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1. Introduction

Engagement1 enjoys considerable interest 
among theoreticians and practitioners of 
management science2. In addition, this concept 
in the English literature is also referred to as 
commitment or involvement3 (Łochnicka, 2015, cf. 
Mrówka, 2010). Commitment refers primarily 
to the attachment and sense of belonging of 
an employee to the organization. According to 
J.P. Meyer and N.J. Allen (1991), the following 
types of commitment can be distinguished: 
affective (emotional) commitment, duration 
commitment (associated with the calculation 
approach to staying in the organization), 
and normative commitment (conditioned 
by social norms). Commitment, therefore, 
is determined by subjective (resulting from 
individual characteristics of the employee and 

1 In the Polish Language Dictionary, the Polish term “zaangażować się” (lit. „engaged oneself”) 
means „to take active (mainly emotionally) participation in an activity, undertaking, work, project” 
(https://sjp.pl/zaangazowac+, 23.05.2018 - access date).
2 The notion of employee engagement can be traced back to classical theories of motivation: 
D. McGregor, F. Herzberg, C. Alderfer, R. Hackman and G. Oldham, A. Maslow (Mrówka, 2010).
3 The results of the Google Scholar database review showed that the most publications in the 
analyzed area include the term „involvement” in the title (341,000). There are less papers in which 
the terms „engagement” (149,000) or “commitment” (103,000) appear in titles (https://scholar.
google.pl/, 07/05/2019). The number of positions in which that issue is linked (in the title) with 
work, employee and/or organization is adequate: 1737, 5343 and 5168.
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her/his professional circumstances) as well as cultural factors (related to social 
norms and customs) (Łochnicka, 2015). Members involved in this way are proud 
of belonging to the organization, are loyal to it, and identify with its goals (Scholl, 
as cited in: Łochnicka, 2015).

Involvement, in turn, assumes direct participation, or more specifi cally – it 
involves employees in the process of solving problems and making organizational 
decisions, thus increasing the scope of their autonomy (Sofi janova and Zabijakin-
Chatleska, 2013; cf. Lawler, 1994; Pun et al., 2001). Such employees are informed 
about important issues affecting their functioning in the current workplace, 
their needs are recognized, they are provided feedback on results, plus they are 
encouraged to actively participate in the process of shaping their professional 
situation within the company (cf. Łochnicka, 2015).Employers, in order to 
encourage involvement among their employees, can, for example, appoi nt 
autonomous teams (Sofi janova and Zabijakin-Chatleska, 2013), which perform 
interdependent tasks and take over a number of duties from their supervisor. 
These tasks are related, among others, to: planning work, budgeting, resource 
allocation, work schedule, assigning tasks to team members, making operational 
decisions, coordinating activities with clients, suppliers or other parts of the 
organization (cf. Mullins, 2005, Torrington et al., 2002). Members of such teams 
decide about their composition at their own discretion and evaluate their work 
independently (Sofi janova and Zabijakin-Chatleska, 2013).

Last but not least, engagement is defi ned by R.J. Vance (2006) as an emotional 
relationship between the employee and the company, expressed in one’s 
identifi cation with the company’s goals and values. A similar view is held by 
B. Skowron-Mielnik (2014), for whom an engaged member of the organization 
not only fulfi lls her/his daily professional duties, but also shows concern for the 
company’s growth and future, additionally subscribing to its mission and goals.

In the literature, a correlation is observed between involvement and engagement. 
Namely, it is believed that the former facilitates the shaping of the latter (Robbins 
and Judge, 2013; cf. Harter et al., 2002; Maslach and Leiter, 2008). This approach 
was taken in this article and it became an inspiration for undertaking research 
on the engagement of members in a nonprofi t organization, relying on a case 
study of the Association of Friends of Persons with Down Syndrome (Polish: 
Stowarzyszenie Przyjaciół Osób z Zespołem Downa, SPOzZD), in which there were 
signifi cant shortages in this respect.

A lot of theoretical and empirical work has been carried out in the fi eld of 
engagement. The analysis of the Google Scholar database showed that researchers 
involved in the issue of engagement (in the three approaches mentioned above) 
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refl ect on its determinants (e.g. Anitha, 2014; Croston, 2008; Smythe, 2009) and 
analyze the relationship between that phenomenon and the functioning of 
organizations (e.g. Gruman and Saks, 2011; Harter et al., 2002) and its members 
(e.g. Macey and Schneider, 2008; Salanova et al., 2005; Stankiewicz and Moczulska, 
2014). Some scientists prepare engagement measurement tools and apply them 
in practice (e.g. Schaufeli and Bakker, 2003; Soane et al., 2014). The titles of a few 
publications contain information about the fact that their authors take up the 
problem of engagement in nonprofi t entities in their content. In the case of each 
of the analyzed terms (engagement, involvement, commitment) and keywords 
referring to entities of the third sector4, this percentage did not exceed 0.2%. The 
works in this area concern, among others, developing the engagement of leaders 
of non-governmental organizations (e.g. Freeborough and Patterson, 2015), 
volunteers (e.g. Alfes et al., 2016; Stankiewicz et al., 2018), models of employee 
engagement (e.g. Park et al., 2018) or factors and consequences of engagement in 
such subjects (e.g. Akingbola and van den Berg, 2019).

