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Case 14.3: Starts with a Bang, Ends with a Whimper
Case synopsis and analysis
Kim Green, a faculty member from the management department of a major university, has been asked to chair a committee tasked with planning the mission of the university for the next 20 years.  The president gave the committee its charge: “What should Northcoast University be like in the year 2020” and told members to make this a high priority.  
Several faculty members served on this committee and seemed excited about the task and honored to be selected.  The members regularly met and shared research related to their task.  With time, however, the members began to disagree about the mission and goals of the group.  People stopped attending meetings, consensus was never reached, and even the president lost interest in the project.  
This case study is all too real: lofty and ambiguous goals are created, new teams are formed, and the goals are not achieved.  However, by dissecting the dysfunction in this case, students will be able to pinpoint key areas for change that could help teams like Kim Green’s function well in the future.
Learning objectives:
1. Students will be able to apply the eight characteristics of team excellence to a team.
2. Students will be able to apply functions that a leader should implement to improve a team.
Answers to questions in the text:
1. Which characteristics of excellence were lacking in this task force? 
The eight characteristics of team excellence are: clear, elevating goal, results-driven structure, competent team members, unified commitment, collaborative climate, standards of excellence, external support and recognition, and principled leaders.  Kim’s team seems to have competent team members, unified commitment, and standards of excellence.  However, the team lacks clear and elevating goals, results-driven structure, and even some external support and recognition.  As well, they could use a stronger collaborative climate as well as a bit more principled leadership.
Team goals must be very clear so that one can tell whether the performance objective has been realized. Teams sometimes fail because they are given a vague task and then asked to work out the details (Hackman, 1990).  In this case, the goal was vague.  Drafting a vision for a university, without further explanation or clarification, is a daunting task.  There should have been some insight offered into key areas that the vision must address in order for group to succeed.
Teams also need to find the best structure for accomplishing their goals. Structural features that lead to effective teamwork include task design, team composition, and core norms of conduct (Wageman et al., 2009).  In this case, the team lacked structural features that could have helped them accomplish their goals.  Each member did “research” with seemingly little focus to that research.  It seems, in fact, that they all were tasked with a vague job, returned to a meeting to discuss their findings, and quarreled about the differences.  Structures should have been in place so that each team member had clear and distinct areas to research related to the vision.  Then they could have shared their findings in the meetings with less conflict.  
The ability of a team to collaborate or work well together is essential to team effectiveness. A collaborative climate is one in which members can stay problem focused, listen to and understand one another, feel free to take risks, and be willing to compensate for one another. In this case, there is some collaboration.  However, it seems that team members lost willingness to stay focused and understand one another.
As well, the team needed more support, particularly from the president. A common mistake is to give organizational teams challenging assignments but fail to give them organizational support to accomplish these assignments (Hackman, 1990).   The leader must identify which type of support is needed and intervene as needed to secure this support (Hackman, 2002).  The president did not follow up with the team, offer them feedback, or stay involved in the process.  This lack of external support contributed to the demise.
Finally, the team could use a bit more leadership.  Kim and the university president should work on helping the team handle conflict and differences.  Doing so may help members work collaboratively through their challenges to accomplish the team’s objectives.    
2. Which characteristics of excellence were evident in this task force? 
The team had competent team members, unified commitment, and standards of excellence.  
3. How would you assess Kim as a leader? 
In this case, Kim seems to lack leadership skills.  She was unable to clarify goals for the group, could not solve conflict, and did not succeed in completing the team’s objectives.  The team was ineffective, resulting in poor performance and development.  
However, Kim was tasked with a vague and difficult assignment.  It is possible that she could have excelled if given more clarity by the president.  
4. What actions would you take (internally or externally) if you were the leader of this task force?

There needs to be some internal and external changes to help the team function better and achieve its goals.  Internally, Kim needs to develop clear, unifying goals and a results-driven structure.  Doing so will help clarify the team’s objectives and empower each member to contribute in a meaningful way.  As well, Kim should work on relational components so that the team functions more collaboratively.  Team members need to acknowledge one another’s struggles and not contribute to stress where possible.  Kim should facilitate this collaborative climate by demanding and rewarding collaborative behavior and guiding the team’s problem-solving efforts.  

Externally, Kim needs to find more support and feedback for the committee from the university president.  Indeed, she should solicit and share his feedback regularly and use him to help clarify goals.  Doing so will help motivate members to continue the work and keep them on task.
Potential teaching approaches: 
Below is a way to structure a class based on case study 14.3:
· Hold a lecture on teamwork.
· Ask students to read 14.3 and answer the questions.
· Discuss questions in the case study as a class.
· Finally, the professor may choose to conduct in-class exercise 1or 2 below.
  
Exercises for this case study: 
1) Students turn back the clock and assume the role of president of the university.  The president wants to create a committee tasked with developing a new mission for the university.  

First, what type of person should lead this committee?  Students should create a profile of a leader for the committee and also make a list of five employees (using their job titles) who might contribute to the group.  Students should consider appointing a diverse group from the university who can serve on the task force.

Second, students should create the assignment for the committee.  What should this committee do?  The president should offer some guidelines so that the team has clear goals.  

Third, the president should create a timeline for when he/she will be meeting with the team and what sorts of updates he/she wants. 


2) Students should create a list of three key mistakes the president of the university made with this task force.  What did he/she do wrong, and how could he/she fix these mistakes?  
