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ABSTRACT

This study has examined the impact of employees’ empowerment on team performance. Study was conducted in an established apparel manufacturing plant in Sri Lanka. Specific objectives of the study were to identify the dimensions of Team empowerment, to examine the level of team performance in the organization, to assess the impact of Team empowerment on Team performance, and to analyse the relationship between them. A questionnaire (developed based on empirical models) was employed over a sample of hundred and twenty (120) employees selected from the organization. Sample was drawn by using stratified random sampling, and majority of them (102) were sewing machine operators. Key informant discussions and focus group discussions were also conducted to gain further insights. SPSS computer package was employed for descriptive and inferential (correlation and regression tests etc.) statistical analysis. Empowerment measures included six dimensions. Researchers adopted the aforementioned measures and their subscales based on empirical findings. Employees of the apparel manufacturing plant perceived a high level of empowerment and teams have recorded desirable levels of performance. Respondents agreed that team empowerment had increased team performance. There was also a specific programme to empower sewing machine operators, which also facilitated them to generate additional incomes. Pearson’s correlation analysis showed that there was a highly significant positive relationship between team empowerment and team performance, ie. More empowered teams would perform better. The results of regression and correlation coefficients of team empowerment were positive and significant. Authors conclude that high team empowerment results in higher team performance. 
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1. INTRODUCTION
Apparel industry in Sri Lanka has witnessed many challenges, changes and demands, such as globalization, world free trade treaties, rising expectations of internal and external customers, and increased competition. Internal and external pressures and change forces have made it a very challenging and a competitive industry. Production and operations management has grown more rapidly and consequently its boundaries have been stretched in many directions. Over last two decades, production and manufacturing management had gathered several new production management concepts, such as manufacturing strategy, focused factory, just-in-time manufacturing, concurrent engineering, total quality management, supply chain management, flexible manufacturing systems, lean production, and mass customization etc. Harrim and Alkshali in 2008 mentioned, ‘Human factor’ was a major factor in optimizing manufacturing systems. Employee empowerment had gained increased attention for optimizing the outputs among practitioners and academics as well. 

 1.1 Background of the research problem 

Economic growth rate and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of Sri Lanka has grown at an estimated 5.7% in 2010. Manufacturing in textiles and apparel still dominates the industry sector. It is still the country’s largest foreign exchange earner, accounting for 46% of export earnings. It employs over 200,000 people directly and about another 400,000 indirectly of nearly 750 factories in the industry (Central Bank Annual Report 2010). Team performances of employees are vital to deliver stakeholder expectations in this dynamic industry.

1.2 Problem statement

The importance and topicality of this study stems from several reasons. Modern manufacturing firms rely more on team based structures and designs. However, empirical findings of team empowerment and its effect on team and organizational effectiveness are limited, especially in Sri Lankan apparel manufacturing industry.  Study has focused on the importance of Team empowerment as a means of enhancing team performance.  Findings of study provide empirical data for team leaders, top management, and team members to create an empowered environment for better team performance. 

1.3 Objectives of the study

Overall objective of the study was to examine the different dimensions of Team empowerment, and to assess their contribution to Team performance in the Organisation. 

1.31 Specific objectives:

1. To identify the dimensions of team empowerment.
1. To examine the level of team performance in the organization.
1. To assess the impact of team empowerment on team performance.
1. To analyze the relationship between team empowerment and team performance.


2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE


2.1 Employee empowerment.  

 Empowerment has been defined as, "employees having autonomous decision-making capabilities and acting as partners in the business” (Ettorre, 1997).  He elaborated that sharing with junior employees comprise four organizational ingredients; a.) Information about organization's performance.  b) Knowledge that enables employees to understand and contribute to organizational performance c) Rewards based on the organization's performance and d) Power to make decisions that influence organizational direction and performance. Bowen & Lawler, 1995 have suggested that empowerment exists when companies implement practices that distribute power, information, knowledge, and rewards throughout the organization. "If any of the four elements is zero, nothing happens to redistribute that ingredient, and empowerment will be zero." 
2.2 Benefits of team empowerment
Empowerment is usually provided by training within a clear mission. Bowen, and Lawler (1992) indicated that empowered employees provide; quicker on-line response to customer needs during service delivery. Employees will interact with customers with more warmth an increased "trust” in the organization and less conflicts with managers. It is learnt that people who have information about current performance levels set challenging goals and when they achieve those goals they reset the goals at a higher level. An empowered organization would think to ask, or would at least encourage the employees to suggest improvements.

