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Synonyms

Excellent collaborators; High performing groups

Definitions

Organizational
Climate

The collective personality,
values, and ethos that create the
internal and external image of
the organization (Rao and
Bullayya 2017).

Values Defined in behavioral terms
they describe how team
members should behave in
pursuit of team goals
(Edmonds 2010).

Introduction

Although public and private sector organizations
differ in a variety of ways, there are strong simi-
larities in key values such as: accountability,
expertise, reliability, efficiency, and effectiveness

(Van der Wal et al. 2008). In some areas, public
and private sector organizations may compete and
must rely on organizational and team performance
(Rao and Bullayya 2017). According to the
Blanchard Institute (2014), there are five common
elements in both the public and private sector.
These include: communication, cultivating crea-
tivity, removing obstacles, support, and providing
resources, contributing to high-performance work
teams and organizations.

High-performance organizations delineate
themselves through sustainable growth, market
leadership, employee retention, and producing
value to stakeholders (Blanchard Institute 2014).
These organizations identify changes in their
industry landscape and undergo transformation
to stay relevant (Cancialosi 2015). Specific char-
acteristics such as: organizational climate and
human resource management have been identified
as integral to the success of these organizations
(Anderson and Caldwell 2018; Rao and Bullayya
2017).

Fostering high-performance teams who thrive
in these environments requires subset features
that cultivate such teams. Such features include:
clearly defined goals, alignment of values,
communication, collaboration, autonomy and
authority, and effective leadership (Abdallah and
Ahluwalia 2013; Blanchard Institute 2014).
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High-Performance Organizations

Radical changes in technology, globalization, and
the changing generation of workforce have caused
organizations to undergo major transformation in
structure, policy, procedure, market response, and
value alignment with all stakeholders (Blanchard
Institute 2014). A high-performance organization
(HPO) is only sustainable when it can sense shifts
in the market, adapt, respond, and seize opportu-
nities to remain relevant (Powell and Felin 2016).

Culture-Climate
Organizational/agency culture drives the behavior
and performance of the group (Cancialosi 2015;
Rao and Bullayya 2017). Climate develops
through shared values and formal/informal
group and individual behaviors, whether sanc-
tioned or not (Gupta 2009). Cultures are distin-
guishable by the sum of attitudes, customs, roles,
norms, values, and beliefs (Flood 2017). To
achieve long-term and sustained growth, high-
performance agencies have shifted from top-
down authority to a polyarchy workforce, where
authority is widely distributed, autonomy is
encouraged, and social proofing fosters peer
alignment (DeWaal 2007; Powell and Felin 2016).

Communicating goals, transparency, and
building trust throughout the agency create an
environment where all stakeholders feel safe to
provide feedback, make recommendations, and
commit to action (Cancialosi 2015). When the
culture of an organization inculcates commitment
and trust, accurately measures performance, and
embraces esprit de corps, it may outperform
others (Anderson and Caldwell 2018).

According to a recent Gallup study surveying
more than 30,000 team members (Abdallah and
Ahluwalia 2013), quality leadership, communica-
tion, effective performance management systems,
customer centric focus, and training were identi-
fied as vital to an HPO culture.

Human Resource Management
To create and sustain an HPO, human resource
management plays an integral role through hiring
practices and establishing policy, procedure,

and programs that foster employee commitment,
retention, and empowerment (Anderson and
Caldwell 2018; Rao and Bullayya 2017). When
training, compensation, performance measure-
ments, and clearly defined goals are aligned to
administrative practices that reinforce the larger
objectives of the agency, high performance can
emerge.

Cooperative behavior between the organiza-
tion and its stakeholders is maximized when
core values and strategic priorities are aligned.
According to Bundy et al. (2018), a fit between
the two dimensions of value and priorities
increases trust, predictability between the
parties, exchange of ideas, and heightened
communication.

