Twin Citiesjournalists assessment of topic teams

Neuzil, Mark;Hansen, Kathleen;Ward, Jean

Newspaper Research Journal; Winter 1999; 20, 1; ProQuest Central
pg. 2

2 - Newspaper Research Journal ¢ Vol. 20, No. I ® Winter 1999

Twin Cities journalists’
assessment of topic teams

by Mark Neuzil, Kathleen Hansen & Jean Ward

Most workers feel they have less authority and less
success getting story ideas into the paper than they
did before topic teams were instituted.

Newsrooms have not been immune to management trends. Particularly in
the 1980s and 1990s, newsroom managers have been willing to experiment with
new, more efficient methods to run their operations, meet economic goals and
handle technological changes. The topic team system is one of these methods.
But although the team system has been the subject of numerous descriptive
articles in the trade press, not much analytical work has been done.!

This study examines the effects of the newsroom topic team system on
journalists’ perceptions of their participation in problem-solving and decision-
making processes - in brief, are the empowerment objectives of the team system
being met?

The study is based on a census survey of two newsrooms (n=244) that
implemented topics teams in the mid-1990s. The Star Tribune (Minneapolis)
and the St. Paul Pioneer Press are published in different cities, but see them-
selves as competitors in the Twin Cities marketplace.

Neuzil is associate professor in the department of journalism and mass
communication at the University of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota. Hansen is
associate professor and Ward professor in the School of Journalism and Mass
Communication at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis. The authors were
assisted by the University of St. Thomas Research Assistance Grant and the
Partnership in Learning grant programs.
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Background

Newsroom topic teams, also called pods, clusters, and other names, are
one recent method used by media managers to restructure the newsroom. jon
Katzenbach and Douglas Smith define a topic team (also called pods, clusters
and other names)*as “a small number of people with complementary skills who
are committed to a common purpose, performance goals and approach for
which they hold themselves mutually accountable.”’ Teams are supposed to
“bring together complementary skills and experiences that, by definition,
exceed those of any individual on the team.”

In newsrooms, teams usually are organized by content areas - public
safety, urban problems and leisure time, for example - that often cut across
traditional job descriptions and newsroom departments. In a more traditional
newsroom, executive-level editors supervise section editors (like sports or
features), who in turn are in charge of copy editors and reporters assigned to
beats, like the local baseball team or medical news. The traditional newsroom
operates with a hierarchical system.

Teams are considered less hierarchic than the old ways, and often the
structure is changed so that layers of newsroom management are reduced. For
example, at the Norfolk Virginian-Pilot, seven levels of newsroom manage-
ment were made into three.” In Tacoma, Washington, four management levels
were shrunk to two.” An element of leadership remains, said publisher Scott
Campbell of The Columbian, of Vancouver, Washington. “Democracy is not
what we're after. There is still a role for top management to make decisions
when it is appropriate.””

In a team system, a typical team consists of one or two feam leaders,
several reporters, copy editors, copy aides, and, often, a photographer and a
graphicartist. The team leader is considered less of an editor and more of a coach
or facilitator. A unit with the title of urban problems team may have elements of jobs
held by the former police, juvenile justice and city hall beats. In many cases,
terminology like city desk and state desk has been tossed out, and, indeed,
reporters often do not work for the specific sections of the newspaper any
longer. In some newsrooms, the general copy desk has been broken into many
pieces, and each piece fit into a team.

More cooperation among team members is usually one goal of the
reorganization, particularly between the visual and written team members.
Teams are supposed to add up to more than the sum of their parts. In some cases,
asin Vancouver and other places, walls were torn down and the newsroom was
remodeled to aid communication and serve as a physical reminder of the new
management structure.

One of the intentions of the new system is to empower employees.” The
team design is “what it means to empower people,” said John P. McDonagh,
vice president of marketing and advertising at The Columbian. “One of the main
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principles is involving people who do the work. Get employee representatives
in a room, describe our situation, what we want it to be and ways we might get
there.””

