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Abstract
In the past, there was a fairly strong alignment between what teams experienced, the topics that team researchers
were studying, and the practices that organizations used to manage their teams. However, the nature of teams
and the environment in which they operate has changed, and as a result, new needs have emerged. Although
there have been some innovative advancements, research and practice have not always adjusted to remain
aligned with emerging needs. We highlight 3 significant change themes that are affecting teams: (a) dynamic
composition, (b) technology and distance, and (c) empowerment and delayering. For each theme, we share
our observations, review the related science and identify future research needs, and specify challenges and
recommendations for employing effective team-based practices in applied settings. We conclude with thoughts
about the future and suggest that new theories, research methods, and analyses may be needed to study the new
team dynamics.

Teams have been an important part of
organizational life for a long time. Orga-
nizations use teams to tackle many of their
most difficult and pressing needs. As such,
researchers have studied team dynamics
and have attempted to uncover how best to
ensure team effectiveness. Much has been
learned, and substantial progress has been
made on the science and practice of team
effectiveness in the past few decades. Yet,
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we have reached a turning point for the
study and application of teams. Tradition-
ally, a team has been defined by certain
characteristics. Consider, for example, two
commonly cited definitions of teams:

• Salas, Dickinson, Converse, and Tan-
nenbaum (1992) defined a team as ‘‘a
distinguishable set of two or more peo-
ple who interact, dynamically, inter-
dependently, and adaptively toward
a common and valued goal/objective/
mission, who have each been assigned
specific roles or functions to perform,
and who have a limited life-span of
membership’’ (p. 4).

• Kozlowski and Bell (2003) defined
teams as collectives ‘‘who exist
to perform organizationally relevant
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tasks, share one or more common
goals, interact socially, exhibit task
interdependencies, maintain and man-
age boundaries, and are embedded
in an organizational context that sets
boundaries, constrains the team, and
influences exchanges with other units
in the broader entity’’ (p. 334).

Historically, both researchers and prac-
titioners have implicitly assumed that most
teams possess a few common characteris-
tics. In general, it appears that research stud-
ies and team-based practices were designed
with a focus on teams whose member-
ship (a) was fairly stable over time, (b) was
assigned solely or primarily to that team,
(c) shared common goals, (d) performed in
defined roles, (e) worked on fairly well-
defined and consistent tasks, and (f) existed
in a common location.

For example, a production team in
a manufacturing setting typically pos-
sessed many of the characteristics described
above, and prior research and practices
could be considered relevant for such a
team. So in the past, there was a fairly
strong alignment between what teams were
really experiencing (needs), the topics that
team researchers were studying (research),
and the practices that organizations used to
manage their teams (practices). However,
the nature of teams and the environment
in which they operate has changed, and as
a result, new needs have emerged. Team
research and practice have not always
adjusted to remain aligned with those
emerging needs.

What’s Changed and Why?

We have entered a new era. Today, most
teams operate in a more fluid, dynamic, and
complex environment than in the past. They
change and adapt more frequently, operate
with looser boundaries, and are more likely
to be geographically dispersed. They expe-
rience more competing demands, are likely
to be more heterogeneous in composition,
and rely more on technology than did teams
in prior generations. Teams have become so

ubiquitous that many employees, and man-
agers, take them for granted and assume
that they will be effective.

These changes have been stimulated
by a series of well-documented business
trends. The drive for economic efficien-
cies, triggered in part by fierce competition,
has placed pressure on organizations to
become leaner, quicker, and more respon-
sive. Companies feel the need to get to
market, respond to issues, and make adjust-
ments faster. To meet these environmental
and competitive demands, many organiza-
tions are using work teams as a way to
be more agile (e.g., Campion, Medsker, &
Higgs, 1993; Mathieu, Maynard, Rapp, &
Gilson, 2008; Sundstrom, 1999). As a result,
teams are formed, reconfigured, and some-
times disbanded rather quickly. In some
cases, teams are formed with conscious
forethought; in other cases, they are assem-
bled informally, spontaneously, or haphaz-
ardly. Regardless, given the prevalent use
of teams, many employees are members of
multiple teams simultaneously.

Organizations are increasingly operating
in a global marketplace. Companies recog-
nize that complex problems are often best
tackled by a team of people with diverse
expertise, regardless of their location. Tech-
nological advancements, coupled with the
high cost of travel, are enabling and encour-
aging the use of more virtual teams (VTs).
A team can easily be made up of peo-
ple who work in different time zones, and
some members may even have different pri-
mary organizational affiliations. Having a
diverse, geographically dispersed team cre-
ates great opportunities and also presents its
own unique challenges.

A heightened emphasis on talent man-
agement means that organizations are more
apt to see employees as an organiza-
tional asset and not simply a local asset.
High-potential employees are reassigned
frequently to meet organizational needs
and continue their personal growth, often
joining intact work teams ‘‘midstream.’’
Temporary project teams help companies
remain agile, and assignments to them may
also be considered to be a developmental
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opportunity, even when it is in addition to
an employee’s regular job.

Given these changes, now is a good
time to reconsider some of the implicit
assumptions that have been underlying
team research and practice. For example,
past researchers have typically assumed
that factors such as team membership,
structure, roles, goals, and level of inter-
dependence would remain consistent and
universally applicable throughout the team
during a study. These factors have typi-
cally been treated as stable, independent
variables, or measured once and used as
correlates, rather than viewed as dynamic
variables that might change over time or
manifest themselves differently through-
out a team. Yet some researchers have
recently advocated exactly the opposite
perspective—that perhaps teams should be
designed to exploit the diversity of mem-
bers and their interactions over time (e.g.,
Harrison & Humphrey, 2010).

Researchers have attempted to catego-
rize teams into major ‘‘team types’’ (e.g.,
production, action, and decision making).
Such categorizations were useful for high-
lighting some differences between teams,
but they can also be limiting for under-
standing team effectiveness (e.g., are all
problem solving teams really similar?). In
some ways, it may be better to consider
the nature of various pressure points, chal-
lenges, and enablers that teams possess and
experience rather than archetypical team
types (see Wildman, Thayer, Rosen, Salas,
Mathieu, & Rayne, in press). Over the
years, many excellent team studies have
been conducted. Some of them are helpful
for understanding the new team dynamics,
and some emerging research appears to be
quite promising, but gaps do exist between
today’s needs and the current state of team
research.

There have been assumptions made on
the practice side as well. Historically,
team-based practices—the way teams were
structured, formed, managed, developed,
and rewarded—were established to fit a
traditional type of team. Although some
team practices have naturally evolved to

address emerging needs and challenges
faced by teams today, other practices war-
rant further attention. For example, if roles,
goals, and tasks are assumed to be stable,
then the way team members are selected
can be largely informed by a candidate’s
readiness to perform a specific role. But
what happens when the roles or missions
are more dynamic? Will a candidate be able
to support the team’s emergent needs? If a
team’s membership is assumed to remain
fairly constant, then it makes sense to train
them when the team is formed but not nec-
essarily a year later. But what happens next
year, when 75% of the team membership
changes over the course of a project?

The premise of this article is that the fun-
damental nature of teams has been chang-
ing. Although team-based organizations are
becoming more popular and are arguably
the norm these days, the way teams are
designed, implemented, used, and transi-
tioned is markedly changing. Research and
practices employed to promote team effec-
tiveness need to keep up with emergent
needs. Although some team-related dynam-
ics remain the same (e.g., the need to align
individual competencies and expectations
with a team’s needs and requirements),
other dynamics are changing and some
existing challenges are becoming more
prevalent or pressing.

