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The diversity of cross-functional teams can both benefit and hinder team performance. 
Here are some tips for getting the best from these new-styled teams. 

The w o r l d a n d t h e w o r l d of 
business are changing. Speciali-
zation is out; general ism is in. 

Rigid ownersh ip of work is out: fluid 
c o l l a b o r a t i o n is in. P o w e r is o u t ; 
e m p o w e r m e n t is in. Individualism is 
out; teamwork is in. 

Vertical hierarchical structures are 
being replaced by all k inds of orga-
nizations-. ne twork , adap t ive , infor-
ma l , a n d h o r i z o n t a l . Right in t h e 
m i d d l e of t h e m all sit c r o s s - f u n c -
t i o n a l t e a m s of e x p e r t s r e a d y t o 
m o v e quick ly and f lexibly to adap t 
to c h a n g i n g o r g a n i z a t i o n a l n e e d s . 
Such t e a m s a re m a d e u p of p e o p l e 
f r o m d i f f e r e n t d e p a r t m e n t s in an 
organizat ion. They typically per form 
d i f f e ren t job f u n c t i o n s and br ing a 
var ie ty of ski l ls a n d e x p e r i e n c e to 
their teams. 

S u r v e y r e s u l t s , b o o k s , c o n f e r -
e n c e s . and o b s e r v a t i o n tell us that 
cross-functional t eams have b e c o m e 
i m p o r t a n t in t o d a y ' s c o m p e t i t i v e 
b u s i n e s s e n v i r o n m e n t . It 's exc i t ing 
and somet imes frustrating that these 
n e w - s t y l e d t e a m s a r e m a d e u p of 
p e o p l e w h o c o m e t o g e t h e r , e a c h 
carrying the baggage of past working 
relationships. 

Some team m e m b e r s haven ' t met 
before their first team meeting. They 
a r e vi r tual ly s t r a n g e r s . T h e d e s i g n 

engineer from the Detroit plant may 
n e v e r h a v e t a lked wi th t h e d e a l e r 
from Pennsylvania w h o sells the cars 
she des igns . T h e marke t ing p ro fes -
sional may never have run into the 
g o v e r n m e n t - a f f a i r s a t t o r n e y , e v e n 
though both work in the same office. 

Some team m e m b e r s may be col-
l eagues w h o have w o r k e d toge the r 
o n pa s t p r o j e c t s — a s i t u a t i o n t h a t 
gives rise to at least two possibilities. 
II' the purchas ing and manufactur ing 
m a n a g e r s on a t e a m a g r e e o n cus-
t o m e r s ' n e e d s , t h e m a n a g e r s ' p a s t 
assoc ia t ion can he lp jump-star t the 
t e a m , bu t if t h e m a n a g e r s a r e o ld 
enemies in a turf war. the team may 
b e g i n w i t h a c o n f l i c t t ha t n e e d s 
resolving. 

In o the r words , past associa t ions 
can bode well for teamwork, but not 
always. 

T h e d ivers i ty wi th in c r o s s - f u n c -
t iona l t e a m s c r e a t e s a w h o l e n e w 
culture. A team made up of six engi-
neers w h o report to o n e engineering 
m a n a g e r may w o r k t o g e t h e r m o r e 
easily, but a cross-functional team is 
more likely to exempl i fy the axiom, 
"The w h o l e is greater than the sum 
of its parts." 

A g r o u p of all ies, s t r angers , and 
e v e n e n e m i e s can w e a v e a c r o s s -
functional design that is a patchwork 

of the m e m b e r s ' d i f f e ren t cul tures . 
But it t a k e s m o r e than just pu t t ing 
toge the r a diverse g r o u p of people . 
In practice, it requires the migration 
from a parochial view of the wor ld— 
in which one ' s o w n function, values, 
and goals are p a r a m o u n t — t o a cul-
t u r e t ha t s a y s . " W e ' r e all in t h i s 
toge ther . " Success is t eam success ; 
rewards are team rewards. And if the 
t e a m fa i l s , e v e r y o n e s h a r e s t h e 
responsibility. 

H e r e a r e s o m e g u i d e l i n e s f o r 
m a n a g e r s w h o a r e r e s p o n s i b l e for 
team deve lopment and for leaders of 
cross-fuactional teams: 
I In s i s t on c l e a r t e a m g o a l s a n d 
plans for achieving them. 
I W o r k ha rd to ga in t h e c o m m i t -
m e n t of t e a m m e m b e r s a n d o t h e r 
s takeholders to achieve team goals. 
I E m p h a s i z e c o l l a b o r a t i v e e f fo r t s 
and shared team rewards. 
I P r o v i d e t ra in ing tha t f o c u s e s on 
w o r k i n g w i t h a d i v e r s e g r o u p of 
people . 
» C r e a t e p o l i c i e s and p r o c e d u r e s 
that s u p p o r t a t e a m - b a s e d env i ron-
ment. 