Newsroom management texts have picked up on the empowerment
approach. In their book Managing Media Organizations, John M. Lavine and
Daniel B. Wackman write of the need for leadership and empowerment in the
culture of the media company, particularly when it comes to innovation. “The
heads of media firms have special responsibility for creating a vision and culture
thatspawnsinnovation. A major mechanism for producing constantinnovation
and high-quality performance is

empowerment, which means the Doug Underwood, an author

expansionand dispersion of power critical Of many management

within the firm.”1 trends in the newsroom, said
In New Directions in Me- the language of

dia Management, Jim Willis and empowerment and culture

Diane B. Willis review articles in change is an attempt to

the leading business publications subordinate the news to

Inc., Fortune and Business Week
on the question of the “new
worker.”" Inc. magazine said
“Workers are seeking new answers
to the question of how they can get the most out of their jobs, and many of their
thoughts indicate they want more participation in problem-solving and deci-
sion-making, and they want more freedom to do their jobs creatively and
independently.”!* Fortune magazine found that management saw the necessity
of change to fit worker needs: “They are considering options - some inspired by
the Japanese - that are more flexible and participative than the rigid hierarchies
they grew up in.”"” Likewise, Business Week said: “With the adversarial
approach outmoded, the trend in employee relations is toward more worker
involvement in decisions, and more job satisfaction tied to productivity.”"* To
achieve those ends, Willis and Willis advise newsroom managers to “provide
for more worker participation in which employees gain a voice in decision
making in their work areas. Among the vehicles for this are self-managed work
teams....” "

marketing goals of
management.

Atthe Star Tribune, which implemented the team system a few months
before the Pioneer Press and got most of the trade press coverage, then-
Publisher Joel Kramer wrote that all employees should have a chance to
influence how the company operates and how their work contributes to its
goals. “Hundreds of supervisors were trained to interact in an empowering
environment,” he wrote.' The “culture of empowerment” was an effort to build
more teamwork. “[R]eorganization is unleashing employee energy in the cause
of creating our own future, instead of letting the future happen to us.”"”

The team system is not without its critics.” Willis and Willis note that
a contributing factor in the potential failure of a team system in the newsroom

d
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is the high turnover among editorial staff. “Three to five years might be needed
to establish a true participative atmosphere,” they said. With a change in
management, a new level of trust is needed for each new editor, they said."

Doug Underwood, an author critical of many management trends in
the newsroom, said the language of empowerment and culture change is an
attempt to subordinate the news to marketing goals of management. “The
management says we must now work in teams. We are going to bring in design
people and graphics people and reporters and have them all sit down with an
editor - who has never demonstrated any great writing or journalistic skill - and
spend alotof time shaping astory. 'msorry. That'sjustanother way of reaching
deeper down into the process and exerting more marketing control over your
reporters.”*

One might also argue that newsroom topic teams are not true teams.
John Russial notes that “skills among newspaper team members tend to be more
similar than complementary, and individual performance remains a key ele-
ment in reporter assessment.”*' Goal achievement is one critical function of the
team system, and in a business where the product is information, measuring
output can be problematic. What value can be assigned to a news story? A
headline?

Russell’s before-and-after content analysis found that when an Oregon
newspaper instituted a health and science team, there was an increase in the
amount of attention paid to health and science stories in the newspaper. He
noted, however, that in the absence of an unrealistic expansion in the amount of
newshole, all topic teams could not show the same sort of increase in coverage
and play unless other areas traditionally covered in the newspaper were going
to receive less coverage or no coverage at all.

Star Tribune, Pioneer Press teams

The Twin Cities newspaper market is highly competitive, despite the
fact that the (Minneapolis) Star Tribune and the St. Paul Pioneer Press are
published in different cities. In fact, managers at the two newspapers routinely
refer to the two cities as the “cast metro” (St. Paul) and “west metro” (Minneapo-
lis) as a way to indicate that their market really encompasses both cities and the
surrounding suburbs. The Star Tribune opened a news bureau and began
distribution of a St. Paul edition of the newspaper in 1987. The Star Tribune,
purchased by McClatchy Newspapers in November 1997, circulates 393,800
daily and 678,000 Sunday newspapers, while the Knight-Ridder-owned
Pioneer Press’ circulation is 203,000 daily and 270,600 Sunday. The Star Tribune
newsroom employs about 360; the Pioneer Press newsroom employs about 240.
The Newspaper Guild of the Twin Cities chapter represents members in the two
newsrooms.
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Both newspapers instituted topic teams within six months of each other
in 1995, after negotiations with the Guild on terms and conditions for the
changes. The motivations and strategics for making these changes differed
slightly. However, internal documents, local and national trade press accounts,
public presentations by top newspaper officials, and author interviews with
managers and newsroom personnel confirm that the newspapers meant to
move away from a product-focus and toward a focus on serving reader and
advertiser customers through a marketing approach.