The aim of the article is to determine the reasons for the low engagement 
among SPOzZD members, to identify their expectations towards the functioning 
of the Association as well as to indicate activities that could encourage further 
engagement of these members, which can be implemented by representatives 
of the Board. To this end, a case study was conducted. This article contains an 
overview of the prepared case study and a brief description of the process of its 
development.

2. Association of Friends of Persons with Down Syndrome in Zielona Góra – 
a profi le

The Association of Friends of Persons with Down Syndrome has been active 
in Zielona Góra since 1999 and associates over fi fty families (90 parents/
guardians of persons with Down Syndrome belong to the Association). Its 
activity encompasses the area of Lubuskie Province. The Association was 
founded as a result of the growing needs of parents of children with Down 
syndrome associated with caring for their children’s health. The parents 
thought that only by institutionalizing their activity could their children more 
fully enjoy the rights and privileges of disabled people, by means of facilitating 

4 The following keywords were used to review that database: engagement, involvement, 
commitment, nonprofi t, non-profi t, NGO, non-governmental, nongovernmental, voluntary 
organization, third sector.
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the obtaining of funds for the necessary forms of support. The rehabilitation 
needs are huge. Down Syndrome (Trisomy 21) manifests itself as a syndrome 
of congenital defects. Some of them are only dysmorphic features, which do 
not decrease the quality of life, but they are accompanied by serious defects. 
Patients may experience: heart defects, hearing disorders, short-headedness, 
tooth hypoplasia, cataracts and other sight disorders, digestive system defects, 
coeliac disease, abnormalities in skeleton structure, changes in the sexual 
and urinary system, fertility disorders, thyroid disorders, epileptic attacks 
and many others. These numerous defects, such as congenital heart defects, 
usually require surgical treatment. In addition, people with Down Syndrome 
have limp muscles, which means that they often do not close their mouths 
and expose their tongue, have a delayed motor development, sometimes 
not reaching full physical effi ciency. All patients suffer from congenital 
immunodefi ciency, which signifi cantly increases the frequency of various 
infections. They tend to develop leukemia of various types. A permanent 
feature of this genetic defect is a mental disability (from mild to severe). 
People with a mild degree of intellectual disability are doing well in everyday 
life, so they only need a little help from their caregiver, e.g. to fi ll in forms. 
If someone has a severe intellectual disability, he needs help in every area 
of his life, e.g. while washing, dressing, shopping. People with mental and 
physical disabilities sometimes require 24-hour care because they are unable 
to cope with the simplest, everyday activities. Down Syndrome is incurable. 
Therefore, in addition to multifaceted rehabilitation, therapies are used to 
improve the quality of life of patients. The aim of the Association is to provide 
assistance to people with intellectual disabilities in all areas of life. The care 
is provided to children and youth with Down Syndrome as well as to their 
families or legal guardians, i.e. people at risk of marginalization and social 
exclusion. The organization promotes the idea of supporting the autonomy 
and teaching independence to the disabled, with a view to increasing their 
participation in social life. Persons acting on behalf of the Association wish 
to improve the image of people affected by Down syndrome and show them 
through the prism of broadly understood activity. The organization’s statutory 
activity includes, among others: organization of rehabilitation, therapeutic 
and educational exercises as well as cultural, integration and recreational 
activities. In addition, in 2015 the Association set up a Support Group for 
Parents of Persons with Down Syndrome. A range of support mechanisms this 
wide creates an opportunity not only for the multidirectional development of 
persons with Down syndrome, but also for their inclusion in social life, which 

Unauthentifiziert   | Heruntergeladen  20.10.19 19:49   UTC



138

Management 
2019

Vol. 23, No. 1

Autonomous teams as a way to increase
 the engagement of nonprofi t members

 (case study)

will then raise their self-esteem. However, this requires dedicated engagement 
at social level from all members.

3. Methods

In the course of preparing research works to achieve the goals assumed, 
the inductive case study approach proposed by W. Czakon (2006, p. 10)5 was 
adopted, including the following stages6: 1. Research question. 2. Case selection. 
3. Development of data collection tools. 4. Conducting fi eld research. 5. Data 
analysis. 6. Forming generalizations. 7. Confrontation with the literature. 8. 
Closing the study - generalization.