Below, we identify three significant
change themes that are affecting the
nature of teams and the environment in
which they operate: (a) dynamic compo-
sition, (b) technology and distance, and
(c) empowerment and delayering. These
are not the only changes, but we believe
they are the most prevalent and impact-
ful ones. For each theme, we first describe
the changes we are seeing. These observa-
tions are based solely on our experiences
with a fairly broad spectrum of teams rather
than from the research literature. Hopefully,
these reveal a few emerging team ‘‘needs’’
from a practitioner perspective. We then
briefly review the science related to that
theme, noting where existing research can
provide useful insights and posing research
questions where future studies are needed.
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Finally, for each theme, based on both our
observations and the research, we iden-
tify a set of challenges and recommenda-
tions for employing effective team-based
practices in applied settings. As an Indus-
trial and Organizational Psychology focal
article, we encourage readers to consider
how our observations and recommenda-
tions compare with their own experiences
and research, identifying where there are
similarities as well as points of departure.

Theme 1: Dynamic Composition

The traditional team consisted of a defined
set of employees. Although members of the
team might interact with people outside
their team, the boundaries were clear.
They belonged to ‘‘their’’ work team. Team
members were chosen to be on that team
and for the most part, although the leader
would periodically need to replace team
members due to attrition, team composition
remained fairly stable.

Today, however, teams exhibit far greater
fluidity. New team members join and others
leave with greater regularity and not sim-
ply because of turnover. Movement is the
‘‘new normal.’’ In many cases, the intent
is for membership changes to be planned
and orchestrated, rather than chaotic or cir-
cumstantial, although of course, in practice,
both planned and emergent changes often
occur.

Some organizations use temporary teams
as a primary building block. For example,
professional service firms such as account-
ing, marketing, engineering, law, informa-
tion technology, and consulting firms form
project teams to address specific needs.
Within a corporation, temporary project
teams are also quite common, for example,
to develop a new product, support a change
effort, or implement a new system. For
these teams, membership change is to be
expected. Temporary teams often adjust
membership on the fly. A new team member
might be added because a different skill was
needed. An existing team member might be
reassigned to address a more pressing need
in another project. Team size might contract

or expand over time. Ultimately, the team
will disband and members will be assigned
to another newly formed team or will join
an existing team in progress.

Another new type of configuration is
referred to as flash teams. These include
emergency surgery teams, disaster support
teams, airline crews, and journalism teams.
They are quickly formed to address a need,
whether an emergency (e.g., a disaster) or
a more routine requirement (e.g., fly to
Topeka, research, and write a newspaper
article before deadline), they then quickly
disband to perform other assignments. Some
of the team members may have never
worked together before or have done so
quite infrequently. It is easy to see how
the dynamics of such teams are different
from those of teams for whom the team
formation and performance cycle is more
prolonged. Although most teams may not be
flash teams, many teams now need to form
and prepare on an accelerated schedule.

Some teams, intentionally or not,
develop inner and outer circles. The inner
circle or ‘‘core’’ might consist of people
who are expected to be prime contribu-
tors and remain with the team, whereas the
outer circle or ‘‘peripheral’’ could include
individuals who will likely play more minor
roles and be with the team for a shorter
time period. In other cases, the circles
may be more closely defined by organiza-
tional affiliation. A work team might have
permanent employees (inner circle) who
work together with temporary workers, con-
tractors, or consultants who are primarily
employed by an external firm (outer circle).
When there are inner and outer circles,
membership changes often are not evenly
distributed throughout the team but instead
occur more frequently in the outer circle.

It is increasingly common for individ-
uals to be members of multiple teams
or have multiple affiliations. In a basic
case, employees might be members of
their permanent departmental work team
while also assigned to participate in tem-
porary project teams. In the case of a team
with an inner core of employees and an
outer core of contractors, each contractor
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generally belongs to multiple teams with
different organizational affiliations, one of
those being their home company and the
others as temporary assignments. In the
most extreme case, team members might
be teamed with competitors. This happens
when competitors join together to collab-
orate on a specific endeavor, for example,
on a joint venture, industry consortium, or
collaborative research effort.

All these changes have implications for
team research and practice. Below we
examine the related research and identify
where insights exist and gaps remain for
understanding teams with dynamic compo-
sition. We then highlight a few implica-
tions and recommendations for team-based
practices.

Research on Dynamic Composition

Most team composition research indexes
members’ characteristics and models their
influence on later team process or effective-
ness criteria. In effect, team membership
is treated as though it is a static variable.
However, in many, if not most, modern-day
organizations, members move in and out of
teams, altering the mix of individuals’ histo-
ries of working together and member char-
acteristics (Arrow, 1997; Arrow & McGrath,
1995; Hirst, 2009). Military teams have
member turnover and replacements for a
number of reasons. Similarly, in commer-
cial organizations, production, sales, and
other types of teams experience member-
ship changes as a result of both turnover and
hiring. Even the rosters of professional sports
teams change over time. This raises the
question of how member movement in and
out of teams influences their effectiveness.

Membership Fluidity

Membership dynamics (Arrow & McGrath,
1995) are likely to have both positive
and negative effects on teams. Specifically,
fluidity of team members can provide the
means for knowledge transfer (e.g., best
practices) and other resources between
groups (Ancona & Caldwell, 1998; Arrow &

Crosson, 2003; Lewis, Belliveau, Herndon,
& Keller, 2007). In addition, membership
adjustments can allow for better align-
ment with a dynamic environment and may
aid in keeping the team flexible and thus
able to make adjustments when required
in a time of crisis. However, membership
changes may also diminish the stability of
patterns of member production, member
support, and group production (Arrow &
McGrath, 1995).

Such conflicting effects point to the
fact that more research is needed that
addresses membership dynamics. Specifi-
cally, research to date has not adequately
examined the characteristics of team mem-
bers who are leaving as well as of those join-
ing the team. For example, prior research
has not given adequate consideration to
the specific knowledge, skills, ability, and
other characteristics (KSAOs) of ‘‘leavers’’
and ‘‘joiners,’’ as well as their familiar-
ity with current team members (‘‘stayers’’).
Harrison, Mohammed, McGrath, Florey,
and Vanderstoep (2003) noted that only
15 (9.3%) of the 161 empirical studies
that they reviewed from 1990 and 2001
in three of the more prominent applied psy-
chology journals (Organizational Behavior
and Human Decision Process, Personnel
Psychology, and Journal of Applied Psy-
chology) accounted for team familiarity.
Thus, research has not given sufficient atten-
tion to the impact that team familiarity may
have on team interactions and ultimately on
team performance outcomes.

However, having a history of interac-
tion with other team members does not
always pay positive dividends. For example,
in a laboratory study, Kim (1997) found
that team experience had a significant,
negative relationship with team perfor-
mance. Similarly, Littlepage, Robison, and
Reddington (1997) failed to find support
for their hypothesized positive relationship
between team experience and team per-
formance within two of three laboratory
studies. Elsewhere, Hirst (2009) found that
the effects of membership change on team
discussion and performance differed as a
function of how long teams had been
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together. In short, when previous team
experiences were not positive, they may
actually hinder future team efforts.

Team composition research has not typ-
ically considered characteristics of leavers
and joiners and how they change the rel-
ative mix of team member KSAOs. If a
replacement member possesses a different
array of KSAOs, compared to a leaver, then
clearly job performance and team work
would be affected. Because team-specific
KSAOs related to teamwork develop over
time and experience between teammates
(Cannon-Bowers, Tannenbaum, Salas, &
Volpe, 1995), replacements may set the sys-
tem back to an earlier stage of development
if a nucleus of the team is not retained
(e.g., Hill & Gruner, 1973). How far back
this goes is likely to be a function of the
attributes of stayers, replacements, and the
developmental phenomena associated with
achieving synergies. In summary, research
is needed to investigate how the rates and
different types of member movements (i.e.,
the characteristics of leavers and replace-
ments) influence the compositional mix of
teams over time and thereby affect their
effectiveness.