The changes at the larger Star Tribune have received more attentionand
comment, perhaps because Kramer and Editor Tim McGuire have been outspo-
ken and visible within the industry.?* Together they instituted a highly contro-
versial corporate reorganization in 1993. Their goals were to “achieve real
growth inrevenue and profit by serving more needs of our reader and marketer
customers, with multiple products and services, in and outside the newspaper,
while fulfilling the Star Tribune’s public service mission.”* At that time, the
newsroom became part of something called the Reader Customer Unit, respon-
sible for all activities relating to the readers (reader customer sales and service,
reader market research, etc.). McGuire became General Manager as well as
Editor, with direct responsibility for meeting specific profit goals, a change that
caused much alarm in the newsroom.”

In a 1994 presentation to the University of Minnesota Business School
faculty and students, Kramer outlined seven goals for the newsroom. First on
the listwas reader focus. Journalistic excellence was second. This strong reader /
marketing-driven focus colored the newsroom restructuring that followed in
1995.

When the team system was implemented. the top managerial positions
went from 13 to seven (news content, features content, visual content, produc-
tion, administrative activities, change editor, and director of player personnel),
led by the News Leader, Pam Fine. Section coordinating editors reported to the
seven managers, and reporters and copy editors were assigned to one of 16
content-oriented teams with a team leader or two for cach. There were not
enough photographers and graphic artists to go around, so they were given
assignments to multiple teams. Many of the managerial positions were opened
up, so people had to re-apply for their positions. Everyone in the newsroom
received a day and-a-half training session when teams were instituted.

Since then, there has been the expected tinkering with both the corpo-
rate and newsroom structure. The Reader Customer Unit was dropped in 1996,
and the reader sales and service responsibilitics were assigned to another
corporate unit. McGuire retained his title as editor, and added oversight of the
paper’s digital efforts and other content-related products to his portfolio, with
a continued responsibility for profit and financial accountability. News Leader
Fine’s title reverted to managing editor after she found that folks outside the
newsroom with whom she interacted didn’t know what her role was.* Another

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.




Neuzil-Hansen-Ward: Twin Cities journalists’ assessment of topic teams - 7

manager was added, bringing the total to eight, and team titles and newsroom
staff assignments have changed several times.

The rhetoric of the publisher and editor throughout the transition made
it clear that there was no guarantee that the future of the company lay with the
traditional newspaper, but with information products and services that deliv-
ered high-value content to readers where and how they wanted to receive them.
The effects of these types of pronouncements on newsroom morale were not
good.” In addition, the newspaper has been embarrassed by several high-
profile incidents in which glaring mechanical, production and substantive
errors have led to lawsuits or berating from public officials, as well as prominent
published apologies.™ This demoralized the staff, which worried that the
quality of the news product was suffering.

Across the river, the Pioneer Press managers were making their own
changes. In 1994, newly installed Publisher Peter Ridder, who has since left for
another job within the chain, invested in a $1 million campaign to attract readers
with more Jocal, business and entertainment news, increased amenities for
advertisers,and added 11 newsroom positions and seven pages of newshole per
week.* Editor Walker Lundy and Managing Editor Ken Doctor, who has also
since left the paper for another K-R job, began asking how they could make the
newspaper better and make the newsroom a better place to work. These changes
were being made within the larger corporate context of the Knight-Ridder
chain, which was undergoing anumber of upheavals and shifts in priorities and
focus.™

Lundy and Doctor said that their move toward newsroom teams was
not mandated by Knight Ridder corporate managers, but they admitted that the
Pioneer Press is a case study for the chain because the Newspaper Guild is such
a strong influence in the newsroom.

Managers at the Pioneer Press came up with three reasons why they
had to change. The first reason was for its readers (readers are changing and we
have to keep up to attract them); the second was for the newsroom (we keep
making the same mistakes and we are not improving); the third reason was for
the future (we have to keep up with the world out there).” Because they run the
smaller paper in the competition with the Star Tribune, a strong motivation for
managers at the Pionecr Pressis differentiation of their news product as a strategy
for reducing subscriber churn and holding readers. They focus heavily on the
east metro, the northeastern and southeastern metro suburbs and a portion of
western Wisconsin in their news coverage.

In 1994, two-person teams (one Guild, one management) from the
Pioneer Press visited nine newspapers around the country to study the innova-
tions that those newsrooms had instituted. They came back with show-and-tell
reports that most papers were moving toward teams. After a call for volunteers,
60 people formed groups to work on the plan for a move to the team system. The
new structure was unveiled in July 1995. The “Newsroom Mission Statement”
lists four goals:
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*”We will put readers first.”

*”We will cultivate one newsroom.”