No case scenario was assumed a priori (meaning, no hypotheses were 
formulated), but questions were asked to establish its characteristics, which is 
an important feature of inductive research (Dondajewska, 2016). It should also 
be mentioned that the fi rst two stages proposed by W. Czakon were followed in 
reverse order, i.e. case selection preceded the formulation of research questions. 
This was justifi ed by the fact that the need to solve the problem was reported 
by representatives of the Board of the Association of Friends of Persons with 
Down Syndrome in Zielona Góra (key informants), who inspired the research, 
which was eventually carried out in 2017. As argued by the key informants 
during the interviews, the research was to address the low engagement of the 
members of the Association in its activities. It should be added that the decision 
to apply the case study method was justifi ed by the search for “the meanings and 
content of events and investigating the characteristics of the course of processes” 
(Dondajewska, 2016, p. 47), which is a common scenario in this research method. 
Moreover, in the literature on management, case studies are generally thought 

5 The case study method involves research on a single or multiple case studies. As far as 
management science, case study is „a detailed description, usually of an actual economic 
phenomenon - e.g. an organization, management process, its elements or the organization’s 
environment – whose aim is to formulate conclusions about the causes and results of its course” 
(Grzegorczyk, 2015, p. 10). Similarly to W. Czakon (2015, p. 190), the case was considered to be 
„a single research object, recognized for a specifi c purpose, located in a specifi c place and time, 
taking into account the circumstances relevant to it”.
6 The procedure for preparing the case study was also inspired by that proposed by N. Skorek 
et al. (2010), covering the following seven stages: 1. Determining the problem area and goals of the 
case study, 2. Determining the subject of the case study, 3. Establishing contact with the subject of 
the case study, 4. Determining the structure of the case study, 5. Collecting information for the case 
study, 6. Verifi cation and evaluation of collected research material. 7. Writing the case study.
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to serve three goals: theory-building, theory-testing, and practical (Grzegorczyk, 
2015). The practical goal, which was adopted in this study, was of hands-on 
nature, including training, and it served primarily to “understand the course 
of the decision-making process in the organization, carried out under specifi c 
conditions. This provides the basis for using the case study method to make 
managerial decisions in conditions similar to those presented in the case 
study. Such case study arrives at fi ndings that can be applied in practice. It 
contains a description of the problem under investigation and the process of 
solving it, thus explaining certain desired effects of the decisions being made” 
(Grzegorczyk, 2015, p. 11).

In the course of own research, three research problems were outlined: 1. What 
are the reasons for the low engagement of the members of the Association to work 
for the nonprofi t organization which they belong to? 2. What are the expectations 
of the members related to the functioning of the analyzed entity? 3. What actions 
can the representatives of the Board implement to increase the engagement 
among members? To answer these questions, a number of data collection tools 
were developed: an interview scheme with representatives of the Board, a report 
template followed by a survey questionnaire7 addressed to all members of the 
Association (taking into account results from previous interviews), and fi nally 
a form for coding and analyzing respondents’ statements. These tools were 
used during the fi eld research stage, which was carried out in February 2017. 
The interviews conducted with the representatives of the Board (2 persons – 
President and Vice-President) took the form of a free interview. It was considered 
that only this research technique creates a chance to obtain information that is 
not falsifi ed and at the same time has a high emotional potential, which allows for 
taking into account in further analyses the specifi city of functioning of families 
with a member who suffers with Down Syndrome. To encourage members of 
the Association to participate in the survey, it was emphasized that it was being 
conducted in response to their low engagement, attempting to understand the 
reasons for this situation, and that it was prompted by the need to make changes 
in the fi eld of forms of cooperation between them and the Board. Nevertheless, 
the level of participation in the survey did not exceed 43.75% (90 questionnaires 
were distributed to all parents and guardians of the Association, 39 forms were 
returned). The other members refused to take part, either without giving a reason 

7 The questionnaire contained 13 questions: 9 closed and/or semi-open (one- and multiple-choice) 
and 4 open. The ordinal and Likert scales were used. 
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or by bringing up lack of time or insuffi cient knowledge about the functioning 
of nonprofi t entities.

The implementation of the research and the analysis of results allowed to 
formulate generalizations regarding the reasons of the low involvement of the 
members of the surveyed organization and their expectations regarding the 
functioning of the Association. These fi ndings are presented further down in 
this article, having been confronted with the available literature in search of 
possible answers to the questions posed at the outset of the research procedure. 
A proposed solution to the problem was put forward and implemented in the 
analyzed entity.

The result of the work was the preparation of a case study. In line with 
recommendations put forward by N. Skorek et al. (2010), the study consisted 
of: an introduction (in which the problem was signaled, sources of information 
were indicated, and a brief description of the organization was presented), 
individual chapters (concerning specifi c problems identifi ed in the analyzed 
entity - causes and consequences of low involvement of the members of the 
Association, potential sources of their satisfaction, directions of their future 
work for the Association), references, as well as questions inspiring readers to 
seek solutions. An overview of the prepared study is presented in this article.

