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This paper analyses the participatory strategy of two Spanish public agencies, a university and a city council, whose names will be held anonymous according to the wishes of their general managers. As a part of their participatory strategy within the framework of quality management, both organisations have been implementing improvement teams to deal with problems arisen in service delivery since 1994. In both cases, the analysis has focused on the period between 1994-1999. The main goal of the research was to contrast the perceptions of team members with the participatory strategy and with the quality management approach of both agencies.

The paper comprises three parts. Firstly, the issue of participation in public agencies will be briefly presented alongside with the features of the research project. Secondly, the main results of the research will be examined. Finally, lessons to be learned from the research will be discussed.

THE PARTICIPATORY APPROACH AND THE PROJECT

This research builds upon articles from Halachmi (1996) and Parrado / Ruiz (1999) in which questions arise whether quality management is ready for the public sector. From all dimensions discussed by the authors, this paper focuses on the participatory approach that quality management entails.

Quality management is based upon an internal and external "democratic" approach. Thus both clients and workers from all hierarchical levels should be able to influence the decision-making process, the outputs and outcomes of the organisation while enhancing its performance. Regarding employees, staff from different hierarchical levels should decide according to their responsibilities and make its contribution to the organisational goals. Away from the hierarchical control, they will not just be told what to do but they will take part in the decision-making process. 

The increase in participation in the guise of teamworking is not a new phenomenon associated exclusively to quality management. As Buchanan (2000) points out the sociotechnical tradition of teamworking that took place in the 1940s and 1950s with the high development of mass production in the manufacturing industry was characterised by the spontaneous, intuitive response of the workers themselves to certain working conditions. This tradition was condensed in the creation of autonomous work groups. The current wave of teamworking, according to Procter and Mueller (2000) is characterised for its implementation in new areas beyond the manufacturing industry and reaching the service and the public sector. Moreover, the present focus on teamworking is more related to organisational performance and instead of being a workers driven initiative, it is rather a top management strategy.

The role of employees in the participatory process will depend on the scope of delegation of responsibilities from supervisors. If responsibilities are shifted down the hierarchy and front-line staff is able to influence considerably decisions taken by top leaders, a real democratic control will have been enforced. Behind the delegation of responsibilities more informed decisions are expected. As the theory goes, staff close to customers and close to service delivery processes is in better position to improve the level of service satisfaction, because they know better where the problems lie. The consequence of this approach is that hierarchies should be flatter and intermediate supervisors would no longer be needed. It is expected then that supervisors (middle managers) will be an obstacle to a participatory strategy within the organisation. How to ensure the participation of intermediate supervisors without endangering their position is not the only challenge that organisations face when adopting a democratic approach to enhance quality management. Other problems that will be analysed in the paper are also present in the public sector:

1)
The shift of control from top levels to bottom levels is not popular among political leaders of the organisations (Halachmi 1995). If the staff from all hierarchical levels may decide how to deliver the service and how to alter priorities, politicians will have to give up part of their power.

2)
Professionals (university professors, doctors, nurses, diplomats…) will not easily delegate their powers to line managers in public administration as professionals often think that they are better prepared than generalists to manage their organisations.

3)
Finally, as most training courses and most instruments have been devised by and for private organisations, a mere transfer without adaptation of private sector techniques into the public sector might also endanger the success of the participatory approach.

Several instruments facilitate the participation of staff in the decision-process. This paper focuses on improvement teams. There are different versions of improvement teams. From the analysed literature and from the organisations examined with this study (Englich and Fisch 1999), an improvement team is made up of 4 to 8 persons from different units, from different hierarchical levels that meet to solve a common problem, normally related to an interdepartmental process, for period of time that varies between 6 months to 18 months. In the group there is a team leader and a facilitator, although in many occasions one person fulfils both roles of leader and facilitator. This person holds the connection between the group and the owner of the process that is being analysed for improvements.

