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The noted 1890
HBR arlicle
brought new
urgency to the
development of
critical compe-
tencies. The
80's have also
emphasized
teams to ac-
complish
organizational
objectives. Mo-
bilization of
core competen-
cies and effec-
tive teamwork
are recognized
as key to

achieving sus-

tainable com-
petilive advan-
tage. These
topics are ex-
plored in this
issue.

Larry Gastwirt

As we ook towards the next millennium,
technalogy is a primary driver of almost all
organizations. In addition, increased compe-
tition, globalization of businesses and an in-
crease in the speed of change will require
employees who can continually learn and de-
velop and who have the critical competencies
to give businesses the competitive edge that
will allow them to survive and grow. This arti-
cle describes some of the background issues
relevant to competency modeling, including
how competencies are identified and defined.
The psychological contract between the em-
ployer and employee is discussed and some
issues that affect the contract are highlighted.
Finally, some of the steps that employers can
take to ensure that their workforce can de-
velop and maintain the critical competencies
needed for success are discussed,
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of human resource systems based on com-
petency models are relatively new phenom-
ena in technologically driven organizations.
Ferhaps the mos! salient driver of compe-
tency modeling praclices is the 1990 article
by Prahalad and Hamel in Harvard Business
Review on "core competencies”. This paper,
which is the single mosl reprinted article ever
published in HBR, discusses core competen-
cies as design components of an organiza-
tion's strategy. The concepl of core compe-
tencies, as used by Prahalad and Hamel re-
fers to collective knowledge used to
"coordinate diverse production skills and inte-
grate multiple streams of technologies.”
Many organizational leaders, who recognize
that this collective arganizational knowiedge
must come fram the individual competencies
of employees, have embraced the concept of
strateqically driven competency models. In-
fluential academics have expanded the con-
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Using Assessment to Enhance Team Performance

Peter Dominick

Most successful technology organizations
have rigorous metrics for assessing product
performance and testing new technology.
Managers in these same organizations also
tend to agree that teams are an integral part
of their success. But while they would never
consider doing product development without
being able to evaluate product effectiveness,
few organizations have integrated strategies
for reviewing team process effectiveness. On
the one hand, the fact that team process can
be harder to quantify than the physical proper-
ties of new technology, makes the lack of
evaluation systems understandable. Cn the

other hand, the very fact thal team process is
more nebulous speaks to the importance of
being able to evaluate and understand its im-
pact on your business. The objective of this
article is to discuss how lo assess team effec-
tiveness and how to use assessment to im-
prove team and individual perfoermance.

Assessment's Role in Supporting Team
Effectiveness

A majorily of managers realize by now thal
simply putting people into groups does not
make them a team. It takes concerted efforts

Contnued on page 24
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to transform groups of individuals into successful teams.
Assessment is often a critical part of these efforts for
several reasons. First, assessment calls attention to out-
comes by forcing managers to deal with the questions,
“What do we want to see change?” and, “How will we
know that the changes have occurred?” In this way, as-
sessment is actually an integral part of the up-front plan-
ning process rather than a back-end afterthought.

In our experience, organizations that have been most
successful at transitioning to team-based environments
have been the ones who strategically address these
questions early on. Those that do not often wind up with
directionless teams that can be breeding grounds for
cynicism. For instance, one technology organization with
which we worked failed to consider these outcome ques-
tions prior to undertaking a series of team development
initiatives. Instead, they jumped into team leadership
skills training for their project managers. However, the
context and objectives for the training remained unclear.
Rather than seeing teams and the training as a means to
an end (e.g. improved product quality, reduced cycle-
time, better coordination between design engineers and
marketing personnel), many project managers reacted
defensively to the training, perceiving it to be an indict-
ment of their abilities. It was not until senior managers
stepped back and provided a clearer context for team
development that they were eventually able to make
some progress.