Reconfiguring Teams

Many organizations are designed, whether
intentionally or otherwise, to operate as a
cluster of reconfiguring temporary teams
(Ellis et al., 2003). In such designs, com-
binations of members are brought together
for a particular task, project, or activity,
after which they disband and become avail-
able for new assignments (e.g., Webber
& Klimoski, 2004). For example, many
accounting and consulting firms construct
project teams based on factors such as
experience within a particular industry or
experience working with a specific client.
The number and combination of team mem-
bers may well vary as a direct consequence
of task demands and individual availability,
as well as indirectly on the basis of demands
for members on other assignments. As
another example, the mix of firefighters who
report to a given incident is a function of the

nature of the fire (e.g., high rise building vs.
a residential or forest fire), the location of
the fire relative to stations, the availability
of crews given other calls, and other fac-
tors. Consequently, commanders not only
need to develop a strategy for handling the
incident, they also must determine how to
deploy their human resources given the mix
of who is available at any given time.

One advantage of adopting such a
project-based approach toward team
staffing is the assumption that it facili-
tates the transfer of knowledge and the
alignment of member KSAOs with task
demands (e.g., Ancona & Caldwell, 1998;
Mohrman, Cohen, & Mohrman, 1995).
However, to the extent that project-based
staffing reduces knowledge about and famil-
iarity with other team members, it may also
have negative implications. At issue then
is that research to date has not adequately
accounted for the fact that for each team
configuration there is a network of inter-
member histories of working together. Some
members may have worked extensively
together, whereas others may be meeting for
the first time. Understanding the influence
of these compositional networks represents
a daunting challenge for researchers and
practitioners alike. In summary, we need to
investigate how the rates and different types
of member movements (i.e., the character-
istics of leavers and recruits) influence the
compositional mix of teams over time and
thereby influence their effectiveness.

Multiple Team Memberships

Some scholars have acknowledged that
individuals often belong to multiple teams
simultaneously (e.g., Espinosa, Cummings,
Wilson, & Pearce, 2003; Maynard, Mathieu,
Gilson, & Rapp, in press; Mortensen,
Woolley, & O’Leary, 2007; O’Leary,
Mortensen, & Woolley, 2011), but there
is scant research devoted to how this
influences either teams or individuals. For
instance, in project-based settings, individ-
uals are often part of a resource pool that is
drawn from according to some combination
of their KSAOs and the needs of the project
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or team task, although at times, the people
who are available are not always those with
the best KSAOs. Individuals may simulta-
neously be members of four or five teams.
How do such work arrangements influence
individuals’ contributions, identity, and so
forth to each team? What impact does this
have on the members themselves? Does
it matter if they occupy similar or widely
different roles across those various team
memberships? Although this type of work
arrangement is quite prominent these days,
very little is known about its implications
for either teams or individuals.

When individuals are assigned to multi-
ple teams, there are varieties of ways their
time can be allocated across teams. For
instance, a team member assigned to four
teams may allocate 70% of his or her time to
one team and 10% to each of the remain-
ing three or split time evenly among all
teams. How team members allocate their
time across multiple teams has the poten-
tial to influence the processes and effec-
tiveness of any given team. For example,
Cummings (2007) found that teams com-
prised of members who committed a higher
percentage of time to the focal team demon-
strated superior performance, relative to
teams comprising members who allocated
a smaller percentage of their time to the
focal team. In a related vein, Gonzalez and
Mark (2004) distinguished between central
and peripheral working spheres or units
of work. A central working sphere is one
in which an individual is more involved,
whereas peripheral refers to one in which
the involvement is limited.

As multiple team memberships (MTMs)
become more prevalent, individuals must
decide how to allocate their time between
teams and at a particular point in time
which team(s) is going to be more central
or peripheral. The extent to which team
members allocate their time to a given team
will influence the attention given to team
processes. For example, Mortensen et al.
(2007) interviewed a study participant who
explained, ‘‘On my main project, I work
50% of my time . . . . On this other project,
I am just a consultant, like 4 hours a week,

because they need me for a particular part’’
(p. 9). When individuals are simultaneously
members of multiple teams, how they
allocate their time, attention, priorities,
identity, and so forth all become salient
issues—but are little understood at present.

In summary, team composition is any-
thing but static in modern-day team
arrangements—but it is rarely studied as
such in the extant literature. Fluid, dynamic
teams are more challenging to study than
stable, traditional teams. Table 1 lists sev-
eral topics that we believe offer fruitful
directions for future research in this area.

Dynamic Composition:
Implications for Practice

Below we identify a few implications and
recommendations for team-based practice
given the changes associated with dynamic
team composition. In general, there is a
need to better equip team designers and
team leaders to rapidly and effectively form
and develop teams when team membership
is more fluid and dynamic.

• Team formation. Many teams are
being formed quite rapidly, often with-
out a great deal of forethought. Orga-
nizations need to help leaders quickly
and logically choose team members in
a manner that optimizes overall team
composition and probability of suc-
cess. Some organizations have experi-
mented with team formation templates
and tipsheets that guide team designers
to not only assess whether individual
team members are qualified to fulfill a
particular position on the team but also
consider whether potential team mem-
bers can work well together, whether
the team will have enough people who
care about ‘‘teamwork,’’ and whether
key groups will be appropriately rep-
resented on the team. There is a clear
need for tools to help form teams
quickly but logically.

• Sense of identity and role clarity. Mem-
bership on multiple teams, inner and
outer circles, and unclear boundaries



Teams are changing 9

Table 1. Suggestions for New Directions in Teams Research: Dynamic Composition

• How does the fluidity of team membership (leavers and joiners) influence team composition
of KSAOs and subsequently team processes and performance?

• What are the times and conditions when teams are most vulnerable to and affected by changes
in membership and which position changes are most disruptive?

• What are the consequences of planned versus unplanned membership changes, and how can
teams mitigate potential disruptions?

• What are the implications of individuals simultaneously serving on multiple teams for
(a) organizational effectiveness across teams, (b) a team’s effectiveness, and (c) individual
well-being?

• How can organizations most effectively deploy and develop their human resources in the
context of reconfiguring team designs?

• What factors enhance the effectiveness of flash teams, and what can be learned that applies to
teams that also need to form and develop rapidly?

• What are the consequences on comprising teams with team members from different and even
competing organizations or with inner and outer circles of membership? How are conflicts
of interest resolved when some member experiences loyalty to several teams with disparate
goals?

• How are critical team states, such as trust, identity, and shared cognition, influenced by
dynamic team composition?

• How do fluid teams safeguard intellectual property and confidential information?

can create ambiguity about identity
and responsibilities. Team leaders
need guidance on how to create an
appropriate sense of team identity
and ensure sufficient role clarity in
dynamic and ambiguous work envi-
ronments. For example, when team
members have multiple allegiances,
additional time should be allocated
during early team meetings to clarify
team boundaries and roles, includ-
ing an explicit discussion of shared
goals given team members’ different
affiliations.

• Transportable teamwork competen-
cies. It is increasingly common for
individuals to change teams regu-
larly and serve as members of more
than one team at a time. Therefore,
organizations can benefit from build-
ing ‘‘transportable’’ teamwork com-
petencies that employees can use
in almost any of their team assign-
ments. For example, when a team
member learns how to facilitate a
team debrief or becomes more skilled
at resolving a conflict, she can
‘‘transport’’ those skills to multiple

team settings. Organizations should
identify the most useful transportable
teamwork competencies and incorpo-
rate those into their training efforts.

• Rapid integration. Teams are often
launched quite quickly and new team
members frequently join teams in
progress. Organizations need to find
ways to accelerate team readiness and
help orient and prepare new team
members. There is a need to establish
‘‘quick-start’’ protocols for rapid team
launches and ‘‘join-in-progress’’ pro-
tocols to ensure new team members
are brought up to speed quickly and
seamlessly. In addition, for teams that
experience frequent member turnover,
a training refresher plan should be
established when the team is formed
because new members will not have
participated in any of the training ini-
tially provided to the team.

