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ABSTRACT

Despite wide recognition that emotion influences team member attention, team process

quality, and team effectiveness, little research or theory focuses on effective work team emotion

management. We aim to fill this knowledge gap by introducing a theory of team-level emotional

competence (EC) defined as: a team culture created through EC norms that shape a productive

social and emotional climate by improving a team’s ability to anticipate and manage issues that

trigger emotion. Our theory advances three central arguments: (1) most team-generated emotions

stem from predictable cognitive and affective social motives that naturally emerge in work team

environments, (2) teams can satisfy social motives by adopting a set of EC norms that influence

behavior, and (3) EC norm adoption shapes a productive social and emotional emergent climate

of team psychological safety, team identity, and team efficacy. This climate stimulates

cooperative and engaged team processes and team effectiveness that, in turn, increases team-

level emotional competence. Implications for theory, research, and practice are discussed.
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In documenting the relationship between emotion and team effectiveness for over six

decades, scholars have become increasingly aware that emotion in teams can trigger both threats

and opportunities. Emotion fuels feedback spirals that can perpetuate, on the one hand,

productive interactions, increased motivation, and greater team effectiveness, or, on the other

hand, unproductive interactions, decreased motivation, and lower levels of team effectiveness

(Bales, 1950; Barsade, 2002; Homans, 1950; Losada & Heaphy, 2004). Despite growing

knowledge about emotion’s central role in social systems’ behavior (Niedenthal & Brauer,

2012), and repeated assertions that social scientists overlook emotion’s interpersonal aspects

(Clark, Fitness & Brissette, 2004; Ekman & Davidson, 1994), the underlying causes of

productive versus unproductive emotional spirals in teams remain largely unexamined.

Furthermore, despite teams’ known propensity for negative conflict and the greater intensity and

length of downward spirals (see Baumeister, Bratslavesky, Finkenauer & Vohs, 2001), few

scholars focus on team emotion management as a way to build productive, upward feedback

spirals.

Given this dearth of productivity-focused team emotion research, we believe the time has

come to develop a dynamic team emotion management theory that provides a foundation for

improved team cooperation, engagement, and effectiveness. During the last two decades there

has been a surge in theory and research that further compels our theory development: recent

research reveals emotion’s purpose in human systems (Niedenthal & Brauer, 2012); emotion’s

speed as an involuntary contagion that rapidly spreads among team members (Barsade, 2002;

Ilies, Wagner, Morgeson, 2007); and productive emotion’s value when it comes to team

effectiveness (Losada & Heaphy, 2004). Prior theory and research has also notably uncovered

interdependent systems’ common positive and negative emotion triggers (Boudins, 2005; Fiske,
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2004; Shapiro, 2010), the skills that increase awareness and management of work team emotion-

triggering issues (Jordan & Troth, 2004; Offermann, Bailey, Vasilopoulos, Seal, & Sass, 2004;

Sanchez-Burks & Huy, 2009), and the social system components that build social and emotional

resilience in the face of inevitable challenges (Cacioppo, Reis, & Zautra, 2011; Huy, 1999).

Research furthermore continues to show that teams can reduce insular thinking and intergroup

conflict if they build emotional ties with relevant parties outside of their team boundaries (Hogg,

Turner, & Davidson, 1990; Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000). Lastly, growing evidence

demonstrates that emotion management is more reliable when it is grounded in team norms,

rather than in individual skills (Gantt & Agazarian, 2004; Huy, 1999; Lewis & Rees, 2013;

McLaughlin, 2008).

In this article, we present a theory of team emotional competence that advances

knowledge of team emotion management and team effectiveness with three arguments: (1) most

team-generated emotions stem from predictable cognitive and affective social motives that

naturally emerge in work team environments; (2) teams can satisfy social motives by adopting a

set of behavior-influencing emotionally competent (EC) norms; and (3) EC norm-adoption

builds a productive social and emotional emergent climate of team psychological safety, team

identity, and team efficacy.

Our theory applies to teams or groups composed of people who: (1) view themselves, and

are viewed by others, as a social entity; (2) engage in interdependent tasks that require

cooperation; (3) are embedded in one or more larger social systems (e.g., a community or

organization) that necessitate collaboration with other social entities; and (4) perform tasks that

affect others (e.g., customers) (see Guzzo & Dickson, 1996). In other words, our theory focuses

on the team types that organizations increasingly structure work around in order to enable the
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timely exchange and integration of knowledge, information, and ideas. These include project

teams, cross-functional teams, product development teams, leadership teams, and other teams

whose successful performance requires them to interact, cooperate, and collaborate.

In presenting our theory, we first define the productive social and emotional emergent

climate that team emotional competence creates. We define this climate as including three well-

established team emergent states: team psychological safety, team identity, and team efficacy.

Each of these has been found to stimulate team member cooperation, engagement, and team

effectiveness (Edmondson, 1999; Gibson & Early, 2007; Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). We

then present our theory of team emotional competence by: (1) discussing the current state of

team emotion management theory and research, (2) presenting theory and research on the

underlying human social motives that predictably and commonly trigger emotion in work teams,

and (3) presenting the nine emotionally competent team norms that build team emotional

competence. We offer theoretical propositions about how each norm helps a team satisfy

member social motives, which contributes to developing a productive social and emotional

climate. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of how our theory contributes to current

knowledge and practice.

ACHIEVING TEAM EFFECTIVENESS THROUGH A PRODUCTIVE

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL CLIMATE

In this section, we present three well-established cognitive and affective team emergent

states that both constitute and develop, through feed-forward processes, a highly productive

social and emotional team climate: team psychological safety, team identity, and team efficacy

(Edmondson, 1999; Gibson & Early, 2007; Van Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Team emergent

states are defined as cognitive, motivational, and affective conditions that are collective
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properties emerging from the way a team interacts, conducts its work, and achieves its outcomes

(Marks, Mathieu, & Zacarro, 2001). Emergent states are dynamic, increasing (or decreasing) as

they are reinforced (or depleted) by the way a team conducts its work. Although team emergent

states require support if they are to be sustained, they remain fairly stable in teams with strong

norms (Mullen & Cooper, 1994). Below, we define each state and discuss its utility for

cooperation, engagement, and effectiveness of and in teams.

Team Psychological Safety

For a team to take full advantage of members’ expertise and knowledge, members must

feel that they can be open and honest despite the risk of negative consequences or rejection

(Kahn, 1992). The cognitive and affective emergent state of team psychological safety describes

this shared belief among members that a social climate is conducive to taking interpersonal risks

(Edmondson, 1999) such as asking questions, seeking feedback, and discussing errors or

mistakes, which ultimately benefits teams with improved team learning and task effectiveness

(Edmonsdon, 1999). Teams with higher levels of psychological safety also accomplish more

work (Edmonsdon, 1999), are more creative and innovative (Burningham & West, 1995), are

more engaged in their work (Kahn, 1990; Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006), and perform better

due to team members’ greater job engagement and effort (Brown & Leigh, 1996).

Team Identity

Our theory’s second emergent state is team identity, a shared cognitive and affective state

through which people classify themselves as unified members of an interdependent team.

Through a cohesive team identity, members feel a sense of emotional involvement, attachment,

and unity with other team members, collectively owning the team’s problems and successes (Van

Der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). The concept emerges out of social identity theory, which
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contends that, as a way of making sense of themselves and the world around them, individuals

strongly tend to define themselves through their social identities or social group associations

(Brickson, 2007; Tajfel, 1982). However, whereas social identity is typically an individual-level

construct, team identity is group-level; it resides in communal relationships, is jointly owned by

team members, and is greater than the sum of individual social identities (Pratt, 2003; Van Der

Vegt & Bunderson, 2005).

Team identity stimulates emotional involvement, which in turn creates a motivational

force that facilitates team member interaction and cooperation (Bergami & Bagozzi, 2000).