4.  Reasons for the low engagement of SPOzZD members and their expectations 
towards the organization 

Field research (interview, survey) revealed the passivity of the majority (97%) 
of members of the Association. Most did not show any initiative whatsoever, 
avoided teamwork, did not take responsibility for planning, organizing, 
implementing or monitoring the organization’s activities, reluctantly joined 
in expanding the offer for benefi ciaries. Participants also did not demonstrate 
a sense of community. Such attitudes and behaviors may have been the result of 
the diffi cult situation of families affected by their child’s disability, which forces 
their parents/legal guardians to focus on improving the child’s very existence. 
On the basis of the interviews with the representatives of the Association’s Board 
it was established that on the one hand there are problems with maintaining 
the health of such a person, his or her rehabilitation, which often determines/
restricts the actions of all family members, forcing them to make various 
kinds of “sacrifi ces” (e.g. resignation from professional career, limitation of 
entertainment, change in the structure of expenses, etc.). On the other hand, 
the fact of having to care for a child with Down Syndrome often arouses a sense 
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of injustice among parents or guardians discussed during interviews, reduces 
their subjective level of satisfaction with life and, as a result, gives rise to regret 
leading to the manifestation of claim attitudes and low engagement with them. 
As the President of the Board stressed, the functioning in the Association is 
perceived by those people more as an “inevitable necessity” rather than an 
opportunity for self-actualization, improvement or a chance to do something 
good. Making their attitude towards the Association go from passive to active 
would require overcoming psychological boundaries, extra effort and openly 
sharing their problems (building relationships with volunteers, representatives 
of local authorities, donors, etc.). Until now, these efforts have been negligible, 
which signifi cantly hampered the functioning of the analyzed nonprofi t entity.

During interviews with representatives of the Board, it was also determined 
that the specifi city of functioning of the organization (e.g. lack of fi nancial 
resources for achieving other goals other than statutory, limited time resources 
among member, fl at organizational structure) resulted in some of the actions 
supporting members’ involvement (training, career development, fi nancial 
incentives, improvement of physical working conditions, etc.) being impossible 
to apply, while others (e.g. intensifi ed interpersonal communication, appeals, 
requests for cooperation and help, strategies for achieving common goal and 
potential benefi ts, etc.) - increased them only slightly8.

In the course of the analysis of the survey results, it was noted that most 
respondents (92.5%) expressed the opinion that the Association could potentially 
meet their expectations. More than half, meanwhile, wanted their children 
to attend revalidation classes of an educational, therapeutic and behavioral 
nature, conducive to the development of social, emotional and physical skills. 
Respondents were particularly interested in the participation of their children 
in rehabilitation classes and aquatic therapy according to Halliwick’s concept 
(57.5%), music therapy (42.5%) and/or performing arts (37.5%). It can be thus 
said that the course of action adopted by the current Board took root, given 
that expectations indicated by the surveyed members were included in the 
Association’s most recent “catalog of services”.

Respondents were also asked to come up with ideas for fi nancing the indicated 
undertakings. However, they failed to offer any new solutions. Implementation 
of some of the proposals would require substantive skills and time investment, 

8 The list of potential activities to stimulate and develop employee engagement was developed 
based, among others, on: D. Croston (2008), M. Juchnowicz (2010), J. Purcell (1993), S.P. Robinson et 
al. (2004), T.A. Kochan and L. Dyer (1993).
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while others would involve a small amount of time and little engagement. 
Some respondents wanted to keep building on the potential of two of the Board 
members, without much initiative on their own part. This is evidenced by the 
fact that the largest number of respondents indicated as a source of fi nancing 
their ideas funds obtained through: public contests announced by the City 
Hall, Marshal Offi ce, ROPS, etc. (52.50%) or participation in the plastic cap 
recycling campaign (52.50%). It should be noted that, until now, projects have 
been (successfully) developed by the two people from the Board, who invest 
to this end a lot of their private time, energy and knowledge and who in doing 
so “relieve” from this obligation the remaining members. On the other hand, 
collecting plastic caps did not require signifi cant time or competence outlays, 
but rather, it was the result of everyday functioning.

The limited engagement to solving the Association’s fi nancial problems was 
confi rmed by subsequent research fi ndings. Areas of activity were identifi ed 
which members would be most willing to join. Most (40.5%) signed up for helping 
in the setting up of a Christmas market. One in three (31%) considered collecting 
plastic caps and similar initiatives, while relatively fewer people were interested 
in other areas of involvement, such as: participation in a Support Group (14.3%), 
joining a 1%-tax claim campaign (11.9%), or organizing thematic events (11.9%). 
Even fewer respondents (9.5%) would like to get involved in fundraising, and 
only a handful - in organizing hands-on workshops for younger children (e.g. 
from music therapy) or joint integration events (e.g. picnics) (4.8%, respectively).

In light of these fi ndings, changes were proposed in the area of work organization 
at the Association, namely autonomous teams were appointed. Attention was 
focused on determinants of engagement such as: creating the opportunity for 
members to participate in managing the organization and making relevant 
important decisions, engagement at work aligned with their preferences, instilling 
the attitude of shared responsibility, promoting teamwork, building interpersonal 
relationships marked by openness and mutual trust, providing conditions for 
experimenting, making new attempts and generating solutions without worrying 
about the consequences of possible mistakes and failures.

