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Team Communication: It 's in the Cards 

M jsk jam* 

BY JEFF PETTIT 

IN MAKING T H E TRANSITION 

to a t e a m e n v i r o n m e n t , 
team m e m b e r s need many 
new skills in group decision 
making, leadership, conflict 
resolution, and performance 
feedback. 

O n e area in which skills 
are also required is commu-
nications, which affects all of 
these areas. A team leader 
develops both intra- and in-
te r - team c o m m u n i c a t i o n s . 
M e m b e r s w i t h i n the t eam 
need to learn how to com-
munica t e with each other , 
other teams, and the rest of 
the company. 

There are several different 
types of communications networks in 
most organizations. In a typical hierar-
chy, a manager tells a staff m e m b e r 
w h a t to d o a n d h o w to d o it. That 
form of communica t ions network is 
called a star, an inverted Y. or a chain. 
The flow of communications is usually 
o n e w a y — f r o m u p p e r managemen t 
d o w n . Company policies and direc-
tives follow that information flow. 

Those kinds of ne tworks suppor t 
centralization and the emergence of 
leaders, but they tend to rate low in ar-
eas of satisfaction. A team environ-
ment cannot function efficiently under 
such networks. What works better are 
the circle or all-channel ne tworks in 
which each team m e m b e r can com-
municate with his or her peers. That 
way, information is passed to all mem-
bers, and everyone is kept up-to-date 
on changes and procedures. Commu-
nications in that form helps increase 
levels of satisfaction within the team 
and with individual team members. 

Communications within a team en-
vi ronment still invoke un ique chal-
lenges. During team meet ings , how 
long do you discuss an issue before-
trying to reach an answer? Some mem-
bers are ready quickly, while others 
are still deciding. A long discussion 
can create long meetings. Additionally, 
how do you get everyone to partici-
pate in the discussion and the voting? 
Some people are content to sit quietly 

on the side and let others dictate the 
action. For teams in which members 
are separa ted physically or work in 
different shifts, how do they commu-
nicate operationally or administrative-
ly with their peers? With teams work-
ing in different shifts, how do they get 
information about company policies 
or talk with off-shift managers? Let's 
explore how such issues are handled 
at two different facilities. 
R o c k w e l l c a r d s y s t e m . T h e T e s t a n d 

Metrology Services department of the 
Collins Commercial Avionics division 
of Rockwell In ternat ional in Cedar 
Rapids, Iowa, ope ra t e s as a self-di-
rected team. The team primarily pro-
vides test-equipment calibration and 
repair suppor t to try out equ ipment 
users according to calibration-system 
requirements and customer demands 
for t he v a r i o u s e l ec t ron i c sy s t ems 
manufactured at the facility. 

T e a m t e c h n i c i a n s h a v e a h i g h 
technical expertise that enables them 
to support their customers. The team 
is c o m p o s e d of 20 m e m b e r s with a 
lab manager as the linchpin to upper 
management . An early issue the team 
had to overcome was its long weekly 
meetings. Even with a set agenda, the 
meetings exceeded the allotted time. 
Many members had to leave early to 
satisfy customer demands. 

B a s e d on i npu t f r o m the t e a m 
members, a card system was devised 

to h e l p s p e e d u p d i scus -
s i o n s . T w o 8 - b y - 1 0 - i n c h 
cards are passed out to each 
member at the beginning of 
a meeting. Each side is col-
o r - c o d e d a n d i n s c r i b e d 
w i t h w o r d s . (See Card 
Method i l lus t ra t ion . ) The 
colors red and green are on 
one card; white and yellow 
are on the other. When an 
issue is brought before the 
team, it is explained by the 
team facilitator. During his 
or her initial explanation, all 
team members display the 
red "needs discussion" card. 

If someone wants to talk 
abou t the issue, he or s h e 
shows a white "need to talk" 
card to the facilitator, w h o 

recognizes the card holder. As the dis-
cussion progresses and team members 
m a k e a dec i s ion on the issue, they 
change their cards to a green "ready to 
vote" card or one (if the other options. 
The cards provide feedback to the fa-
cilitator and to team members as to 
w h o needs additional information on 
the issue. The facilitator temiinates the 
d iscuss ion only w h e n n o more red 
"needs discussion" cards are displayed. 