Numerous studies reveal that a team identity motivates high levels of cooperation,

accommodation, and sacrifice (Ellmers, De Glider, & Haslam, 2004). Team identity leads people

to internalize group values, beliefs, and goals, as well as curb their self-interests in favor of

engaging in actions that benefit the team, such as cooperation and effective information

processing (Kearney & Gebert, 2009; Kramer & Brewer, 1984; Tyler & Blader, 2001; Van Der

Vegt & Bunderson, 2005). Although a unified identity is productive, research also reveals that

strong group attachment feelings can distort perceptions of one's own group (exaggerating the

good) and how it differs from other groups (Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971), which is a

common precursor to inter-group conflict (Sherif & Sherif, 1953). By increasing team

cooperation with other groups, emotionally competent team norms reduce potential conflict and

improve team emotion management and effectiveness.

Team Efficacy

Interactions among team members determines team efficacy (Srivastava, Bartol, &

Locke, 2006), which is another group-level cognitive and affective motivational state and is

defined as the shared belief that the team can effectively perform (Lindsley, Brass, & Thomas,
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1995; Park, Spitzmuller, & DeShon, 2013). Long-standing theory and research reveals that

positive expectations stimulate self-fulfilling actions for individuals (Darley & Fazio, 1980) and

teams (Bandura, 1997). Theory and research also reveals a link between team efficacy and task

processes focused inside and outside of the team. For instance, Silver and Bufanio (1996) found

that team efficacy predicts a team’s level of goal aspiration, and accounts for more goal

achievement variance than a team’s previous performance. Likewise, Guzzo and his associates

(Guzzo, Yost, Campbell, & Shea, 1993; Shea & Guzzo, 1987) found that team efficacy

significantly correlates with measures of service to others inside and outside of the company.

Finally, Tasa, Taggar, and Seijts’ (2007) longitudinal study found that efficacy at Time 2 was

jointly predicted by efficacy at Time 1 and the way members interacted and worked together.

EMOTION MANAGEMENT IN WORK TEAMS

Emotion is defined as the display of relatively intense affected or agitated feeling states

(e.g., joy, fear, and embarrassment) accompanied by physiological and psychological change

(Fineman, 1991). Emotions differ from feelings, which involve awareness, and from moods,

which are longer in duration. Emotions activate when a person detects an environmental stimulus

(e.g., a birthday cake or an irritated look on someone’s face), although memories can also

stimulate emotion. Stimulus detection commences an instant, automatic, unconscious (or

subconscious) cognitive evaluation of the stimulus in relation to one’s motives (i.e., needs and

concerns) in that moment and situation (Ferguson, 2000; Lazarus, 1991). The evaluation

produces the emotion, which at its core ranges from pleasurable to displeasurable (Barrett,

Mesquita, Ochsner, & Gross, 2007). Emotion researchers disagree over several issues, including

number and structure of emotions, but agree that emotion has important adaptive significance for

individuals and groups (Norris & Cacioppo, 2007).
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Typically, emotion management aims to control emotion toward effective or socially

acceptable experiences and displays. At the individual level, emotion management involves

employing diverse strategies, ranging from stifling emotional impulses to actively reframing

one’s interpretation of a situation to increase the ability to feel or exhibit the emotions necessary

for meeting one’s goals (Humphrey, Pollak, & Hawver, 2008). For example, poor emotion

management is associated with socially awkward behavior, whereas effective emotion

management is associated with socially effective behavior (Baumeister & Exline, 1999), and thus

greater wellbeing and economic success (Côté, Gyurak, & Levenson, 2010). Emotion regulation

plays a central role in the exhibition of emotional intelligence (Mayer, Roberts, Barsade, 2008).

At the team level, emotion management is essential because emotion is central to many

of the challenges facing teams, including motivating members and resolving teamwork’s

inherent conflict. It is no surprise that teams have even been referred to as emotional incubators

(DeDreu, et al., 2001) due to the speed and power of emotional contagion to result in team

members literally “catching” one another’s emotion (Barsade, 2002). Team-level emotion

management has primarily been studied through the lens of individual-level emotional

intelligence theory (see Mayer et al., 2008). This research reveals that teams with members who

display higher levels of emotional self-control (Jordan & Troth, 2004), as well as those with

members who have higher levels of emotional intelligence, generally perform at higher levels

(Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002; Offermann, Bailey, Vasilopoulos, Seal, & Sass,

2004; Troth, Jordan, Lawrence, & Tse, 2012).

A growing number of researchers have begun to conceptualize and study effective

system-level emotion management at the organization level and as a construct manifested in

norms and culture (Gantt & Agazarian, 2004; Huy, 1999; Lewis & Rees, 2013; McLaughlin,
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2008). These new conceptualizations transcend traditional bureaucratic organizational cultures’

“old-school” emotion management, which aimed to stifle employee’s emotions and emotional

needs (see Martin, Knopoff, & Beckman, 1998). Borrowing from emotional intelligence theory,

new theories suggest that organizational norms and routines can encourage holistic, emotionally

competent, and emotionally attending employee behaviors and interactions that address

emotional needs (e.g., through empathy). The authors argue that system-level emotional

competence supports behavior with norms, and thus most individuals do not themselves need to

be emotionally intelligent (Huy, 1999). This idea is supported by systems theory, which proposes

that the essence of any system lies in the patterns of interactions among its parts (i.e., members)

rather than within the parts themselves (Steiner, 1972; Weick, & Roberts, 1993). Managing

emotion through norms, especially strong norms that enable self-regulation and require less

leadership intervention, beneficially produces more reliable and sustainable emotionally

competent interactions than relying on presumed member skills alone (Gantt & Agazarian, 2004;

Lewis & Rees, 2013; McLaughlin, 2008).

Despite emotion management’s centrality to team function, little theory and research has

addressed team-level emotion management or emotional competence. A key exception is

George’s (2002) conceptualization of affect regulation in teams, which identifies four

mechanisms teams consciously use to regulate emotion: (1) team member selection and attrition,

(2) interpersonal influence (i.e., socialization), (3) normative pressure, and (4) power and status

relations that influence security and vulnerability feelings.

Our theory of team emotion management through emotionally competent team norms

builds on systems’ theories. We argue that through the development of team norms and

expectations, a team environment can be built to manage emotion in a way that facilitates a
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feedback cycle of productive interactions, increased motivation, and greater team collaboration

and effectiveness. Identifying such norms requires understanding the aspects of emotion that

matter most in team environments.

Properties of Emotion Central to Emotion Management in Teams

We propose that three emotional properties are especially relevant to work team emotion

management. First, emotions are not arbitrary; rather, they are highly evolved signals (Archer,

2004) that automatically emerge when the brain senses something pertinent to the person’s

motives or needs (Frijda, 1994; Parrott, 2004; Weiss & Cropanzano, 1996). The physiological

and psychological reaction generated by emotion focuses a person’s attention and behavior

toward satisfying the motive (e.g., fight or flight), and provides information about the extent to

which a motive is satisfied or threatened. Thus, identifying and working to satisfy predictably

emerging work team motives can help a team manage emotion and its potentially attendant

positive/negative emotional and motivational spiral. Also, since emotion carries information that

affects members’ wellbeing, it may be further helpful for team functioning (George, 2002). We

revisit this point in our section on emotionally competent team norms.

A second property of emotion relevant to team emotion management is social motives,

the most common emotion trigger (Ferguson, 2000; Norris & Cacioppo, 2007). Social motives

are fundamental underlying psychological needs (such as, the need to belong) that drive how

individuals in groups think, feel, and behave (Fiske, 2004). Evolutionary models show humans

evolved in conditions where group membership (i.e., in tribes) significantly increased survival

chances by providing defense against enemies and access to food and mates, whereas social

exclusion or rejection led to certain death (Cacioppo & Patrick, 2008; Kerr & Levine, 2008;

Spoor & Kelly, 2004). Thus, social motives evolved to enable humans to fit well in groups and,
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relatedly, to ensure group success (Spoor & Williams, 2007). Emotion influences human survival

by signaling a person when his or her social motives are satisfied (e.g., they have secured group

membership) or under threat (e.g., group membership is not secure). Due to the importance of

group inclusion for survival, the human brain evolved to experience social exclusion akin to

physical pain–its signal activates pain centers in the brain (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2009). In

this light, we can better understand why team conflicts that arouse perceived rejection are

difficult to avoid and repair.