The benefits 
Cross-functional teams are character-
ized by these factors: 
• S p e e d . C r o s s - f u n c t i o n a l t e a m s 
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lend to accompl ish tasks quickly— 
e s p e c i a l l y in t h e a r ea of p r o d u c t 
d e v e l o p m e n t — b e c a u s e they utilize 
parallel development rather than ser-
ial d e v e l o p m e n t . In o t h e r w o r d s , 
cross-funct ional teams deve lop dif-
ferent aspects of a project simultane-
ously instead of sequentially. 
I C o m p l e x i t y . C r o s s - f u n c t i o n a l 
t e a m s i m p r o v e the o r g a n i z a t i o n ' s 
capacity to solve complex problems 
b e c a u s e such p r o b l e m s t r anscend 
traditional disciplines and functions. 
I Customer focus. Cross-functional 
teams help focus the organizat ion 's 
r e sou rces on sat is fying cus tomers ' 
needs. 
I Creativity. Cross-functional teams 
help increase the creative capacity of 
the organization by bringing together 
p e o p l e with different backgrounds , 
o r i e n t a t i o n s , cu l tu ra l va lues , a n d 
styles. 
I O r g a n i z a t i o n a l l ea rn ing . Cross-
functional team members learn more 
about o ther disciplines and tend to 
develop new technical and job skills 
m o r e r ead i l y b e c a u s e they w o r k 
across job functions. They also learn 
how to work with people with differ-
ent backgrounds and styles. 
I Single point of contact. Members 
of c ross - func t iona l t eams p r o m o t e 
more effect ive teamwork by acting 
as a single source of information and 
decis ion making regarding projects 
and customers. 

On the face of it. cross-functional 
t e a m w o r k l o o k s l ike a g rea t idea 
tha t ' s easy to i m p l e m e n t . Jus t gel 
together a group of people from dif-
ferent parts of the organization w h o 
have s o m e t h i n g to cont r ibu te , and 
good things will happen. But it takes 
more than that. 

Making it work 
Here are several ways to maximize 
the effectiveness of cross-functional 
teams. 
Leadership. T h e l e a d e r s of cross-
functional teams play crucial roles. 
Cross - func t iona l teams are d iverse 
groups that deal with complex prob-
lems. Consequently, the leaders must 
h a v e the technica l b a c k g r o u n d to 
u n d e r s t a n d t h e s u b j e c t of t h e i r 
t eams ' work and to r e c o g n i z e t he 
po t en t i a l c o n t r i b u t i o n s of p e o p l e 
from a wide variety of backgrounds. 
T e a m l e a d e r s a l so mus t h a v e the 

peop le -managemen t skills to facili-
ta te g r o u p i n t e r ac t i on , e spec i a l l y 
among people with little experience 
in w o r k i n g t o g e t h e r — o r . e v e n 
worse, with bad experiences. 

The most significant requirements 
for a cross-functional team leader: 
l a k n o w l e d g e of t h e t e c h n i c a l 
issues addressed by the team 
» experience and skills in facilitating 
such processes as member participa-
tion. conflict resolution, and consen-
sus building 
» an ability to work with little, no, 
or unclear authority 
• a w i l l i n g n e s s a n d the r e l evan t 
skills to develop and manage ongo-
ing relationships with key stakehold-
ers outside the team 
I the k n o w - h o w to h e l p the t eam 
establish a mission and set goals 
I the knowledge and assertiveness 
to obtain the necessary resources 
l a willingness to change and adapt 
as c o n d i t i o n s c h a n g e a n d as t he 
needs of the team evolve. 

And a sense of humor doesn't hurt. 
Empowerment. C r o s s - f u n c t i o n a l 
t eams need the au thor i ty to m a k e 
and implement decis ions, but they 
may not k n o w h o w e m p o w e r e d 
they're a l lowed to act. Such confu-
sion can result in inconsistent behav-
ior. S o m e t e a m s — u s u a l l y on t h e 
s t r e n g t h of t h e i r l e a d e r s ' sk i l l s— 
assume they have the authority to act 
e m p o w e r e d . Such t e a m s o p e r a t e 
according to the axiom. "It's easier to 
get forgiveness than permission." 

More conservative cross-fu nctiona 1 
teams seek approval for every key 
decision. They may send up trial bal-
loons b e f o r e even mak ing r ecom-
mendations for approval. 

It's important that cross-functional 
t e a m l e a d e r s c la r i fy the i r t e a m s ' 
authority to decide key issues. 
Shared goals. Cross-functional teams 
o f t en lack a clear vision of w h e r e 
they want to be and what they want 
to accomplish. 