This paper is based upon the results of a research undertaken in a Spanish University and a city council. Although they seem to be different organisations, many different aspects show their similar nature. Both agencies are small in size (around 300 employees), have been under the same political leaders during the last decade. Unlike the rector in other systems, professors, administrative staff and students elect Spanish university rectors through a two-stages process. Like the mayor in other systems, the Spanish mayor has almost quasi-presidential powers. Therefore both the same rector and the same mayor for the last 10 to 12 years enjoy similar powers regarding their respective organisations. Unlike most universities and city councils in Spain, both selected cases enjoy a managerial structure. This means that the administrative apparatus is under the command of a general manager who is responsible to the rector and the mayor respectively regarding all operational matters. In the university, all teaching and research matters are self-regulated by professors through the rector and the vice-rectors. Both organisations have received national (the city council also international) recognitions for their quality management approach and improvement teams were implemented in both organisations between 1994 and 1999.

The author of this article was a member of a team in charge of improving a particular process of the university. As a part of the observation that this task involved, it soon became apparent that the perception of the team work from other team members was different to the perception of the managerial team of the university that set up the participatory strategy. The potential benefits of the team strategy seemed to fail as the manifestation from team members were rather negative and reticent towards the usefulness of teamwork. It seemed that a duality of goals and procedures was taking place.

The objective of this research was to ascertain to what extent this duality emerged in the implementation of the participatory approach. Through team members perception the research should ascertain to what extent the team work was convergent with the organisational goals or whether team work and the daily work were running under parallel and, probably, divergent streams. The analysis of the improvement teams was pursued firstly by three focus groups in each organisation, by interviews to managers responsible for the participatory strategy and by a survey to all participants in improvement teams. 

THE RESULTS

This section focuses on the main results of the research. 

The organisation of improvement teams 

In this subsection the main differences between the improvement teams in both organisations will be highlighted so that results can be better understood. Improvement teams are made up of 6 to 8 members from different units and distinct hierarchical levels in order to solve a common problem or to improve a common process for all persons involved. In the city council, the average number of participants in each team oscillated between 3 and 5. Among team members, the facilitator (or sometimes the team leader) is a key player. The facilitator/ team leader moderates sessions and the work of the group and he/she is in regular contact with the process owner. In the city council, the facilitator only appeared in the light of heavy problems that the group could not solve, while in the university both facilitator and team leader were always present.

Team meetings take normally place at the workplace but in the city council they were held outside working hours while in the university the team worked within the working hours. In both cases and mostly, the extra work generated by the team was undertaken outside the workplace.

The team follows a structured process. In both organisations private consultants have delivered the training courses. In the city council, most quality management instruments and team techniques were applied at first to real problems of the organisation. This proved to be a wrong approach as in some cases either the problem was irrelevant for the course or it was so relevant that it did not match with the timing of the course to apply all the different phases of analysing problems and finding solutions to it. In the university, techniques were applied to case studies from other organisations.

After the training period, both organisations followed a similar process for the work with improvement teams. Firstly, problems to be dealt with by improvement teams were defined: at times by the leadership of the organisations, at times by unit managers and rarely by employees. The definition of the problem or the perception of who and how the problem was defined will influence the results of the team as it will be shown later on. Once the problem was finally defined by the team through different techniques (brainstorming sessions, Pareto theorem, Ishikawa diagrams, non-representative surveys among internal or external customers…), solutions were listed, discussed, ranked and worked on. These solutions were mostly related to solve or improve three or four dimensions of the process: reducing the number of errors, diminishing the time span, improving customer satisfaction with the service delivery… 