5. Autonomous teams9, the process of their creation 

The review of literature on teamwork in nonprofi t organizations, available 
in the EBSCO and Google Scholar databases – originally conducted in 2017 

9  In the literature, the term „autonomous groups” is used more often, but in this article, the term 
„team” is preferred to emphasize the need for cooperation between their members.
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and updated on 12 December 2018 - revealed an important research gap. One 
reviewed publication was identifi ed (Macdonald et al. 2002), containing in the 
title both of the following expressions: “teamwork” (team work), and “nonprofi t” 
/ “NGO” / “non-governmental” / “third sector”. The article explored the 
topic of necessary cooperation between various entities (including nonprofi t 
organizations) regarding the creation and provision of psychological health 
services. In fact, there are many studies on teamwork in business organizations 
(table 1).

An analysis of data contained in these bases shows that there are relatively 
few peer-reviewed scientifi c papers including in the title the term “autonomous 
teams” / “autonomous groups” or its synonyms.

Table 1. Number of (reviewed) publications 
on “autonomous teams” and three sample synonyms (1980-2018)

Synonyms of the term 
„autonomous teams” 

EBSCO Google Scholar

Number of 
reviewed 

publications 
including 

the term in 
the title 

Number of re-
viewed publi-
cations includ-
ing the term in 
the content of 

the article

Number 
of publica-

tions in-
cluding the 
term in the 

title

Number of 
publications 

including 
the term in 
the content 

of the article

„autonomous teams” 6 1416 41 4.460

„autonomous groups” 12 3410 36 11.500

Sy
no

ny
m

s 
of

 
„a

ut
on

om
ou

s 
te

am
s”

/ 
“a

ut
on

om
ou

s 
gr

ou
ps

”

„self-managed teams” 89 3556 135 10.500

„self-managed groups” 7 667 7 1.800

„self-directed teams” 17 1527 110 4.940

„self-directed groups” 0 355 4 772

„self-managing teams” 89 4254 152 10.600

„self-managing groups” 1 224 9 647

„teamwork” 6.854 236.267 8.060 206.000

Source: own study based on: EBSCO and Google Scholar 
(http://www.bu.uz.zgora.pl/index.php/pl/e-zbiory/eds; 06.12.2018 – access date; 

https://scholar.google.pl/ - 12.12.2018 – access date)
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Authors who signaled the intended investigation of autonomous groups already 
in the title of their articles focused on issues such as: a relationship between 
teams and results of the company’s business processes (Janz et al., 1997) or the 
development of new products (Patanakul et al., 2012), building teams in complex 
production confi gurations (Powell and Pazos, 2017), creating teams and leading 
them (Druskat and Wheeler, 2004; Karriker, 2005), trust in teams (Lawless and 
Sofge, 2013). They also analyzed them in the contexts of: a business organization 
(Stray et al. 2018), a fl exible organization and knowledge management in an 
enterprise (Abraham, 2005), changes in the allocation of resources and tasks 
(Moody and Szczerba, 1999), communicating (Szczerbicki, 1993).

In explaining the essence of autonomous teams10, it should be pointed out 
they are sometimes defi ned as „teams in which the members are given the 
latitude to jointly decide how their work is to be done” (DeVaro, 2006, p. 6), who 
can “make decisions independently and work under very limited supervision” 
(Holpp, 2001, p. 20). Similar features of such teams were indicated by J. 
Lichtarski (2008, p. 155), who said of their participants that they “share work 
and coordinate their own activities, being jointly responsible for the course of 
the whole task”. However, T. Cummings and Ch. Worley (2005, p. 341; cf. Batt 
and Doellgast, 2005) noted that members of autonomous teams not only have 
an impact on the division of labor and the choice of working methods, but are 
also responsible for the overall or partial process of developing a product or 
a service. A similar stance is held by B. Mikuła (2000, p. 218), who argues that 
the function of such teams is to implement a number of related tasks, forming 
a whole throughout the work process. Members of these teams plan their 
activities, organize and coordinate work within the team, monitor its results 
and are jointly responsible for fulfi lling tasks (cf. Bombala, 2011; Janowska, 
1984). Important features that should characterize autonomous teams are: 
(partial) self-management, stimulating engagement and motivating members 
through participation, recognition and belonging to the team, boosting morale, 
promoting teamwork, responsibility for a specifi c process, product, service or 
group of clients, transparent control management systems, conducting audits 
to ensure the continuity of the self-management process, perceiving colleagues 
as shareholders who work towards the common good of the team/organization 
(Junior and Novaski, 2011).

