How do team leaders break through various barriers (i.e. different cultures, companies, countries) among their team members?
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To compete successfully in today’s global market place, companies have to be lean, flexible and responsive to their customers.  The concept of teamwork is a key competitive strategy for developing and delivering innovative products and services in a faster, more efficient manner.
In her book, World Class Teams, Linda McDermott provides a hands-on guide on how to develop, launch, lead and evaluate World Class Teams with her co-authors William Waite and Nolan Brawley.  Linda draws heavily from her experience with such international firms such as Pfizer, Colgate, AT&T and Motorola.

Linda is President and CEO of EquiPro International.  She is an American Society of Training and Development award winner for her work in the creation and management of cross functional global teams.

LM:
 I think the 1st success factor is making sure that the senior sponsorship team whoever sponsors that team, there is a clear strategic direction for the team that aligns with business strategy and the team is on the same page.


The 2nd success factor would be the structure of the team.  You must make sure that you have the right team leader and the right team representation.  If you have a global team you can’t necessarily have a representative from every country of the world on your global team but you need to have your major market representatives as well as representatives who can represent smaller regions on the team.

I think who you put into place the skills of the team leader and the team members are absolutely essential because you have to have team leaders and team members who can think strategically, who can think the big picture, who can think globally and move out of their own country, cultural and discipline biases to help move the team in a global direction.

I think the 4th factor would be the training that’s provided.  We have a training program called Crossing the Borders that’s a two day program that’s designed to launch these global teams that helps them set the missions, their goals that helps them set their operation agreement like what time zone are we going to originate the call from, how we’re going to accommodate our Asian and Australian friends when we’re leading this team out of New York, etc.
Finally, the 5th measure of success is actually to set measures of success.  To have the team set what are the criteria they’re going to use to measure their success beyond just the accomplishment of the team’s goals but what kind of legacy is this team going to leave behind because particularly the earlier global teams that are harmed in the company they’re looked to for guidance and best practices so how you measure these teams successes is important.

AS:
Can you talk about the role of senior management on the success of global teams?

LM:
It’s so critical that before senior management embark on this whole team’s structures and strategies really understand how that potentially is going to throw some wrenches into the culture of the organization.  I was working with a company extensively that claimed itself to be an international organization but I think it was really a multi-national organization that’s run out of the United States and they formed these global teams with all the best intentions for business strategy reasons but what they didn’t factor in was that when you form these global teams there’s a power shift.  In this particular organization the power shift, power struggles happened because decisions were used to being made out of New York for what’s good for the rest of the world and now you formed these global teams and you try to empower the global teams to think what truly is best for the rest of the world.  New York and the United States’ way of thinking isn’t necessarily the best way.  This organization, I don’t believe, was really prepared for the power struggles that emerged from them setting up those teams.  It’s matured over the years and they’ve become much more of a global company but initially it was tough.
The interesting thing about senior management is that they were not on the same page about the need for these teams and weren’t always supporting these global teams and these power struggles would happen so that’s why its so important for senior management to be aligned and to really be collectively supporting these global teams.

AS:
One of the things that I find very interesting is the fact that they don’t physically meet, they don’t come together, and they work virtually.  What kind of tools does that virtual team work require?

LM:
Well the good news is that we’re finally getting some technology that can really help.  In the past, in the early days when I was working on these teams, again, I always participated where they were brought together face to face in the beginning.  Then if they crossed time zones, you had people taking calls in their pajamas, either coming in from breakfast or getting ready for bed and for others it would be the middle of their work-day so we moved from teleconferences.  It’s only now that video-con is starting to catch up.  I was doing one the other day and I commented to the client that finally you have this video-con technology that you can work without many delays and now of course with web-x type meetings you can have documents in front of you as well as having video-con, so technology is starting to catch up.

You can’t recreate face to face.  There’s nothing substituting face to face but we’re getting closer.  More companies are going global.  I was a potential client two days ago and by his own admission they’ve been a US based company but now through acquisition they’re opening centers in India, Europe and now Latin America, which has the potential to be a big market.  He admitted that their people don’t know how to work virtually certainly not outside the US geographic boundaries, so I said to him one of the first things I’d do in addition to all the things you and I have been talking about is I’d get your IT people involved and get technology in place that could facilitate this because you can not be flying people all around.
AS:
Let’s focus on the Across the Border teams.  What qualities do you look for in a team designed to handle those situations?