There was however a major difference between both organisations regarding the implementation of the proposal of the team. In the university, the implementation was left up to the unit managers of those departments involved in the process or the problem that originated the work of the improvement team. There was not any monitoring of the implementation phase. The managing committee of the university usually stopped monitoring the process of the improvement teams at the end of the decision-making period and the work of the improvement team would finish after 6 or 8 months of work with the presentation of the proposal to the whole university community in an open session. In the city council, on the contrary, the managing committee validated the team proposal (or not) and the team was responsible for its implementation. Thus, the improvement team would dissolve once the solution was put into practice, normally after 12 to 18 months of the establishment of the improvement team. The public presentation of the team would take place then after the implementation of the solution. This difference will probably influence the perception of team members as it seems that the city council strategy is more adequate for merging the goals of the team and the organisational goals. From now on, several issues regarding the participatory strategy will be searched either through the declarations of focus group members or the answers of the respondents to the questionnaire aimed at all team members.

Voluntary participation?

Improvement teams are originally characterised by the voluntary nature of staff participation following the enterpreneurial Japanese tradition (Benders and Van Hootegem 2000). Thus, improvements and extra work for the organisation should be more beneficial. Although the approach regarding this issue has been different in both organisations, the final outcomes were quite similar, as the voluntary participation in the improvement team was relative. Only in cases of strong opposition to take part in an improvement team (at the instance of the managing committee or the manager unit) would apply the voluntary principle.

According to the questionnaire respondents, the voluntary principle did not fully apply in the university as only 61.5% of team members participated voluntarily. One focus group member said:

"X person said to us, 'the participation in the team is voluntary, but you all know that one should be voluntary… Hey, Mr. Z, would you mind to take part in this improvement team?' What could you say? …"

Another focus group member gave a more realistic answer:

"I have my doubts about the voluntary principle as this argument is rather naïve… they want to convince you so that you agree to be voluntary. It would be perhaps better to acknowledge that we come here to work and we are relatively voluntary… that is to say that this principle is rather non-relevant. They should only consider those persons who do not really want to take part because they would ruin the team… otherwise everyone in the organisation is voluntary in principle…"

In the city council, the voluntary principle was based upon two ideas:

· Supervisors are always voluntary; it is part of their salary to do it.

· Subordinates are excluded from participation if they explicitly oppose to it.

Taking into account that the improvement teams had to meet outside working hours, its strategy was quite realistic as 78.7% of city council respondents maintained that their participation was voluntary.

The voluntary principle that has proved to be successful in the Japanese industries has been transplanted in one of these analysed Spanish agencies with little thought, as the voluntary principle proves to be ideal: working in an organisation is not normally voluntary, people would probably be elsewhere and do other different things if they can follow their will. If the results from an improvement team are to be incorporated in the daily work of the organisation, why should this participation be voluntary? Therefore, the principle of non-opposition to the improvement team experience seems to be more realistic. In the university there were around 40% of non-voluntary participants. With this start, the experience began to show signs of failure.

Training and teamwork

The training period is relevant inasmuch it provides the team members with the necessary tools to commonly define the problems, to generate solutions and to advance ideas for implementing these solutions. Taken as a whole, approximately half (51.7%) (university) of respondents thought that the training has not been good enough; while 80% (city council) had a positive opinion of their training period. These differences in percentages show again that the foundations of the team work strategy involved factors of success or failure.

Focus group members in the city council agreed that the city council seemed to have accomplished one of their avowed goals:

"'We all learned techniques and different tools to work' - that is what I think… 'You're right (referring to another group member), sometimes they came up with small problems and we had to look at them and find solutions… the excuse was to learn how to do team-working and how to use different instruments'" 

Generally speaking, the avowed goal of making employees acquaintances with the quality management techniques proved to be successful in the city council but partially succeeded in the university. 