Many cross-functional teams have 
action plans, due dates, project-track-
ing charts, and other short-term plan-
ning tools, but they have no sense of 
t h e f u t u r e . T e a m m e m b e r s s e e m 
clear about what pieces they have to 
deliver, but they don' t know where 
the pieces fit. Consequently, they're 
committed only to making sure that 
t h e y h a n d o v e r t he d e l i v e r a b l e s . 

They fail to see the requirements of 
the total project. 

Team goals must be clear. They 
mus t c lear ly d e s c r i b e t he de s i r ed 
p e r f o r m a n c e o u t c o m e s — f o r exam-
ple. "reduce cycle time by 10 days." 
The goal or goals should be based 
on a specif ical ly d e f i n e d p rob lem. 
Some f r o n t - e n d work n e e d s to be 
d o n e on the p r o b l e m b e f o r e it is 
h a n d e d off to the team. The t eam 
then translates that information into 
specific goals. 

Last, t e a m g o a l s m u s t be in te -
grated with d e p a r t m e n t goals. The 
goals d e v e l o p e d by the team must 
be incorporated into the goals of the 
functional depar tments represented 
by team members . That helps rein-
f o r c e t e a m g o a l s a n d m a k e s t h e 
d e p a r t m e n t s p a r t n e r s in the t eam 
process. 
Boundary management . B o u n d a r y 
management is the process by which 
teams m a n a g e their "borders"—the 
flow of information and resources to 
and from key stakeholders outside the 
g r o u p . T h e f low may be vertical 
through senior managers or horizontal 
t h rough d e p a r t m e n t s or s u p p o r t 
groups. The flow is interactive: teams 
send and rece ive in format ion and 
resources to and from the stakeholders. 

Obs tac le s to e f fec t ive b o u n d a r y 
management include old stereotypes 
a m o n g s t a k e h o l d e r s , c o m p e t i t i o n 
be tween depar tments and key peo-
ple. and a lack of information among 
those parties about each other. 

To o v e r c o m e the obs t ac l e s a n d 
bui ld e f f e c t i v e r e l a t i o n s h i p s wi th 
stakeholders, team members should 
follow these recommendations: 
» Identify key stakeholders. 
I Look f o r c o m m o n a l i t i e s wi th 
stakeholders. 
» Communica te information abou t 
thei r t e am, a n d learn abou t o t h e r 
teams. 
• Select informal "boundary man-
agers" from team members skilled in 
handling the flow of information and 
resources. 
» I d e n t i f y p o t e n t i a l ba r r i e r s a n d 
ways to overcome them. 
I Be c r e d i b l e in all that they say 
and do. 
Performance appraisal . A n a g g i n g 
issue for c ross - func t iona l t eams is 
w h e t h e r t e a m m e m b e r s r e c e i v e 
c red i t f o r t h e i r p e r f o r m a n c e o n 
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Trust. teams. Typically, depar tmenta l man-
agers a re r e spons ib l e fo r e m p l o y e e 
a p p r a i s a l s . E m p l o y e e s o f t e n c o m -
plain that their manage r s don' t con-
s ide r the i r w o r k on t e a m s in the i r 
perform a n ce e va 1 u a t io ns. 

O r g a n i z a t i o n s w i t h c r o s s - f u n c -
t ional t e a m s s h o u l d e x a m i n e the i r 
performance-appraisal systems to see 
w h e t h e r team par t ic ipat ion is t aken 
into account and w h e t h e r manage r s 
are required or encouraged to incor-
p o r a t e f e e d b a c k f r o m e m p l o y e e s ' 
team leaders. 
Rewards and recogni t ion. As t e a m s 

prol i fera te , o rgan iza t ions must shift 
t h e e m p h a s i s of t h e i r r e c o g n i t i o n 
p r o g r a m s f r o m ind iv idua l to t e a m 
r e w a r d s . O r g a n i z a t i o n s will a lways 
need to recognize ou t s t and ing indi-
viduals. but an effect ive recogni t ion 
p r o g r a m mus t a l so r e w a r d ihe col-
l a b o r a t i v e e f f o r t s of t e a m s . C o m -
panies need to get away f rom a star 
system that rewards only the individ-
uals w h o stand oui f rom the crowd, 
a n d a l so r e w a r d p e o p l e w h o h e l p 
the crowd perform better. 

Even ind iv idua l r e w a r d s s h o u l d 
a c k n o w l e d g e p e o p l e w h o are effec-
t ive t e a m p l a y e r s — p e o p l e w h o 
freely share their exper t ise , pitch in 
a n d h e l p ou t w h e n n e e d e d , e f f e c -
tively faci l i ta te mee t ings , and chal -
lenge teams to improve. 
Interpersonal relationships. A p e r s i s -

t en t ba r r i e r to e f fec t ive c ros s - func -
tional teamwork is the failure of peo-
ple to work well together in groups. 
Many p e o p l e in t h e w o r k p l a c e a re 
poorly prepared to funct ion as team 
players. Few p e o p l e take courses in 
g r o u p d y n a m i c s ; f e w a r e naturally-
e n d o w e d with group-process skills. 