2.3 Factors considered in team empowerment

The process of supervisory support is best described as mentoring or coaching and it entails: determining the skill level of the employee, sharing information about the goal to be achieved and why it is important to the organization as a whole (Karen, 1997, Psoinos and Smithson, 2002). Findings suggest that appropriate supervisory support has to be provided depending upon the employee skill level; ie. Directing, when the employee has a low skill level, and coaching, when the employee has some skills but is lacking experience or motivation, a supporting style for those tasks where the employee knows what to do but still lacks confidence in his/her abilities, and delegating of tasks where the employee is motivated and fully capable.  “The Toyota Way” manufacturing unit in Japan has focused on value adding teams, in which group leader is made responsible for product quality, monitoring yield, quality systems management, and environmental sustainment. Team Leader is responsible for team’s results (factory goals), and team members.

2.4 Team performance

 Gemuneden (1990), Schrader and Goefert (1996), Gemuneden and Lechler (1997), have defined team performance as the extent to which a team is capable to meet established quality, cost and time objectives. Further, the perception of project’s success depends, in part, on perspective of evaluator, and the operationalized concepts used to measure were: Effectiveness, Efficiency, Learning, Work Satisfaction, Team Conflict, Effort, Balance of Member Contribution, Mutual support, Cohesion, Coordination, and Cooperation 

2.4.1 Learning
Hoegl, and Gemuenden (2001) have mentioned learning as the acquisition of knowledge and skills. ‘Collaboration with team members gives the opportunity for learning social, project management, technical and creative skills’. Such acquisition of new skills relates to team members’ desire for personal and professional growth and to increase team members’ potential for future work. Research suggest that work satisfaction relates to personal satisfaction of team members and their craving to work in teams, which leads to amplifying motivation for participation in future team projects. 

2.4.2 Team conflict
 Conflict was broadly defined by Keran A. Jehn (1995) as perceived incompatibilities or perceptions by the parties involved that they held 5 discrepant views or had interpersonal incompatibilities, and distinguished between conflict based on the substance of the task that the group was performing and conflict based on the group’s interpersonal relations. Findings suggest that effort of team members are measured in terms of norms. Norms are defined as shared expectations regarding the behavior of team members. They may exist in every type of apparent behavior in teams. Norms are of particular importance to team performance. 

2.4.3 Balance of membership contribution
Hoegl and Gemuenden (2001) have identified the importance of balancing membership contribution to team performance, that every team member is able to contribute task-relevant knowledge and experience to the team. This is vital for teams with innovative tasks because they often consist of members whose expertise is in different functional areas (e.g. marketing, finance etc.). Hoegl and Gemuenden (2001) defined mutual support as a central part of teamwork, and it protects the team from over-work. 

2.4.4 Cohesion
 Hoegl and Gemuenden (2001) suggest team cohesion refers to the degree to which team members desire to remain on the team. Several forces play a part in a person’s desire to stick with a team and distinguish between the forces of cohesion. Hoegl and Gemuenden elaborated the degree of common understanding of the interrelatedness and current status of individual contributions also determines the quality of team work performed. While most work together on basic aspects of common tasks, many activities in task process should be assigned to individual members working on parallel tasks.

3. METHODOLOGY

This study was carried out in an apparel manufacturing plant (hereinafter referred to as the ‘Organisation’) in Kandy of the leading exporter of apparels in Sri Lanka. Target group of the study was the operational level employees. As depicted in the Figure 2, Sewing Machine Operators (SO), Supervisors/Leaders (SL), Group Leaders (GL), Production Managers (PM), and the Value Stream Manager (VSM) constituted the sample frame. Sample was drawn by using stratified random sampling that consisted of 102 sewing machine operators, 12 supervisors, 4 group leaders, and 2 production managers.

Data were collected through a questionnaire and an interview schedule. The questionnaire was prepared based on the major variables of the study and was structured to facilitate in-depth information. In addition to that, a key informant discussion was conducted to enrich the findings. Secondary data was collected from organizational performance reports, publications, and research reports. Potency, Recognition, Motivation, Level of responsibility, Power and autonomy, Group culture were the sub variables of Team Empowerment. Team performance was the dependant variable. (Please refer Figure 1 for the Conceptual Framework of the study)  The main hypothesis constructed for the study was as follows:
Ho - Team empowerment (six dimensions viz:  Potency, Recognition, Motivation, Level of responsibility, Power & autonomy and Group culture) has no significant impact on the overall Team Performance.

Respondents’ participation in the study was purposive and unbiased. Questionnaires were handed over with a briefing to respondents, and were allowed to be completed without supervision. All of them had responded to all the questions. Coding and data entry was done using the Windows version of the SPSS computer software. Analysis involved frequency distributions to describe demographic data of respondents, descriptive statistics of Mean and Standard Deviation to calculate central tendency and dispersion (variance) of responses of respondents to the specific questions, Correlation coefficient to ensure reliability of questionnaire, ANOVA analysis and linear regression analysis to test the six minor hypotheses on “the impact of Team Empowerment on Team performance dimensions”.