Social motives are also prime workplace emotion triggers (Boudins, 2005; Elfenbein,

2007; McCarthy, 1989; Mignonac & Herrback, 2004). Boudens’ (2005) narrative analysis of

work stories reveals that work’s social world is not only a reprieve from concrete

responsibilities; it is also fundamental to one’s work experience. This is particularly true in work

teams where task interdependencies increase social interaction and intensify social motives

(Fiske, 2004). Summarizing her thematic analysis, Boudens (2005) writes:

“The stories demonstrate … the undeniable importance of the human element in work.
Staying connected to others is a vital and inspiring part of our everyday work lives, one
that frequently works its way in between the cracks of our nominal work tasks.
Connections are not made passively as a byproduct of doing work, but are worked at and
maintained, sometimes through considerable effort and sacrifice” (Boudens, 2005, p.
1301).

The third relevant emotional property for team emotion management is that the positive

emotions that emerge from social motives’ satisfaction serve as the glue that unites and bonds

team members as a collective entity (Barsade & Gibson, 1998; George, 2002). Evolutionarily,

just as we experience social exclusion as physical pain, the brain activates pleasure and reward

centers when members experience group cooperation (Lieberman & Eisenberger, 2009). The

pleasurable experience of team emotional bonding and cooperation helps produce a self-

reinforcing cycle that unites a team and supports member willingness to place team needs ahead
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of their own (George, 2002). However, emotional bonding can also have negative effects within

a team (Smith & Berg, 1987), since it can engulf individuality and member’s distinctive

qualities. It can also feed prejudice against outsiders, as tension inheres between close team

emotional bonds and openness to difference both inside and outside the team (Arrow, 2007;

Deutch, 1973). In our section on emotionally competent team norms, we argue that the most

productive emotional bonds allow individuality and seek to build relationships with relevant

individuals and groups outside of the team boundary.

An essential point for our theory of team emotional competence is that team cultures vary

in how well their norms help satisfy members’ social motives, build productive social and

emotional bonds, and support resilience when motives are unsatisfied (Caccioppo, et al., 2011).

We propose that effective team emotion management involves developing a team culture (i.e.,

team values, norms and routines) that helps satisfy member social motives. Thus, our first step

toward defining effective team emotion management, and a team culture that supports it, is to

identify the social motives that commonly trigger emotion in work teams.

COMMON SOCIAL MOTIVES IN WORK TEAMS

Research on workplace social motives has primarily focused on comparing the

influence of social motives’ general categories, referred to as prosocial (i.e., cooperative) and

egoistic (i.e., individualistic) (Beersma & De Dreu, 2005; Weingart, Brett, Olekains, & Smith,

2007). To identify a specific list of social motives likely to emerge in work teams, we examined:

identification motives in organizations (Cooper & Thatcher, 2010, Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi,

Golledge, & Scabini, 2006), relational identity motives (Shapiro, 2002, 2010), self-determination

motives (Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000), and social motives emerging from personality and social

psychology research (Fiske, 2004; Leary 2007). We used three criteria to establish a set of social
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motives that predictably emerge in work team environments: (1) motives most commonly

discussed, (2) motives most strongly related to needs arising when a person enters a work team,

and (3) parsimony (see Cooper & Thatcher, 2010, who use similar criteria).

Our review produced four social motives that commonly arise when a person enters work

teams, and that team members are driven to satisfy: belonging, shared understanding, control,

and self-enhancement. When these motives are perceived as satisfactorily met, pleasurable

emotions are generated (e.g., joy, contentment); when perceived as under threat, displeasurable

emotions are generated (e.g., frustration, anxiety, anger) (Niedenthal & Brauer, 2012). As

discussed above, these emotions impact team attention and behavior.

Social motives are not mutually exclusive. There is wide agreement that the most

fundamental human social motive is belonging, which arouses all other social motives

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Fiske, 2004). Later in this article, we propose that specific

emotionally competent team norms help address these common and predictable social motives

and, therefore, help teams build a beneficially productive social and emotional climate. Each of

the four social motives is discussed below.

Belonging

Belonging describes the need to form secure and stable interpersonal relationships (Reis,

Collins, & Berscheid, 2000). Deeper than mere affiliation or rapport, belonging implies true

acceptance in a relationship. The need to belong is strengthened by its complement–the need to

avoid social rejection (similarly referred to as ostracism or social exclusion) (Baumeister &

Leary, 1995). Research reveals that people are highly sensitive to perceptions of social rejection.

When a team member feels excluded by another team member, the excluded member interprets it

as full team rejection, and thus mistakes subsequent attempted inclusionary acts as further
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exclusions (Chernyak & Zayas, 2010). Individual differences with respect to social anxiety,

introversion, extroversion, secure attachment, self-esteem, loneliness, and agreeableness have

little to no influence on initial levels of negative emotion and pain caused by perceived rejection

(Williams, 2007). Whether perceived or real, social rejection increases anxiety, damages health,

and decreases lifespan through its “…deleterious effects on the brain, hypothalamic pituitary

adrenocortical axis, vascular processes, blood pressure, gene transcription, inflammatory

processes, immunity, and sleep” (Cacioppo, Berstson, & Decety, 2010: 679). In fact, social

rejection (perceived or real) is considered the most common and underappreciated cause of

human anxiety and depression (Baumesiter & Leary 1995).

The negative emotion triggered from even the slightest hint of rejection directs attention

and motivates remedial behavior toward re-gaining control and improving group status

(Williams, 2007). These behaviors can be self-defeating for the individual, and detrimental to the

team’s collaboration and effectiveness; such behaviors include seeking attention, lashing out, and

decreasing one’s level of group helping and cooperation (Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall,

Ciarocco, & Bartels, 2007; Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2002). Relevant to our theory of

team emotional competence, social rejection reactions are heavily influenced by team culture

(i.e., norms and values) and also by the broader cultural context in which the system exists (e.g.,

collectivistic vs. individualistic cultures) (Kim & Sasaki, 2014). A team’s culture can include

norms that guide interactions letting team members feel understood, cared about and secure in

their sense of belonging. Such cultures reduce the threat of rejection and increase emotional

resilience (Cacioppo et al., 2011).
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Shared Understanding and Control

The second and third social motives we identified are relatively cognitive and strongly

interrelated (Fiske, 2004): shared understanding and control. Aspects of these motives are similar

to social motives known as uncertainty reduction (see Cooper & Thatcher, 2010), and autonomy

(Deci & Ryan, 2000; Shapiro, 2010). In any given social situation, people implicitly ask

themselves questions such as: “What is going on here?” “Who are these people?” “What are they

doing and what do they want of me?” “Will my goals conflict with theirs’ and, if so, how do I

choose between them?” “What are the consequences if I am wrong, and how can I recover from

my mistakes?” (Cantor & Kihlstrom, 1985). The need for answers to such questions, and to have

the answers confirmed by others, emerges from the motive for shared understanding, which

describes a person’s need to predict what is going to happen in an environment, to make sense of

what does happen, and to believe that others share one’s own perceptions, attitudes, and feelings

(Fiske, 2004). Certainty about understanding of the physical and social environment instills

confidence about how to behave and increases the belief that a person has some control over

events (Hogg & Terry, 2000).

In team settings, the need for shared understanding drives members to construct shared

mental models (i.e., working theories) that allow them to calculate potential actions’

consequences and predict future states (Cannon-Bowers, Salas, & Converse, 1993). Shared

mental models improve group functioning by speeding up decisions and easing coordination

(Klimoski & Mohammad, 1994). As mentioned, the need to develop shared understanding is

closely related to the need for control–it motivates team members to obtain the information that

allows them to control the things that matter most (Dunning, 2004).



Team Emotional Competence 16

The third social motive, control, has long been referred to as the most common trigger of

emotion in teams (Hare, 1976), and is a strong predictor of a person’s sense of security about his

or her group relationships and subjective wellbeing (Vignoles, et al., 2006). Control connects

behavior to outcomes, and in a team environment implies the ability to influence decisions and

future team states. A sense of autonomy, choice, and control are central to producing and

sustaining the highest levels of motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Thus, the sense that autonomy

or control is under threat stimulates the need for increased control (Shapiro, 2010). For example,

when team members believe their input to important decisions is ignored, it can trigger negative

emotion. Conversely, positive emotion is triggered when members perceive their input matters.