10 Autonomy (independence) is defi ned in Słowniku języka polskiego PWN, among others, as: 
“the right of a community to settle their own internal affairs” and “independence and sovereignty 
in deciding about oneself (https://sjp.pwn.pl/sjp/autonomia;2551312.html, 05.03.2018 – access date).
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The specifi cs of such teams means that their participants cannot remain 
passive, but should actively participate in achieving the organization’s goals. At 
the same time, they enjoy a high degree of autonomy, having a real impact on the 
conditions and manner of fulfi lling tasks, as well as managing work environment 
- including not only choosing colleagues, but also deciding on work principles, 
tasks or the order of their performance (Krawczyk, 2013; cf. Mikuła and Potocki, 
1997). An important factor in the effective functioning of autonomous teams is 
therefore the engagement of their members.

The concept of autonomous teams was presented to the Board and a joint 
decision was made to implement it. In the following section, the process and 
preliminary fi ndings of creating such teams in the analyzed nonprofi t entity 
were presented.

6. Implementation of the concept of autonomous teams at SPOzZD

In implementing the concept of autonomous teams in the Association, the 
procedure proposed by B. Mikuła and A. Potocki (1997, pp. 119-122) was used, 
including the following stages: 1. Identifying the possibilities of implementing 
autonomous teams, 2. Basic preparation of staff, 3. Developing a new work 
organization model and choosing team members, 4. Training employees, 5. 
Implementing the new work organization, 6. Monitoring and improving the new 
work organization.

During the implementation of the fi rst stage, it is crucial to evaluate the 
possibility of appointing such teams in an organization and identifying possible 
factors that may constitute barriers to their functioning. It is important to take 
into account not only organizational, technical and technological limitations, 
but also those pertaining to human resources. Research results pointed to 
a resistance in members of the Association towards assuming responsibility 
and a self-reported insuffi ciency in terms of professional skills [both „hard” 
(technical) and „soft” (interpersonal)] necessary to carry out tasks. Nevertheless, 
it was considered that these are not a signifi cant obstacle to the implementation 
of the concept. During the briefi ng and training meeting (as proposed by the 
abovementioned authors in the second stage11), the need for changes in the 
Association’s activity was announced and - anticipating the concerns of the team 

11 This was to reduce doubts in potential team members and prevent their reluctance (emotional, 
rational, social and/or political) to planned changes.
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members - it was explained that the implemented restructuring should be seen as 
a kind of „experiment” which will be interrupted in case of failure. At the same 
time, it was reported that its primary goal is to overcome the passivity of the 
members and to engage them in the activities which benefi t the common good. 
This information consoled future participants of the study and positively geared 
them towards the proposed changes - they recognized that the implementation 
of appointing autonomous teams was in fact possible. Having had all members 
of the Association accept the proposal, the specifi cs of the implemented concept 
and the rules for autonomous teams were laid out during the same meeting. 
However, the full name “autonomous teams” was not used due to its formal 
overtone, having been replaced instead by the term „project teams” (or “working 
groups” in English). This was to avoid a potential suspicion of the members 
towards the „scientifi c approach” and to appeal to their intuitive understanding 
of the work carried out by autonomous teams.

Continuing the preparation of autonomous teams at the Association, the same 
meeting also reviewed the areas of the organization’s operations and previous 
activity. Some of these initiatives were implemented annually (e.g. Christmas 
market, St. Nicholas’ Day, picnics, trips, summer and winter rehabilitation 
and integration camps, charity events for the Association, celebration of the 
World Day of Persons with Down Syndrome), while some required constant 
engagement, e.g. plastic caps collection, actions undertaken within the Support 
Group, the 1%-tax claim campaign, searching for sponsors, organizing 
hands-on sports activities for younger and older children (e.g. music therapy, 
performing arts, swimming pool), and meetings with medical-care specialists 
(e.g. endocrinologists, thematic conversations with specialists, etc.), website 
administration (FB, Support Groups, the Association’s website). It was considered 
that each project team should handle one of the above areas.

In the next (third) stage, a new work organization model was developed, in 
line with the guidelines set out by B. Mikuła and A. Potocki, who pointed out 
the necessity of: identifying and describing the work processes for each group12, 

12 When dividing the work into sections of activities assigned for fulfi llment to autonomous 
teams, due to the recurring complexity of the processes being carried out, three basic ways 
of organizing the connections of individual teams may be useful: the serial group method, the 
parallel group method, the branched group method. The fi rst is to divide the work process into 
several episodes. The division criterion is traceability in terms of the quantity and quality of work 
results (this criterion also applies in two subsequent methods). The team should identify their effort 
with the specifi c effect of the work and feel its meaning. Thus, the stands where work has been 
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establishing the expected scope of autonomy, size of teams, qualifi cation 
requirements for their members, defi ning labor standards and measures 
necessary for implementing tasks, preparing changes in the organization’s 
documentation, and developing organizational regulations for individual teams.

