
How Interdisciplinary 
Training Pays Off 

the trained team is a winning team 

D.M. Schrello 

Remember the last time you saw a 
professional football team go all 
the way for a touchdown? How did 
they reach their goal playing 
against another capable, profes-
sional team determined to prevent 
tha t score? The answer almost cer-
tainly was — better execution! 

We'll discuss how remarkably 
this factor applies to business a lit-
tle later. Meanwhile, let's develop 
the football side of the analogy. 

Most probably, the offensive 
team called a good play at the 
appropriate time and then execut-
ed its offense be t te r than the de-
fensive team executed its defense. 

Even if the play is not "the right 
play at the right t ime," bet ter exe-
cution produces first downs which 
keep the offensive team marching 
toward the goal. The well-trained 
football team keeps possession of 

the ball and makes the gains which 
finally result in the net yards suffi-
cient to reach the goal line. And 
when you watch carefully, you can 
see good execution. Execution is 
the reason the plays work: preci-
sion blocking, split-second timing, 
faultless ball handling. 

Poor execution, on the other 
hand, is why the plays don't work: 
missed blocks, backfield confusion, 
dropped balls. The losses from 
these er rors make the s trongest 
argument for bet ter execution. 

Now how does a winning team 
achieve this bet ter execution? 
Firs t , the team acquires the best 
talent it can find. To be chosen for 
the team, players must have all of 
the skills required for playing their 
positions and be very good at exe-
cuting them. In short, they must 
know their own disciplines: line-

man, runner, receiver, kicker, 
quarterback. 

Next , the team practices these 
football disciplines together — in-
tensively. The practice sessions 
are held repeatedly so tha t every 
player knows each play, knows his 
assignments, and knows what his 
teammates a re going to do. 

The objective in football practice 
is to get all the disciplines working 
together with an intense desire to 
win the next game — as a team. 

This training among the football 
disciplines, which we refer to as in-
terdisciplinary training, goes on 
continuously. It doesn't stop until 
the end of the season. 

This way, the football team con-
tinues to strive for be t te r execu-
tion. It knows competition is doing 
the same thing, so interdiscipli-
nary training becomes a way of life. 
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So, having examined football as 
a popular example of interdiscipli-
nary training, we turn to business. 
We ask, "How can interdisci-
p l ina ry t r a i n i n g pay off fo r 
business?" 

"Business Contest" 
To answer, we can s t a r t with the 

proposition that every company is 
in a business contest which never 
stops. 

In the business contest, a 
company's success is largely de-
pendent on the quality of the daily 
execution of its diverse skills. 
There is the constant challenge of 
coordinating business disciplines 
such as research, market ing, pro-
duction, distribution and finance. 
Fur the r , this challenge is com-
pounded by changing market and 
economic conditions, new person-
nel, re t i rements , promotions and 
new technology. Yet at all t imes 
the company must maintain s t rong 
skills in each of its disciplines. But 
more than that , it must cause all of 
these disciplines to execute well 
together . That is, it must achieve a 
high level of team performance. 

To achieve a high level of 
business team performance, inter-
disciplinary training is a necessity. 
Gett ing recognition of this need 
from the separa te disciplines, each 
of which is immersed in its own re-
sponsibilities, is often a problem. 
But it is usually solved when top 
m a n a g e m e n t c lea r ly backs a 
program of interdisciplinary train-
ing. 

Frequent ly , there is another 
problem, one tha t is easily forgot-
ten in the intensity of the business 
contest . The members of the var-
ious disciplines spend so much time 
in their specialties tha t when they 
must come together to function as 
a team, they don't know how. Ob-
viously, situations like this can be 
enormously costly to a company. 

Interdisciplinary business train-
ing solves this problem by training 
people from different disciplines 
together as teams. They practice 
in a s t r u c t u r e d , con t ro l l ed 

environment, the kind of interac-
tions they must have to be truly ef-
fective. Interdisciplinary training 
of this type has scored remarkable 
successes. 