Even if it is an illusion, a sense of control is fundamental to the perseverance required during

challenging times (Seligman, 1975; Williams, 2007).

Notably, in dynamic systems such as work teams, control is elusive, and more frequently

perceived than real (Osman, 2010). Control and autonomy are constantly negotiated in systems

where all members require some level of both, and this is true for all social motives. Lack of

certainty about motive satisfaction is inherent in dynamic social systems, compelling members to

continually collect and analyze incoming data and information (Dunning, 2004). But, context

matters; some team cultures help satisfy member social motives and aid resilience even when

motives are threatened.

Self-Enhancement

The fourth social motive we identified, self-enhancement, is a relatively affective motive

that involves feelings of self-esteem, self-worth, and improvability (Fiske, 2004). Aspects of the

self-enhancement motive are similar to motives for self-improvement (Sedikides & Hepper,

2009), competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000), and distinctiveness (Hornsey & Jetten, 2004; Vignoles,
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et al., 2006). Individuals’ desire to maintain positive views of themselves has received a great

deal of research attention. It is well established that “the most important thing in one’s life is the

self” (Tesser, 2004: 184) and that the “self” is not a fixed entity, but rather is context-sensitive

and continually being defined (Fiske, 2004). At the same time, people are highly motivated to

protect and enhance their sense of self-worth and -esteem (Vignoles, et al., 2006). It is more than

pleasant to be seen in a favorable light–it supports one’s acceptance as a secure member in a

group, and may have evolved as a survival strategy to prevent community rejection (Hicks,

20l0). Self-esteem has been labeled a sociometer for measuring one’s standing in a group; thus,

if self-esteem falls, it informs a person that he or she is in danger of group rejection (Leary &

Baumeister, 2000). This often leads a person to take remedial action to increase his or her group

standing or status (Fiske, 2004)

In the workplace, people are highly attuned to others’ views of their competence.

Research reveals that workplace accomplishments generate more positive emotion when they are

accompanied by positive recognition from others (Boudins, 2005; Mignonac & Herrback, 2004).

In fact, when others notice their performance, people feel good about performing well on even

the most mundane and simple tasks (Shepperd, 1993). People want to feel affirmed as worthy

and improvable, but they also want this information to mirror what they already know to be true

about themselves (Baumeister, 1999). Swann and his colleagues found that people are highly

invested in their distinct identities and self-perceptions; when these are verified, people feel

comfortable, known, and understood, and easily take over familiar roles (Swann, 1987; Swann,

Polzer, Seyle, & Ko, 2004). Research reveals that self-verification in a group prompts feelings of

interpersonal connection and fuels creativity, satisfaction, and team performance (Polzer, Milton

& Swann, 2002; Thatcher & Greer, 2008).
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Like all social motives, self-enhancement is good for individual members as well as the

team. When members feel valued by their teammates, they are more open to critical feedback

and more motivated to work, cooperate, and relate; when they feel badly about themselves, they

are less motivated to engage even in simple tasks (Karau & Williams, 1993). Ultimately, then, it

is easier to work with and be around people who feel good about themselves (Fiske, 2004).

Context and the Satisfaction of Social Motives

Entering a team environment automatically stimulates social motives. While some team

environments develop cultures that help satisfy member motives, others develop cultures that are

more threatening to motives. Threatened motives trigger emotion that stimulates information-

seeking behavior, attuning one’s sensitivity to social information in order to build understanding

and control (Pittman & Pittman, 1980). Threatened motives also increase stress and lead team

members’ behavior to become more self-focused (Driskell, Salas, & Johnston, 1999), which in

turn promotes remedial actions that may either improve one’s team standing or take time and

focus away from task-related activities and lead to increased conformity (Williams, 2007).

We introduce EC norms as a solution for developing a team culture that increases a

team’s ability to reliably address members’ social motives and thus build a productive social and

emotional emergent climate. Team norms provide a cognitive map that makes the team’s social

world easier to predict and navigate (Baldwin, 1992). At the same time, no team culture can

always satisfy all members’ social motives. Uncertainty, frustration, and conflict are natural and

inevitable in any dynamic social system (De Dreu & Weingart, 2003; Osman, 2010; Smith &

Berg, 1987), and both positive and negative emotions play a role in optimal team functioning

(George & Zhou, 2007; Lindebaum & Jordan, 2014). Consequently, we propose that effective

team emotion management involves building EC norms that help satisfy social motives and
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develop individual and team social and emotional resilience, which describes the capacity to

foster, engage in, and sustain positive relationships and to endure and recover from inevitable

social system stress and social isolation (Caccioopo, et al., 2011). Such resilience turns

challenges into learning opportunities, which can enhance relationships and improve team

effectiveness.

EMOTIONALLY COMPETENT TEAMS NORMS

A system’s culture shapes behavior in a social system (Schein, 1992; Swidler, 1986).

Culture (including the values, beliefs, practices, customs, and action strategies passed on to

newcomers and adapted and developed over generations) emerged through evolution to help

humans effectively structure and manage their social and physical environments (Baumeister,

2005). The distinct culture that emerges in any work team starts with the expectations, values,

actions, and interactions of members who jointly determine and construct behavior patterns,

which become the norms influencing future interactions and behavior (Morgeson & Hoffman,

1999). Cultures and their norms are emergent properties of groups that transcend individuals.

Team norms regularize behavior about issues that matter to members; they are the least

visible but most powerful form of control in any social system (Feldman, 1984). For instance,

team members covertly or overtly admonish those who do not adhere to team norms. And,

although strong norms have been shown to influence team behavior throughout several

generations of membership changes (Sherif, 1936), norms also change to accommodate the

evolving needs of a team and its members (Osman, 2010). Descriptive norms reflect team

members’ actual behavior patterns; prescriptive norms reflect the way a team believes members

should behave (Chatman, 2010). Recent research by Hackman and his colleagues reveals that

creating and enforcing well-defined prescriptive norms is an “efficient” and “powerful” team



Team Emotional Competence 20

behavior management tool (Hackman, 2011, p. 103). Ultimately, though, team norms’ substance

defines their influence on team effectiveness (Postmes, Spears, & Cihangir, 2001).

We introduce a prescriptive set of nine EC norms aimed to help a team effectively

manage emotion by improving anticipation and management of emotion-triggering issues and

building a productive social and emotional climate comprising team psychological safety, shared

team identity- and efficacy. Our theory intentionally roots team emotional competence in norms

rather than in individual skills (such as emotional intelligence, self-control, or agreeability). In

this way, our study marks a significant departure from more common conceptualizations of team

emotional competence, which link a team’s emotional competence level to individual team

members’ social and emotional skills (Frye, Bennett & Caldwell, 2006; Harper & White, 2013;

Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002).

Like others before us (Huy, 1999; Lewin, 1936; Martin, Knopoff, & Beckman, 1998), we

argue that context bears an important, meaningful influence on behavior and emotions. We also

argue that, because teams are emotion incubators (DeDreu, West, Fischer, & MacCurtain, 2001),

emotion management is too complex and essential to rely solely on individual members’

motivation and skills. In most teams there are significant individual differences in social and

emotional skill levels, as well as in the extent to which members with such skills feel responsible

for other members’ needs and concerns (Clark, Fitness, & Brissette, 2004). We agree with those

who argue that system-level emotional competence has a reliable, sustainable influence on

individual member behavior (Gantt & Agazarian, 2004; Holmer, 1994; Huy, 1999; Lewis &

Rees, 2013; McLaughlin, 2008). When EC norms are incorporated and crystallized, team-level

emotional competence does not require a great number of emotionally intelligent individuals in

influential positions (Huy, 1999). Further, because norms can generate routines that address
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member needs, they manage team emotion in a way that dependably supports productive

interactions and facilitates team effectiveness.

