Organizational Behavior: Session III 

New Product Development in Dispersed Teams – A Case Study in a European Software Company (ESC) 
Introduction: 
Erol Bilginoglu organizational development consultants (EBU consulting) and ESC are looking back at a successful collaboration. 
The reason EBU consulting was hired is that ESC aims at gaining comparative cost advantages of designing and developing software in countries such as India and China. Therefore EBU Consulting came up with a solution which enables dispersed teams to collaborate amongst each other, no matter where its team members are located. Prior to elaborating on the recommendations, a couple of assumptions need to be made. As there is little specifications on what exactly is going to be developed and on which amounts of which type of resources will be needed, it is simply assumed, that a similar amount of man power (MP) of programmers, graphic designers and network and hardware engineers is going to be necessary. This group of people, together with the project management and two employees from Quality Assurance (QA), is doing the main job of the product development project. Other types of human resources like marketing/sales, finance, procurement, or anyone else who might turn out to be useful will be taken on to the team as the project evolves and the need arises. The world is the limit of sourcing for this project. Naturally during the implementation face/ the first release with the customer, adjustments according to the customer’s wishes can be made. The costs of these project-phase specific team members are included in the project’s budget and are administered jointly by the project management and QA. For simplicity reasons it is assumed, that in this project 50% of all participants are located in Germany and the other half in India, without specifying which collaborator is where, with exemption of the project managers and the two QA employees. We simply state that labour cost in India is on average 80% lower than in Germany. So that the labour cost of the project will be reduced by 40% by employing half of the team in India. Obviously the overall project costs will not automatically reduce by the amount saved on labour, as other additional expenses need to be made to compensate for the long distance between the different participants. Nevertheless the totaled difference between the lower average labour costs and additional expenses will still yield enough savings, to capture a significant comparative cost advantage. 
Clearly all saving comes at a price. The challenges of dispersed teams are evident: geographic distances, differences in culture and work habits as well as the necessity to bridge time zones place greater demands on communication, synchronization and management. That is where EBU Consulting comes into the game. 
In the first chapter our concept on how to cope with these special challenges will be presented. Within this presentation relevant concepts on teamwork and on dispersed teams in particular will be introduced and discussed. 
The second chapter will fill the theoretical concept with life. The author will explain what exactly will be done and how. For illustration specific examples will be provided. 
As mentioned beforehand managing dispersed teams is a challenge. The third chapter explores more in depth what constitutes these challenges. What might be the possible disadvantages? Which difficulties might be encountered, and what are possible drawbacks of the recommendations provided by EBU Consulting? 
The fourth and last chapter deals with countermeasures which can dampen negative effects and ensure a successful and efficient realization of the project. 

Chapter I: 
In order to create a solid base for the new product development by ESC, EBU Consulting made the following key recommendations. 
A project’s success depends on its people. Therefore putting up a team is crucial. As the task comprises setting up the software which was developed within the company with a third party, thus a customer, it is not only important , that there is trust and cohesiveness within the team, but that there is a high level of communicative and networking competence within the team. Therefore EBU Consulting recommends to opt for an X-Team-inspired model. While according to Ancona et.Al. (2009) traditional teams need to be set up with trust and cohesiveness within the team and a focus on developing effective task, maintenande and decision-making processes in such a creative, fast-paced industry a more flexible concept would be desirable. For an application to be successful, it needs to satisfy the customers’ needs, meet the requirements of the local infrastructure, actively inquire the input of company leaders make sure that what they develop is fine tuned with what management wants from them and to take the market situation into account. By definition this can be provided best by an X-Team. “The single most defining charcterist of an X-team is that its members actively engage with those outside the team to develop a clear understanding o the environment (scouting), build support with key executives (ambassadorship), and coordinate with other groups that can contribute to their project (task coordination)” (Ancona et.Al., 2009). With EBU Consulting we favor a “controlled” X-team. As much as the entrepreneurial component of the suggested X-teams is appreciated, one must not forget, that the original idea of hiring EBU Consulting was cost saving. Therefore a core-Team is prescribed and the “acquisition” of additional temporary team-members controlled and if necessary influenced. 
As one can see in picture one the setup is quite simple. There are three core teams each consisting of 5 persons. There are two project managers one in India and one in Germany and two QA employees. Both the project leaders and the QAs are highly mobile and can help where needed. Each of them is an expert on his field. The QAs most important asset is their profound knowledge of the company and their perfect network. This enables them to advise the team members and the project members efficiently on whom best to take on board for different tasks, as they come. They also keep track of the time and the resources and provide management with the data they need. They basically serve as a type of internal Business Intelligence Unit at the disposition of all project participants. The other team members are hired for two main reasons. First of all professional fitting for the position, second but not less importantly a record of being a teamplayer. The biggest challenge needs to be encountered by the project managers. They must be experts in dealing with complex situations, culturally, organizationally, emotionally but also need a good understanding of the project’s content. 
Image I Recommended Project Staffing 