Space Program 
One of the most highly publi-

cized and successful examples of 
such interdisciplinary training is 
the space program. In tha t inde-
scribably complex program, hun-
dreds of different disciplines are 
r e q u i r e d to work t o g e t h e r 
smoothly to get as t ronauts into 
space and safely re tu rned . The 
moon walks would not have been 
possible if rigid interdisciplinary 
training had not taken place. But, 
as a result of the intensive train-
ing, space program interdisci-
plinary teams recorded unparallel-
ed successes. 

So, as in the space program and 
in football, the payoff of interdisci-
plinary training for business lies in 
the achievement of g rea te r team 
effectiveness. 

More spec i f i ca l ly , i n t e rd i s c i -
plinary training helps a company 
get increased performance from its 
business team in three areas: 

1) Bet ter application of skills 
2) More emotional commitment 
3) Greater organizational effec-

tiveness 
A good way to see how perform-
ance can increase in these areas is 
to consider the teamwork required 
in new product decisions. 

Regarding application of skills, 
take a typical scenario. The re-
search and market ing people have 
decided what they want to do and 
now a financial analysis is needed. 
Top management won't make a de-
cision until profits and re turn on 
investment are known. 

In the usual case, the financial 
representa t ive is brought in at the 
tail end, not knowing much about 
the product, its intended market , 
or what market ing and research 
are t ry ing to do with it. So, the fi-
nancial representa t ive computes 
the numbers and sends them back 
to market ing and engineering. 

But what has been accomplish-
ed? The financial representat ive 
doesn't know what lies behind the 
information he or she was given, 
and the marketeer and researcher 
don't know what assumptions the 
finance representat ive had to 
make in order to compute the 
numbers . All the information is 
there , but no one really knows 
what it means. 

Interdisciplinary training would 
have prevented this situation be-
cause it would have required tha t 
the finance representat ive be 
brought into the team at the begin-
ning so he or she could suggest fi-
nancial options. For example the 
rep might say, "Well, instead of 
buying that building, we ought to 
lease it ." The rep can do this be-
cause he or she unders tands how 
the numbers fit into the company's 
profitability equations. And, if the 
rep unders tands the significance of 
the data given, he or she can give 
advice and intepretation on how to 
get be t te r results for the new pro-
duct. By this means, the financial 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ' s skill can be 
directly applied to the develop-
ment of the financial plan for the 
new product from the earliest 
stage. 

A similar thing can happen be-
tween research and marketing. 
The researchers get enamored 
with their new technology and 
think up a "great new application." 
Without some market ing analysis, 
a lot of time and money could be 
lost developing something nobody 
wants to buy. However, if re-
search personnel can simply sit 
down with market ing and ask, 
"Can we sell it?", market ing gets a 
chance to understand the oppor-
tunity. Marketing personnel can 
apply market ing skills to help 
evolve from the new technology a 
product which is really needed. 

Emotional Commitment 
An emotional commitment to a 

new idea is necessary by all the 
t e a m m e m b e r s . C o n s i d e r t he 
financial representa t ive again. The 
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numbers come back to him or her 
for the Nth t ime. Suppose the 
numbers a re different from what is 
expected? If the financial rep be-
lieves in the effort , he or she will 
put out the ext ra energy to ask, 
"What 's changed?", ra ther than 
merely grinding out financial num-
bers again. The financial rep will 
do this if he or she is involved and 
motivated to have the new product 
be a success. 

But it's in the third area, organi-
zational effectiveness, that the 
benefits of interdisciplinary train-
ing can be so strongly demonstrat-
ed. 

As one large company president 
recently put it, "I believe in this in-
terdisciplinary training, all right! I 
know we've got to work as a team. 
What I want is to get my depart-
ments talking to each other ." 

This is a clear s ta tement of a 
fundamental problem which all 
companies have in some degree. 
There are communication road-
blocks which are built up among 
the disciplines. Sometimes a road-
block occurs because of antagon-
isms and rivalries. Other times it 
occurs because of ignorance — one 
group simply does not know the 
functions and responsibilities of 
the other group. 