Besides, teamwork was highly and positively regarded by respondents, as they could better know colleagues from other departments, with whom they used to have a superficial contact. A focus group member expressed her view thus:

"… the teamwork experience was very helpful for me, I learned a lot… it helped me to talk to other people, to know how they work and to be more human… When you don't know someone, you normally say: ' that girl is very obnoxious'. After the teamwork experience and having worked with her you might realise that it is not true…"

In another focus group, someone said:

"… the teamwork was a highly rewarding experience because we used to work in a very hierarchical fashion with limited contacts with our neighbour departments. This experience showed us that horizontal work was possible…"

In fact, 91.8% (city council) admitted that the experience had allowed to develop teamwork; besides, 82.3% considered that the improvement teams permitted to know how other departments work benefiting from it. These percentages were lower for the university: 77.8% and 73.1% respectively. A different perception of this issue could be linked to the fact that some proposals were already determined from above (see next subsection).

Proposals from above?

If proposals (not only problem definition) come from the top of the organisation, the improvement team experience might show to be non-relevant and, above all, frustrating, as whatever solutions team reached should comply with the suggested solution from the top management. For team members, their time would be then wasted and this would endanger the positive perception of the experience as a whole.

Someone from a focus group said:

"We thought that partly one of the reasons to create the group was to put forward the measures that have already been well thought in advance, it was like the group should confirm those ideas…"

It points at the fact that team decisions would only legitimise decisions taken elsewhere. Percentages regarding this issue differ in both organisations. While in the university, only 19.7% thought that decisions already came from above; in the city council, 51.5% feared that decisions had already been determined in advance. This might limit the positive perception of team members towards the teamworking experience.

If proposals were not determined from above (or half determined according to the city council employees), the improvement team members had a considerable impact on their proposals. One of the key issues of the training period was to enhance the creativity of team members: proposals should be imaginative and creative; they should surpass the normal and conventional solutions; there should not be limits to the imagination. These formulas were encountered in the handbooks for the trainees in both organisations.

These lessons might have influenced the results and the perception of team members, as nearly two third from respondents (similar percentages in both organisations) considered that their proposals were too ambitious. Someone from a focus group put it this way:

"… the improvements we proposed, I think it was our fault, were perhaps, not risky, but too - the word doesn't come to my lips now - too ambitious…"

The ambition was linked not only to the nature of the proposal but also to the high number of proposals. One might wonder why intermediate supervisors did not intervene when realising that proposals were perhaps too ambitious. One might also think that nobody was really interested in the success of those groups. Even though if the proposals were not ambitious, just different, it seemed that middle managers had a considerable impact on the success of the proposal. 

The participation of middle managers in the improvement teams was seen twofold. On the one hand, if they did not take part, they could reject the results and they would avoid to get involved with them. On the other hand, some middle managers that participated in the experience tried the duplicate the hierarchy of the unit in the working team, weakening thus the initiative of other team members.

Regarding the first issue, a middle manager, that owned the process being studied by the improvement team, said:

“... besides, the role of the process owner has changed considerably. At first, we were given instructions not to interfere with the team nor in its functioning neither in its solutions. We should leave freedom and room of manoeuvre to the employees. Thus, we, the process owners, were put in a situation whereby the solution came and we didn’t know anything about it nor hadn’t we monitored the process of the working team. We didn’t know anything about the topic; we could lead the implementation process with difficulties...”

Defenders of team working would point out that process owner and team members should be in continuous contact through the team leader or facilitator, so that solutions and ways of tackling problems could be shared and negotiated between the process owner and the team. On the other hand, in the training course in both organisations a lot of emphasis was placed in the idea of the freedom that improvement team members should enjoy. 

In a second phase, some process owners took part directly in the improvement team in the university. According to some front-line staff, this solved one problem but created another: the diminishing importance of other staff participation:

“...I think that the hierarchy of my unit was translated to the team, as many team members belonged to the same unit and the process owner and boss of the unit was also present in the team. The boss used to control the team work and the participatory nature of the work faded away... even at the beginning of the meetings, the boss used to say: ‘who is going to do this? who is going to transcript the meetings?, x you should do that and that’... if the boss says so...”

