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critical thinking questions
1. Informal groups exist in almost every form of social organi-

zation. What types of informal groups exist in your class-
room? Why are students motivated to belong to these 
informal groups?

2. The late management guru Peter Drucker once said: “The 
now-fashionable team in which everybody works with every-
body on everything from the beginning rapidly is becoming 
a disappointment.” Discuss three problems associated with 
teams.

3. You have been put in charge of a cross-functional task force 
that will develop enhanced Internet banking services for 
retail customers. The team includes representatives from 
marketing, information services, customer service, and 
accounting, all of whom will move to the same location at 
headquarters for three months. Describe the behaviors you 
might observe during each stage of the team’s development.

4. You have just been transferred from the Kansas office to the 
Denver office of your company, a national sales organization 
of electrical products for developers and contractors. In 
Kansas, team members regularly called customers after a sale 
to ask whether the products arrived on time and whether they 
are satisfied. But when you moved to the Denver office, no 
one seemed to make these follow-up calls. A recently hired 
coworker explained that other coworkers discouraged her 
from making those calls. Later, another coworker suggested 
that your follow-up calls were making everyone else look lazy. 
Give three possible reasons why the norms in Denver might 
be different from those in the Kansas office, even though the 
customers, products, sales commissions, and other character-
istics of the workplace are almost identical.

5. A software engineer in the United States needs to coordinate 
with four team members in geographically dispersed areas of 
the world. What team challenges might the team experience, 
and how will they affect the team design elements?

6. You have been assigned to a class project with five other 
students, none of whom you have met before, and some of 
whom come from different countries. To what extent would 
team cohesion improve your team’s performance on this 
project? What actions would you recommend to build team 
cohesion among student team members in this situation?

7. Suppose you are put in charge of a virtual team whose 
members are located in different cities around the world. 
What tactics could you use to build and maintain team trust 
and performance, as well as minimize the decline in trust 
and performance that often occurs in teams?

8. You are responsible for convening a major event in which se-
nior officials from several state governments will try to come 
to an agreement on environmental issues. It is well known 
that some officials take positions to make themselves appear 
superior, whereas others are highly motivated to solve the 
environmental problems that cross adjacent states. What 
team decision-making problems are likely to be apparent in 
this government forum, and what actions can you take 
to minimize these problems?

9. The chief marketing officer of Sawgrass Widgets wants mar-
keting and sales staff to identify new uses for its products. 
Which of the four team structures for creative decision mak-
ing would you recommend? Describe and justify this process 
to Sawgrass’s chief marketing officer.
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ArbreCorp Ltée is a sawmill operation in Québec, Canada, 
that is owned by a major forest products company but oper-
ates independently of the parent company. It was built 
30 years ago and completely updated with new machinery 
5 years ago. ArbreCorp receives raw logs from the area for 
cutting and planing into building-grade lumber, mostly 
2-by-4 and 2-by-6 pieces of standard lengths. Higher grade 
logs leave ArbreCorp’s sawmill department in finished 
form and are sent directly to the packaging department. 
The remaining 40 percent of sawmill output are cuts from 
lower grade logs, requiring further work by the planing 
department.
 ArbreCorp has one general manager, 16 supervisors and 
support staff, and 180 unionized employees. The unionized 
employees are paid an hourly rate specified in the collective 
agreement, whereas management and support staff are paid a 
monthly salary. The mill is divided into six operating depart-
ments: boom, sawmill, planer, packaging, shipping, and main-
tenance. The sawmill, boom, and packaging departments 

operate a morning shift starting at 6:00 a.m. and an afternoon 
shift starting at 2:00 p.m. Employees in these departments 
rotate shifts every two weeks. The planer and shipping depart-
ments operate only morning shifts. Maintenance employees 
work the night shift (starting at 10:00 p.m.).
 Each department, except for packaging, has a supervisor on 
every work shift. The planer supervisor is responsible for the 
packaging department on the morning shift, and the sawmill 
supervisor is responsible for the packaging department on the 
afternoon shift. However, the packaging operation is housed in 
a separate building from the other departments, so supervisors 
seldom visit the packaging department. This is particularly 
true for the afternoon shift, because the sawmill supervisor is 
the furthest distance from the packaging building.

Packaging Quality Ninety percent of ArbreCorp’s 
product is sold on the international market through 
Boismarché Ltée, a large marketing agency. Boismarché 
represents all forest products mills owned by ArbreCorp’s 
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TEAM EXERCISE: TEAM TOWER POWER
PURPOSE This exercise is designed to help you under-
stand team roles, team development, and other issues in the 
development and maintenance of effective teams.