First, each member of the Association was offered an opportunity to become 
engaged in one of the teams, taking into account their preferences previously 
declared in the survey. Most people offered help in organizing the Christmas 
market, while every third member expressed willingness to participate in 
collecting plastic caps. Signifi cantly fewer people were interested in pursuing 
activities in other areas (as presented in the fourth stage). Noting there are 
no volunteers to get involved in some of the areas13, participants were asked 
to verify their preferences and possibly switch from a different activity. They 
were given time to decide on it until the next working meeting, which was 
scheduled for one month ahead. It was during that second meeting that that 
composition of individual teams was fi nally determined. Several members 
decided to change their preferred activity, and thanks to that, there were „only” 
three areas without enough human resources: 1. organization of trips (e.g. a one-
day spring excursion), 2. organization of charity events for the Association, 3. 
organization of celebrations on the occasion of the World Day of Persons with 
Down Syndrome. The reluctance to engage in these areas sprang primarily from 
the anticipated large time expenditure, the need to show initiative, effi ciency, 
creativity and the ability to establish and maintain interpersonal relationships. 
It was decided that activities in this area would be temporarily suspended, and 
if there is a need to perform any of the above tasks, another attempt will be made 
to appoint relevant teams. 

In order to facilitate the functioning of newly created teams, the stages 
of implementation of tasks assigned to the teams were separated and their 
distribution was divided among the members. The person coordinating the 
course of work (President of the Association, the initiator of the restructuring), 

carried out so far are combined to form groups. The product of one autonomous group becomes the 
subject of the next. The method of parallel autonomous groups consists in the creation of several 
teams whose work result is the same product. The tasks of each group are identical and the teams 
are independent of each other. Lastly, the branched method assumes that each group develops 
a different product which is part of the fi nal product (cf. Mikuła and Potocki, 1997).
13 These areas were: organization of celebrations on the occasion of the World Day of Persons 
with Down Syndrome, summer rehabilitation and integration trip, and meetings with medical-care 
specialists.
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adhering to the recommendations of B. Mikuła and A. Potocki14, did not interfere 
in the emerging division of roles, and only provided advice on the necessary 
work that would determine the successful completion of individual tasks. This 
meeting resembled, in a sense, training15 (fourth stage), given that the coordinator 
and people actively working for the Association so far shared their knowledge 
and experience with other participants, also expressing willingness to help in 
those cases where members of individual teams will not be able to deal with the 
implementation of tasks. It was pointed out that, in such cases, team members 
would fi rst try to solve the problems by themselves and seek help only as a last 
resort. It was supposed to evoke in them a sense of responsibility, engagement 
and authorship – this occurred in fi ve teams.

The fi fth stage (implementation of the new work organization) commenced 
in the last quarter of 2017. The Board was aware that the success of this stage 
depends on the engagement of the team members. Even if small at fi rst, over 
time the opportunity to participate in important decisions concerning the 
whole organization, increasing sense of responsibility for the fi nal outcome, 
may trigger a change in attitude among team members and this make them 
more actively engaged. Among other things, it was this argument that decided 
about the implementation of autonomous teams in the Association, serving 
to spark and boost their engagement so that they not only more often show 
concern for the future of the organization, but also begin to identify with 
its mission and goals, and therefore successfully carry them through for the 
common good.

Initially, team members showed helplessness, out of habit, expecting specifi c 
guidelines, support and advice from the President of the Association. When they 
did not receive it, they gradually began to show increasing autonomy. For example, 
members of the team responsible for organizing the stand at the Christmas Fair 
coped by themselves with the tasks, requiring only a few instances of guidance. 
The course and effects of their engagement were posted on the Association’s 

14 Leader in such teams cannot be selected by superiors, while all „decisions regarding pace 
and time of work, planning and division of work, the way of carrying out activities, exchange or 
transfer of group members, appointing a new leader (always for a defi nite period of time), are to be 
made democratically by members of the group at meetings, of course within the scope of autonomy 
granted and contained in the organizational regulations for a given group” (Mikuła and Potocki, 
1997, p. 122).
15 More detailed and comprehensive training involving more techniques was not possible due 
to fi nancial limitations, as well as time constraints (diffi culties in scheduling meetings where all 
members of the Association could meet).
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FB website and fan page, which was to motivate the remaining teams. Time 
will tell how effective this strategy will have proved. The tasks associated with 
the functioning of the Association are mostly cyclical and seasonal. So far, the 
autonomy and engagement has been observed in teams responsible for: the 
organization of a winter and summer rehabilitation and integration camp, 
hands-on sports activities for younger and older children, and collecting caps. 
According to the estimates of the Board of the Association, about 10% of members 
have so far shown increased engagement - they have independently planned the 
team’s activities, organized and coordinated its work, and analyzed the obtained 
results. They were also willing to accept responsibility and show initiative in 
generating ideas. They communicated better with each other, developing their 
team-work skills. However, the full picture will only emerge after a year or so of 
experience with the new work organization.