More than one third of respondents in both organisations thought that managers and supervisors did not get involved in the implementation of solutions, although around three quarters thought that the results of improvement teams mattered to immediate supervisors, were relevant and used to deal with the real problems of the unit. Why then if results are relevant, supervisors do not get involved? Two answers can be offered to this question: a) middle managers might think that improvement teams could endanger their position in the long run; b) appropriate decision-making and communication mechanisms between the improvement teams and the supervisors have not been enforced. A tempting answer to this question will be dealt with in the concluding section.

The problem to be solved and implementing the proposal

The problem to be solved and the relation between improvement team members and that problem is very important. One focus group participant said:

“... the problem to be solved should be solved by those people affected by it. Those people will know directly the problem and will be concerned about it...”

This statement contained a critic of improvement teams made up by some focus group members not directly linked to the problem. Another focus group participant replied, though, that having at least one person totally unconnected to the problem could also help in its solution and in the way the problem could be conceptualised. He gave his experience:

“... I worked once in an improvement team about a topic totally new for me... the most similar thing I had seen related to that topic is to go shopping to Carrefour... Once, the team was totally blocked and the members couldn’t give any step forward... They tried to explain to me what was the problem in a simple way... At the same time they were explaining it, they were offering the solution, they realised that they were solving their problem...”

However, it seems that most members of the improvement team should be somehow linked to the problem that generated the creation of the team. For instance, only 46.8% of respondents was affected by the problem. With these results, it is not strange then that only 40% in both organisations confirmed that the work in the improvement team had little to do with their daily work. Besides 64.5% (city council) and only 49,3% (university) felt that the involvement in an improvement team had been beneficial for their work. It seems then that around one third of improvement team participants saw a weak relationship between the topics of the improvement teams and their daily work. This could entail to some extent that team objectives (quality objectives) and organisational objectives are divergent.

The participation of the improvement team in the decision-making process is important but it is even more important that the proposals from the improvement team are implemented. If these proposals are implemented, the satisfaction of team members with their work is expected to increase. This question was tackled differently by both organisations. While the university improvement teams used to finish once the proposal was presented to the Rector and the rest of the university staff in a public session (leaving the implementation of these proposals to middle managers and process owner), the city council teams used to finish once the implementation process had finalised and proved that the measure was adequate. Apart from influencing the life length of teams in both organisations, it also affected how success or failure was perceived. This different approach should also influence the likelihood of measures being implemented: one would expect that those teams in charge of implementing themselves the proposed measures would be more encouraged to propose feasible solutions, while those teams not involved in the implementation process would not care much about how implementable a measure could be.

In fact, more people in the university (43.3%) than in the city council (30.6%) acknowledged that measures had not been put into practice. A third in both organisations admitted that the people of the unit affected by the problem (but no- members of the improvement teams) did not know at all whether the proposed measures have been put into practice or not.

From these opinions one could conclude that managers asked to propose an improvement team are not always aware of what is really being demanded and it seems that there is a divergence between ‘playing the game of improvement teams’ and doing the ‘real job of the organisation’. It seems that this ‘divergence’ or ‘divorce’ between the organisation management system and the quality system is higher in the university than in the city council.

Rewarding employees for their participation in the improvement teams

In several occasions during the focus group sessions staff in both organisations pointed out that the participation in an improvement team was not accordingly recognised. Respondents in both organisations confirmed this: two thirds in the university and almost half in the city council. The reward structure in both organisations was quite different. While in the university there were no specific rewards associated with the participation in an improvement team, except the public session with the university staff, in the city council a reward structure was developed. Several measures should address the individual participation of team members: a certificate handled by the mayor in a public session (the mayor is a very important figure in the Spanish local system), a day birthday off for each team member, a small amount of money as a performance related payment, and a dinner out with the members of the team. In spite of these differences in reward structure, there were almost a half of city staff that admitted that their work in the improvement team was not enough recognised. In comparative terms, the effort of the managerial team to reward the participation was not compensated by a higher degree of satisfaction of their members. 