High-Performance Work Teams

Teams are a ubiquitous feature of virtually
all work organizations regardless of the entities’
nature or mission. Unlike a group which is
comprised of individuals who act independently
of others, teams function cohesively, utilizing
complementary skills, holding mutual account-
ability, and focusing on a common goal
(Cancialosi 2015; Katzenback 1996; Katzenback
and Smith 2005). To a large degree, the success
and/or failure of an organization is dependent on
the quality of its people and their performance as
a team. Certain subset factors must be present in
high-performance work teams (HPWTs). Such
factors include: clearly defined goals, alignment
of values, communication, collaboration, auton-
omy and authority, effective leadership, and sup-
port (Abdallah and Ahluwalia 2013; Powell and
Felin 2016).

Clearly Defined Goals
Goal clarity is one of the most important
features of high-performance teams. Indeed, it
has been cited as the most pivotal feature
(Sidebottom 2017). This requires that team mem-
bers understand their goals and tasks in relation to
broader goals (Anderson and Caldwell 2018).
Without goal clarity, measuring and rewarding

2 High-Performance Work Teams and Organizations



performance would be difficult (Larson and
LeFasto 1989). Goals must be specific, meaning-
ful, challenging, realistic, and measurable to
assess if targets are being met.

Meaningful goals refer to the degree they
are relevant to the organization’s larger mission
and the impact achievement might have on soci-
ety. As an example, Richard Feynman, one of the
physicists on the Manhattan Project that was
charged with developing the first atomic bomb
(1942–1946) indicated that his team behaved dif-
ferently when members became aware of its
purpose. When they learned that successful com-
pletion could result in defeating the enemy,
a “complete transformation” occurred. The pace,
quality, and quantity of their work improved given
the stakes of their work (Goleman: 1998, p. 228).
When HPWTs recognize the implications of their
work are beyond the boundaries of the organiza-
tion, a deeper sense of purpose and mission can be
built (Fisher and Thomas 1996).

Goal specificity has the advantage of timely
feedback, enabling the team to gauge progress
and make necessary corrections. Another benefit
of shared goals is reduced interpersonal conflict,
having members focus on goal attainment rather
than on internal squabbling. The best teams come
together in a shared commitment, operating in
a collective performance (Katzenback and Smith
2005). Team cohesion forms when there is
a shared mission statement, purpose, and under-
standing of how work performance contributes to
the success of the organization (Fisher and
Thomas 1996).

Alignment of Values
Organizations may create grandiose mission and
purpose statements that, while noble, are not
clearly understood by employees and more spe-
cifically, what they can do to accomplish them.
According to Edmonds (2010), there are three
integrated steps required for a values-aligned cul-
ture: clear performance expectations, define value
in behavioral terms, and accountability of leader-
ship and staff. “Values defined in behavioral terms
describe how team members should behave as
they pursue their team goals” (Edmonds 2010,
p. 3).

Clearly defined roles are aligned to perfor-
mance expectations. If team members do not
have a clear understanding of their role within
the team, feelings of uncertainty, frustration, anx-
iety, and conflict may develop. Conversely,
when members understand what is expected of
them individually and as a collective part of the
team, the concept that no one individual is as
strong as the team develops (Fisher and Thomas
1996). HPWTs integrate the individual and col-
lective team knowledge for a common purpose
(Cancialosi 2015). When the economic impera-
tives of the organization are tied to value-based
priorities, high-performance teams emerge
(Anderson and Caldwell 2018). Behaviors, such
as integrity, commitment to service, and dedica-
tion are seen and experienced rather than viewed
as abstract concepts (Edmonds 2010).

Communication
Good communication serves two essential
roles: disseminating the information employees
need to do their job and creating relationships
between team members (Doyle 2018). High-
performance teams require access to data through
information technology structure, hearing from
leadership, and transparency in the workplace.
If the agency is on fire, that is in trouble, knowl-
edgeable employees can be recruited to help put
out the flames (Anderson and Caldwell 2018).