MATERIALS The instructor will provide enough Lego 
pieces or similar materials for each team to complete the as-
signed task. All teams should have identical (or very similar) 
amounts and types of pieces. The instructor will need a mea-
suring tape and stopwatch. Students may use writing materi-
als during the design stage (see instructions). The instructor 

will distribute a “Team Objectives Sheet” and “Tower Specifi-
cations Effectiveness Sheet” to all teams.

INSTRUCTIONS The instructor will divide the class 
into teams. Depending on class size and space availability, 
teams may have between four and seven members, but all 
should be approximately equal in size.
 Each team has 20 minutes to design a tower that uses only 
the materials provided, is freestanding, and provides an opti-
mal return on investment. Team members may wish to draw 

parent company as well as several other clients in the region. 
The market for building-grade lumber is very price 
competitive, because there are numerous mills selling a 
relatively undifferentiated product. However, some 
differentiation does occur in product packaging and 
presentation. Buyers will look closely at the packaging when 
deciding whether to buy from ArbreCorp or another mill.
 To encourage its clients to package their products better, 
Boismarché sponsors a monthly package quality award. The 
marketing agency samples and rates its clients’ packages daily, 
and the sawmill with the highest score at the end of the 
month is awarded a framed certificate of excellence. Package 
quality is a combination of how the lumber is piled (e.g., de-
fects turned in), where the bands and dunnage are placed, 
how neatly the stencil and seal are applied, the stencil’s accu-
racy, and how neatly and tightly the plastic wrap is attached.
 ArbreCorp won Boismarché’s packaging quality award 
several times over the past five years, and received high ratings 
in the months that it didn’t win. However, the mill’s ratings 
have started to decline over the past year or two, and several 
clients have complained about the appearance of the finished 
product. A few large customers switched to competitors’ 
lumber, saying that the decision was based on the substan-
dard appearance of ArbreCorp’s packaging when it arrived in 
their lumber yard.

Bottleneck in Packaging The planing and sawmilling 
departments have significantly increased productivity over 
the past couple of years. The sawmill operation recently set a 
new productivity record on a single day. The planer operation 
has increased productivity to the point where last year it 
reduced operations to just one (rather than two) shifts per 
day. These productivity improvements are due to better 
operator training, fewer machine breakdowns, and better 
selection of raw logs. (Sawmill cuts from high-quality logs 
usually do not require planing work.)
 Productivity levels in the boom, shipping, and maintenance 
departments have remained constant. However, the packaging 
department has recorded decreasing productivity over the past 
couple of years, with the result that a large backlog of finished 
product is typically stockpiled outside the packaging building. 

The morning shift of the packaging department is unable to 
keep up with the combined production of the sawmill and 
planer departments, so the unpackaged output is left for the 
afternoon shift. Unfortunately, the afternoon shift packages 
even less product than the morning shift, so the backlog con-
tinues to build. The backlog adds to ArbreCorp’s inventory 
costs and increases the risk of damaged stock.
 ArbreCorp has added Saturday overtime shifts as well as 
extra hours before and after the regular shifts for the packag-
ing department employees to process this backlog. Last 
month, the packaging department employed 10 percent of 
the workforce but accounted for 85 percent of the overtime. 
This is frustrating to ArbreCorp’s management, because time 
and motion studies recently confirmed that the packaging 
department is capable of processing all of the daily sawmill 
and planer production without overtime. With employees 
earning one and a half or two times their regular pay on over-
time, ArbreCorp’s cost competitiveness suffers.
 Employees and supervisors at ArbreCorp are aware that 
people in the packaging department tend to extend lunch by 
10 minutes and coffee breaks by 5 minutes. They also typi-
cally leave work a few minutes before the end of their shift. 
This abuse has worsened recently, particularly on the after-
noon shift. Employees who are temporarily assigned to the 
packaging department also seem to participate in this time 
loss pattern after a few days. Although they are punctual and 
productive in other departments, these temporary employees 
soon adopt the packaging crew’s informal schedule when as-
signed to that department.

Discussion Questions
1. What symptom(s) in this case suggest that something has 

gone wrong?
2. What are the main causes of these symptoms?
3. What actions should executives take to correct these 

problems?

© Copyright 1995 Steven L. McShane and David Lebeter. This case is 
based on actual events, but names and some characteristics have been 
changed to maintain anonymity.
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