We argue that, by satisfying members’ social motives, EC norm implementation at any

level of demonstration will strengthen a team’s emotion management. Of course, teams and their

norms are dynamic, and the level at which a team demonstrates EC norms will fluctuate. Teams

are complex, non-linear systems in which small acts can have large consequences. Yet, for the

ease of description, we discuss and present our theory in a linear fashion (see Figure 1). Some

groups will swiftly develop team psychological safety, which increases cooperation, leads to an

increase in the demonstration of EC norms (e.g., caring behavior), and helps build deeper levels

of psychological safety. The development of team emotional competence need not proceed from

left to right in our model; indeed, team EC positively influences team effectiveness at no matter

what point in our model the improvement begins.

____________________________

Insert Figure 1 about here
____________________________

Emotionally Competent Norms Address Three Levels of Dynamics and Behavior

Work teams are multi-level systems. Three levels of dynamics and behavior continually

shape a team and interact to influence one another: individual, team, and cross-boundary (Arrow,

McGrath, & Berdhal, 2000). For example, team-level dynamics emerge from, but also shape,

individual-level dynamics. Cross-boundary-level dynamics emerge from the interaction of the

team with its larger context (e.g., the organization or the external environment), which shapes

and constrains team and individual dynamics (Ancona, 1990). Because all three levels and their

interactions influence emotion (Ashkanasy 2003; Barsade & Gibson, 1998), we present EC

norms that address behavior at each. The following discussion is summarized in Table 1.
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____________________________

Insert Table 1 about here
____________________________

Individual-level Team Norms

At the individual level, we include three EC norms: interpersonal understanding,

addressing counterproductive behavior, and caring behavior. Each norm requires and encourages

interaction among team members, and we propose that they also satisfy member social motives

for belonging, shared understanding, control, and self-enhancement.

Interpersonal understanding. We define this norm as teams taking actions to build an

accurate understanding of each member’s unique attributes and priorities, including: strengths,

weaknesses, interests, values, job, and goals. This norm takes into account that people’s lives are

dynamic and evolving. Teams who demonstrate it continually seek opportunities to build a more

nuanced and accurate understanding of the distinctive qualities and context of team members,

who take time to ask each other about evolving needs, interests, and goals.

Four concepts are related to, but differ from, the interpersonal understanding norm. The

first is cross understanding, defined as “the extent to which group members have an accurate

understanding of one another’s mental models” (Huber & Lewis, 2010: 7). A second related

concept is perspective taking, which describes the active consideration of another’s perspective

or point of view. A third related concept is empathy, defined as a state of emotional arousal that

stems from the apprehension or comprehension of another’s affective state and that is similar to,

or congruent with, what the other person is feeling (Eisenberg & Fabes, 1990). Finally,

interpersonal understanding relates to sympathy, defined as the process of coming to understand

another’s situation, mind, or reasoning, and thereby building an understanding of their thoughts,
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feelings, desires, and intentions (Sally, 2000). The key difference between these interpersonal

processes and the interpersonal understanding norm is that the latter endorses behavior that

builds cross understanding, perspective-taking, empathy, and sympathy.

An interpersonal understanding norm helps satisfy members’ belonging social motive by

leading to self-disclosure, which generates reciprocal sympathetic interactions (Gabarro, 1987).

People tend to like those with whom they are familiar, and familiarity leads to the discovery of

mutual similarities. This relationship-building process is central to experiencing belonging

(Fiske, 2004) and satisfying members’ shared understanding motive. By taking actions to build

familiarity with one another’s strengths, weaknesses, job, etc., members improve their ability to

anticipate how others will behave, and thus can calculate the consequences of potential actions.

Interpersonal understanding also helps meet member’s social motives for self-

enhancement. People like to belong, but they also like others to perceive them as unique and

distinctive1 (Brewer, 1991). When others verify team members’ unique attributes, they feel

recognized, are emboldened to offer more ideas and insights in the team (Swann, et al., 2004),

and experience increased self-esteem (Fiske, 2004). This leads us to the following:

Proposition 1:  A team’s interpersonal understanding norm will help satisfy member

belonging, shared understanding, and self-enhancement social motives.

Addressing counterproductive behavior. This norm refers to members taking actions to

raise and discuss member behavior that conflicts with agreed upon productive team member

behavior norms, or that team members consider harmful to team effectiveness. Members can

1 This value is strong in many Western cultures, but not in all cultures around the world (see Hornsey & Jetton,
2004).
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collectively or privately, immediately or postponedly, address counterproductive behavior. If

teams do not address counterproductive behavior, they implicitly accept it. Thus, to decrease

feedback recipient defensiveness and increase successful behavior changes, the team must

predetermine counterproductive behavior criteria (see Jordan & Audia, 2012). Furthermore, for a

norm of addressing counterproductive behavior to satisfy members’ social motives, the feedback

must facilitate a discussion.

Teams that ignore inappropriate member behavior decrease their performance potential;

and those that avoid conflict by ignoring counterproductive behavior tend to build hostility

(Nemeth & Staw, 1989). Therefore, this norm addresses member social motives for control in

two ways. Firstly, it makes room for this necessary evil of providing difficult feedback in a team

(see Margolis & Molinsky, 2008), which allows team members to have some control over others’

behavior. Secondly, it prompts periodic discussions about the efficacy of specific team norms

and expectations. Research shows that constructive confrontation norms enable a team to take

better advantage of the team’s diversity of opinions and to experience task conflict without it

leading to destructive emotional conflict (Kellermanns, Floyd, Spencer, & Pearson, 2008). For

instance, lower status members often consciously or unconsciously deploy counterproductive

behavior to question the team’s status quo (see Druskat & Wolff, 2007; Ridgeway, 1987). It is

not easy to voice dissent in teams with strong norms, particularly from a minority perspective.

However, norms that enable minority dissent can beneficially stimulate divergent thinking,

creative ideas, debate, and improved problem solving (DeDreu & West, 2001; Nemeth, 1994).

The norm also addresses belonging and self-enhancement social motives. When a

feedback recipient is known, understood, and supported by those giving the feedback (see other

norms in the individual-level category), it increases his or her ability to accept the feedback as
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developmental and helpful, rather than a threat to his or her self-image or sense of belonging (see

Jordan & Audia, 2012). Longitudinal research by Druskat and Wolff (1999) revealed that, after

feedback was provided to team members in a supportive face-to-face discussion, those who

received the toughest feedback (i.e., about problem behavior) later rated themselves as feeling

significantly more positive about the team and team relationships than they had before. Case

study research also shows that teams build stronger relationships when members quickly and

directly address work errors or problems, because it provides clear guidance for being upfront

with one another (Lilius, Worline, Dutton, Kanov, & Maitlis, 2011). We propose:

Proposition 2:  A team’s addressing counterproductive behavior norm will help satisfy

member belonging, control, and self-enhancement social motives.

Caring behavior. We define this norm as members taking actions to convey team

member appreciation, by treating them with respect and kindness and supporting their needs and

efforts. Norms that address how people should treat one another to cooperatively live and work

are implicit in every community and culture (Andersson & Pearson, 1999). Caring is an ongoing

relational process (Hawk & Lyons, 2008), and thus a caring behavior team norm neither requires

close personal team member relationships (Kahn, 1998), nor implies that team members must

like or socialize with one another. The norm assumes that team members aspire to build

communal rather than exchange relationships, since, whereas communal relationships involve

taking on some responsibility to help others to meet their needs, exchange relationships do not

(e.g., car pool members do not expect to care for one another’s needs) (Clark & Mills, 1993).

Caring behavior entails making sacrifices by occasionally letting go of one’s self

interests. Yet, since immediate impulses are often directed toward self-centeredness, prosocial

behaviors require what Rusbult and Van Lange (2003) refer to as a prosocial transformation,
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which is supported by understanding others (i.e., through interpersonal understanding) and

building secure relationships.

Dutton and her colleagues (Lilius et al., 2011) have studied the high-quality relational

connections that both constitute and support a caring behavior norm. Their recent case study

reveals that a team facilitated high quality connections when team members cared for one

another by acknowledging one another’s good work, attending to one’s preferences or strengths,

and helping those who appeared to need it (Lilius, et al., 2011). Such high quality connections

lead to relationship resilience—the relationship’s capacity to bounce back after setbacks (Dutton

& Heaphy, 2003).