• Workload and team assignments.
Holding a ‘‘regular’’ job and serving
on several temporary teams can create
the ‘‘full plate’’ syndrome; this is a par-
ticular problem for people with skills
that are in high demand. Decision
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makers need to consciously weigh
each potential team member’s capac-
ity when forming teams, including the
explicit identification of their current
obligations. Overloading highly valu-
able employees with too many team
assignments renders them less useful
and can lead to burnout. Overreliance
on a few key players may also be a
diagnostic sign that indicates a short-
age of talent in a key area.

• Multiteam evaluation and rewards.
Most performance evaluation systems
are designed to assess performance in
one’s core job. Unfortunately, some
employees end up being ‘‘punished’’
for having a diminished focus on their
core job because they were also given
other high priority team assignments.
In organizations that regularly assign
individuals to project teams in addition
to core job responsibilities, supervisors
must be trained to discuss and clar-
ify the relative priorities of core and
project assignments with their employ-
ees. In addition, performance evalu-
ations should be based, in part, on
input from project team leaders, and
rewards should reflect an employee’s
overall contributions to the organiza-
tion, including their work on various
team assignments.

• Handoffs and transitions. When teams
must coordinate with other teams and
membership is dynamic, handoffs to
and from the team become increas-
ingly important and challenging. In
organizations for which handoffs are
common, a careful assessment should
be conducted to determine the num-
ber and type of people who need to
remain with a team to ensure sufficient
stability or who need to overlap with
a subsequent crew or shift to allow
for a seamless handoff. The medi-
cal world has been focusing exten-
sively on handoffs for the past several
years, and perhaps some of their work
with checklists and training could be
extended to apply to other types of
organizations.

Theme 2: Technology and Distance

Technology has changed the way that many
teams operate. Improved knowledge repos-
itories, data storage, and connectivity have
made it easier for all team members to
access information, regardless of their loca-
tion. For example, a teammate or team
leader may be able to view other mem-
bers’ work, ascertain their availability, and
track their progress remotely. Several team
members can work on a document together,
either separately or simultaneously. At a call
or service center, work can be distributed to
another team member automatically based
on work flow data.

Advancements in communication and
collaboration technologies have enabled
teams to interact at a distance. Some teams
rely quite extensively on technology-based
communications and meetings, others less
so. For many teams, there are fewer face-
to-face interactions and meetings than there
were in the past. As automation increases,
we are starting to see how technology
may even replace some team members.
For example, rather than asking a team-
mate for advice, a team member may start
to see an expert system as the ‘‘go-to per-
son’’ on their team. As an extreme case,
the military is attempting to develop intelli-
gent automated agents to substitute for team
members or portray enemy forces during
team training exercises.

Collectively, these technologies have
implications for a wide range of team
processes, including planning, communi-
cating, coordinating, decision making, and
leading. A team leader’s ability to review
work and communicate at a distance
can influence how she interacts with her
team. Technology can provide greater trans-
parency and change how team members are
able to monitor and back-up one another.
Even team composition has been affected by
technology. For example, in the past, a per-
son who lived in a different time zone might
not have been considered as a potential
team member. Now that person could be
chosen to be part of the team because the
expectation is that technology will allow
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him or her to remain sufficiently connected.
Technology has enabled the formation of
more culturally and geographically diverse
teams. It also appears to have contributed
to more people serving on multiple teams
simultaneously, as it is now easier to add
someone at a distance to a team ‘‘to ensure
their unit is represented.’’

Technology has the potential to enhance
teamwork and team effectiveness. But teams
face a new set of challenges as a result of
technological advancements. For example,
greater connectivity enables easier moni-
toring. Consider the use of Global Position-
ing Systems (GPS) that allow a command
center to monitor exactly where all fire-
fighters are in a burning structure, along
with their oxygen levels, vital signs, and
environmental conditions. Similarly, video
cameras allow on-shore and off-shore oil-
rig team members to see one another at all
times. Although there are many advantages
to such connectivity, any technology that
allows greater monitoring may also evoke
concerns about ‘‘big brother’’ intrusiveness
and stimulate distrust.

The ability of a team member to immedi-
ately ask questions of, seek feedback from,
and provide input to another team mem-
ber—even after normal work hours—can
present its own set of challenges. Easy
access to data, and the incessant exchange
of communications, can produce infor-
mation overload. Technology allows team
members to connect and interact 24 hours
per day. Communications can take place
through a wide range of modalities rang-
ing from face-to-face to e-mail and phone
to videoconferencing and social media.
In fact, some companies routinely employ
tools, such as telepresence and other high-
fidelity videoconferencing tools, and have
even experimented with the use of virtual
presence or holographic videoconferenc-
ing, all with the goal to provide team mem-
bers with a greater sense of collocation.

Team members from different genera-
tions or cultural backgrounds can have
different expectations about the use of
technology. For example, in a team we
are familiar with, younger team members

prefer to communicate through technology
such as texting or social media, whereas
older team members want to talk via the
phone or in person, creating some divergent
communication patterns and potential fault
lines. In addition, communicating through
a technological medium can sometimes
mask or exacerbate cultural differences, for
instance, when culturally relevant nonver-
bal cues in a videoconference or phrases in
an e-mail are misunderstood.

In short, the new reality of being acces-
sible 24/7 means that teamwork invades
employees work–life balance, further exac-
erbating stress. Working with team mem-
bers across multiple time zones can create
additional scheduling challenges. Although
work–life balance can be a concern even
without teamwork demands, being a mem-
ber of one or more global VTs certainly
means that such intrusions will be a fre-
quent occurrence. Most teams now need to
establish ways of using technology so it is
perceived positively and not as the enemy.

As a more dramatic example of how
technology will increasingly affect team
dynamics, robots and avatars are gradually
transforming their role from tools controlled
by humans into entities that are more like
full-fledged members of a team, capable of
acting autonomously and communicating
with their human counterparts. ‘‘Robot’’
team members and ‘‘intelligent agents’’ will
eventually play significant roles in military,
space flight, medical, and emergency
response teams, as well as any other
situation where a significant risk to human
life could be posed. Although most of us will
not be interacting with robots in the near
future, many of us may be interacting with
knowledge repositories, expert databases,
forecasting and decision aid tools, and
other semi-intelligent information sources
that will serve, in a sense, as a different
form of team member.

Technology is unlikely to reverse
course. New developments are certainly
forthcoming. Therefore, it is critical that our
research helps us understand how technol-
ogy affects team processes and effectiveness
and that we establish team-based practices
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that capitalize on technological capabilities
and help mitigate or avoid potential pitfalls.

Research on Technology
and Distance

Early research on VTs (see Martins, Gilson,
& Maynard, 2004, for a review) found
that virtuality was a double-edged sword.
Although technology served to bring diverse
and dispersed members together, teams that
interacted virtually often found it hard to
gain a shared understanding regarding the
team’s task (e.g., Armstrong & Cole, 2002)
or maintain high levels of member trust (Jar-
venpaa, Rao, & Huber, 1988). However, as
technological tools have improved and VTs
have become more common, two patterns
have emerged. First, rich forms (e.g., Daft &
Lengel, 1984) of technology such as video-
conferencing and virtual meeting software
are now more readily available. Second,
teams have become more adept at incor-
porating technology into their functioning
while also adapting technology to fit mem-
ber preferences (e.g., DeSanctis & Poole,
1994; Majchrzak, Rice, Malhotra, King, &
Ba, 2000). In part, this is increasingly the
result of teams being staffed with individuals
who grew up using various forms of collab-
orative tools. As a result, these individuals
have come to view technology as the norm
in both their personal and professional lives
(e.g., Chafkin, 2010). Accordingly, research
is finding that increased technology use
can facilitate team processes and outcomes
(e.g., O’Leary & Cummings, 2007).