4. DATA ANALYSIS

The level of formal education received by respondents was measured by the number of years in school. Great majority of respondents (Sewing machine operators and Supervisors) had obtained senior secondary education GCE (Advanced) Level. Over 96% of respondents were successful at GCE (Ordinary) level. The relatively high education level of respondents (employees) facilitates the transfer of knowledge and skills, and understanding of aspects related to work and work environment at all levels. With increased levels of educated employees the locus of control had been more internal, making empowerment a key issue in teams. About 72% of Supervisors earned over Rs 14,000 per month, whilst 50% of them earned over Rs 17,000 per month. About 60% of team members earned Rs 8,000 - 10,000 per month, and 23 % of them earned over Rs 13,000/ month. Their salaries were higher than what was offered by similar organizations. 

4. 1 Factors related to team performance

Table 1 depicts the mean (M), and standard deviation (SD) of the three main variables viz; Team Empowerment and Team Performance of respondents. Mean value of Team empowerment was (4.64) and the SD was (0.81). This indicated that there was a relatively high level of Team empowerment (The maximum possible was 6). Of the sub variables of Team empowerment, Group culture scored the highest mean (4.91), (SD = 0.67), so that respondents had strong belief in their team. Production flow was structured to the modular concept with 16 to 18 team members. Each SO was designated to do a specific job role. Everybody had to work cohesively, respectively, qualitatively with personal accountability for team’s success. Management promoted ‘group culture’ through rewards based on team performance. A mean value 4.19 for overall team performance with a SD of 0.79 indicated that Team empowerment had increased Team performance, and that majority of the observations were similar. This was evident from the fact that employees were very much focused on achieving the ‘target’ for the team. Supervisors seemed to be stretching  for the ‘extra mile’ to facilitate their respective teams. 

4.2 Relationship between team empowerment and team performance

Correlations and Regression analysis were employed to estimate the causal relationships between Team empowerment and Team performance. Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient Analysis was used to assess the relationships of variables between Team empowerment, and Team performance. Performance had a positive relationship with Empowerment. Table 2 depicts the Pearson’s correlation with a correlation coefficient of 0.84 and p value of 0.06. It was highly significant at ά=1%, indicating that more empowered teams would perform better. This was also in agreement in the reverse order; that is to say better performing teams were seemingly more empowered at work. And it also had a ‘positive infection’ on team’s performance. Regression Analysis was used to identify the variables influencing Team performance. Table 3 depicts that coefficients of Team empowerment were significant. It indicated a positive relationship between Empowerment and Performance. Beta value for Team empowerment indicated its’ contribution for Performance. Values of (R2) = 64.2 %, and adjusted R2 of 61.3 indicated that Team empowerment had brought sufficient variation to Team Performance. This could be separately considered based on the six sub variables of Team Empowerment viz: Potency, Recognition, Motivation, Level of responsibility, Power and autonomy, and Group culture. It seemed to have a synergistic impact as well. Larger values of R indicated a stronger relationship. F-value showed that overall model was statistically significant and Team empowerment had predicted the variation in Team performance. It was significant at ά = 01%.  Results assured that Team empowerment had resulted in high Team performance.

Ho-1 Team empowerment has no significant effect on Team performance.

Table 4 depicts that sub variables/dimensions of Empowerment had a significant effect on Team performance at (p ≤ 0.05). However, the effect has varied from one sub variable to another. The highest was explained by Group culture (B = 0.83), then Recognition (B = 0.71), and the least was Potency (B =0.19). The ‘performance culture’ within the organization seemed to have made a high impact on group culture. The recognition received by ‘teams’, and ‘individuals within teams’ seemed to act as a ‘trigger’ in Team performance. ‘Level of responsibility’ seemed to have stemmed from ‘recognition’ factor’. And the ‘level of responsibility’ seemingly contributed to the level of ‘motivation of’ SO’s. Coefficient of determination R2 for Team empowerment was calculated at 0.57, meaning that 57% of the variation in team performance was explained by variation in overall empowerment. F calculated value was (51.02) at (p ≤ 0.05), so the hypothesis could not be accepted. It could be concluded that employee Empowerment had a significant effect on Team performance.

4.3 Team empowerment by the organisation 

Organization had preferred to recruit experienced SOs. About 64% of SOs had been recruited with some experience in apparel industry. Only 62% of SOs had some understanding of the concept of the empowerment and related activities. Organization had provided training to SOs and supervisors to enhance their decision making skills. They were computer training, lean manufacturing, 6-S, machine and technical training, defects identification, and problem solving techniques. The knowledge and skills gained from the training were intended to facilitate autonomous decision making without always depending on the supervisor. Establishing advisory services, counseling, and library facilities were aimed at enhancing the personal and group capacities of employees. Organization had a team based rewarding system aimed at facilitating team empowerment through enhancement of team cooperation, delegations and cohesiveness. Organisation had a ‘suggestions culture’, wherein management support was provided to implement the better suggestions and to reward employees. They had two main meetings viz; the cross functional meeting to solve operational problems with the attendance of supporting departments, and the Management meeting for strategic decisions.   