Based on the cards presented, the 
facilitator then formulates a voting ac-
tion for the issue. When voting, team 
members can agree (green card), can 
be neutral (white card), can support 
(yel low ca rd )—even if they do not 
like it, or can disagree (red card). The 
first three responses allow consensus 
on any issue. The team members also 
can hold up a yellow "to task team" 
card that indicates more information 
is required. (See Example of Card Us-
age on page 13.) 
"The card system has increased dra-
matically team members ' discussion 
and participation," says George Fluhar-
ty, lab manager. "The cards have cut 
d o w n on the length of meetings and 
provided each team m e m b e r with a 
chance to voice his or her opinion." 

Another advantage to the system is 
that e v e r y o n e vo t e s . No issue is 
dropped until the facilitator views each 
member's card. Additionally, the cards 
have helped reduce side discussions 
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and disruptive noise during meetings. 
T h e cards have also r e d u c e d the 

time team members spend discussing 
issues, because they show when they 
are ready to move ahead . The cards 
a r e a l so an easy w a y to s ee w h i c h 
team members desire to talk, instead 
of everyone talking simultaneously. 

T h e card system d o e s have s o m e 
disadvantages. On s o m e issues, team 
members form an opinion quickly and 
s h o w t h e i r a n s w e r s b e f o r e a d i s -
cussion is completed. The system also 
l e n d s i tself to s u b t l e , n o n v e r b a l 
communications. 

For instance, laying the cards on a 
table may signal nonverbally a mem-
ber's opinion on a certain subject. To 
stop that from happening, team mem-
bers have suggested that the cards re-
main in their laps until an action is re-
ques t ed . And dur ing meet ings , s ide 
d i scuss ions can b e c o n d u c t e d on ly 
with the cards. 
Genecor e-mail system. G e n e c o r I n t e r -

national in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, began 
as a greenfield site in 1990. The facili-
ty uses self-directed teams to manu-
facture industrial e n z y m e s and bio-
chemicals. Each self-directed team is 
composed of 12 members , w h o have 
c o m p l e m e n t a r y skills mak ing p rod-
ucts. The teams work in rotating 12-
hour shifts. O n e team is sufficient to 
opera te the plant. To improve com-
m u n i c a t i o n s b e t w e e n the la te-shif t 
team, the o ther teams, and manage-
men t , G e n e c o r ins ta l led t h e o f f i c e 

C A R D M E T H O D 

EXAMPLE OF C A R D USAGE 

T e a m m e m b e r I : 
Facilitator: 

T e a m m e m b e r I : 

T e a m m e m b e r 2: 
Facilitator: 

T e a m m e m b e r 2: 

Lab manager: 
Facilitator: 

Lab manager: 

T e a m m e m b e r 3: 
Facilitator: 

T e a m m e m b e r 3: 

Facilitator; 

Al l t e a m members: 
Facilitator: 

Show ("white) Need To Talk 
Yes, team member 1? 
Our current printer can't handle the type of forms 
n o w required by customer A. We need to upgrade 
or purchase a new printer. I have investigated sev-
eral printers that would be adequate, and have the 
prices and technical data with me. 
Showing (white) Need To Talk 
Yes, team member 2? 
What is our budget to date and was any provision 
made for new equipment? 
Showing (white) Need To Talk 
Yes, lab manager? 
The budget is $XYZ and no provision was set for 
new equipment . 
Showing (yellow) To Task Team 
Yes, team member 3? 
I think w e should send this to our software task 
team for resolution. 
Is there any other discussion (no white Need To 
Talk or Needs Discussion cards)? Let's vote on 
team member 3's proposal to forward the issue of 
a new printer to our task team. 
Showing (green) Agree. 
Next item! 
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s y s t e m c c : m a i l by M i c r o s o f t , a n d 
trained teams on how to use it. Com-
puter terminals in every location help 
team m e m b e r s access c o m m u n i c a -
tions or other data. 