Previous research in this area has often
concluded that it takes longer for teams to
function via virtual means than it does face
to face (Baltes, Dickson, Sherman, Bauer,
& LaGanke, 2002; Straus, 1997). Much of
this research comes from comparisons of
ad hoc groups doing fairly simple tasks
face to face or through computer-mediated
means. Alternatively, leveraging virtual
tools enables organizations to comprise
teams that span geographic time zones and
organizations (Lipnack & Stamps, 1997).
Although it may well be true that inter-
actions take more time and are less rich

when done via chat versus face to face
(Walther, 2002), the simple fact is that, in
many instances, these team members would
never have the opportunity to meet face to
face. Perhaps a more interesting comparison
would be to contrast how easily some set of
people can coordinate their efforts electron-
ically versus how involved, costly, and time
demanding it would be to have them meet
face to face. Adaptive structuration theory
argues that to the extent members view
advanced technologies as helping facilitate
coordination efforts they will more readily
adopt them (DeSanctis, Poole, & Dickson,
2000). In fact, it is quite likely that teams will
evolve different patterns of technology use
as a function of the tasks that they perform
(Zigurs & Khazanchi, 2008). Thus, rather
than considering working virtually as a chal-
lenge to be overcome, perhaps research
should consider how teams can best lever-
age technology for optimal performance.

As noted earlier, some future teams will
incorporate technology as surrogate team
members, including the use of robots and
avatars. Although communication between
humans and robots has seen advances
over the past few years, this understanding
is still nascent in form and lacking in
completeness. For communication between
humans and robots to successfully mimic
that of human–human communication,
progress is needed in three component
areas, including communication channels,
communication cues from the channels,
and the affordances of the technology that
affect the transmission of these cues (Green,
Billinghurst, Chen, & Chase, 2008). A robot
or avatar team member would have to
be capable of recognizing and expressing
communication and cues through several
channels (Green et al., 2008)—including
the intricacies of tone, pitch, gaze, posture,
and spatial relationships (Tversky, Lee, &
Mainwaring, 1999).

Presently, robots are capable of under-
standing limited communication from only
a few channels. Green et al. (2008)
identified a number of areas where the
technology inherent to robots requires
further development for robots to be able
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to complete their transformation and real-
ize a role as a team member. For instance,
for the most accurate interaction with a
robot or avatar, humans typically use text or
graphical user interface (GUI) based com-
munication. Voice communication (both
recognition and expression) lacks the real-
ism and naturalism of voice communica-
tions with other human actors.

Another issue that affects human–robot
teams is that of team processes and
emergent states critical to successful
teamwork. Although well researched in
human–human teams, the examination of
these processes and emergent states in
human–robot teams is an emerging area
of study and is limited in focus. Included in
this is the area of trust in human–robot
teams. In human–human teams, critical
components to the definition of trust include
confident expectations and a willingness
to be vulnerable (Rousseau, Sitkin, Burt, &
Camerer, 1998). These critical components
are also applicable to the domain of trust in
human–robot teams (Fong, Thorpe, & Baur,
2003). In addition, recent work has focused
on understanding how humans interpret
and incorporate cues from a robot into their

coordination of action planning (Shah &
Breazeal, 2010).

In summary, technology is changing who
is a member of a team, how teams inter-
act, what teams actually do, and how they
are linked over space and time. Clearly
there are performance improvements that
can be realized by leveraging technology,
but equally clear there are risks and process
losses associated with employing such tech-
nologies. Accordingly, we have listed some
of what we believe are the most pressing
research needs along these lines in Table 2.

Technology and Distance:
Implications for Practice

Given current and emerging technology
changes, we identify a few implications and
challenges for team-based practice below.
In general, increased awareness and better
guidelines are needed to enable teams to
successfully work at a distance and ensure
technology is an enabler for, rather than
a barrier to, team processes, states, and
performance.

• Time zones. Technology can enable
team members to be located thousands

Table 2. Suggestions for New Directions in Teams Research: Technology and Distance

• To what extent, and how, do team members choose to employ virtual tools rather than meet
face to face?

• To what extent can telepresence or other high-fidelity technologies realize the benefits of direct
face-to-face interactions in team settings, and what are their limitations?

• To what extent can virtual communication media create confusion or complications due to
cultural differences or misinterpretations of behaviors or words?

• To what extent, and how, do technological enhancements such as remote monitoring and
24/7 connectivity, impact (a) team processes and (b) members’ ability to manage work–family
interfaces?

• To what extent do individuals have different perspectives about technology, and how do these
differences affect team communication, development, and coordination patterns? How do
these differences manifest themselves in cross-generational teams?

• How are critical team states, such as trust, identity, and shared cognition, influenced by the
use of technological tools? To what extent do these concepts apply when one or more ‘‘team
members’’ is an artificial agent, avatar, or robot?

• Under what circumstances do team members hide behind the virtual technology to avoid
difficult conversations, confrontations, or decisions?

• What is the potential for social media to enhance team communications, identity, and
cohesion?
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of miles apart. As a result, organiza-
tions need to provide tools for schedul-
ing and, equally important, need to
offer policy and practice guidelines
that are fair and reasonable to staff in
various time locations. For example,
when team members are geographi-
cally dispersed, it is not uncommon
for meetings to be held at a time that
is convenient for the team members
at the location where the team leader
resides but cumbersome for remote
team members. Sometimes there is a
compelling business reason for doing
this, but when possible, it is useful
to rotate meeting times so that the
same group or office isn’t always being
asked to accommodate by participat-
ing in meetings well before or after
normal working hours.

• 24/7 connectivity. Advancements in
technology make it possible to remain
connected to team members 24 hours
a day. However, the potential for dis-
sonance when some team members
choose not to communicate outside
of work hours, whereas others prefer
to stay connected, is a real possibil-
ity and should be dealt with in an
effective and consistent manner within
a team. Organizations need to estab-
lish guidelines to make technology a
positive force for teamwork and not
a source of burnout and resentment.
Otherwise, frustration could influence
productivity negatively or cause addi-
tional stress that is unhealthy for indi-
viduals. Team members need clarity
about when they are expected to be
‘‘connected’’ with the rest of the team.
When the team leader tells the team
they don’t need to be available off
hours, but then applauds and rewards
a team member who is connected and
working all weekend and during vaca-
tions, that leader is sending a mixed
and confusing message about team
role expectations.

• Cross-generational preferences. There
appear to be some strong differ-
ences in how younger and older team

members like to communicate and
learn. Organizations need to manage
communications and learning more
carefully in cross-generational teams.
For example, more mature workers
may prefer to receive training in a face-
to-face environment before going vir-
tual, whereas younger team members
may not need or expect such face-
to-face interaction. All team members
may not resonate with the same train-
ing due to generational preferences,
so trainers and team leaders need to
consciously consider the trade offs,
determine when more than one train-
ing option should be made available,
and establish how best to frame train-
ing opportunities and requirements.

• Evaluation at a distance. In VTs, the
team leader often cannot see members
of their team at work. This presents
a myriad of performance management
challenges. The need and opportuni-
ties for observing performance, pro-
viding feedback and advice, and eval-
uating performance are different when
a leader and team member are not
colocated. Team leaders of such teams
need training that specifically targets
the best ways to give feedback and
provide coaching at a distance, as the
dynamics can be quite different than
those seen in colocated work arrange-
ments. In addition, it can be useful to
examine organizational survey results
from those employees who work at a
distance, to learn, for example, how
well the performance management
process is working for them.

• Global applicant pools. With collab-
oration software and other forms of
technology readily available, the pool
of potential members for a project
team increases. Companies will need
to compose teams in ways that tap into
and capitalize on a global labor pool.
This means that detailed skills informa-
tion will need to be readily available
about potential team members as well
as a way to determine their availabil-
ity and competence for various team
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assignments. Such databases would be
most valuable if they also contained
employees’ teamwork competencies
and current team assignments, as that
information can help decision makers
form better teams and avoid overload-
ing employees with too many team
assignments.