Currently, it is not possible to say how much the implementation of the concept 
of autonomous teams at the Association will ultimately improve engagement. 
Further research is planned to be carried out following the period of at least one 
year of the Association’s activity under the revised work rules. The study, along 
with an analysis of the effects and possible directions of further modifi cations, 
will be published in the subsequent article.

7. Conclusion

In the literature on management, engagement (involvement, commitment) 
is generally discussed in the context of cooperation with paid employees 
(e.g. Harter et al., 2002; Łochnicka, 2015; Maslach and Leiter, 2008; Schaufeli 
and Salanova, 2007; Vance, 2006). However, this article focused on the rarely 
analyzed problem, which is encouraging engagement in members of nonprofi t 
organizations. The research conducted in the Association of Friends of Persons 
with Down Syndrome (Polish: SPOzZD) found reluctance of members to join 
in the implementation of the organization’s statutory objectives. In response to 
the identifi ed defi cits, and taking into account the specifi c functioning of the 
analyzed entity and the concepts of various authors addressing the issue of 
engagement, a work reorganization scheme was developed and implemented - 
creating autonomous teams16, responsible for the implementation of particular 

16 A case study on the implementation of autonomous teams in a business organization was 
conducted, e.g. by A. Jaworska (2014).

Unauthentifiziert   | Heruntergeladen  20.10.19 19:49   UTC



150

Management 
2019

Vol. 23, No. 1

Autonomous teams as a way to increase
 the engagement of nonprofi t members

 (case study)

types of the Association’s activity. Interestingly, this concept can be applied in 
every type of organization (Krawczyk, 2013), whether commercial or not.

By appointing autonomous groups the engagement of members of the 
organization was hoped to be increased, and so was their active attitude, mutual 
communication and interpersonal relationships; the goal was also to improve 
their job satisfaction17, arouse the conviction that for the good of their pupils 
they are capable of achieving the goals they have so far considered too diffi cult 
and demanding too great a number of skills, which - in their opinion - they did 
not possess. Consequently, this was to improve the effects of the Association’s 
activity. Based on the interviews with Management Board members, it appears 
that until now the change in the way of carrying out tasks in the Association 
has resulted in increased involvement for 10% of members. The next results 
are expected to be reported later this year (2019), which is due to the seasonal 
character of events in the organization.

Given the limitations of the case study method, the obtained research results 
should not be generalized. However, the fi ndings can nonetheless provide 
a hint for managers of associations or foundations with similar characteristics. 
It is indispensable for such organizations to rely on comparable resources and 
have a similar organizational structure, functioning under similar conditions 
(Grzegorczyk, 2015). It should be stressed, however, that even in organizations 
only partially similar to the one investigated in this paper, the presented 
procedure of using the case study method for research and analytical purposes, 
and above all practical ones, may be an inspiration to undertake similar research 
aimed at fi nding solutions to everyday problems.

Summary
 Autonomous teams as a way to increase the engagement of 

nonprofi t members (case study)
 In the literature on management, engagement is generally 

discussed in the context of cooperation with paid employees. 
This article focuses on the rarely analyzed issue – developing the 
engagement of nonprofi t members. Research was carried out on 
this subject in the association in Zielona Góra, where defi cits were 
found in that area. The aim of the article is to determine the reasons 

17 Similar benefi ts were indicated, among others, by S.A. Franforter and S.L. Christensen (2005), 
as well as R. Krawczyk (2013), although they referred to commercial entities.
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for the low engagement among SPOzZD members, to identify their 
expectations towards the functioning of the Association as well as 
to indicate activities that could encourage further engagement of 
these members, which can be implemented by representatives of 
the Board. The case study method was used.

Keywords: nonprofi t organizations, associations, engagement.

Streszczenie
 Autonomiczne zespoły jako sposób na zwiększenie zaangażowa-

nia członków organizacji non-profi t (studium przypadku)
 W literaturze przedmiotu z zakresu zarządzania, zaangażowanie 

jest na ogół omawiane w kontekście współpracy z pracownikami 
płatnymi. W niniejszym artykule skoncentrowano się na rzadko 
analizowanym zagadnieniu – rozwijaniu zaangażowania człon-
ków organizacji non profi t. Zrealizowano badania na ten temat 
w zielonogórskim stowarzyszeniu, w którym stwierdzono defi cyty 
w tym obszarze. Celem artykułu jest: ustalenie przyczyn niskiego 
zaangażowania członków SPOzZD, identyfi kacja oczekiwań tych 
osób w zakresie funkcjonowania analizowanego Stowarzyszenia, 
a także wskazanie działań sprzyjających zwiększeniu zaangażo-
wania wspomnianych członków, które mogą zostać zrealizowane 
przez przedstawicieli Zarządu omawianego podmiotu non profi t. 
Posłużono się metodą case study.

Słowa 
kluczowe:  organizacje non profi t, stowarzyszenia, zaangażowanie.

JEL 
Classifi cation: J24, L31, O15
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