T h e d ivers i ty wi th in c r o s s - f u n c -
tional t eams m a k e s them especial ly 
s u s c e p t i b l e to p o o r i n t e r p e r s o n a l 
relationships, conflicts b e t w e e n team 
m e m b e r s , a n d a lack of t r u s t a n d 
candor . Member s br ing to t h e team 
i n g r a i n e d w o r k s t y l e s d e v e l o p e d 
through their associat ions with simi-
lar p e o p l e in functional areas outside 
t h e t e a m . T h e k e y t o o v e r c o m i n g 
those barriers is training to help team 
m e m b e r s d e v e l o p pos i t i ve n o r m s , 
r e s o l v e c o n f l i c t s , ga in c o n s e n s u s , 
and work with peop le w h o have dif-
ferent work styles. 
Team size. M a n y c r o s s - f u n c t i o n a l 
teams violate o n e of the fundamenta l 
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principles of effective teams: Smaller 
is b e t t e r . S tud i e s s h o w r e p e a t e d l y 
that the ideal team has four to seven 
members—certainly n o more than 10 
members . Yet. many cross-functional 
t e a m s try to o p e r a t e with 25. 35. or 
even 50 members . 

S o m e o r g a n i z a t i o n s a r e d e a l i n g 
with large teams by limiting the size 
of all teams, or by using small core 
g r o u p s within larger t eams to m a k e 
t h e k e y d e c i s i o n s a n d a c c o m p l i s h 
most of the work. 
Managerial support. The killer barrier 
to effective cross-functional teams is a 
lack of m a n a g e r i a l s u p p o r t . Cross-
functional teams can overcome many 
of the interpersonal barriers with such 
actions as training, and with effective 
l eade r sh ip and c o m m u n i c a t i o n . But 
w h e n key m a n a g e r i a l s t a k e h o l d e r s 
don ' t coopera te , or when they sabo-
tage team efforts, team members can 
d o little. 

Effective manager ia l s u p p o r t can 
include 
I providing such resources as time, 
training, funds, people, and equipment 
I "talking and walking" t e a m w o r k , 
through verbal and visual actions 
l recognizing and reward ing teams 
and team players 
I c o m m u n i c a t i n g a vision, char ter , 
or broad goals 
l b r e a k i n g d o w n such b a r r i e r s as 
old paradigms and procedures 
I model ing t eamwork , in that man-
agement itself w o r k s as an effect ive 
team. 

C lea r ly , c r o s s - f u n c t i o n a l t e a m s 
have the potential to make organiza-
tions more product ive and compet i -
tive. The key is to eliminate the bar-
riers and maximize the benefits. • 

Glenn Parker is preside) 11 of Glenn M. 
Parker Associates. 41 Woocllane 
Road. LawrenceviUe. NJ 08648. 

The article is based on the author's 
hook Cross-Functional Teams: Working 
Wi th Al l ies , E n e m i e s , a n d O t h e r 
Strangers (Jossey-Bass, 1994). 

To purchase reprints of this article, 
please send your order to ASTD 
Customer Sen ice. 1640 King Street. 
Box 1443. Alexandria. VA 2231J-
2043. Use priority code BWM. Single 
photocopies, at $6 each, must he pre-
paid. Bulk orders (50 or more) of 
custom reprints may he hilled. Phone 
703/683-8100for price information. 

Fine for farms. 

But in organizations, silos 
can impede productivity. 

Learn how to build partnerships across them. 
Cal l 8 0 0 - 9 3 3 - 4 4 6 3 ( 8 0 0 - 6 6 8 - 7 9 7 1 in C a n a d a ) . 

D E V E L O P M E N T D I M E N S I O N S I N T E R N A T I O N A L 

Circle No. 136 on Reader Service Card 

AlNlN'; 

Circle No. 140 on Reader Service Card 

Excellence in 

•MMUMCAnONS 
...essential skills for the '90s 

Let us help your key employees 
do business more effectively. 
Take advantage of our 
in-house workshops in: 

Business Writing and 
Presentation Skills. 

[WCC 
cOMMUN«ca,ioNS 

• Writing Letters & Reports 

• Writing Business Proposals 

• Business Presentations 

• Scientific/Technical Presentations 

IWCC 
Training in Communicat ions 
3 0 East Beaver Creek Road. Suite 209 
R i chmond Hill, Ontario. Canada L4B 1J2 

Tel: (905) 764-3710 
Fax: (905) 764-3712 

# Q h ' \ c a 9 ° # 

Call or fax us for details. 

We'll send you an information package. 

Training & Development. October 1994 53 