The explanation for this came out in the focus group. On the one hand, the motivation and the recognition come not through a reward structure but through the implementation of the team proposal. Several similar interventions in the focus groups of both agencies made it clear:

“We think it is clear. Salary does not move improvement teams. Where does the motivation come from? We want that our proposals are put into practice, we want our recommendations to be followed, we want to feel important… They (top management) should acknowledge thus the time (our free time) we invest in improvement teams. If later on some small gifts come like dining out with our colleagues, supplementary money or birthday day off, that is better but not enough.”

Moreover, in the city council another element of the participatory strategy endangered the reward structure. As it was stated before, the improvement team meetings and extra-work is undertaken after the working hours during their free time. The workload linked to an improvement team is considerably high, not only due to the tasks that each session generates but also because the daily work has to be done, and in many cases, it seems that the topics covered by the improvement team does not relate to this daily work.

Someone from the city council said in a focus group:

“…you have to devote your free time to the organisation and we’ll see if they’ll compensate it… Two years working like that!! … and then you’ve got a problem on your table and you’re unable to work it out in less than a week even working 10 hours a day… I think they play with your time…  (another person says) I’m fed up with this because it’s my free time, and that’s for me the first question: my family and my free time…”

This problem is even worse for those improvement teams that do not obtain results, i. e., they do not find an adequate solution or they are unable to implement it. Those staff members will not get any compensation if they do not get results. Someone complained bitterly about this:

“… those who have obtained results are OK, I mean, they’ve obtained some kind of compensations (the results, certificates, birthday day off, performance related payment…) but those who have not obtained results, they will not get anything although they have invested or wasted their time and this is very important to remember… Sometimes improvement teams do not obtain results in spite of their members’ effort. They are not too blame for the inadequacy of a proposed measure or because someone was in the way to implement the solution. Why shouldn’t they be compensated for their invested time?…”

Taking into account these opinions, it does not surprise that 88.9% of respondents preferred to celebrate the improvement team meetings during working hours. In the university, improvement teams met up during working hours but they complained because of the follow-up work after each meeting. They normally had to take extra-work home to finish the tasks from the improvement teams.

CONCLUSIONS AND LESSONS LEARNED

From previous sections, the implementation of improvement teams in two organisations has shown positive and negative aspects. In spite of this, it seems that the overall experience of working in an improvement is positive, as 70.6% (university) and 77.4% (city council) confirmed that the experience had been pleasant. There have been differences between both organisations as 70.5% (city council) declared to be satisfied with the experience while the degree of satisfaction diminished to 56.5% in the university. In general terms, the strategy deployed by the city council has been more appropriate as team members have perceived better training and are generally more satisfied than team members of the university.

Moreover, some conclusions can be drawn from previous sections:

· Although there have been some negative aspects in the experience, any private or public organisation should consider the lessons from these two case studies if they want to implement participatory strategies within a quality management framework. The negative aspects do not impair a global positive experience of team members in the city council, while the relationships between positive and negative aspects is more arguable in the university.

· Improvement teams have facilitated in both organisations the training in quality management aspects. Team members (especially in the city council) do master the language and the techniques associated to quality management.

· The more positive perception of improvement teams in the city council than in the university is linked to the fact that there has been more planning and thought to the strategy and there has been more emphasis in implementing the measures than in the university.

· In spite of the organisational efforts of the city council management to elaborate a reward structure for improvement team members, their efforts have not been compensated with a high degree of satisfaction. It seems that working after hours has impaired any positive reward structure.

· Finally, the goals of the organisation and the goals of improvement teams have not been integrated. Improvement team members seem to think that there is a divorce between the results of their work in the team and the goals of the organisation. This has led to the creation of a dual system.