To sum it up, the first and foremost recommendation is to build a “perfect” team. 
For the best team to be able to work well an exact stipulation of tasks and responsibilities needs to be made. i.e. everyone needs to know exactly what he was hired for, what is expected of him/her and until when. This is supported by Diane Coutu (2009) in an interview in May 2009 in which she refers to J. Richard Hackman’s book Leading Teams, and explains, that virtual teams function according to the same principles as ordinary teams. A successful team needs to provide clarity on who collaborates with whom, what resources and in which quantities are provided, which direction it is heading, to be provided with an “enabling structure” – especially in dispersed teams adherence to a very clear code of conduct is crucial, a supportive organization – one that gives all the support needed and which rewards the behavior pointed out as desirable in a job description and the code of conduct and great leadership/coaching. 
This brings us already to the third recommendation. Not only must it be clear to the individual what is expected of him, we also have to provide the team members with an environment that enables and motivates them to do so. We have to provide the team with the technology and other resources to communicate, to get to know each other, and to track what other team members have achieved so far. There must be perfect and very explicit transparency of what has been done, what needs to be done next and how this adds up to the whole. 
The company must clearly favor desirable behavior and react to deviance from the stipulated job descriptions and code of conduct which should both be translations of the company’s strategy broken down to the project and individual level. For the project it is the same as for an organization: Vision, skills, organization, resources and action plan need to be consistent and aligned in order to deliver organizational success (Högl, 2010). The last recommendation refers to the alignment. To keep the project going and moving into the right direction, goal setting, performance measurement and leadership must be in line with the company’s objectives and values. 

Chapter II 
How will the recommendations be implemented? 
The setup of the team will be very well planned. First of all the project managers need to be identified. This will be done scanning personnel files of both German and Indian project managers. It must be clear to HR what is desired. Therefore a short catalogue of minimal prerequisites will be provided containing items like: 
* Proved track record of leading ordinary projects of comparable or preferably even larger-scale projects. Due to the additional challenges compounded in the task of managing dispersed teams, a high level of skills and experience is needed. 
* Provide a preferred personality type using a personality test system as. E.g. LIFO or similar. 
* Work experience abroad, preferably in Germany respectively India. 
* Intercultural management experience. 
* Certain level of seniority 
* IT/Communication software background 
* Highly motivated. 
* Experienced in setting up a team and team building activities. 