Open, honest, shared, and nondefensive
communication are vital to individual and
team performance. Such features inspire trust,
which is essential to competing in today’s world
(Anderson and Caldwell 2018). Lack of shared
information and easy access are major
roadblocks to effective teamwork (Fisher and
Thomas 1996). In addition to technical skills,
HPWTs utilize effective communication charac-
terized by interpersonal skills, honesty, assertive-
ness, confidence, listening, empathy, respect, and
open-mindedness (Doyle 2018; Nelson and
Quick 1997).

HPWT members exhibit effective persuasion
skills, using logic and empirical data to support
their views. Additionally, team members must
possess empathic skills and able to read the emo-
tional states of others (Doyle 2018). Empathic
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understanding provides an astute sense of what
is important to other members, conveying an
understanding of their position (Conger 1998).
Persuasive skills are a key factor that differentiate
HPWTs from average ones, pulling team mem-
bers together to advance ideas, galvanize action,
and develop constructive solutions (Goleman
1998).

Collaboration
According to Guzzo and Salas (1999, p. 3), “Task-
required interdependence is an essential
element of teams.” Effective teamwork requires
ongoing interaction, exchanging information,
sharing resources, assisting with workloads, and
maintaining mutual accountability. Such activity
inculcates a trusting environment that encourages
growth and development (Abdallah and
Ahluwalia 2013).

In a collaborative environment, the goal has
been internalized by team members as the per-
sonal goal of each person (Larson and Fasto
1989). Trust conveyed through communication
generates collaboration versus competition. Col-
laboration between team members fosters prob-
lem solving where efforts are synergistic,
successively building on presented ideas. When
HPWTs collaborate, the sum of the efforts
exceeds the sum of individual contribution
(Maznevski 1995).

A team’s performance is the combined out-
come of contributions from members who have
the requisite skill set plus positive socio-
emotional factors such as morale, open commu-
nication, and commitment, resulting in team
chemistry that facilitates goal attainment. When
the socio-emotional factors are positive the
“. . .results can be more than simply additive –
they can be multiplicative with the best talents of
one person catalyzing the best of another, to pro-
duce results far beyond what any one person could
have done” (Goleman 1998, p. 205).

A collaborative climate is produced from a
high degree of psychological intimacy among
members, involving feelings of “affection,
warmth, unconditional positive regard, opportu-
nities for emotional expression, and emotional
support” (Nelson and Quick 1997, p. 265).

Mutual accountability is an essential feature of
collaboration and occurs when team members
believe that everyone on the team bears responsi-
bility for the team’s performance. (Katzenback
and Smith 2005). Such mutual accountability
must be deeply felt by the team for a team to
exist. Members can self-police and are not depen-
dent on outside influence to motivate them. They
hold themselves accountable individually and col-
lectively to the overall result.

Autonomy and Authority
Market dynamics have forced agencies to rethink
organizational structure. Hierarchical style
management has given way to disbursed empow-
erment (Cancialosi 2015). Authority is no longer
exclusively seated at the top tier of the organiza-
tion, but rather imbued as a polyarchy. Here,
employees who are closer to fast moving devel-
opments in market conditions are enabled to
rapidly respond (Powell and Felin 2016). Such
flexibility enables organizations to adapt to
changes quickly and compete in cycle time, deliv-
ery, and sustainability (DeWaal 2007).

The rapidity of changes in technology, social
media, customer preferences, and product devel-
opment requires individual specialists and
response teams to have true autonomy to address
issues and leverage opportunities (Powell and
Felin 2016). Although leadership in many agen-
cies would like to retain authority while paying
lip service to autonomy and polyarchy, high-
performance teams will not thrive without align-
ment between action and words.