"Part of t h e o r i e n t a t i o n fo r new-
members , " exp la ins Margie Harvey, 

h u m a n resource man-
| ager, "involves learning 

how to use e-mail and 
the proper netiquette." 
Each team member has 
an ind iv idua l a d d r e s s 
and can send informa-
tion not only within the 
p l an t , b u t a l so to t h e 
other Genecor facilities 
worldwide. Each team 
h a s its o w n mai l list, 
and team members can 
create their own private 
lists. 

G e n e c o r e a l so dev-
e loped e lect ronic bul-
letin b o a r d s fo r local 
a n d w o r l d w i d e u s e . 
Each b o a r d h a s o n e 
owner, w h o is the only-
p e r s o n a l l o w e d to 

m a k e c h a n g e s . Local b o a r d s c o v e r 
team activities, technical information, 
and plant policies. O n e local board 
contains all ol the company 's human 
resource guide l ines , and the team's 
mi s s ion s t a t e m e n t s a n d m e m b e r s ' 
names. The board, in effect, supple-
ments the employee handbook . The 
wor ldwide boards contain corporate 
policies, job postings, a library of jour-
nals and technical manuals, and infor-
mation on research and development. 
Advantages to system. There are many 
advantages to this type of communi-
cations system. One, it is easy to op-
erate and user-fr iendly. But the pri-
mary r eason that it 's u s e d is that it 
increases communicat ions and helps 
inform and involve everyone. It also 
cuts down on meetings and ensures a 
be t te r u n d e r s t a n d i n g of the issues . 
A n y o n e c a n u s e e - m a i l to i n f o r m 
t e a m m e m b e r s a b o u t c o r p o r a t e o r 
plant changes , and to dispel rumors 
o n the grapevine . Using e-mail also 
l e s sens the n e e d for l o n g - d i s t a n c e 
phone calls to the other facilities. And 
it reduces the amount of paper used 
for producing documents. 
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There a re a few drawbacks . T h e 
biggest one is that reading an e-mail 
message is different from delivering a 
verbal message. Did the receiver inter-
pret the message correctly? Occasion-
ally, people are concerned that feed-
b a c k is d e l a y e d d u e to sys tem 
problems, responder lag time, or a re-
ceivers inability to type. In this partic-
ular system, users can't send messages 
anonymously. 

Despi te the d isadvantages , team 
m e m b e r s think the sys tem has im-
p r o v e d c o m m u n i c a t i o n s , and they 
use it constantly. The plant has sever-
al p o r t a b l e c o m p u t e r s tha t t e a m 
members and managers can take with 
them on business trips to still commu-
nicate with their teams. Many team 
members also network with the plant 
through their home computers. 

Al though it is a usefu l system, it 
does not replace face-to-face commu-
nications. Team meetings continue to 
be the most critical form of communi-
cations. Every day at 8 a.m., there is a 
brief mee t ing of all plant workers . 
During this 10-minute briefing, prob-
lems, process changes, future activi-
ties, maintenance requirements, spe-
cial labs, and information from other 
teams are shared. Notes of the daily 
mee t ings a re r eco rded on a chalk-
board and retained for three days for 
all shifts to read. Each of the process 
a n d technical t eams meets daily to 
d i s cus s e v e n t s in m o r e deta i l a n d 
make necessary decisions. Addition-
ally, "componen t" teams ( teams for 
hiring, shift selection, training, and so 
forth) meet monthly, or as needed, to 
examine issues requir ing at tent ion. 
Minutes from the various team meet-
ings are transcribed to files and put 
into the e-mail system for interested 
team m e m b e r s — a n o t h e r benefi t of 
using internal electronic mail. 

JeffPettit is cm assistant professor at Coo-
College, department of business adminis-
tration and economics. He can be reached 
at 1220 First Avenue NEi Cedar Rapids, IA 
52402. Phone 319/399-8862; e-mailpet-
tit@coe. edu. 

Send short, how-to articles on training 
basics to T r a i n i n g 101, Training & De-
velopment, 1640 King Street, Box 
1443, Alexandria, VA 22313-2043• E-
mail T101@astd.org. 
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