Once suitable candidates have been identified and hired the project manager will first focus on selecting colleagues from QA. In order to make a blue print of the project in line with the ESC-Standards. 
Chances are big, that no 100% match will be found. HR will be advised to compromise least on soft skills, as the most important characteristics of someone leading X-teams are enabling qualities rather than technical know-how. As we recommend setting up an X-team inspired team, the same qualities should be applied to the leader’s qualities. The Project managers need to actively participate in the recruiting process. Focusing on knowledge, soft-skills and network quite evenly. HR needs to support the project managers in identifying these relevant qualities. The project managers should source out of their own network, but support their choice with hard facts on the mentioned qualities. This could be best done by composing team facebooks with personality profiles, CV, past projects (key to the network) and a short abstract together with a picture of the candidate. Obviously this will only work under ideal conditions, but let’s assume the HR department at ESC has been doing an extraordinary job in the last years so that it is simply a question of composing this “facebook”. 
Narrowed down to a manageable number of candidates participants can be handpicked by the managers (with the budget constraint as initially defined on mind). 
The selection process is already the step stone to the implementation of the second recommendation. Linked to the recruitment are job descriptions. Supported by HR and QA individual job descriptions are prepared and elaborated with regard the participant’s abilities, experience, network and personal input. 
Typically a job description should contain items like these: 
* What are to be worked with? Budgets allocated to the position?  
* What methods or processes are used to perform the tasks in the job? – Already stressing here, that their focus needs to be outward. It is all about finding a creative, market- and customer- oriented solution. “Inbreeding” must be avoided by all means.   
* What are the specific duties for the position?   This puts the position in context and  spells out broad responsibilities. 
* What are the critical goals and key result areas of the position?   The question helps to isolate the most critical activities that the position holder is expected to perform. 
* What are the discrete outcomes of the job for which the person appointed will be held accountable and evaluated on? 
* What behaviors, skills, knowledge and experience are the most important to the program in achieving the key results and outcomes? This question focuses on the specific personal qualities that are necessary to best meet the job requirements. In our case this must highlight the ability to network and to make use of one’s contacts. 
Adapted from the HR-Guide 2001: Job Analysis answers the following important questions: (http://www.hr-guide.com/data/G051.htm) 
Again the transition is fluent. Hiring the right people, providing them with a job description telling them what to do and what not to do, what their scope of responsibility is, to whom they report, what their focus should be and how much discretion they are given, and where in the bigger picture they are. Now they have an idea put onto paper and communicated to them in various ways. The next step is to familiarize them with the real world context. The third and fourth recommendation should already have been conveyed to the participants through prior activities, selection process, interviews, briefings, job description a code of conduct etc. but it is important to fill these rules with tangibility therefore. Prior to the actual start of the project all participants are invited to a kick off meeting in the headquarters in Germany. 
During a week long program the participants will be familiarized with their colleagues, get to know the work space of “the Germans”, get to introduce themselves to some of the customers, and involve in team-bounding activities. Next to a leisure-oriented part of the program there will be a high emphasis on familiarizing the employees with the project management software and the communication technology. From the beginning on part of the communication and even the lectures will be simulated as if they weren’t co-located. Like this everyone will have a hands on experience, professional assistance and the possibility to share the virtual challenges in real life with their colleagues. 
Due to the time difference between the two countries reciprocal reporting in an understandable, regular and standardized form is essential. Therefore a routine of keeping a video-logbook will be established. Everyday each participant reports to his direct colleagues in a video-message of 5 minutes max his achievements of the day. By all means “transactive memory” needs to be strongly promoted (Ancona et.al., 2009). 
Further there will be explanations on the scheduling, reward systems and the reoccurring virtual but also live team events. 
In Germany but also in the course of the project there will be team-building sessions, but also courses on self-efficiency and time management. The challenge of the project managers should be to provide their team with a toolbox to manage themselves, the freedom they need and the guidance and coaching necessary to stay in control of the direction and time-frame of the project. 

Chapter III 
As one can imagine there is a multitude of possibilities where things could go wrong. Some of the most evident are that colleagues feel alienated from each other, lose motivation and or track of time or task responsibilities. Of course all precautions have been taken but nevertheless personal circumstances or character traits, illness and so on might pose higher risks in such a dispersed context as opposed to a co-located context. Communicating only virtually or even worse recorded to a tape with a delay makes relations fragile and prone. The physical absence of a colleague also lowers the bindingness. The multitude of critical points is already illustrated by the precautions and the elaborate planning explained in the first two chapters and again will become clearer in the fourth chapter which focuses on the counteractions and actions that can possibly minimize these dangerous tendencies. 

