contri-
butions to productivity improvement by Deming, 
Sarasohn, Juran, Ishikawa, Shewart, and many 
others. It is not surprising to find that Scholtes 
believes very strongly in teamwork as a tool to 
improve management and organizational produc-
tivity. There is no better evidence than the success 
of quality teams, quality control circles, process 
improvement teams, and project teams in world-
class organizations.

Fast forward to the contemporary views about 
teamwork and shared leadership. Some condensed 
beliefs and comments from renowned manage-
ment luminaries such as Peter Drucker, Tom 
Peters, Stephen Covey, Ken Blanchard, Kenichi 
Ohmae, Peter Senge, Gary Hamel, Michael Ham-
mer, John Naisbitt, Warren Bennis, and Rosabeth 
Moss-Kanter illustrate modern practice. Based on 
their research and observations, there is a consen-
sus view that teamwork is not a new management 
fad, but a fundamental strategic reorientation 
by enterprises seeking to become globally com-
petitive. In seeking to meet or exceed customer 
requirements, top management recognizes team-
based work as a way of life in the enterprise. The 
days of the “all-knowing, do-it-my-way manag-
ers,” if any still survive, are gone or a remnant of 
past bad management practice. 

The challenge for shared leadership implied in 
team-oriented organizations is how to ignite the 
collective spirit of people, their intelligence, com-
mitment, and perseverance. Peter Senge talks 
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about “working at our best” versus “not working 
at our best.” He observes that we do best when we 
“care about” what we are doing, which leads us to 
learn from our experience, build our confidence 
and the desire to achieve, and stimulate excitement 
and respect. On days when we are not working at 
our best (and we all experience those), if we care 
about what we do we will still have a positive out-
come. In teams, Senge comments, we find people 
realize that they need each other. If they are dif-
ficult to convince, he suggests that key questions 
to ask are why do I care, who depends on you, 
who do you depend on to get something done, and 
what is my job? Very soon people will recognize 
that they are part of a team.

“Leadership in teams should 
be encouraged to ensure 
proper func t ion ing and 
decision making, otherwise 
they can become a talkfest 
with no value or output.”

Stephen Covey stresses the importance of trust 
and its output trustworthiness for successful 
teamwork. He also emphasizes the importance of 
relationships in building trust and being able to 
count on each other. Richard Kearns encourages 
developing a “can-do” attitude in teams, finding 
out how things can work better (process improve-
ment), and pushing decision making down the 
organization (empowerment).

These commentators speak about the fundamen-
tal importance of education, skill formation, 
and communication to enable teams to function 
successfully. Ken Blanchard noted the need to 
recognize various strengths and weaknesses in the 
team composition, and to build on the strengths to 
let stars shine. An advantage of robust, dynamic 
teams in an organization is that people feel more 
secure, particularly in times of rapid change, be-
cause of the shared vision and values in the group. 
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p-TIPS Interviewing productively 
(10 mistakes managers make)  

One of managers’ most important roles is hiring, and decisions on whom 
to offer a position can affect the productivity and profitability of the entire 
enterprise. Everyone recognizes when the wrong person is hired for a 
job, usually including the employee in question. How can bad hires be 
avoided? The staff writers of bnet (http://www.bnet.com/) offer a list of 10 
common mistakes managers make during job interviews.

1) You talk too much. Give a concise company history, speak of its mission 
and goals, but don’t go on about your own role, personal life, or feelings 
about the organization or colleagues. Concentrate on the candidate’s 
ability to do the job.

2) You gossip or swap stories. Don’t inquire about difficulties the inter-
viewee’s current employer may have or gossip about others in the indus-
try. This wastes time.

3) You’re afraid to ask tough questions. Don’t be too friendly with someone 
you like or feel comfortable with. Ask everyone the same challenging 
questions. Also, an initially nervous applicant may shine when given an 
opportunity to demonstrate problem-solving ability.

4) You fall prey to the halo effect (or the horns effect). An elegantly dressed 
candidate who answers the first question satisfactorily may make a good 

first impression, but listen to all her answers before making a decision. 
The reverse may also hold: the mumbler with messy hair may be a gen-
ius in disguise.

5) You ask leading questions. Ask which software programs someone is 
familiar with, not “You’re experienced with PhotoShop, aren’t you?”

6) You invade their privacy. In many countries, it’s illegal to ask personal 
questions. Focus on the job, not on home life, ethnic background, finan-
cial status, or club memberships.

7) You stress the candidate out. Some managers try high-pressure tech-
niques to determine how an applicant will cope, but these don’t really 
mimic workplace stress.

8) You cut it short. Plan interviews of about an hour to ensure that deci-
sions are based on sufficient information.

9) You gravitate toward the center. If all applicants seem like possibilities, 
you’re not getting enough information or assessing it accurately.

10) You rate candidates against each other. Use established criteria to evalu-
ate each interviewee instead of comparing individuals.

Supporting teamwork, John Naisbitt emphasizes that the real competitive edge 
in an enterprise is the quality of its human resources, thinking individually but 
acting globally. Global thinking and alignment across the whole enterprise and 
beyond aids in understanding the impact or interdependency of team decisions.  

Clear communications play a vital role in underpinning successful teamwork. 
I was reminded of recent work I undertook in leading a team to develop and 
deploy an innovative technical customer relations management support tool 
among a technical sales force. The development team was scattered throughout 
different cities and locations and in different time zones. As teamwork was 
embedded in the organization and a way of life, it was expected that teamwork 
would apply in meeting all aspects of timeliness, cost, and quality. Although a 
“virtual team,” it had all the attributes of a face-to-face team. The new produc-
tivity improvement tool delivered faster, more flexible customer service and 
greatly improved the management reporting system.

An important observation to note from Kenichi Ohmae is that new ideas do not 
often come from teams. They are usually the province of technicians or R&D 
experts. However, he comments that improving on the ideas and implementing 
and deploying innovations in the workplace require teams. To avoid being “team 

happy,” he warns that there is a time, place, and occasion for teams. Stephen 
Covey and others comment that management should not set unrealistic expec-
tations for teams. They all agree that they need nurturing, support, training, 
and education to ensure that the mindset and skill set are in alignment. Leader-
ship in teams should be encouraged to ensure proper functioning and decision 
making, otherwise they can become a talkfest with no value or output.

Because organizations are now flatter and need to be faster, flexible, innova-
tive, and adaptive, it is not surprising that world-class organizations see the 
need to embrace teams and teamwork for competitive advantage and produc-
tivity improvement.
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