*”We will work smarter.”

*”We will respect each other.”*

The Pioneer Press eliminated the copy desk, the layout desk, and the
features and metro desks. It instituted content teams (the number has fluctuated
around 15), assigned copy editors to teams, created a production hub respon-
sible for designing the paper, and flattened the management structure from six
layers to four, with about 12 senior editors and 11 team leaders who are
responsible for generating content for each section. A total of 50 people changed
jobs. Senior editors and team leaders had four days of off-site training with a
newsroom staff member from another Knight-Ridder paper, the San Jose
Mercury News. All other newsroom staff had one day of training on site.

One of the controversial decisions that St. Paul managers made origi-
nally was to forego creating a general assignment team. As newsroom staff
began to work within the new structure, they quickly discovered that general
assignment coverage was slipping and they were missing many breaking
stories because they could not free up staffers from content teams to cover news
as it happened. In July 1996, several original teams were abandoned and a
Cover/General Assignment team was created to try to re-establish a focus on
breaking news. As at the Star Tribuue, tinkering and refinements continued,
with staff concerns and grumblings occasionally breaking out into the local
alternative press.™

Research questions

The research questions in this research, which is part of a larger survey
of the team system and newsroom management, focus on the topic of empow-
erment.” Research literature and the way that the team system was sold to the
newsrooms indicate that people lower in the hierarchy are supposed to gain
more power to control their own work. This to two research questions: Will the
team system allow journalists to perceive themselves as having more authority
in their jobs? Second, given the criticisms of the team system published in the
alternative and trade presses, and the Willis and Willis idea that rapid editorial
turnover is problematic for the team system, the second question is: Who has the
shorter job tenure, editors or reporters?

Method

This study, which examines journalists’ assessments of the effects of the
newsroom team system on empowerment, authority and job tenure, is based on
a series of focus group interviews and a census survey of newsroom staff in the

|
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two newspapers. Researchers conducted interviews with two newsroom focus
groups at the Pioneer Press in May 1996 and two newsroom focus groups at the
Star Tribune in June 1996. Focus group participants included section editors,
team editors, reporters, copy editors, photographers, graphic artists, and lay-
out/production staff. Researchers received approval for the study from man-
agement and Guild representatives in each newsroom.

Based on the information from the focus groups and a review of the
literature, a six-page, 80-item questionnaire was designed to elicit journalists’
responses about the effects of the team system on their work, time management
and efficiency issues, assignment of work, quality of journalism, communica-
tion in the newsroom, and leadership and responsibility issues. The final, open-
ended question left space for comments “about the team system and its
relationship to news production and news quality.”

The questionnaire was pretested in August 1996 with seven newsroom
staffers representing a variety of job categories. The revised questionnaire,
along with a cover letter and a stamped return envelope, was delivered in
September 1996 to every newsroom staffer at both newspapers. Staff at each
newspaper helped distribute questionnaires in newsroom and bureau mail-
boxes. A total of 597 questionnaires was distributed (360 to the Star Tribune and
237 to the Pioneer Press). Two weeks later, staff helped distribute a reminder
postcard to newsroom mailboxes. The number of completed questionnaires
returned to researchers was 244, for a response rate of 41 percent. One hundred-
fifty respondents wrote comments in the open-ended section.

It should be noted that no claims can be made about applicability of
these findings to other situations because this survey was administered to a
census of staff at two case study newspapers.

Results

As might be expected, there is a variety of opinions about the effects of
team journalism. Inaddition, bothnewspapersinstituted a redesign atabout the
same time the team system was introduced, and several journalists were careful
to note that their impressions may have been colored by production and design
changes.

It is generally the opinion of the journalists at the two papers that the
team system has not given them more authority in their jobs. Typical of the
written comments from the reporters was:

From the beginning, leaders paid mucl lip service to ‘empowerment” of
news staff while holding on to most of their power. The trend in recent
months has been to gather even more potwer to themselves, to niake decisions
without any concern for the opinions of the people who do the work. It is
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worse now than before the team structure was put in place. 1 find I often
have greater responsibility than before and, at the same time, less authority.

A team leader noted:

The netwly emporeered newsroom has obscured authority so that few people
(except coordinators and team leaders) are eld accountable and everything
turns into a negotiation.

More than half (52.6 percent) felt they had less authority under the team
system. However, nearly three out of four (74.47 percent) said they had more
responsibility.