Not only does it help in defining outcomes, but assess-
ment actually helps to change an organization’s culture
by providing vision and direction. When you establish as-
sessment systems you are sending messages to people
about what is valued and expected. This message in and
of itself can have profound impacts on behavior and atti-
tudes. For instance, consider what we have learned from
research on the use of multi-source feedback systems.
Several studies have shown that simply introducing a
feedback instrument can lead to behavior change, even
when people just complete the instrument without receiv-
ing feedback or when all they receive is a summary of
their self-ratings.

Another way assessment can support team effectiveness
is by directly involving people in the improvement proc-
ess and encouraging them to take ownership for team
results. This is especially true when teams establish their
own metrics for reviewing process and overall outcomes.
One simple technique for doing this is to have teams cre-
ate “Working Agreements.” These agreements are sim-
ple codes of conduct defining how a team will handle fun-
damental issues like information-sharing, decision-
making, and participation. Once articulated they can be-

come useful guides for managing and evaluating team
member interaction.

Assessment processes also support team effective-
ness by aiding in skill development. Team skills, like
technical skills can be learned and developed. Care-
fully considered assessment systems facilitate this
learning by providing individuals and teams with valu-
able information they can use to change behavior and
improve performance. This kind of feedback helps in
establishing development objectives and in gauging
improvement over time.

In order to assist students in their development of
team skills an increasing number of engineering col-
leges and universities have actually been incorporat-
ing team skills assessment into their design curricu-
lums. Typically, students receive confidential peer
feedback on team skills two or more times during the
duration of team design projects, in addition to receiv-
ing feedback from course instructors. The increased
emphasis on team skills assessment is largely driven
by new accreditation criteria. These criteria require
schools to demonstrate that their students not only
possess technical abilities but that they are also adept
at communicating clearly with others and at working
on cross-functional teams.

While skill development at the individual and team
level is critical, assessment also helps in terms of
overall organizational learning. At this level, systematic
methods for evaluating team process and perform-
ance enable organizations to better understand their
strengths and improvement areas when it comes to
using teams. It can also help them determine the con-
ditions under which teams are and are not useful for
product development. Using assessment to support
organizational learning requires careful planning and
constant follow-up. Consistent criteria need to be es-
tablished regarding both team outcomes as well as
process. The kinds of issues these criteria should ad-
dress include: What team processes need to work bet-
ter?; How can we make them work better?; How well
have we done in terms of product cycle time?; Product
quality? Innovation and originality?; How satisfied are
people with their experiences working on the team? In
addition, mechanisms have to be in place for ensuring
all this information is fed back to organizational mem-
bers in a useful and non-threatening way.

As an example, one organization with which we
worked used an organizational learning approach to
improve the quality of their design review meetings.
After recognizing that their rate of post-production re-



' Stevens Alliance for Technology Management

Team Performance (continued)

work on designs was far too high, the engineering or-
ganization made several modifications regarding how
they conducted design reviews. These changes in-
cluded incorporating team process management tools
into design review meetings. They established facilita-
tion guidelines to be used at all design reviews and
designated specific individuals as technical and team .
process advisors in support of the primary design en-
gineer. In addition, they also established formal meet-
ing review metrics to obtain feedback from all design
review participants. The information they obtain from
this feedback process has helped them to continually
monitor the quality of their design reviews and to make
several modifications over the years.

In order for people to make team results a priority,
they need to know that their efforts will be rewarded
and recognized. Assessment systems play an impor-
tant role in this regard by providing objective criteria
against which to measure performance and allocate
incentives. Ideally, there should be mechanisms for
rewarding people based upon overall team perform-
ance as well as for individual contributions to team
outcomes.

Organizations that are structured functionally some-
times run into problems because managers are not
necessarily able to make first-hand observations of
their employees’ contributions to team efforts. These
problems can be mitigated to some degree when team
leaders or project managers are given opportunities to
provide their input on individuals’ performance and
vice-versa. A key aspect of making this input credible,
however, is to ensure that evaluation criteria are
clearly defined and communicated in advance. Some
organizations have also supported team development
by creating special recognition rewards that acknowil-
edge exceptional efforts by teams or individuals.