A caring behavior norm addresses social motives for belonging, self-enhancement, and

control by extending dignity to others, recognizing their inherent worth, and helping them feel

good about themselves (Hicks, 2010). Caring behavior helps build and maintain the kind of

secure base (Kahn, 1998) at the belonging motive’s core. It also facilitates a sense of control by

allowing team members to both physically and psychologically feel secure, as well as able to

venture forth and explore without negative judgment (Clark & Lemay, 2010). This leads us to:

Proposition 3:  A team’s caring behavior norm will help satisfy member belonging,

control, and self-enhancement social motives.

Group-level Team Norms

At the group level, we include four EC norms that influence team-level interactions and

processes: team self-evaluation, creating emotion resources, encouraging optimism, and

proactive problem solving. A primary task of these group-level norms is to provide team

members with a level of shared understanding and control over group-level issues and concerns;

their purpose is to satisfy member social motives and help reduce the inherent uncertainty
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involved in working in a complex dynamic system (see Osman, 2010). Toward that end, these

team-level norms work together to facilitate continuous learning, improvement, and adaptation.

We propose that these team-level EC norms help a team build social and emotional resilience,

including the capacity to understand and manage challenges. Thus, these norms transform

challenges into learning opportunities that enhance relationships and improve team effectiveness

(Caccioopo, et al., 2011).

Team self-evaluation. This norm encourages team members to engage in periodic

discussions to assess process and performance effectiveness (including assessing strengths,

weaknesses, routines, and habits), determining what aspects are helping or hurting team

functioning and goal achievement. Positive team change and development necessitates

evaluating the “status quo” (Gersick & Hackman, 1990).

Adhering to a self-evaluation team norm is emotionally difficult, since it is admittedly

difficult for members to voice problems, especially in a cohesive team (Bercovitz, Jap, &

Nickerson, 2006). Put another way, members take the emotionally easier path when they quietly

or covertly judge the team and determine themselves unrelated to problem sources (Argyris,

1985). Team self-evaluation proves further challenging insofar as it builds awareness of more

difficult problems that require time and energy to improve.

A concept similar to team self-evaluation is team reflexivity, defined by West (1996) as

the extent to which group members openly reflect upon the group’s objectives, strategies, and

processes, and adapt them to current or anticipated circumstances. Reflexivity is considered a

transition activity that occurs when teams complete set performance tasks or episodes (De Jong

& Elfring, 2010). Yet, the team self-evaluation norm differs from reflexivity because teams who

adopt it incorporate self-evaluation as a standard (i.e., normative) operating procedure.
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Furthermore, team self-evaluation focuses more specifically on discussion and evaluation than

on change.

Another concept similar to team self-evaluation is team learning. A literature review by

Edmondson and colleagues described three definitional team learning categories: outcome

improvement, task mastery, and team processes (Edmondson, Dillon, & Roloff, 2007). The first

and second categories imply change, which is excluded from the team-self-evaluation norm. The

third category considers team learning a process of sharing information and reflecting on

experience, which best captures our definition of the team-self evaluation norm.

A norm of team self-evaluation helps satisfy team members’ shared understanding social

motives. Evidence reveals that teams that spend time reflecting on their process take better

advantage of team member diversity (Moreland & McMinn, 2010) and dissenting ideas (i.e.,

minority dissent), and are therefore more innovative (DeDreu & West, 2001). A norm of team

self-evaluation helps ensure that all members share and discuss their thoughts about the team and

its context. We offer the following proposition:

Proposition 4:  A team’s self-evaluation norm will help satisfy members’ shared

understanding social motive.

Creating emotion resources. Emotion provides legitimate information, and its

expression communicates needs (Clark, Fitness & Brissette, 2004). A creating emotion resources

norm encourages team members to create and use resources (e.g., time, common language, tools)

that enable the surfacing and discussion of emotion. Emotion resources make it easier for a team

to consider emotion a legitimate discussion topic (e.g., frustrations, “elephants in the room”).

Furthermore, by making it easier for team members to self-disclose emotions and

opinions, this norm increases the quantity and range of information team members raise and
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discuss during team self-evaluation. Without resources that help team members process and

make sense of shared feelings, emotion is typically ignored or suppressed (Levy, 1984). In her

narrative analysis of workplace emotion, Boudens (2005) discusses the active inner world of

employees who lack an outlet for voicing their frustrations, releasing their tension, and

developing a shared understanding of their “social reality.” Boudens’ writes:

“…there are forceful, sometimes, overwhelming emotions that accompany these [work]
experiences. In many of the stories the narrators chose to do and say nothing about the
way they felt. In some cases they simply felt constrained, not wanting to jeopardize their
position or upset the balance between themselves and another coworker…Many gave in
to the status quo and grudgingly learned to accept it…Remaining outwardly silent did not
of course mean that narrators left things at that.” (Boudens, 2005, p. 1302).

Suppressed emotions lead to dysfunctions such as depression (Kleinman, 1988), and, in

teams, suppressed emotion can manifest itself as apathy or lack of motivation. Conversely, an

emotionally competent group accepts emotions as an inherent part of group life, legitimizes

discussion of emotional issues, and creates a vocabulary for discussing them. Fineman (1996:

556) discusses the importance of “emotionalized zones” that beneficially allow employees to

express rather than suppress their emotions; however, since these zones are rare within

organizations, many employees must seek them elsewhere (Elfenbein, 2007). A creating emotion

resources norm helps satisfy team members’ shared understanding social motives by enabling an

outlet for members to share and discuss their social reality. We propose:

Proposition 5:  A team’s creating emotion resources norm will help satisfy members’

shared understanding social motive.

Encouraging optimism. Once a team creates norms for team self-evaluation and

emotion resource development, it has helped satisfy member shared understanding motives.

Next, a team must satisfy social motives for control, for instance by encouraging an optimistic

and hopeful environment. An encouraging optimism norm persuades team members to engage in
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behavior that leads to hopeful interpretations of day-to-day and larger challenges. Optimism is

typically defined as a mood or attitude that produces expectations of a desirable future (Peterson,

2000) and promotes a guiding image of possibility. Optimism thus provides people with a greater

sense of control and plays a pivotal role in motivating individuals and teams to overcome

challenges on the way to meeting goals (Ludema, Wilmot, & Srivastva, 1997). Typically,

researchers treat optimism as a cognitive construct closely connected to emotions one feels about

an optimistic future (Peterson, 2000). Similarly, hope is considered a relational construct that

emerges through social interaction (Ludema, et al., 1997). One person influences another’s hope

by conveying encouragement and confidence. Both optimism and hope are useful, and can be

self-fulfilling because of the motivation they invoke. Like all of the norms described in our

theory, however, encouraging optimism can be taken to excess. For instance, pressure to exhibit

positive emotions can have negative consequences, it can suppress honest feelings and it neglects

the important point that situational forces sometimes make any positive emotion difficult to

experience (see Hackman, 2009).

At the same time, as mentioned earlier, emotions are contagious in team settings

(Barsade, 2002). When a team confronts challenges, positive images can significantly influence a

team’s shared sense of efficacy, actions, and behaviors. Research by Isen and her colleagues

(Isen, Niedenthal, & Cantor, 1992) found that team members reporting positive emotions showed

greater cognitive flexibility and creativity than those reporting negative or neutral emotions.

Positive images and emotions also influence a team’s interpretation of challenges or threats. An

affirmative or optimistic interpretation reduces perceptions of threat, increases a team’s sense of

control over challenges, and increases its ability to identify effective solution strategies (Folkman

& Lazarus, 1988) Without an optimistic interpretation, threat can increase rigidity, resulting in
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information-processing restrictions and over-reliance on familiar, repeated responses (Turner &

Horvitz, 2001). Conversely, an optimistic outlook on the future predisposes people to actions that

support continued positive emotion (e.g., helping) (Isen & Baron, 1991). We propose:

Proposition 6:  A team’s encouraging optimism norm will help satisfy team members’

control social motive.

