
Lindenwood University Lindenwood University 

Digital Commons@Lindenwood University Digital Commons@Lindenwood University 

Theses Theses & Dissertations 

1999 

Self-Managed Work Teams: How Implementation Plans Affect Self-Managed Work Teams: How Implementation Plans Affect 

Success or Failure Success or Failure 

Julia E. Meeker 

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.lindenwood.edu/theses 

 Part of the Business Commons 





33 

"fundamentally different kind of organization" (47-48). Table 4 shows how 

the metaphor depicts a specific image not only of the change but also of 

the change agent. How a company describes the change will effect the 

employees metaphorical idea of the ~of change he or she is facing. 

The problem occurs when employees are misinterpreting the change 

because the metaphors used to describe the change does not truly match 

management's intent of the change. This creates confusion for both the 

employees and management. It may seem that the employees are not 

"buying into" an idea when the employees, because of mismatched 

metaphors, are reacting appropriately to the type of change the metaphor 

implies. 

When the underlying metaphors are different, conflict 
over what to do and how to do it is common. Thus one 
person may be trying to "fix the machine," while 
another wants to "move the organization," and still 
another doesn't want to "tear down what we've spent 
so much time building up." In such situations, people 
may fight over the causes and cures to the problem 
without ever realizing that their differing, unexpressed, 
metaphorical reasoning may be preventing them from 
really understanding one another. (52) 

By developing an implementation plan, the type of change required 

and the metaphors to use should become apparent. This process should 

clarify the ultimate goal of the change as well as help to communicate the 



change. If after the plan is developed, there is still significant confusion, 

then perhaps it is not the "fault" of the employees, but rather a weak or 

poorly defined change or implementation plan. 

Case Studies 
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There is no fail-safe empowerment implementation plan to 

guarantee success, but by looking at case studies some basic success 

principles surface. It is by combining academic research and industry tried 

principles that a basic empowerment implementation plan can be 

developed. 

Brian Mostal looks at one success story in his article "Pawley's 

Quest for the Elusive Grail." Dennis K. Pawley is the executive vice 

president of Chrysler Corporation's manufacturing division and is credited 

with changing Chrysler's vision to quality manufacturing. He has done this 

through empowerment and team building. Pawley's experiences with 

William E. Hoglund (executive vice president at GM) and Takashi ltoh 

(former chief Japanese advisor for Mazda's Michigan plant) helped form 

his ideas on empowerment and quality manufacturing (26). 

His belief in empowerment, quality, teamwork, and 
working relationships with the United Auto Workers 
(UAW) has dramatically lowered Chrysler's cost of 



manufacturing and improved the quality reputation of 
its products. (26) 
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One of the basic principles Pawley used to prepare for the culture 

change was to empower "both the hourly workforce and the management 

workforce" (qtd in Moskal 26). Empowerment must run through all levels of 

the organization according to Pawley. 

True empowerment is, 'O.K. , I trust you in this group of 
1 O people so much that I'm going to pull the supervisor 
out and you will be self-directed. Here's the work that 
has to get done. You folks understand what the 
quality levels are and make sure you continuously 
improve it. Understand that we have to continuously 
improve productivity. You're responsible for that. 
Develop your own reward systems and how you are 
going to recognize each other's performance, control 
absenteeism, and schedule vacations.' These are 
things the foreman used to do. (qtd in Mostal 26-27) 

Pawley's working definition of empowerment quoted above leads to 

additional principles including: constantly improving quality goals; 

measurement and reward systems; and, team personnel management 

(absenteeism, scheduling, etc.). 

Pawley recognizes that a move towards empowerment and self

management takes time. He has been executive vice president of 

manufacturing since 1991 and has increased productivity and quality over 

the past three years. During those years, cars manufactured benefited 
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from the new system but it was not until the Neon that a car was developed 

completely under the empowerment system and teams. "And the Neon is 

light-years better [in quality] than the [Dodge Ram] because the total 

organization was involved from the beginning of Neon development" (qtd. 

in Moskal 35). 

Colgate-Palmolive Co. subsidiary Hill's Pet Nutrition is another 

empowerment success story. Just as Chrysler, Hill's Pet Nutrition chose a 

new organizational direction to meet specific production goals. 

The result is a showcase facility that incorporates 
many new design features: a 'socio-tech' work 
environment built specifically for team management; 
computer-integrated manufacturing; human-food 
sanitation standards; flexible production; lines for 
quick changeovers; and just-in-time (JIT) production 
and shipment. (Swartz, Vanderpool and Mendenhall 
93) 

One of the key principles in the success of Hill's operation was 

training. The new plant was to open in 1991. Before beginning operation, 

all personnel completed an eight week training program in "team building, 

communications, and an overview of the business as well as job-specific 

skills" (Swartz, Vanderpool and Mendenhall 94). 

Along with training, Hill's empowerment plan included a three level 

organizational structure. "Structured in just three levels - strategic, 
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coordinating, and operating -- the site organization is notably 'flat"' (Swartz, 

Vanderpool and Mendenhall 94). All employees fall under one level but 

function in a specific team and/or ad hock team. Teams address specific 

problems that result in process changes. 