LM:
You’ll hear me use the word strategic or strategy a lot because I think what makes these types of teams more successful is their collective ability to get outside of their region or outside of their particular functional area to be able to look across the area that’s going to be effected by this project, so I think that’s one of the first things of a team that’s really successful is they keep the big picture in mind and not just there narrow silo that they represent, whatever that is.  That’s the most important quality of the team.  I also think teams need to appreciate the different cultures that are represented on their team, whether they are regional or cross-functional cultures, so that they have flexibility to adapt their particular siloed area to the strategy of the team itself.  
AS:
Most of the teams we’re talking about here, they’re all sort of within the same company but its not unusual especially these days that you’d have a team that’s based on a strategic alliance, so teams can be from different companies?
LM:
Absolutely, that’s just another one of those crosses, that additional cross, now its cross-company.  I was just working with an alliance team and it’s an interesting thing because one of the companies has a European division.  The other company’s European division is not involved in this alliance so the product their focused on is a US product but all the time this one company is hearing in the back of their head is the European needs for this product, so that just adds another level of complexity to the fact that one is a very big Pharma company and the other is a smaller bio-tech firm and so their company’s cultures, decision making styles and entrepreneurial risk-taking are different.  All of those can be problematic if they’re not appreciated and managed correctly.
AS:
But you can train people.

LM:
Absolutely.  In fact the genesis for my book, World Class Teams, came as a result of work we did with a major pharmaceutical company where we went around the world and launched these global teams.  We developed a training program to launch these teams, which is a two day program called Crossing the Borders and at the end of the two days we bring these global team members together and they receive training on how to set up their team’s charter, how to set team goals, how to decide how they’re going to operate together, if it’s a global team you have time zone, language and cultural issues, what are we going to do about these and how we’re going to manage, which is why it’s so essential that these teams be set up face to face.  They may never meet again face to face but the training should be face to face so that they could get to know each other on a personal level so that when they’re talking across four or five different time zones they’ll understand each other.  When they walk out of the two day training they have their work agreements, tasks and they know what their roles are.  So it’s a training program but it’s not like what I call a Kum Bah Yah, where you sit around all day and get to know each other and do trust falls, no.  These people are actually trained on how to get their work done.

AS:
What happens when there’s a problem in the virtual team when someone can’t make the adjustment to this kind of environment?

LM:
Well, that is a problem because in most of these teams they are formed in what I call a matrix fashion, so what they means is that they work for the team but also the rest of their time they are working back in their own discipline.  It does happen that you are assigned permanently to one of these teams and that’s all you do but often times they’re matrixed back into their discipline.  What happens then is the team leader, who is often the only full-time member and does not have full authority of each of their team members, its not like in a traditional hierarchy goal organization where you work for me and I’m your boss and if you’re not performing well, I give you a performance review and I give you feedback and if it doesn’t work out, you’re out.  ‘that’s kind of over simplified but in these teams you may work for me on this project but you also administratively report to someone else and so it becomes a little trickier around the giving you feedback and managing your performance and so forth.  That probably adds another quality to team leaders that I have forgotten to mention before is you’re usually in a position of influence not a position of authority.  So that you’ve got to find a way to be able to tap into the motivational needs of each of your team members.
AS:
So after the team has completed its work is it a best practice to conduct some sort of post mortem?

LM:
Oh absolutely.  I’ve been engaged in the last six months and probably five, what we call lessons learned, best practices sessions where the team is being disbanded because they accomplished their goals or the product has gone off patent or whatever and we’ve done a lesson learned.  They go back over their history and look at where we did succeed, where could we have improved now that we’ve moved onto other teams what are the lessons learned and we’re trying to use intra-company networks to post the findings from these lessons learned sessions so that other teams can access lessons learned and actually part of the reason for me writing the book because I wanted to pull together all of our lessons learned from all of these global teams that we’ve been working with.
AS:
We’d like to thank Lynda McDermott for being our guest to day.  The name of her book is World Class Team.