Chapter IV 
In his Master Thesis Victor Prodonoff Junior poignantly explains how trust plays a major role in collaborating in a dispersed context (1999, pp.10) (available@http://dspace.mit.edu/bitstream/handle/1721.1/9772/42810320.pdf?sequence=1). 
Trust has not only to be present in the manger-employee relationship, but must also permeate the entire team. Peers need to be reassured that the interdependence of their tasks is not a liability to their individual performances, and that the risk of being affected by someone else’s inability to carry out duties is minimal. But isolation in time and space brings added challenges to the building of trust among such groups. As observed by Meyerson, Weich & Kramer (1996), “they often entail high-risk and high-stakes outcomes, yet they seem to lack the normative structures and institutional safeguards that minimize the likelihood of things going wrong.” These structures are difficult to put in place because “traditional sources of trust – familiarity, shared experience, reciprocal disclosure, threats and deterrents, fulfilled promises, and demonstration of nonexploitation of vulnearability” have less opportunities to develop since close contact is scarce. 
He also hints at a concept referred to as “swift trust”. Swift trust is a concept relating to temporary teams whose existence is formed around a clear purpose and common task with a finite life span – a project. Its main elements according to Prdodonoff include a willingness to suspend doubt about whether others who are almost strangers can be counted on in order to get to work on the group's task... This concept was developed by Meyerson, Weich, and Kramer in 1996. 
In my opinion the establishment of swift trust can get ESC’s team to work together even though they are separated by geographical, temporal and cultural boundaries. Basically in our project we will refer to swift trust as the product generated by the preparations, the kick off week and the continuous team-building activities. 
Additionally to the information provided in the previous chapters the author would now like to highlight some of details which are closely related to the ideas of risk in chapter three. 
During the Kick-off week each and every single participant will get a copy of the project’s “Facebook”. Prior to this a short presentation of ech participant is held by a fellow participant. This should compensate for the lack of shared history otherwise normally present with co-located colleagues. As mentioned above trust is crucial. We must assume, that the failure or sloppiness of on or several employees could endanger the whole project. So one person’s effort only makers sense, if her or she believes, that his colleagues, together with whose work his own work should add up to a bigger and more valuable product, are doing a good job. Therefore displaying a track record of success will strongly support the credibility of a person for a certain function. If we compare the project situation to our part-time MBA program some striking similarities come to my attention. Or think even of a distance-learning context. Contact-hours are low in numbers so the perceived value of these hours needs to be highlighted and enhanced. Therefore the presentation of the scientific achievements and teaching experience of a professor are crucial – names and brands always very often add to the perceived value, also in a business or education context. This has two effects. First of all it creates a certain expectancy amongst the students of how precious these few hours are going to be for all of them, for their current careers, their future jobs and life. This expectancy might put pressure on the professor, but also helps him to have a good start. The projected image gives him full attention of the students and at the same time the students’ focus on these hours is extremely high and might have a positive influence on their ability to pay attention and to absorb information. 
It is basically playing with the concept of self-fulfilling prophecy. Obviously the trust will only be maintained, if in the course of collaboration further data will confirm this first impression. So HR department and the project managers keep on telling the employees how good someone is in what he does. If HR and management itself are trustworthy institutions people will believe them and the idea works. 
Last but no least the lack of real contact screams for a top of the art online project management systems with which quite honestly I am not familiar with. To my opinion such a program would need to mirror everything that is done. It should visualize the achievements, of individuals, as well as of groups. Actions should always be placed in a larger context, but at the same time the platform should provide space for social interaction, so that blogging, chatting and video-conferencing can be done through on application only. (An administrator could obviously regulate the reading and writing rights as needed). 
There is an endless battery of possibilities which haven’t been explored. Nevertheless I hope to have done justice to the case study’s intended scope.