Who has less authority? What does it mean for journalists to have less
authority in their jobs? In general, the findings seem to conclude that people
who feel they have less authoritly say:

sthey are likely to be on a team of 11 or more people,

ethey are more likely to be labor; management says it has more
authority than before,

ethey are more likely to work during the day than at night,

sthey have less success getting their story ideas into the paper; also,
they have a harder time getting a page one story into the paper

sthey are unsure of their goals, the chain of command and who makes
the final decisions about their work. About one in four said there is less
communication with others in the team system.

Team size

The larger the team size, the less authority the team member feels, and
the “too big” size is more than 11 people. Table 1 summarizes the responses on
the size of the team and the authority felt by its members.

When the size of the team is less than 11, a majority of the team
members (56.9 percent) said they had more authority than before the team
system went into operation. But as the team size grew, the more likely the team
members were to report that they had less authority. For example, 56.3 percent
of the members of teams with 11 to 15 people said they had less authority; and
68.8 percent of the team members with 16 to 20 people said they had less
authority.

The smaller the team, the more likely the team members teel they have
more authority than under the old system. One reporter on a smaller-sized team
said, “Ilike the interaction with other team members and - to the degree that the
ideal is honored - the independence of the team.”
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Table 1: Team size and authority

Team size Authority N
More Less
1-5 members 100% 0 2
6-10 55.6 44 4 63
11-15 43.8 56.3 48
16-20 31.3 68.8 16
21-26 333 66.6 15
Another said,

The bright spot is my teani - it's the ONE thing in the last six or seven years
that has made a positive dzfﬁn’nwm my work life. Being on the ... team is
like being on a small newspaper’s staff: L am surrounded and xupportud by
professionals, who believe in me and each other, and that atmosphere has
made work a place I enjoy coming to.

Reporters on larger teams said stories can be “over-planned” and the
teams are “top-heavy.”

Labor versus management

There is a perceived shift in power to managers. Nearly six out of 10
hourly workers (labor) say they have less authority under the team system than
before, while almost two-thirds of the managers say they have more authority
than prior to the team system. Some of the shift may be due to job changes such
as a reporter appointed as a manager during the reorganization.

Day versus night shift

Some authority seems to have transferred from the day shift to the night
shift under the new system. A slight majority (55.6 percent) of the daysiders say
they’ve lost authority, while a similar percentage of mghtﬂders (57. '5) say they
have gained it. “I believe the team system might be fine in a business where
everybody works Monday-Friday 9 to 5. I do not believe it works in a 7-day
operation where major shifts stretch from 8 a.m. to 2 a.m. It's not possible to
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build team cohesion when team members aren’teven in the building at the same
hours daily,” wrote one respondent.

Story ideas

Journalists at the two papers who said they have less authority have less
of a chance getting their story ideas into the paper. Of those who answered the
question, 85.5 percent said they have either the same or less chances of getting
a story idea published. “There is no one minding the store!” said one. “Techni-
cally, since no one is in charge, no one is accountable. I've informed editors of
stories and have been passed along to someone else.” Only 13.8 percent said that
it was easier to geta page one story under the team system. “Senior editors carry
a lot of clout,” said another. “Reporters are pretty low on the food chain.”
Another wrote: “[It’s] led to the top-down story assignments by editors rarely
outside of the office and made it almost impossible for a reporter who sees a
good story to just go do it.” “Stories must be bartered,” said another.

Hierarchy and goals

Those who perceive less authority are unsure of the chain of command,
or at least its top links. When asked if they knew who made the final decisions
about their stories, 68.1 percent said they did not know. In terms of goals, 62.6
percent said they were unsure of the goals for their own work. One respondent
said, “itis a system that works well on teams where everyone ‘buys in,” less well
on teams that have people who dislike the team system or their team assign-
ments.”

About one in four (23.6 percent) said there was less communication
under the team system thanbefore it. Only 34.8 percent said communication had
increased, and some written responses indicated that the relationship with the
visual image workers was better. “On the positive side, it has brought reporters
intoa closer working relationship with graphicsand photo earlier in the process.
That is good.” Another wrote, “I know who is going to copy edit my story and
can involve them in the process early on.”

In the case of job tenure at the two newspapers, the reporters are more
experienced in their jobs than the editors. Reporters at the papers have a mean
of 14.54 years of experience at their newspaper, while editors have a mean of
10.635 years of experience at their newspaper (p <.05).

A word of caution is in order. While it is interesting that editors have a
statistically shorter tenure at their specific papers than reporters do, one must
be careful about making a flat claim that there is a higher turnover rate for
editors. One factor which could be at work is that someone at the Star Tribune
or Pioneer Press whois now an eclitor mav have been a reporter for several years
somewhere else, so they may be very new at the job of editor. That could
translate into an even higher turnover rate for editors, of course, but the survey
was not able to capture that dimension.