• Monitoring and trust. When technol-
ogy allows for greater, more con-
sistent, or more detailed monitoring,
team members can feel threatened.
However, in some cases, monitoring
may be needed to allow sufficient
oversight in geographically dispersed
teams. As a result, team leaders will
need to be taught how to use moni-
toring as a constructive tool and not a
source of distrust, including how best
to describe monitoring to their team.
This will not be easy and new ways
of showing the value to both individ-
uals and organizations will need to be
developed. In addition, system design-
ers need to carefully evaluate the
advantages and risks associated with
monitoring and not simply assume that
more monitoring is needed whenever
team members are working ‘‘out of
sight.’’

• Technology as teammate. As technol-
ogy continues to advance, there will
be more circumstances in which a per-
son needs to interact with technology
in lieu of a teammate. Technology
will need to be designed in a way
that encourages team members to use
it and to do so in the manner in
which it was intended. This will mean
developing new patterns of behav-
ior and potentially minimizing former
patterns of behavior. For example,
although a team member might have
previously interacted directly with col-
leagues to solve a problem, going
forward that person might be encour-
aged to first interact with a database
that has some artificial intelligence
properties built into it. Even if the capa-
bilities of the database exceed that
of the team members, there will be

some change management challenges
associated with elevating technology
to the status of a trusted ‘‘teammate.’’

Theme 3: Empowerment
and Delayering

Who makes decisions for a team? Who
is responsible for its ‘‘care and feeding’’?
The idea that teams should be able to
make some of their own decisions and
assume responsibility for how they work
dates back over 50 years. Organizations
have experimented with giving teams more
autonomy for a long time. A general trend
that has continued to influence the way
teams operate is the pushing of authority
and governance down the organizational
hierarchy, from central control outside the
team to team leader control of the team to
team self-control. More recently, there have
been attempts to employ forms of shared
or member-led leadership, where different
team members assume various leadership
responsibilities.

In addition, as teams take on more self-
management, they assume greater responsi-
bility for their own development. It appears
that a significant portion of an employee’s
development is increasingly reliant on get-
ting the ‘‘right’’ mix of experiences and,
hopefully, learning from those experiences.
As a result, teams need to find ways to self-
develop, and team leaders need to create
good learning opportunities for their team
members. At the same time, teams also need
to self-regulate and self-discipline. If learn-
ing has not taken hold or has not sufficiently
addressed a performance issue, then teams
and team leaders need to take steps to rectify
the problem—be it a single team member
or multiple team members. For example,
temporal planning, reminders, or reflexivity
may be used as a means of self-regulation.

What are the drivers behind this trend
toward team self-management? One is
the general belief that self-management
is motivational, engaging, and empower-
ing. It is difficult to say whether that
assumption is more or less prevalent than
in the past. Although recent meta-analyses
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have supported the positive impact of
empowerment on individual and team-level
outcomes, there is a second, more recent
driver that is also stimulating a move toward
these types of designs. Economic pressures
have resulted in organizational downsiz-
ing and delayering. Middle managers are
often early casualties of cost reduction
efforts, resulting in fewer team leaders.
When this occurs, team-leader span of con-
trol increases. As team size grows, it can
almost become a necessity to distribute cer-
tain leadership tasks that were traditionally
handled by the official leader. The team
leader cannot handle all leadership respon-
sibilities, so some are delegated to other
members of the team. In other words, shared
leadership can sometimes be driven by eco-
nomic factors and the ‘‘need to be lean’’ as
much as by any idealistic empowerment
principles.

Delayering can also mean that a leader
who has several team leaders reporting to
her may have a greater span of control
and be unable to closely direct all the
teams below her. In essence, there is often
some de facto team empowerment that
occurs, whether intentional or not. When
organizations reduce the size of middle
management, it often results in height-
ened autonomy for teams. However, when
greater autonomy or self-management is
forced on a team simply because of work-
load demands, it can produce resentment
and stress rather than motivation and energy
and generate push-back rather than buy-in.
For example, if a broadened span of control
means that a cross-functional team leader is
unable to be adequately involved with the
team, then members may be less likely to
be committed to the team effort.

So team empowerment efforts appear to
have been stimulated by one of two diver-
gent drivers. The first is the fundamental
belief that teamwork and empowerment are
engaging and productive. The second is that
downsizing or economically driven lean-
ness can force de facto team empowerment.
A basic challenge in the second case is
that teamwork relies on trust and a sense of
cohesion, whereas downsizing often creates

a period of distrust and fear. Yet economic
realities dictate that organizational effi-
ciency efforts will never go away. The issue
is, regardless of the driver, how to optimize
team empowerment and self-management.

Research on Empowerment
and Delayering

Team empowerment has been heralded
as a means to positively influence both
objective team performance and members’
affective reactions (e.g., Kirkman & Rosen,
1999). The idea that teams should be struc-
tured such that they are able to make their
own decisions and be responsible for their
functioning is not new (e.g., Trist, Higgin,
Murray, & Pollack, 1963). Likewise, the
importance of having teams believe that
they can perform their work on their own
and are thus responsible for their actions
and outcomes is a foundational manage-
ment concept dating back at least to the
days of Kurt Lewin and the Harwood Stud-
ies of the 1930–1940s (cf., Burnes, 2007).
Consequently, research interest in what
facilitates teams functioning independently,
acting autonomously, being responsible,
self-managing, and having members believe
they are empowered has, not surprisingly,
resulted in a great number of empirical
investigations.

The empowerment literature has pro-
gressed in two different yet related tracks.
Structural empowerment builds upon work
centered on job design and job char-
acteristics (Campion et al., 1993; Hack-
man & Oldman, 1980) and, at its core,
focuses on the transition of authority and
responsibility from managers to subordi-
nates. Accordingly, structural empower-
ment is concerned with the actual trans-
ference of decision making and how this
can best be done so that benefits from
shifting authority and responsibility for
certain tasks to employees are realized.
In comparison, psychological empower-
ment, which has ties to Bandura’s (1997)
work on self-efficacy, is less concerned
about the actual transition of authority
and responsibility but is instead focused
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on employees’ perceptions or cognitive
states regarding empowerment. The gen-
eral impression from this research is that
organizational efforts to introduce struc-
tural (empowerment) changes can yield
benefits in terms of enhanced psycholog-
ical empowerment and thereby generate
positive outcomes such as enhanced team
effectiveness, member commitment, and
development (Wallace, Johnson, Mathe, &
Paul, 2011). Yet the bulk of this work
has been framed in terms of the pos-
itives—where empowerment was intro-
duced as a motivational benefit. But
there is also the dark side of empower-
ment—instances where organizations are
delayered, management ranks are thinned,
and employees are ‘‘empowered.’’ Many of
these instances are viewed as anything but
motivational, and employees can perceive
that they are being asked to do more, take
on added responsibility, and so forth—but
reap no benefits (Marks & De Meuse,
2003; Silver, Randolph, & Seibert, 2006).
One of the authors encountered a situation
where employees noted that ‘‘team is a four
letter word around here’’ and employees
were highly cynical of efforts to ‘‘empower
them.’’

When teams are given greater auton-
omy, they often must assume greater
responsibility for their own ongoing learn-
ing and development. As a result, such
teams must become proficient at learn-
ing from experience. They need to take
advantage of informal learning opportuni-
ties, which involves a conscious intent to
learn, gather feedback, and reflect upon
their experiences (Tannenbaum, Beard,
McNall, & Salas, 2010). Techniques such as
after-action reviews, debriefing, and team
self-correction have been shown to be
effective at promoting team learning (Smith-
Jentsch, Cannon-Bowers, Tannenbaum, &
Salas, 2008). Future research needs to fur-
ther explicate how semi-autonomous teams
can learn and self-correct through infor-
mal learning mechanisms—a challenge in
any circumstance but particularly when
coupled with the dynamic team compo-
sition factors discussed earlier.