There was a project focused at non-executive level female employees (especially the sewing machine operators) to enhance their personal lifestyles. It was designed to facilitate employees to ‘go beyond’ their traditional obstacles in life, and to help them earn additional income through secondary sources. This was practiced as a CSR activity, which helped to develop the image of employees bringing them a sense of achievement. Designating of employees was note-worthy. Sewing Machine Operators were designated as “Team Members”, which installed in them a sense of belongingness, and a pride of their role within the organizations. Supervisors were named as “Team Leaders’ installing a sense of achievement in them. They were sharing the same canteen with the senior staff. Organisation also encouraged a ‘first name culture’ among employees. However, there was a marked difference in status-quo between SOs, supervisors, and rest of the staff. Probably the routine-work pattern and inferiority perception of public on sewing machine operators would have also contributed to the same.

5. CONCLUSIONS

This paper concludes that highly empowered teams are found effective at work. Research has established that Team performance has a positive relationship with Team empowerment. The correlation coefficient of Team empowerment was 0.84, and beta coefficient was 0.69. The overall model was found significant. Among the six sub variables of Team empowerment, respondents had strong belief in their teams and culture. They had ‘performance pride’ instilled in the work environment. However, the turnover of sewing machine operators seemed to have slowed down the progress of teams. The six sub variables/ dimensions of Empowerment seemed to have triggered each other, resulting in positive synergistic effects. It would be interesting to see whether the vice-versa also holds true. Results of this study would be useful for team leaders and managers to understand the importance of Team empowerment for Team performance. It also captures other critical success factors like Learning, Work Satisfaction, Team Conflict, Effort, Balance of Member Contribution, Mutual support, Cohesion, Coordination, and Cooperation. These are elements of social behavior in terms of activities, interactions and sentiments. Though this research was conducted only in one big plant of an established apparel manufacturer, the findings would be helpful in trying to create empowerment for work teams, providing the required management support.
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Table 1: Factors related to team performance

	Variables 
	Items
	Alpha
	Mean
	Standard Deviation

	Team Empowerment  
	Potency
	4
	0.83
	3.78
	0.68

	
	Recognition
	6
	0.77
	4.25
	0.76

	
	Motivation
	5
	0.86
	4.67
	0.81

	
	Level of responsibility
	6
	0.83
	3.98
	0.79

	
	Power and autonomy
	5
	0.87
	4.68
	0.87

	
	Group culture
	4
	0.79
	4.91
	0.67

	
	All Subscales together
	30
	0.82
	4.64
	0.81

	Team Performance
	
All Subscales together
	40
	0.86
	4.19
	0.79



Table 2: Relationship between Team Empowerment and Team Performance

	Variables 
	 
	Team Performance
	

	Team Performance
	Pearson Correlation 
	1
	

	 
	Sig. (1-tailed) 
	
	

	Team Empowerment  
	Pearson Correlation 
	0.84 (at ά = 1%)
	

	 
	Sig. (1-tailed) 
	0.06
	

	 
	Number of respondents
	114
	

	Using six point scale: 6 = Strongly Agree to 1 = Strongly Disagree. 
	




Table 3: Regression Analysis- ANOVA/ T – Coefficients

	 Statistical Indicators
 
	Team Empowerment  

	
	Value
	Sig.

	F
	39.4
	0.00

	Beta Coefficients
	0.696
	 

	T
	13.933
	 

	R2 
	0.642
	 

	Adjusted R2
	0.613
	 




Table 4: Regression Analysis- impact of Team Empowerment to Team performance

	Team Empowerment Dimensions
	B
	T
	Sig.

	Potency
	0.19
	2.73
	0.05

	Recognition
	0.71
	8.63
	0.00

	Motivation
	0.57
	7.14
	0.00

	Level of responsibility
	0.68
	7.89
	0.00

	Power and autonomy
	0.36
	5.42
	0.00

	Group culture
	0.83
	9.78
	0.00

	R2 = 0.57
	F = 51.02
	 
	Sig. = 0.00
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework of the Study
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Source: This was developed by integrating and subsequent modifying of models of Schwartz 1994, Richard Vosburgh 2009, Hussein M 2008, Hans.G.G 2001, and Kirkman B.R 1999.
Figure 2: Stratified random sampling framework  
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