Frequent ly , these roadblocks 
build up simply because the indi-
vidual business disciplines are con-
centrat ing so heavily on their own 
areas of responsibility. Each of the 
disciplines makes its own unique 
contribution to the success of the 
business. Each has a body of know-
ledge and professional skills it 
must keep up with. When the 
people in these business disciplines 
are working in their own area of 
competence (for which they have 
been extensively trained) they are 
confident and creative. They com-
municate well with their asso-
ciates. 

No Common Objectives 
But in many of the problems that 

face companies today — fast 
changing markets , new technolo-

gies, th rea t s of competition, new 
government regulations — deci-
sions have to be made which re-
quire many disciplines to work to-
gether . I t ' s a situation in which 
they don't feel comfortable. They 
don't have practice at focusing on 
common objectives. 

This happens because so much 
time has been spent in adversary 
positions wrangling about critical 
i tems such as design releases, 
shipments, new orders, backlog 
and a host of other operational 
issues. 

A problem that demands effec-
tive interaction among the disci-
plines is the major opportunity de-
cision such as: building a new 
plant, developing or acquiring a 
new product, shifting business 
s t ra tegy or the elimination of a 
product line. Often, such major op-
portunity decisions require inputs 
from marketing, finance, produc-
tion, research, purchasing, admin-
istration, legal and other even 
more specialized depar tments . 

A group represent ing this many 
disciplines, though essential, can 
be costly and unproductive if the 
members a re not trained to work 
together in a commonly under-
stood information-gathering and 
decision-making process. 

Workshop Environment 
We have found that the way to 

effective interaction is to place the 
individuals representing the dif-
ferent disciplines in a workshop 
environment where they practice 
workingasmultidisciplinary teams. 
The w o r k s h o p p r o v i d e s an 
opportunity to present a struc-
tured approach to practicing inter-
disciplinary decision-making. 

An effective workshop of this 
type begins with a case study to il-
lustrate the methodology of inter-
disciplinary decision-making and 
then moves on rapidly to applying 
the methodology to the partici-
pants ' own real-life cases. 

One experience has shown that 
the classical case study approach 
should be avoided in interdisci-

plinary training because it is artifi-
cial in that all the information re-
quired for analysis and decision-
making is provided to each partici-
pant. Things do not work out tha t 
way in real business situations! 
What usually happens is much of 
the needed information is not 
readily available. Often in the real-
life case, the most difficult part of 
the decision-making process is 
getting the information. 

So, our interdisciplinary train-
ing workshop focuses directly on 
the problem of get t ing the infor-
mation needed to make current 
real-life decisions — results a com-
pany can use immediately. To be 
concrete, the workshop concen-
t ra tes on a carefully developed and 
generalized decision-making me-
thodology for product evaluation 
and p l a n n i n g . The in t e rd i sc i -
plinary training team practices 
applying this methodology to the 
real-life product decisions, mar-
keting decisions or other types of 
business decisions they face in 
their own organization. 

The workshop's decision-making 
methodology poses three funda-
mental questions for any business 
opportunity: 

1) Is it real? 
2) Can you win? 
3) Is it worth it? 

From these three fundamental 
questions, 20 independent but all-
inclusive questions are developed. 
These questions are referred to as 
the 20 "Business Decision Fac-
tors. " Then, a thorough technique 
is presented for answering these 
questions. To accomplish this, the 
technique provides a method of 
"tailoring" the 20 questions to a 
more detailed level referred to as 
"considerations." 

These "considerations" directly 
identify the facts required for the 
t e a m ' s speci f ic dec i s ion . T h e 
"tailoring" s tep assures tha t some 
vital consideration isn't overlooked 
in the team's analysis. 

