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ABSTRACT

TEAM STRUCTURE AS PRECURSOR OF INDIVIDUALS’ SELF CONSTRUALS -
A MULTIDIMENSIONAL AND MULTI-LEVEL INVESTIGATION

By
Matthias Spitzmueller
Past research on teams has identified a number of structural dimensions as
powerful predictors of team functioning and team performance (Campion, Medsker, &
Hicks, 1993; Hackman & Wageman, 1995). What the different approaches to team
structure have in common is that they all vary the extent to which individuals are tightly '
coupled, loosely coupled, or decoupled from other team members. Previous research has
largely assumed that extreme forms of coupling are generally desirable. This has been
questioned, however, by more recent findings which indicate that extreme forms of
coupling in teams may also have undesirable consequences. In this dissertation, [ will
attempt to resolve these discrepant findings by investigating the social psychological
consequences of different degrees of coupling in teams. Specifically, I will examine how
team structures with varying degrees of coupling relate to individuals’ self-construals,
that is, how coupling in teams predicts the extent to which individuals define themselves
as independent of others or related to others. Drawing from optimal distinctiveness theory,
I predict that individuals will strive to accomplish a state of optimal distinctiveness,
which can best be realized in loosely coupled team structures. Moreover, consistent with
structural contingency theory (Moon et al., 2004), I predict that culturally-based
individual differences, personality variables, and cognitive ability moderate the influence

of team structure on individuals’ perceptions of optimal distinctiveness.
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INTRODUCTION

Research on team structure has been studied under a variety of different
approaches. These different approaches generally focus on different dimensions of team
structure. For example, Wageman (1995) examined the role of task interdependence in
teams, Manz and Sims (1987) and Kirkman and Rosen (1999) chose to focus on team
self-management. Van der Vegt, Emans, and Van de Vliert theorized that outcome
interdependence constitutes another central dimension of team structure, and Hedlund,
Ilgen, and Hollenbeck (1998) focused on the role of the communication medium in teams
for decision making accuracy.

Johnson and colleagues recently provided a useful classification system for these
different dimensions of team structure, proposing that teams can be classified by their
degree of complexity and energy that are required to maintain their social structure
(Johnson, Hollenbeck, Humphrey, Ilgen, Jundt, & Meyer, 2006). They asserted that tight
horizontal connections between team members, tight vertical connections between team
members and team leaders, and collective goals and rewards create the most complex
form of coupling between team members. A similar classification scheme for the
complexity of coupling has been provided in the field of organization theory by Weick
(Weick, 1976; Orton & Weick 1990), who differentiated between organizational units
which are decoupled, loosely coupled, or tightly coupled.

Research on team structure has generally advocated the use of extreme forms of
coupling in teams. For example, Wageman (1995) reported positive effects of tight
horizontal coupling for team outcomes. Similarly, Manz and Sims (1987), Kirkman and

Rosen (1999) and Spreitzer (1995) found that vertical decoupling between team members




and team leaders is associated with superior individual and team outcomes, such as
productivity, proactive work behaviors, customer satisfaction and job satisfaction. Indeed,
when studying the results of this research, one would expect that organizations would
have implemented or aspire to implement team structures which provide tight horizontal
coupling between team members and decoupling between team members and team

leaders.

Interestingly, however, this runs counter to common practice in organizations.
Most organizations have started to create loosely coupled teams with intermediate
degrees of horizontal coupling between team members and intermediate degrees of
vertical coupling between a leader and team members. Hackman (2009) provided an
insightful explanation for why organizations tend to employ loosely coupled team
structures, shying away from the extreme forms of coupling advocated by most of
previous research on team structure:

The challenge for a leader, then, is to find a balance between individual autonomy

and collective action. Either extreme is bad, though we are generally more aware

of the downside of individualism in organizations, and we forget that teams can
be just as destructive by being so strong and controlling that individual voices and

contributions and learning are lost (p. 105).

And indeed, other more recent research suggests that the preference for loosely
coupled team structures may be normative as well as descriptive. For example, using a
command and control simulation in a laboratory study, Ellis et al. (2003) showed that
team learning was optimized in a hybrid team structure which blended a tightly coupled

functional structure with a decoupled divisional structure. Restated, team learning was




superior in a loosely coupled team structure which avoided the disadvantages of tightly
coupled or decoupled team structures. Moreover, recent research on structural
contingency theory and structural adaptation theory (Hollenbeck et al., 2002; Johnson et
al., 2006) showed that the effectiveness of any team structure depends on the external fit
of the team structure with its environment and on the internal fit of the team structure
with team member characteristics. Again, this negates the notion that extreme forms of
coupling in teams are superior per se.

Opverall, these findings call for more research on the consequences of different
degrees of coupling in teams. In this dissertation, I will adopt a different approach to
studying the consequences of different degrees of coupling in teams by focusing on the
social psychological consequences of tightly coupled, loosely coupled, and decoupled
team structures. Indeed, we know relatively little about the psychological consequences
of coupling in teams, and how these consequences affect individuals’ ability to function
effectively as team members. In particular, what is missing is a better understanding of
the influence of different degrees of coupling in teams on individuals’ self-construals,
and how this effect impacts individuals’ ability to function effectively as team members.
With the term self-construal, I am referring to “the extent to which the self is defined as
being intertwined and connected to others (an interdependent self-construal) and separate,
unique, and autonomous from others (an independent self-construal)” (Holmvall &
Bobocel, 2008, p. 150). This is a notable omission when we consider that seminal

research on organizational structure has often addressed the important role of structure as

an antecedent of individuals’ self-construals.