While disbursed autonomy and authority are
vital to high-performance teams, without ade-
quate, formal structure, such organizational con-
struct could lead to chaos. To prevent this,
organizations have incorporated social proof
mechanisms such as the rule of three, where indi-
vidual capabilities are bound by social influence
that fosters harmonized and accepted behaviors
(Powell and Felin 2016).

Effective Leadership and Support
Effective leadership is a key element of HPWTs
and has become less hierarchical, command-and-
control oriented (Benett et al. 2013). Teams per-
form better than their peers, when leaders loosen
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the reins, demonstrate competence and knowl-
edge, and possess interpersonal skills (Anderson
and Caldwell 2018). When leaders demonstrate
their confidence in a team’s ability through auton-
omy and empowerment, staff flourish (Larson and
LaFasto 1989).

Effective leaders cultivate leadership qualities
in others by providing each member of the team
an opportunity to lead in an area of his/her exper-
tise (Katzenback and Smith 2005). Leaders that
encourage the team to engage in self-observation,
self-evaluation, and self-reinforcement were
found to be characteristic of HPWT leaders
(Manz and Sims 1987).

When leaders acknowledge the value of the
team’s contribution and convey the relationship
between their performance and the mission of the
larger organization, performance can be maxi-
mized (Fisher and Thomas 1996). Goleman
(1998, p. 223) posited that the relationship
between emotional intelligence and leadership
harmonizes when, “. . .the best team leaders
are able to get everyone to buy into a common
sense of mission, goals and agenda. . .it may be
the single most important contribution of a good
leader.”

While teams may have autonomy or work
remotely, they are not isolated entities, but rather
part of and dependent upon the larger organization
for support. Reliability becomes an essential fac-
tor, where teams know they can depend on their
leadership through consistency, follow-through,
and congruency between action and words
(Anderson and Caldwell 2018). Without this sup-
port, morale can suffer, erode confidence in the
organization’s commitment to the team, and
adversely impact performance. Support can
include: providing sufficient training, giving
access to needed tools and information, and
encouraging teams to become the best possible
version of themselves (Anderson and Caldwell
2018).

Additionally, when a team is working at
its optimum performance, recognition is essential.
Whether psychic income such as praise, encour-
agement, or symbolic gesture, or tangible
recognition such as financial incentive, acknowl-
edgment, or lack thereof will impact the team’s

performance (Larson and LaFasto 1989). While
individual rewards can be provided at the onset
of work based on skill sets brought to the team,
once the teamwork begins, financial incentives
must be linked to the collective outcome of the
team’s performance rather than any individual
(Caudron 1994). As the team begins to coalesce
and develop a sense of collective identity, a team-
based reward structure can be implemented. This
in turn facilitates team identity and cohesiveness.

Organizations characterized by HPWTs have a
cordial, collaborative, and congenial relationship
with their teams. Team members are viewed as
stakeholders with a vested interest in the organi-
zation (Cancialosi 2015). This results in the essen-
tial trust required for any high-performance
endeavor and outcome.

Conclusion

High-performance organizations and work teams
are not mutually exclusive or random occur-
rences. These are inextricably linked phenomena
that require specific characteristics to inculcate a
culture of flexibility, empowerment, and adapt-
ability to embrace change. Today’s global econ-
omy and technological advances require rapid
respond. High-performance organizations utilize
the talents and skills of their staff through empow-
erment and authority. Agencies have become
structurally flatter enabling teams to problem
solve, develop ideas, and adapt to the market.
Optimizing the next generation of workforce will
require dismantling the legacy organizational con-
structs that no longer apply or work. Like the
private sector, public agencies are evolving to
meet the demands of an ever-changing landscape.