Once the workshop team agrees 
on the questions to be asked it be-
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"We have f ound that the way to effect ive interact ion is to place the individuals 
representing the d i f fe ren t discipl ines in a workshop envi ronment where they prac-
t ice work ing as mul t id isc ip l inary teams." 

comes evident that the responsibil-
ities for get t ing answers to the 
questions can be delegated clearly 
and definitely. By mutual agree-
ment, the questions are then dele-
gated to the members on the basis 
of who has the best information or 
skills to answer the question. 
Next, a complete process for 
collecting, "nuggetizing," evaluat-
ing and present ing the information 
is analyzed and practiced. 

Scoring Rationale 
The process culminates in a hu-

man-oriented "scoring rationale" 
in which a system of plus, zero, 
and minus weightings is used to 
pinpoint the factors which most 
seriously influence the decision. 
This "tip of the iceberg" effect 
simplifies the presentation of the 
critical factors. It avoids the 
tendency to make a decision on the 
basis of "one number ." But at the 
same time, it preserves all of the 
data which underlie the critical 

factors for any fu r the r review and 
analysis which may be needed. No 
"tracks" in the decision-making 
process are ever lost. And deci-
sions get made fas ter . 

But it should be stated that this 
decision-making methodology does 
not make the final decision. In fact, 
it does not a t tempt to do tha t . 
What the methodology does do is 
this: 

1) Pinpoints the critical decision 
tha t must be made — and lays out 
the major al ternatives open to the 
company. 

2) Assures all of the "r ight" 
questions are asked about the deci-
sion, and that nothing essential is 
missed in the process. 

3) Organizes and summarizes 
t h e i n f o r m a t i o n in a f o r m 
c o n v e n i e n t for m a n a g e r s to 
analyze. 

4) Provides a rational basis for 
making the decision and imple-
menting it. 

The interdisciplinary training 
gained by the members of the 
various business disciplines in 
a p p l y i n g t h i s d e c i s i o n - m a k i n g 

" T h e interdiscip l inary t ra in ing team practices apply ing a careful ly developed and 

generalized decision-making methodology f o r product evaluation and planning to 
the real-l ife product decisions, market ing decisions or other types of business de-
cisions they face in their own organizat ion." 
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Training notes from I C S 

PROFITS FROM 
BETTER 

The ma jo r purpose of business is to 
m a k e money. When it al l comes down 
to the bo t tom l ine, we have proven 
t ime a n d again, that ICS t ra in ing pro-
duces measurable cost savings and 
measurably increased product iv i ty—for 
measurable increases in prof i tab i l i ty . 

That 's why 71 of the "Fo r tune 
1 0 0 " a re ICS c l ients . In fact, thousands 
of companies , large and smal l , use ICS 
t ra in ing because it pays. Here's what 
some of them have said: 

"Ou r fo l low-up study has shown 
that the te rm pro jects in cost re-
duc t ion analyses alone have 
resul ted in savings of a m i l l i on 
do l la rs . " 

—Tra in ing d i rec to r 
"Resu l t s of the p rog ram have 
been impressive—in t e r m s of both 
cost reduc t ion and personal 
deve lopmen t . " 

—Train ing d i rec tor 
Prof i tab le t ra in ing p rog rams are espe-
c ia l ly necessary when the economy 
ge ts t igh t . Should employees be cu t 
back, the rema in ing workers m u s t be 
t ra ined to do new jobs or achieve 
greater product iv i ty in the i r cu r ren t 
ones. ICS can help you achieve th is , as 
wel l as boost e f f i c iency and improve 
morale. 

ICS is a recognized wor ld leader 
in vocat ional and manager ia l t ra in ing 
for business and industry . We do not 
o f fe r j us t a few cut -and-dr ied p rograms. 
We have 1800 d i f f e ren t t ra in ing un i ts 
f rom abrasives to zoning. Your ICS 
Dist r ic t Manager can help develop a 
p rog ram to sui t your needs, large or 
smal l . 

For more in fo rmat ion , a f ree copy 
of Case Studies in Effective Training, 
a n d a free subscr ip t ion to Training 
Digest, a per iod ica l newslet ter , please 
comp le te a n d re tu rn the coupon below. 