Research has demonstrated that team
empowerment is facilitated by a sup-
portive organizational structure and cli-
mate (e.g., Hempel, Zhang, & Han, in
press); team-based human resources sys-
tems such as training, development, and
rewards (e.g., Subramony, 2009); team-
based and reinforcing external leaders (e.g.,
Kirkman & Rosen, 1999); and teams com-
posed of members who welcome working
together and embrace the added responsi-
bility and accountability. At issue, however,
is that research has yet to examine ele-
ments that undermine team-based struc-
tures. Moreover, although there are abun-
dant correlational studies (cf., Seibert,
Wang, & Courtright, 2011), very few quasi-
experimental designs and change-oriented
research investigations have been done. In
Table 3, we offer several suggestions for
future research along these lines. Research
also needs to be conducted that examines
how teams self-regulate or self-discipline
and whether such actions benefit from for-
mal organizational policies or are better left
to informal self-regulation and discipline
(Gevers, van Eerde, & Rutte, 2009).

Empowerment and Delayering:
Implications for Practice

Below we identify a few challenges and
offer a series of suggestions for organizations
to help ensure their teams can be successful
when increasing degrees of team self-
management are expected. In general,
empowerment and delayering increase the
need to establish clear roles, expectations,
and guidelines.

• Role clarity. When there is a single
leader, the leadership role is clear.
But when leadership responsibilities
are distributed, a key question is how
to ensure role clarity within the team.
Traditional role clarification exercises
that identify who is responsible for
specific task assignments and who
needs to be consulted with or informed
about key decisions are particularly
important in teams with distributed
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Table 3. Suggestions for New Directions in Teams Research: Empowerment and
Delayering

• What are the circumstances that derail team empowerment efforts?
• What foundational work or preparation needs to be done to transform from a traditional design

to a team-based empowered arrangement?
• What are the roles of change agents when introducing empowerment-based designs?
• What are the relative advantages and disadvantages of introducing team-based design

interventions gradually versus abruptly?
• How do organizations best handle threats to higher level leaders when team-based designs are

adopted?
• What are the most effective practices that teams can employ when they are responsible for

their own ongoing learning and development?
• How do organizations best transition to increased team autonomy when the transition is forced

by economic necessities?
• Does the impact of empowerment interventions increase or wane over time? If the latter, what

techniques can be employed to sustain or reenergize the effort, and when should they be
introduced?

• Under what conditions does team empowerment restrict individual empowerment?
• What mechanisms help coordinate the efforts of multiple empowered teams?
• What are the risks and rewards of team self-regulation and discipline?

leadership. These exercises can be
modified to ensure there is a strong
focus on leadership-related require-
ments. Teams that distribute, share,
and rotate leadership responsibilities
need to conduct role clarification
exercises with some regularity to avoid
the problems associated with role
ambiguity and conflict and to periodi-
cally reestablish team expectations.

• Leader rotations. As organizations
experiment with self-guided teams,
various team members may assume
leadership roles. In such cases, orga-
nizations must choose, prepare, and
rotate leaders in a way that yields a
sense of fairness and fosters develop-
ment while ensuring leader roles are
fulfilled capably. Organizations need
to examine whether their standard
ways of choosing leaders will work in
self-guided teams. A person who may
not be ready to assume a full-time
leader role as part of a management
career path may still be a viable can-
didate for a leader rotation as part of a
self-guided team, provided that person
is given ample guidance and there is
sufficient role clarity.

• Self-directed learning. Decision mak-
ers need to clarify the expectations
associated with team learning. For
example, if a team is waiting for orga-
nizationally sponsored team training
programs when none are forthcoming,
they run the risk of stagnating. When
a team is responsible for much of their
own learning, it is essential that they
learn from their experiences. One of
the most powerful yet simple ways for
a team to learn from its experiences
is through debriefs or after-action
reviews. Organizations that expect
some self-directed learning from their
teams should teach them how to con-
duct effective team debriefs. In addi-
tion, in self-guided teams, team leaders
need to encourage existing team mem-
bers to suggest other individual or team
learning needs.

• Downsizing and teamwork. Paradox-
ically, downsizing often creates a
demand for greater team empower-
ment while simultaneously producing
barriers to teamwork. Organizations
must equip and enable teams to han-
dle increased autonomy and workload
as the result of a reduction in force or
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a focus on cost efficiencies; often they
must do this in a context of resource
scarcity, placing additional stress on
the team itself. A key indicator of
success for teams after a downsiz-
ing is whether they can sustain their
productivity while also maintaining a
reasonable degree of cohesion, a dif-
ficult challenge. Organizations should
assess the impact of downsizing and
cost efficiencies on teamwork and be
prepared to take remedial actions if
necessary.

• Evaluation. In a traditional, hierarchi-
cal team, the leader evaluates team
member performance. When leader-
ship is distributed or rotated among
team members, organizations need to
establish a clear process and guide-
lines for assessing performance that
may be somewhat different than the
traditional approach. Evaluation in
a team with shared leadership may
necessitate establishing a process of
gathering input from fellow team
members, including those who served
in some form of leadership role during
the period of performance. In addition,
in some cases, the team may report in
to a formal supervisor who does not
actively lead the team on a day-to-day
basis, so a clear evaluation process is
critical for ensuring fairness and accu-
racy in performance ratings.

• Governance and team structure. Orga-
nizations have been experimenting
with various team structures. From
a practical perspective, team design-
ers could benefit from receiving clear
information about the various team
structure and governance alterna-
tives, including their strengths, risks,
and keys to success. Ideally, these
guidelines would be research based,
although, as noted earlier, this is an
area where additional research could
be beneficial.

• Self-regulation. As organizations em-
power teams to grow, develop,
evaluate, and self-direct, they must
also empower teams to self-regulate

and discipline when necessary. And
organizations must ensure that self-
regulation is done fairly, consistently
where possible, and in a nondiscrim-
inatory way. Teams will develop their
own culture and the possibility for
inappropriate self-regulatory behavior
exists. Just as in the broader organiza-
tion, steps must be taken to ensure that
individuals and groups are not inap-
propriately treated while at the same
time ensuring effectiveness in a self-
managed environment.

The Road Forward

We chose to highlight the themes of
dynamic composition, technology and dis-
tance, and empowerment and delayering
as simply three of the many facets that
are salient for the new breed of teams.
These changes can greatly affect numer-
ous team states or processes that have
historically been shown to drive team effec-
tiveness. The picture that we have outlined
for team members is a chaotic one, with
factors such as the rapid formation of flash
teams, fluid team memberships, simultane-
ously being members of multiple teams,
interacting through various forms of tech-
nology in different times and places, and
perhaps even future dealings with avatars
and robots as ‘‘teammates.’’ Add to that
the fact the basic design of organizations
has been changing, sometimes employing
empowered teams as a choice design and
sometimes simply defaulting to the use of
de facto teams. In the face of all this, how
do teams manage to establish and main-
tain key characteristics such as trust, shared
cognitions, role clarity, and identity?

As merely a few examples, trust, shared
cognitions, role clarity, and team identity
are traditionally understood as vital ingre-
dients for team effectiveness (cf., Mathieu
et al., 2008). Work in the area of VTs
suggests that it is difficult—yet critical—
for team members to quickly establish
trust with one another if the team is to
be successful (Cascio, 2000; Jarvenpaa,
Knoll, & Leidner, 1998; Robert, Dennis,
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& Hung, 2009). Trust is hard to establish
in any team, and it becomes even more
challenging in situations with geographi-
cally dispersed teammates, changing team
members, multiple affiliations, or empow-
erment style redesigns—especially if such
redesigns are due to economic drivers.
Similarly, team cognitions such as shared
mental models (Mohammed, Ferzandi, &
Hamilton, 2010), transactive memory sys-
tems (Lewis, 2004), and the like, take time to
develop and are rooted in members’ under-
standings of both task and team dynamics.
Building shared cognitions is exceedingly
difficult when membership is fluid. Role
clarity has long been considered a require-
ment for team effectiveness (Klein et al.,
2009), but virtually all the team dynamics
we discussed can stimulate role ambiguity
or conflict. Moreover, cultivating a sense
of team identity is particularly challenging
when team members do not meet face to
face, when they belong to multiple teams
(or organizations) that have different pri-
orities, or when the team membership is
transient.