Cross-References

▶Authority in Organization
▶Culture and Organizations
▶ Flattening Organizations
▶ Performance Management and Culture

High-Performance Work Teams and Organizations 5

http://link.springer.com/Authority in Organization
http://link.springer.com/Culture and Organizations
http://link.springer.com/Flattening Organizations
http://link.springer.com/Performance Management and Culture


References

Abdallah E, Ahluwalia A (2013) The keys to building a
high-performance culture. Retrieved http://news.gal
lup.com/businessjournal/166208/keys-building-high-
performance-culture.aspx

Anderson V, Caldwell C (2018) High performance organi-
zations and human resource management.
In: Anderson V, Caldwell C (eds) Strategic human
resource management. Nova Science Publishers, Inc.,
New York, pp 159–176

Benett A, Barksdale M, O’Reilly A (2013) The talent
mandate: why smart companies put people first.
St. Martin’s Press, New York

Blanchard Institute (2014) Public vs. private sector: the big
give elements of effective leadership and the five
corresponding outcomes. Retrieved https://
howgovleads.com/2014/10/22/public-vs-private-
sector-the-big-five-elements-of-effective-leadership-
and-the-five-corresponding-outcomes/

Bundy J, Vogel RM, Zachary MA (2018) Organization–-
stakeholder fit: a dynamic theory of cooperation, com-
promise, and conflict between an organization and its
stakeholders. Strateg Manag J 39:476–501. https://doi.
org/10.1002/smj.2736

Cancialosi C (2015, June 15) How exceptional companies
create high performance cultures. Retrieved https://
www.forbes.com/sites/chriscancialosi/2015/06/15/
how-exceptional-companies-create-high-performance-
cultures/#b514ba75fd16

Caudron S (1994) The individual pay to team success.
Pers J 73(10):40–46

Conger J (1998, May–June) The necessary art of persua-
sion. Harv Bus Rev. Retrieved from http://www.
kpcolorado.net/sites/default/files/2011_01_06_art_of_
persuasion.pdf

DeWaal A (2007) The characteristics of high performance
organizations. Business Strategy Series 8(3):1–11.
https://doi.org/10.1108/17515630710684178

Doyle A (2018, March) Communication skills for work-
place success. The Balance. Retrieved from https://
www.thebalance.com/communication-skills-list-
2063779

Edmonds C (2010) Creating a high performance, values-
aligned culture. The Ken Blanchard Companies.
Retrieved from https://www.kenblanchard.com/

getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/A-Values-
Aligned-Culture/Blanchard_Creating_a_High_Perfor
mance_Values-Aligned_Culture.pdf

Fisher B, Thomas B (1996) Real dream teams. St. Louis
Press, Delray Beach

Flood F (2017) Social psychology of organizations.
In: Global encyclopedia of public administration,
public policy, and governance. Springer International
Publishing, Meteor, pp 1–9

Goleman D (1998) Working with emotional intelligence.
Bantam, New York

Gupta A (2009) Organizational culture. Retrieved from
http://practical-management.com/Organization-
Development/Organization-Culture.html

Guzzo R, Salas E (1999) Team effectiveness and decision-
making in organizations. Jossey Boss, San Francisco

Katzenback JR (1996) The myth of the top management
team. Harv Bus Rev 75:83–91

Katzenback JR, Smith DK (2005, July–August) The disci-
pline of teams. Harv Bus Rev. Retrieved from https://
hbr.org/2005/07/the-discipline-of-teams

Larson CE, LaFasto F (1989) Teamwork: what must go
right, what can go wrong. Sage, Newbury Park

Manz CC, Sims HP (1987) Leading workers to lead them-
selves: the external leadership of self-managing work
teams. Adm Sci Q 32:106–129

Maznevski M (1995) Process and performance in multi-
cultural teams. Western Business School, University of
Western Ontario, Ontario

Nelson D, Quick J (1997) Organizational behavior. West
Publications, Minneapolis, MN

Powell T, Felin TC (2016) Dynamic organizations.
Univ Calif, Berkeley 58(4):78–96

Rao GV, Bullayya L (2017) The influence of business
restructuring in public sector unit on the relationship
between organizational climate, perceived performance
and job satisfaction. Acad Strateg Manag J 16(2):1–12