Proactive problem solving. Once a team gains an optimistic view of the future it is

easier to develop a norm that encourages proactive problem-solving activities. We define this

norm as proactively taking actions to anticipate, and prevent or address potential challenges or

problems, and teams adopting this norm meet challenges and threats without becoming rigid or

reactive, as often happens in human systems (Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton, 1981).

A concept similar to proactive problem solving is contingency planning, or developing a

back-up plan (Marks, Mathieu, & Zacarro, 2001). Contingency planning comprises one of three

planning processes types presented by Marks and her colleagues in their episodic team process

model; the other two include deliberate planning and reactive planning. In a study of planning’s

effects on team performance over time, DeChurch and Haas (2008) found that contingency

planning was the strongest predictor of a team’s coordination level early in its task, whereas

reactive strategy adjustment was more important to later-stage coordination. Contingency

planning, along with the coordination it helped teams achieve, resulted in accounting for 34% of

the variance in team performance; reactive strategy adjustment added an additional 10% of team

performance variance (DeChurch & Haas, 2008).

Although ample evidence reveals that team planning (Mathieu and Schulze, 2006;

Weingart, 1992), in addition to proactive or contingency planning (Ancona & Caldwell, 1992),

has a positive influence on team interpersonal and task effectiveness, it also reveals that teams
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naturally tend not to plan (Hackman, Brousseau, & Weiss, 1976; Weingart, 1992). This supports

our proposal that proactive problem-solving should be implemented as a team norm in which a

team periodically performs proactive planning and helps ensure planning occurs throughout a

team’s working lifespan. We offer the following proposition:

Proposition 7:  A team’s proactive problem solving norm will address members’ control

social motive.

Cross-Boundary-level Team Norms

At the cross-boundary level, we include two EC norms: organizational understanding and

building external relationships. Both norms influence the way the team and its members interact

with relevant individuals and groups outside of the team (e.g., people who belong to other

groups: clients, managers, executives, those with whom the team is interdependent – or on whom

the team is dependent). Intergroup emotions theory (Mackie, Devos, & Smith, 2000) suggests

that evaluations of intergroup events and interactions trigger emotion, and these inter-group

emotions influence attitudes and behavior between groups. Intergroup evaluations frequently

lead to perceived threat or -superiority, which trigger negative emotion, negative behavior and

intergroup conflict (Eidelson & Eidelson, 2003). Importantly, strong within-team emotional

bonds and identification with one’s own team, often result in strong negative judgments and

feelings about outsiders and other groups; this increases the risk of intergroup conflict (Arrow,

2007; Mackie, Silver, & Smith, 2004). We propose that effective emotion management through

emotionally competent norms will reduce the threat and negative emotion by increasing team

members’: (1) shared understanding of those outsiders, and (2) control through more trustworthy

relationships with outsiders.
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Organizational understanding. This norm supports team member actions that reach

outside the team to seek information from relevant individuals and groups that can increase the

team’s understanding of their priorities, needs preferences, perspectives, and behavior. Mere

contact with these outsiders reduces the potential for negative emotion directed at them

(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). A norm of organizational understanding also ensures routine

refreshment and re-evaluation of team members’ assumptions and beliefs about these outsiders.

The norm lays the groundwork for building networks and relationships that provide information

and resources essential for team innovation, goal achievement and performance (Marrone,

Tesluck, & Carson, 2007; Ute, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009). We propose:

Proposition 8:  A team’s norm of organizational awareness will help satisfy members’

social motive for shared understanding.

Building external relationships. This norm encourages team members to use the

information obtained through its organizational understanding to build relationships with those

who can improve a team’s level of control over its functioning and goal achievement. Field

research reveals that team viability and effectiveness is stronger in teams with strategies that

include an externally focused plan that involves developing contacts outside the team and

working with them to manage expectations, buffer external pressures, and acquire key resources,

and support (Ancona, 1990; Ancona & Caldwell, 1992; Marrone, et al., 2007). We propose:

Proposition 9:  A team’s norm of building external relationships will help satisfy

members’ social motive for control.

MOTIVE SATISFACTION BUILDS A PRODUCTIVE

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL CLIMATE
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We propose that team member experience of team psychological safety, team identity,

and team efficacy increases via the satisfaction of member belonging, shared understanding,

control, and self-enhancement social motives, which results from EC-norm influenced team

behavior and team emotion management. Support for specific propositions appears below.

Team Psychological Safety

We propose that an emergent climate of team psychological safety is both the outcome of

satisfying members’ social motives, and an input to team cooperation, engagement, and team

effectiveness. Research suggests that the kind of strong, secure, supportive relationships team

members experience through a true sense of group belonging leads directly to the experience of

psychological safety (Carmeli, Brueller, & Dutton, 2009; Kahn, 1990). In their study of 1,440

healthcare professionals, Nembhard and Edmondson (2006) also found that team leaders’

treatment of members in a relationally inclusive way, including inviting member contributions,

facilitates a psychological safety climate. Finally, research also reveals that when a team member

perceives their self-esteem is secure, he or she feels safe enough to hear information that,

although personally unflattering, could boost future team performance (Jordan & Audia, 2012).

On the other hand, when a team member feels their status as a fully belonging team member is at

risk, they choose to guard themselves by withdrawing and creating an internal, safe, and

protective boundary (Hirschhorn, 1988). This leads us to the following proposition:

Proposition 10: Higher satisfaction levels of team member social motives (i.e., belonging,

shared understanding, control, and self-enhancement) will be associated with higher team

psychological safety levels.

Team Identity
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We propose that an emergent team identity climate is also the outcome of satisfying

members’ social motives, and an input to team cooperation, engagement, and team effectiveness.

Research reveals that a sense of team belonging and control increases a person’s willingness to

develop team identity (Brewer, 2007; Smith, Murphy, & Coats, 1999), which in turn fuels a self-

reinforcing feedback cycle wherein the team identity experience drives a sense of belonging and

shared common purpose (Brickson, 2007). Research also suggests that when a team interacts

with and builds an understanding of the team’s external context, perceptions of the one’s own

group’s distinctiveness increase, which then helps to build a team’s unique shared identity

(Brewer, 2007). Finally, it is worth noting that team members’ perceived rejection (the opposite

of belonging) conversely drives a negative feedback cycle of reduced team identity, in addition

to increased selfish actions that decrease connection, cooperation, and team effectiveness

(Rusbult & Van Lange, 2003). This leads us to the following proposition:

Proposition 11: Higher satisfaction levels of team member social motives (i.e., belonging,

shared understanding, control, and self-enhancement) will be associated with higher team

identity levels.

Team Efficacy

Lastly, we propose that an emergent climate of team efficacy is, like the previous two

categories, both the outcome of satisfying members’ social motives and an input to team

cooperation, engagement, and team effectiveness. Motive satisfaction leads to the development of

team efficacy through three primary paths. Firstly, team efficacy grows out of the shared

understanding team members build as they interact to identify member strengths and weaknesses,

team resources, and the team’s place in its broader organizational context (Gibson, 1999; Gibson,

& Early, 2007; Gully, Joshi, Incalcaterra, & Beaubien, 2002). Secondly, team efficacy grows out
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of the sense of control that emerges from that shared understanding. In other words, team

discussions that produce shared understanding enable a team to feel it can control its future by

making timely self-corrections and adjustments (Lindsley et al., 1995). Teams that do not interact

toward building a shared understanding and a sense of control over the team’s future are less

likely to build a strong climate of team efficacy (Lindsley et al., 1995). Lastly, team efficacy is

higher in groups that feel the kind of relational bond or connection that comes from members’

sense of team belonging (Gibson & Early, 2007). This leads us to the following proposition:

Proposition 12: Higher satisfaction levels of team member social motives (i.e., belonging,

shared understanding, control, and self-enhancement) will be associated with higher team

efficacy levels.