W. Lewis Robinson, Vice President 
Indust r ia l Tra in ing Div is ion 

ifl l')75 Imcxl, Ire 

• YES, please send more i n fo rma t ion 
about ICS Tra in ing for Business and 
Indust ry , a f ree copy of Case Studies in 
Effective Training, and enter my com-
p l imen ta ry subscr ip t ion to Training 
Digest. 

Please check pr inc ipa l areas of in terest : 
• Management • Vocational 

Development Program 

§Technical Training • Sales 
Apprentice Training Training 
Engineering • Going Metric 

Send to: 
W. L. Robinson. Vice President 

ICS Training for Business 
and Industry 

B029_A_ Scran to j^Pa. 18515 ] 

CircTe No. 787 on Reader Service Card 

methodology to real problems cur-
rently facing the company pro-
duces some remarkable results. 

OrganizatioFial Benefits 
The organizational benefits are 

found in faster decision-making 
the leader does before and a f te r 
the actual training session, as well 
as his or her role in actually con-
ducting the workshop. Before-
hand, the leader selects the right 
people for interdisciplinary train-
ing: those who must work together 
as a team. The leader can draw 
upon company experience to make 
sure these teams select the most 
per t inent examples to make the 
workshop real to them. Af te r the 
workshop, the leader follows up to 
assure the techniques are being 
used and documents the results of 
the interdisciplinary training so 
tha t the dollar impact of the 
training can be objectively eval-
uated. 

For the training director, the in-
terdisciplinary training workshop 
licensing program provides an op-
portunity to train more people for 
less cost. And because the pro-
gram is under company control, it 
is applicable, repeatable and trans-
ferable. All of this makes licensing 
of the interdisciplinary training 
workshop an at t ract ive means of 
augmenting a company's in-house 
training program. 

The licensed workshop leader in 
t h e i n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y t r a i n i n g 
workshop is the organizational 
"bridge" who gives to life the pro-
gram within the company, by what 

with less effort and elimination of 
interdisciplinary friction. More-
over, be t t e r execution results from 
the team having practiced a com-
monly accepted methodology and 
having gained confidence in their 
ability to "win" together . 

However, in the long run, these 
benefits need reinforcement. That 
is why we have s tar ted licensing 
the interdisciplinary training to 
companies. This allows company 
training directors to adapt the 
workshop specifically to their com-

pany's needs. A capable individual 
from the company is given an in-
tensive course in the decision-mak-
ing methodology, teaching tech-
niques and workshop planning. 
The workshop leader then con-
ducts interdisciplinary training 
workshops at company locations as 
o f t e n as n e e d e d u s i n g t h e 
materials we provide. 

The payoff of interdisciplinary 
training for business is this: Great-
er organizational effectiveness is 
gained because the business disci-
plines have deliberately trained to 
achieve be t te r execution in their 
interdisciplinary interactions as a 
team. As with the football team 
and the space program, the mem-
bers of the various business disci-
plines begin to take pride in work-
ing and winning together . For the 
company, this means enhanced 
team effectiveness and increased 
profits. 

One of our interdisciplinary 
training workshop participants put 
it this way: "Now we've got a de-
cision-making system we can agree 
on. We practiced the system, and 
it doesn't miss anything. We know 
all the questions that go into mak-
ing the total decision so we can 
slice up the pie easily. I know what 
answers I'm assigned to get, and I 
don't have to worry about the 
others. I know what information 
they have to produce, and I'm sure 
they can do it. 

"And we've got a simple way to 
fit the answers back together to 
make sense. Besides that , we've 
got a good format for presenting 
all the decision factors when we 
walk into management. We never 
had that before. 

"The best thing of all is we can 
use the same system every t ime." 

D.M. (Don) Schrello has been in the 
field of planning for the last 20 years and 
has held senior management positions in 
many fields. His activities have resulted 
in the development of a unique and pro-
pr ie tary product and market ing deci-
sion-making process. He holds the Ph.D. 
from Ohio S ta te Universi ty. 
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