#
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Discussion

What does it mean to lose authority as a journalist? In a study of
managerial innovation in newspaper organizations, Sharon Polansky and
Douglas Hughes found a relationship between authority and autonomy, and
found that people have to have autonomy in order to be innovative.™ It is
difficult for management to inspire innovation among employees when more
than half of the staff reports that it has lost authority under the new system.

If one goal of the team system is to give emp]oyees more freedom, and
thus “empower” them, that goal is not being met for a substantial number of
newsroom workers at the two papers in this study. The feeling of a top-down
power flow was evident in the open-ended answers in the survey, as well as the
focus group interviews.

One person wrote:

The wonderfulness of the team concept is to share the authority. It works as
long as the team members and teamt leader work closely and are honest with
each other. Otherwise, it comes back to the old problem about one person
playing power over ancther. And if an unpleasant change occurs that way,
it is far more devastating because there is some betrayal of trusts involved
niore than just disappointinent.

Another wrote:

It is a concept that could work and be exciting if it led to more empozwerment
of a greater number of people in the newsroom, because 1 firmly believe we
have a sharp and talented staff. However, in practice at our newspaper it has
increased the power in decision-making of our top two editors, “leveled” all
other managers — giving them more responsibilities with fewer rewards
and trueauthority; caused more competitiveness, bitterness and mﬁqhtznq
between team leaders/senior editors and all staffers...

Some of the problems of the team system can be traced to its newness,
job shuffling and staff turnover in the newsrooms, plus redesigns of the
newspapers. “Lots of shuffling that is making people very unhappy seems to be
due to poor planning at the start,” wrote one. It is difficult to tease out some of
the production troubles that may be due to the team system and those which are
due to the new procedures involved in the redesigns. “I think teams work,”
wrote one staffer. “The newsroom reorganization and redesign caused much
more work, more confusion and more errors... The problem isn’t in the teams -
it’s the reorganization and speed-up it caused.”
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Conclusion

There may be some structural characteristics in a topic team system that
make ita poor model for newsrooms and other jobs where creativity and certain
professional standards areimportant. The team system as it debuted in the Twin
Cities’ newspapers was not empowering the majority of the employees, accord-
ing to the employees themselves. Those who feel less authority under the team
system are on larger teams, have a harder time getting their stories into the
paper, are unsure of the chain of command, tend to work the day shift and are
reporters rather than editors.

Participatory management systems have been sold to newsrooms as a
way tomake people lowerin the hierarchy feel they have more control over their
work. The theory is that people with more control over their work are happier,
more productive, more loyal and more eager to do the job. Although there are
some exceptions, a majority of newsroom staffers at the two papers in this study
have not experienced those benefits.

Willis and Willis note that journalists may be different enough from
other workers to cause problems for new management systems that have been
successful elsewhere: “... the newsroom staff presents possibly the greatest
challenge because journalists often operate from different motivational criteria
than do the other task-oriented employees or business/sales staff. That is one
reason why some newspapers are experiencing trouble in trying to innovate
new leadership stvles in the newsroom.”™

Examining the team system should be important to newspaper manag-
ers, particularly since so many of them have converted their newsrooms into the
participatory management style without benetit of extensive research as it
applies tojournalists. Indeed, abacklash against the team system has developed
among some scholars and writers.™ A central criticism is that outside of certain
manufacturing-related industries, the team system is not well-suited for the
workplace. Especially for those in positions that demand creativity and for
whom rewards are based on individual accomplishment, the team system
actually might be counterproductive.

In newsrooms filled with workers who pride themselves on their
creativity, staffers may perceive that the team system simply multiplies the
opportunities for meddling with individual creative effort. The comments from
some of respondents confirmed that the team system was perceived as a means
to garner more work out of fewer people, and for managers to exert more control
over editorial content.

The topic team system in newsrooms, then, is problematic in terms of
the staffs of the two newspapers in this study. Managers who sold the system
asameans forempowering staff were perceived asbeing naive, if not disingenu-
ous, by staffers who felt they actually lost authority after the implementation of
the team system. In terms of the empowerment issue, the results of this study

_
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indicate that, although some workers have benefited, enough have had a
negative experience to give managers pause before implementing the topic
team system. At minimum, the team system in newsrooms should not be
positioned as a staff empowerment innovation.
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