This dual system, a danger often pointed out by analysts (Hill 1991), should be entirely avoided if a quality management strategy is to succeed. The “organisational dualism” is caused because the improvement teams, rather than providing the basic unit of organisation, are cutting across existing structures. This dual system that causes a divorce or divergence between the quality management system and the organisation system has been partially generated in these two Spanish organisations due to several reasons:

· At occasions, the strategy of implementing improvement teams was more important than the solution of problems. It seemed that the training on quality issues was preferred to really improving the organisation. This has had negative effects as improvement team members have to devote a considerable amount of time (sometimes free time) to work in a team. If problems are unconnected to the organisation reality, their future involvement in participatory strategies is in danger. Therefore, problems should be real problems of the daily work of the organisation.

· According to the improvement teams methodology, employees were made to believe that any (imaginative and creative) solution (even within the limits of the organisation) could be put into practice if it would solve the problem that generated the establishment of the improvement team. This philosophy applies well to private enterprises: if a solution or proposal of an improvement team increases the benefits of the firm and their stakeholders, creativity and imagination are rewarded. Middle managers should be more willing to cooperate. However, in a public sector context where benefits are not primarily economical, solutions and proposals should be creative and appealing to those that are going to implement them.  Therefore, in a public sector context, solutions are context based and bargained. The creativity of employees should be channelled through the possibilities of the organisation not only in terms of resources but also in terms of who is going to implement the solution. This leads us to the next point.

· The decision-making process within an improvement team has an important flaw. Although the trainers (private consulting firms) highlighted the importance of negotiating solutions with middle and top managers, in practice the political model of decision-making through intensive bargaining among relevant actors have given way to the rational decision-making model based upon facts collected through the different quality management techniques. Although everyone gives in that the rational methods have multiple limitations, it seems that hard data get priority over the bargaining of decisions. This may underlie as a reason to neglect the need of continuous bargain between improvement team members and middle and top managers. This has caused that middle managers did not get involved in the implementation of solution and they blocked in some cases the proposals from the team. Therefore, rational model techniques (brainstorming, Pareto theorems, Ishikawa diagrams…) are good instruments to get hard data and to propose solutions to tackle the 80/20 rule but bargaining techniques are also important if solutions should be put into practice.

· Rewarding and recognising employees devotion to the organisation and to team work is an important part of the participatory strategy. From all different instruments, the most powerful rewarding mechanism is that improvement team members have been useful, they have proposed a workable solution, and the organisation is taking seriously the work of the team. Other reward mechanisms are welcomed but in the long run they do not encourage more participation. Further participation is encouraged through obtaining results. Therefore, the strategy of implementing improvement teams should be directed to get and implement results.

· Any part of the organisation of improvement teams that leads to believe that it is an “extra-school” activity and not the real activity of the organisation will endanger in the long-run the participatory strategy of the organisation. Therefore, there should not be differences between the real business of the organisation and the ‘business’ of improvement teams. This means that work undertaken by improvement teams should be part of the normal activity of any employee involved. Thus, meetings and extra work from improvement teams should be accomplished during working hours.

If these conditions are met, the way will be paved for the integration of the quality management system and the daily management of the organisation, at least in regards to the participatory strategy. As Procter and Mueller (2000) point out, a late development of teamworking in Japanese industry overcomes the problem of organisational dualism by identifying the basic work group as a team. The implication of this is that the team becomes the structural unit of the organisation. If this is so, only the city council seems to have altered its philosophy at present to match the organisation and the work through teams. In a soft way, the city council is reengineering its processes and teams become the core of those processes where process owners are at the same time top manager of the process and team leaders. Besides, the team work is basically undertaken in the workplace and during normal working areas. There has been then an attempt to match the team-work philosophy and the organisational performance. As  Buchanan (1994) maintains, it becomes quite unrealistic to distinguish between work and organisational design. Therefore, if the organisational re-design does not take place, by reducing the number of levels in the organisation and by building organisations around teams, the team strategy is doomed to fail in the long run.
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