Perhaps the most obvious way assessment can sup-
port team effectiveness is through selection. Certainly
organizations need to have clearly defined models of
what they expect from potential team members in
terms of technical competence. While most organiza-
tions recognize this need, fewer effectively consider
team skills when assigning people to teams. It helps to
understand individuals’ inclinations towards teamwork
as well as their present abilities. This kind of informa-
tion should not necessarily be used to exclude people
from team assignments, but to help ensure they are
placed into assignments where they are more likely to
succeed and or further develop their skills.

Techniques for Assessing Team Effectiveness
Having described some ways in which assessment sup-
ports teaming, | want to conclude by briefly describing
several assessment techniques that can be incorporated
into team development initiatives. It helps to use more
than one of these techniques as they each have their
strengths and limitations.

One common approach is to use assessment toois that
focus on the competencies and behaviors of individuals,
such as self-assessments and peer-feedback instru-
ments. When it comes to team effectiveness the behav-
iors that should be assessed fall into two broad catego-
ries, those related to managing the task and those per-
taining to managing relationships. Examples of task man-
agement behaviors include actions like helping the team
stay on-track, regularly reviewing performance, and us-
ing systematic decision-making processes. Relationship
management behaviors include actions like conflict man-
agement, effective listening, demonstrating support for
others and helping others to learn. Some organizations
have also incorporated behaviors relating to technical
competence as well.

Instruments focusing on overall team process are an-
other effective tool. These kinds of instruments should
also deal with the same two general issues (task and re-
lationship management), but the measures focus on
what the team is doing/not doing overall (e.g. the team’s
overall ability to make decisions, manage conflicts or in-
terface with other parts of the organization). There are
several ways to assess overall team process. A team
can use a specific questionnaire geared towards team
process. They can also use their own working agree-
ment. Another possibility is to aggregate individual feed-
back results of team members. The point is to provide
some basis for a team to periodically reflect upon its
overall process and performance in an objective, data-
based way.

Interpersonal style inventories are also useful assess-
ment instruments. These tools provide team members
with insight regarding their personal preferences and per-
spectives when it comes to working in teams. They help
members recognize differences and similarities in terms
of their styles and work patterns. In our view, it is impor-
tant that these tools never be used for typecasting peo-
ple. Instead, we find they are most helpful when they
serve as springboards for discussion, planning and ad-
justments to team process.

Here is one example of how a style inventory was used
by a middie management team with vast project man-
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agement responsibilities. The instrument revealed that
none of their styles were of a kind likely to be comfort-
able focusing on project details. This realization helped
them to confront a recurring problem hindering their ef-
fectiveness. Specifically, they had developed several
useful ideas but had consistently failed to follow through
on the details of implementation. The insight provided
by the instrument helped them to see the problem as a
team issue without getting caught-up in a “blame
game.” Most importantly they began taking steps to
deal with the problem.

Finally, no team should undertake its work without hav-
ing some idea of how it will evaluate its overall results
and outputs. It helps to use multiple outcome measures
whenever possible. These include overall execution and
results, as well as other criteria like development time,
time to market, and quality. These measures need to
remain top of mind throughout a team'’s lifetime. Teams
should also establish and evaluate their efforts in rela-
tion to clear milestones and stage gates.

Summary

Assessment plays a critical role in both the creation and
ongoing development of teams. This article has outlined
several roles that assessment can play and described
several assessment techniques. However, in order for
assessment to be effective, it should not be an after-
thought in your organization’s team development proc-
ess. When carefully considered at the beginning of
team-based initiatives, assessment systems can serve
as key planning tools and will help to ensure your or-
ganization gets the results it intended.
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