Clearly, a unifying theme of the changes
noted above is that the boundaries of teams
are becoming more permeable and diffi-
cult to identify (Marrone, 2010). Individuals
are simultaneously members of multiple
teams; move freely in and out of differ-
ent teams, some of which within functional
areas, some are cross-functional; and still
others may span organizational boundaries
(Drach-Zahavy, 2011). These new arrange-
ments offer many potential advantages such
as the ability to redeploy human resources
quickly across tasks, cross-pollination of
knowledge and expertise, and enhanced
employee motivation and organizational
adaptability. But they may often come at a
price, including coordination breakdowns,
role stresses, suboptimal team assignments,
and general chaos. The relative balance of
these benefits versus costs, as well as factors
that may tip the scales one way or the other,
is little understood. Thus, the point is that
not only do the new team dynamics create
new challenges for the study and applica-
tion of teamwork, but the new dynamics

strain many of the long-established keys to
team effectiveness.

We should also note that the new chal-
lenges provide some unique opportunities.
Given that many teams have fluid mem-
berships, deal with different technologies,
transform to new empowered designs, and
so forth—modern-day organizations are
becoming unique incubators for study. In
other words, these changes create many
instances of naturally occurring field exper-
iments, which may afford prime oppor-
tunities to study the dynamics that we
have described above. In some instances,
researchers and practitioners alike may be
able to conduct true- or quasi-experimental
field studies, whereas in other instances,
naturally evolving changes might be inves-
tigated using action research methodolo-
gies to learn more about the drivers of
team effectiveness. With the advent of new
technologies, new and potentially valuable
sources of information about team states
and processes may be available for study.
In short, studying the new team dynam-
ics may necessitate new theories, research
methods, and analyses.

What might some of these new
approaches entail? First, much can be
learned from detailed qualitative longitudi-
nal investigations (Yin, 1993). In particular,
studying teams ‘‘in the wild’’ under extreme
conditions may be particularly revealing
by placing heightened pressures on their
strengths and vulnerabilities (cf., Burke,
Salas, Estep, & Pierce, 2007; Salas, Burke, &
Fowlkes, 2006). Space shuttle crews, emer-
gency disaster response teams, medical
trauma teams, forensic accounting teams,
and the like all come in relatively low
numbers yet present vivid examples of how
teams can excel, or fail, under duress—and
why. Investigations of this variety are likely
to require more of an anthropological
approach where researchers embed them-
selves in the lives of the teams. Essentially,
we are advocating for rich case studies
where teams are examined ‘‘in their natural
environments.’’ Although often advocated,
I–O psychology has not been that welcom-
ing to in-depth qualitative case study work.
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Yet—we believe—these types of investiga-
tions may actually be the most revealing in
terms of illuminating nonlinear and simul-
taneous types of team dynamics.

Second, there has been a recent push
toward viewing team dynamics in terms
of dyadic networks of relations and
exchanges between members (Balkundi,
Kilduff, Barsness, & Michael, 2007; Borgatti
& Foster, 2003). Although such approaches
have typically focused on a single factor
or two (e.g., friendships and interdepen-
dencies), recent advances in network the-
ory and analyses permit the simultaneous
analysis of multiple substantive dimensions
of teamwork (cf., Contractor, 2009; Xi &
Tang, 2004). Further still, team networks
can be examined as dynamic entities that
evolve over time (e.g., Carley, 2003; Con-
tractor, Wasserman, & Faust, 2006). The
network paradigm offers a powerful lens
through which to consider the diversity
of intrateam composition, processes, and
states (Harrison & Humphrey, 2010). More-
over, recent efforts have sought to not
only model human team networks but also
apply network methodologies and compu-
tational modeling techniques to the study
of blended teams comprising both humans
and agents (i.e., computer-controlled enti-
ties; see Gaston & DesJardins, 2008).

Third, in the area of teams and tech-
nologies, some (e.g., Kirkman & Mathieu,
2005) have argued for a profile approach
for achieving task–technology fits, whereby
different technologies (e.g., instant messag-
ing vs. threaded discussion lists) are adopted
for different purposes. Others, however,
have suggested more complex pattern-
ing approaches, whereby VT attributes
coevolve with technologies to enhance
dynamic change processes and adaptabil-
ity (e.g., Zigurs & Khazanchi, 2008). And
finally, team researchers might also benefit
from the adoption of some very nontradi-
tional methods. For example, Harmati and
Skrzypczyk (2009) developed a fuzzy logic
adaptation of game theory to optimize the
coordination of robot teams in a complex
tracking task. Clearly, this is well beyond
the domain of traditional social science

and I–O psychology. Yet, the common
theme underlying these new approaches
is that teams, technologies, contexts, and
associated variables all coevolve over time.
This promotes a shift in thinking from typ-
ical cause–effect models toward more of
a coevolutionary systems approach, where
there are simultaneous reciprocal influ-
ences between variables. Such a shift will
necessitate both new theories and new
methods of inquiry.

The term team has also come to
be used to refer to many different
forms of collectives—some of which are
arguably not teams in the traditional sense.
For example, Kirkman, Mathieu, Cordery,
Rosen, and Kukenberger (2011) have
recently described organizational commu-
nities of practices as entities that are a blend
between traditional VTs and communities
of practice. Cummings and Pletcher (2011)
researched the effectiveness of project net-
works that include a core project team and
noncore contributors who provide infor-
mation and help solve problems. Noncore
contributors are identified from core mem-
bers’ personal networks. Elsewhere, Math-
ieu, Marks, and Zaccaro (2001) advanced
the notion of multiteam systems (MTSs),
which they defined in terms of a tightly
coupled set of teams that may traverse orga-
nizational boundaries. They used the degree
of interdependence among teams and the
existence of a common superordinate goal
as the key rules for inclusion or exclusion in
MTS. Yet, it is often the case that different
teams are tightly coupled at different peri-
ods, such as during large-scale responses
to natural disasters (cf., Zaccaro, Marks, &
DeChurch, 2011). So team membership in
an MTS often faces some of the same chal-
lenges that we described above in terms of
dynamic composition.

The time is right to study teams that
fall outside the implicit and perhaps even
the formal definition of a traditional team,
for example, to study teams with dynamic
composition or flexible boundaries, who
operate at a distance through technology or
who are attempting to operate with greater
empowerment or autonomy. Rather than



22 S.I. Tannenbaum et al.

thinking about traditional team types, it may
be best to understand teams by studying
the challenges, pressures, demands, trig-
gers, and potential enablers they con-
front, perhaps by capitalizing on naturally
occurring experiments with real teams in
dynamic conditions. Researchers studying
such teams may want to pay careful atten-
tion to issues such as swift trust, team iden-
tity, and shared cognitions, which can be
particularly salient in nontraditional teams.

Of course, team-based practices must
morph as well. We need to prepare and
encourage leaders to employ effective prac-
tices when membership is fluctuating, when
team members belong to multiple teams,
or when the team is expected to self-
govern and self-develop. Where gaps exist,
we must design and introduce evidence-
driven practices that support the formation,
development, and management of teams
in the new environment. In the future, we
may even need to offer advice for teams
that employ technology as surrogate team
members.

A rich and valuable history of team
research and experience exists as a launch-
ing point. However, times have changed,
and the science and practice of team effec-
tiveness must continue to evolve to remain
relevant and meaningful. Teams are increas-
ingly being called upon to serve organi-
zational and societal needs, so there is a
critical need to form, build, and use teams
far more effectively in all types and sizes of
organizations.
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