Sidebottom D (2017, May 11) The importance of goal
clarity. The Breakout Project. Retrieved from http://
thebreakoutproject.com

Van der Wal Z, De Graff G, Lasthuizen K (2008) What’s
valued most? Similarities and differences between the
organizational values of the public and private sector.
Public Adm 86(2):465–482. https://doi.org/10.1111/
j.1467-9299.2008.00719.x

6 High-Performance Work Teams and Organizations

View publication statsView publication stats

http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/166208/keys-building-high-performance-culture.aspx
http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/166208/keys-building-high-performance-culture.aspx
http://news.gallup.com/businessjournal/166208/keys-building-high-performance-culture.aspx
https://howgovleads.com/2014/10/22/public-vs-private-sector-the-big-five-elements-of-effective-leadership-and-the-five-corresponding-outcomes/
https://howgovleads.com/2014/10/22/public-vs-private-sector-the-big-five-elements-of-effective-leadership-and-the-five-corresponding-outcomes/
https://howgovleads.com/2014/10/22/public-vs-private-sector-the-big-five-elements-of-effective-leadership-and-the-five-corresponding-outcomes/
https://howgovleads.com/2014/10/22/public-vs-private-sector-the-big-five-elements-of-effective-leadership-and-the-five-corresponding-outcomes/
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2736
https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.2736
https://www.forbes.com/sites/chriscancialosi/2015/06/15/how-exceptional-companies-create-high-performance-cultures/#b514ba75fd16
https://www.forbes.com/sites/chriscancialosi/2015/06/15/how-exceptional-companies-create-high-performance-cultures/#b514ba75fd16
https://www.forbes.com/sites/chriscancialosi/2015/06/15/how-exceptional-companies-create-high-performance-cultures/#b514ba75fd16
https://www.forbes.com/sites/chriscancialosi/2015/06/15/how-exceptional-companies-create-high-performance-cultures/#b514ba75fd16
http://www.kpcolorado.net/sites/default/files/2011_01_06_art_of_persuasion.pdf
http://www.kpcolorado.net/sites/default/files/2011_01_06_art_of_persuasion.pdf
http://www.kpcolorado.net/sites/default/files/2011_01_06_art_of_persuasion.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1108/17515630710684178
https://www.thebalance.com/communication-skills-list-2063779
https://www.thebalance.com/communication-skills-list-2063779
https://www.thebalance.com/communication-skills-list-2063779
https://www.kenblanchard.com/getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/A-Values-Aligned-Culture/Blanchard_Creating_a_High_Performance_Values-Aligned_Culture.pdf
https://www.kenblanchard.com/getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/A-Values-Aligned-Culture/Blanchard_Creating_a_High_Performance_Values-Aligned_Culture.pdf
https://www.kenblanchard.com/getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/A-Values-Aligned-Culture/Blanchard_Creating_a_High_Performance_Values-Aligned_Culture.pdf
https://www.kenblanchard.com/getattachment/Leading-Research/Research/A-Values-Aligned-Culture/Blanchard_Creating_a_High_Performance_Values-Aligned_Culture.pdf
http://practical-management.com/Organization-Development/Organization-Culture.html
http://practical-management.com/Organization-Development/Organization-Culture.html
https://hbr.org/2005/07/the-discipline-of-teams
https://hbr.org/2005/07/the-discipline-of-teams
http://thebreakoutproject.com
http://thebreakoutproject.com
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.2008.00719.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.2008.00719.x
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326232364

	3526-1: 
	High-Performance Work Teams and Organizations
	Synonyms
	Definitions
	Introduction
	High-Performance Organizations
	Culture-Climate
	Human Resource Management

	High-Performance Work Teams
	Clearly Defined Goals
	Alignment of Values
	Communication
	Collaboration
	Autonomy and Authority
	Effective Leadership and Support

	Conclusion
	Cross-References
	References