A recent example of this is the 'Bottleneck Elimination 
Team,' BET for short, formed by the Continuos Flow 
Manufacturing (CFM) Team to eliminate packaging 
bottlenecks associated with routine changes in volume 
and/or product line. (Swartz, Vanderpool and 
Mendenhall 95) 

As a result of empowerment and teams, not only have processes 

improved but worker's compensation claims decreased 230% from 1991 to 

1992 with the trend continuing in 1993 (Swartz, Vanderpool and 

Mendenhall 94). 

One of the most interesting empowerment success stories is that of 

W.L. Gore & Associates. Frank Shipper and Charles Manz studied W.L. 

Gore's empowerment philosophy in their article "Employee Self

Management Without Formally Designated Teams: An Alternative Road to 

Empowerment." W.L. Gore & Associates is the founder of the Gore-Tex 

product line. 

Gore held several positions with DuPont from 1945 to 1957. It was 

his discovery of how to coat PTFE on ribbon that led to his company, 
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founded on January 1, 1958. DuPont had made it clear it wanted to remain 

a supplier of raw materials not finished products, such as Gore's discovery. 

His new business focused on the insulated-wire and cable business (49). 

From the beginning, W.L. Gore & Associates only used employee 

titles where required by law. 

The titles of president and secretary-treasurer are 
used only because they are required by the laws of 
incorporation. The Fore management style has been 
referred to as 'unmanagement,' an approach to 
management that has its roots in Bill's experiences on 
teams at DuPont and that evolved over time to adapt 
to current needs. (50) 

Gore's "un-management" is based on six themes according to 

Shipper and Manz. These themes define and support Gore's type of 

empowerment and unstructured work teams (50). 

The first theme is the "culture and norms supporting employee 

empowerment and success" (52). The foundation of the culture is the lack 

of a formal management structure which Gore felt would smother the 

company's creativity. A "sponsor" program was started to help new 

employees (and those moving to new responsibilities) get needed support. 

After the formal new hire training program, the sponsor would take over 

(52). 



The sponsor tracks the new associate's progress, 
providing help and encouragement, and coaching the 
new member to correct weaknesses and concentrate 
on strengths. Sponsoring is not a short-term 
commitment. ... As associates' responsibilities grow, 
they may acquire additional sponsors. (52) 
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There are also four guidelines that support the culture. These are 1) 

"try to be fair," 2) "use your freedom to grow," 3) "make your own 

commitments, and keep them," and 4) uconsult with other Associates prior 

to any action that may adversely affect the reputation or financial stability of 

the company" (53). These guidelines encourage the formation of self

developed teams. 

The second theme deals with the lattice structure of the organization 

which is "the keystone to the team approach without formally designated 

teams" (53). The lattice structure is characterized in six ways. 

1. Lines of communication are direct - person to person 
- with no intermediary. 

2. There is no fixed or assigned authority. 
3. There are sponsors, not bosses. 
4. Natural leadership is defined by followership. 
5. Objectives are set by those who must 'make them 

happen.' 
6. Tasks and functions are organized through commit

ments.(53-54) 

In its simplest terms, this structure utilizes the informal interpersonal 

communication channels to get the job done. These channels exist in all 



organizations but are not generally the primary source of ideas and 

support. From this structure self-developed teams form naturally from 

need or creativity. 
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The third theme is that there are no managers or bosses but many 

leaders. "Leaders are not authoritarians, managers of people, or 

supervisors who tell use what to do or forbid us from doing things; nor are 

they 'parents' to whom we transfer our own self-responsibility" (55). In this 

organization pay directly depends on contributions not on how many 

people you supervise (55). 

The fourth theme is that associates can be successful without 

structure and management. Because this type of organizational structure 

does not promote a direct chain of command it is difficult to move and 

existing organization into this philosophy. Not all employee can work under 

this structure either. But, those that adapt to un-management can be very 

successful (56). 

Themes five and six deal with increased creativity and un

management's limitations respectively. All employees are encouraged 

to find new ways of using PTFE. New research and development ideas 

come from all areas of the company (5 7) . 

There are critics to un-management. Some feel that the lattice 

structure does not function well in crisis situations because it takes to long 
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to form a plan of action with no supervisors. Others have a problem with 

the fact that there are no titles. Critics site a lack of comfort when they 

cannot consistently deal with the same employee since there are no titles 

or chain of command (58-59). W.L. Gore & Associates seem to have met 

these challenges and are constantly re-evaluating and developing un

management to meet changing needs. 

Elements in the Implementation Plan 

Managing change and communicating change will greatly increase 

the potential success of a self-management initiative. Now the question is 

what issues should be addressed in the formal implementation plan. The 

key to any implementation plan is clarity and simplicity. It needs to be 

developed and written with all employees in mind. 

Strategic planning is the process by which the guiding 
members of an organization envision the 
organization's future and develop the necessary 
procedures and operations to achieve that future. The 
vision of the future provides both a direction and the 
energy to move in that direction. . . . Successful 
strategic planning is characterized by organizational 
self-examination, confronting difficult choices, and 
setting priorities. (Pfeiffer, Goodstein, and Nolan 56) 

Teams involved in self-management will have a higher rate offailure 

if the goals and objectives of the company, and individual teams, are not 