DISCUSSION

Work teams are replete with frustrations, tensions, and conflicts that are difficult to

experience and manage. Some teams manage those emotions well and even inspire pleasant

emotions such as enthusiasm, warmth, and joy. Although the differences among the ways teams

manage their emotion are enormous, the majority of theories about groups and teams either

ignore the theme of emotion entirely, or only indirectly or superficially acknowledge it (George,

2002; Smith & Berg, 1987). This is surprising because group scholars have long recognized

emotion’s influence on team functioning (Bales, 1950; Bartel & Saavedra, 2000; Homans, 1950;

Barsade, 2002): referring to teams as hot beds of emotion (Barsade & Gibson, 1998) and emotion

incubators in which member emotions combine to create an overall team-level emotional tenor

(DeDreu et al, 2001) that perpetuates itself (Ashkanasy, 2003). This oversight is particularly

surprising given the emotion revolution that has permeated the social sciences in the last two

decades (Barsade, Brief, & Spartaro, 2003), and the fact that the management or regulation of
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emotion experience and expression has been one of the most heavily studied areas among

emotion researchers (Elfenbein, 2007).

Contributions

We present a theory of team emotional competence that addresses team emotion

management “head-on.” Our theory contributes to current knowledge on emotion in teams in

three ways. We conceptualize team emotion management as a purely team-level construct.

Previous team emotion management research conceptualizes and measures team emotion

management via individual team members’ emotion regulation skills, aggregating the level of

individual skills to measure a team’s ability to regulate emotion (Frye, Bennett, & Caldwell,

2006; Offermann et al., 2004; Jordan, Ashkanasy, Hartel, & Hooper, 2002; Jordan & Troth,

2004). This research reveals that individual emotion regulation skills benefit teams. For example,

Jordan and Troth (2004) found that, out of all the work group emotional intelligence skills they

studied, team members’ ability to manage their own emotions best predicted overall team

performance.

Yet, like us, a number of scholars argue that system-level emotion management is more

reliable and sustainable than dependence on individual-level skill and motivation (Gantt &

Agazarian, 2004; Holmer, 1994; Huy, 1999; Lewis & Rees, 2013; McLaughlin, 2008). It also

does not require most team members to have individual emotional skills (Huy, 1999). Even when

members have these skills, the team context affects their use. Behavior is often different inside

the team than outside the team, and team dynamics always represent more (or less) than the sum

of those individual skills (Granovetter, 1985; Lewin, 1936; Morgeson & Hoffman, 1999).

Another dilemma arising from dependence on individual-level emotion regulation skills is

that they can result in too much control and repression of emotion. Teams tend to benefit from
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the expression of positive emotion, which builds relationships and leads to higher team

performance (Losada & Heaphy, 2004). However, all emotion expression, including negative

emotion, carries information about needs (Clark, et al., 2004) and problems that can prove useful

to a team. For example, team members who communicate frustration may carry insights and

information useful for continuous team improvement. Team conflict is also often useful,

especially if it focuses on the team’s taskwork; a recent meta-analysis found that teams focusing

conflict on task-related views and disagreements lead to higher team performance (de Wit,

Greer, & Jehn, 2012). Our theory of team emotional competence emphasizes sharing, rather than

stifling, emotion. More specifically, our theory describes specific norms, which encourage

members to share emotions (e.g., creating emotion resources) that increase shared understanding

of issues facing the team and build a climate that stimulates high levels of cooperation,

engagement, and team effectiveness.

Our theory also adds to current knowledge of emotion in teams by incorporating theory and

research on individual social motives. Social motives are underlying needs that drive people’s

thinking, feeling, and behaving when they are in groups (Fiske, 2004). Because social motives

are the most common triggers of emotion, they are relevant to work teams’ functioning

(Ferguson, 2000; Norris & Cacioppo, 2007). We believe that information about social motives’

influence in team environments has been underutilized in team effectiveness and team emotion

theory. Organization researchers have only begun to understand the role of social motives in

work behavior. Previous research has tended to examine the influence of only broad categories

of social motives (e.g., prosocial and egoistic) (Beersma & De Dreu, 2005; Weingart, Brett,

Olekains, & Smith, 2007). Our literature review identifies a more specific list of social motives

likely to emerge in work teams: belonging, shared understanding, control, and self-enhancement.
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We propose that these four social motives are prime triggers of emotion in work teams, and that

effective team emotion management involves developing norms that help satisfy those motives

and, thus, build a productive social and emotional climate.

A third contribution is our meso-level theory that blends individual and team level

phenomenon to explain team outcomes. At the individual member-level of the team, our theory

focuses on the social motives the team members seek to have satisfied in the team environment

and the emotion experienced by these individual members as they act and interact with each

other. We also recognize that the interactions and emotions individual members experience in the

team do not occur in a vacuum, nor are they random (Morgeson & Hofmann, 1999). They occur

within the boundaries of the team and organization and are influenced by the norms and

expectations in both. At the team-level, we present the inclusion of the concepts of team culture

and team climate. Most theory considers one or the other. In our model, team culture represents

the relatively stable norms, values, and routines in a team. The nine emotionally competent

norms we present shape behavior focused at the individual-level, team-level, and cross-boundary

levels of the team. We propose that the team’s climate represents a less stable emergent state in

the team that consists of the dynamic team-level cognitive, motivational, and affective conditions

that change daily because of the interactions, work behaviors, and achievements of the team and

its members as they work together (see Marks, et al., 2001). Culture and climate are linked by

the way the nine norms influence the satisfaction of team member social motives.

Practical Implications and Conclusions

Our theory of team emotional competence can serve as a guide to help teams build a

productive social and emotional climate that leads to increased cooperation, engagement, and

team effectiveness. The focus of much current practice with work teams is frequently on
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preventing conflict and dysfunctional emotion. We know that when emotions are suppressed or

when individual and team behavior is driven by the avoidance of negative emotion, (e.g., fear or

discomfort), unproductive emotions and attitudes do not go away. They often manifest in

unproductive behavior. This is particularly true when the emotions stem from unmet social

motives. Social motives evolved to enable humans to fit well in groups and, relatedly, to ensure

the success of the group (Spoor & Williams, 2007). When these motives are perceived as met,

pleasurable emotions are generated (e.g., joy, contentment); when perceived as under threat the

team member frequently becomes self-focused in their behavior which can disrupt the team and

hurt its performance (Driskel et al., 1999). Finally, team emotional competence promotes team

learning and resilience. Both are essential in the fast-paced, complex environments in which

many teams work today.
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TABLE 1
Definition of Emotionally Competent Norms

Level Emotionally
Competent Norms Behaviors Social Motive Satisfied Productive Social and

Emotional Climate

Individual Interpersonal
Understanding

Actions to build an accurate understanding of
each member’s unique attributes and priorities
including: strengths, weaknesses, interests, values,
job, and goals.

Belonging
Shared Understanding
Self-Enhancement

Team
Psychological
Safety

Team Identity

Team Efficacy

Addressing
Counterproductive
Behavior

Actions to address and discuss member behavior
that goes against agreed upon norms of productive
behavior in the team, or that is considered by team
members to be harmful to team effectiveness.

Belonging
Control
Self-Enhancement

Caring Behavior Actions to convey appreciation to team members
by treating them with respect and kindness and by
supporting their needs and efforts.

Belonging
Control
Self-Enhancement

Team Team Self-Evaluation Periodically assess the effectiveness of its
processes and performance including its strengths,
weaknesses, routines and habits that are helping or
hurting team functioning and goal achievement.

Shared Understanding

Creating Emotion
Resources

Members create and use resources that enable
emotions to surface and get discussed (e.g., time,
common language, tools).

Shared Understanding

Encouraging Optimism Encouraging engagement in behavior that leads
members to interpret day-to-day and larger
challenges in a hopeful, optimistic manner.

Control

Proactive Problem
Solving

Proactive actions to anticipate potential challenges
or problems and to prevent or address them.

Control

Cross-
Boundary

Organizational
Understanding

Actions to build understanding of the social and
political system of which the group is a part.

Shared Understanding

Building External
Relations

Actions to build relationships with groups and
individuals outside the group.

Control
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FIGURE 1
A Theoretical Framework for Team-level Emotional Competence (EC)
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