For example, Blau noted that the structure of social positions among which people
are distributed exerts important influences on social life and on how individuals think of
themselves as members of larger collectives (Blau, 1977). Similarly, Weick posited that
organizational structures determine the level of “preoccupation with linguistic work and
the social construction of reality” (Weick, 1976, p. 13). Both Blau and Weick emphasize
the role of structure for individuals’ self-construals and for meaning creation — an
important aspect of structure which has generally not been addressed in team research (cp.
Parker, 2003; Sewell, 1998 for noteworthy exceptions).

To summarize, I argue that our understanding of team structure could be
improved by investigating the social psychological implications of different degrees of
coupling in teams, that is, by investigating how different degrees of coupling between
team members are associated with team members’ perceptions of belongingness and
distinctiveness. I propose that loosely coupled team structures allow individuals to attain
a state of optimal distinctiveness which maximizes individuals’ ability to function
effectively at work.

Contributions

Given the important role of team structure for meaning creation in teams, and also
noting the problems associated with previous research on team structure, I intend to make
the following contributions to research on different degrees of coupling in teams.

First, this is one of the first empirical studies which investigates loose coupling in

teams as a solution to the problems associated with extreme forms of coupling,
acknowledging the common organizational practice to create loosely coupled teams. This

dissertation adds to our understanding of team structures by proposing that individuals
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require an optimal balance between elements of tightly coupled social systems and
decoupled social systems.

Second, I will explain the preference for loosely coupled team structures by
focusing on the social psychological consequences of different degrees of coupling in
teams. Drawing on optimal distinctiveness theory (Brewer, 1991), I propose that team
structure will predict individuals’ self-construals, that is, perceptions of belongingness
and distinctiveness. Loosely coupled team structures will allow team members to
experience a state of optimal distinctiveness, which will in turn predict a range of
outcomes, including subjective well-being, self-efficacy, voice behaviors, learning, job
performance, and team identification. By investigating the social psychological
mechanisms through which team structure affects these outcomes, this study is
integrating a structural approach to teams with a social psychological approach to team
behavior. Blending these two approaches provides us with a powerful perspective to
examine the complex interplay of structure and cognition and behavior in teams.

Third, drawing from structural contingency theory and structural adaptation
theory (Hollenbeck et al., 2002, Moon et al., 2004), I investigate how the social
psychological implications of different configurations of team structure depend on the
internal fit of the team structure with team member characteristics. This is consistent with
early theorizing on structural contingency theory (Burns & Stalker, 1961), which argued
that there is no one best way to organize, and that the effectiveness of organizational

structures depends on the environment in which the organization is operating and on the

fit of structure with internal characteristics of the organization.
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Fourth, this study provides an account of the consequences of two different
dimensions of team structure, both of which vary the degree of coupling in teams.
Specifically, this study investigates how team structure affects optimal distinctiveness on
the individual level of analysis, and how this in turn predicts a broad range of criteria.

Finally, findings will inform practitioners on how to design work teams such that
they allow individuals to function effectively, yet at the same time also satisfy their
psychological needs for both assimilation and uniqueness.

Overview

My dissertation will be structured in the following manner. First, I will review
relevant research on organizational structure and team structure, focusing on the role of
structure for individuals’ self-construals, behavior, and ultimately, performance. This will
be followed by a summary of optimal distinctiveness theory, which will serve as the
dominant theoretical framework to guide my hypothesis development. Second, drawing
from structural contingency theory (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Hollenbeck et al., 2002), I
will develop hypotheses on three sets of relationships, including the relationships of team
structure with individuals® self-construals; the moderating role of individual differences
in these relationships; and the relationships of individuals’ self-construals with outcomes.
Figure 1 summarizes the overall model of this dissertation, Figure 2 organizes the the
model by levels, differentiating between team- and individual-level of analysis. Third, I
will empirically test these hypotheses utilizing data obtained from a laboratory study.

Fourth, I will discuss the theoretical and practical implications of my findings.







Figure 2. Summary of Overall Model — Organized by Level
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On a general level, organizational structure describes how “large numbers of
persons are differentiated into smaller groups as well as how the independent actions of
these differentiated groups are coordinated” (Hollenbeck et al., 2002, p. 600). Drawing
from the work of Jones (1995) and Stewart and Barrick (2000), I define team structure as
the configuration of relationships with respect to the allocation of tasks, responsibilities,
and authority. This definition emphasizes the important role of interdependent

relationships between team members as the building block of team structure. It also

points to two central dimensions of team structure which have received most attention in
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previous research: First, it points to the critical role of task interdependence, which
reflects the degree to which team members initiate and receive interdependencies in order
to complete the team’s tasks by providing and receiving critical inputs such as
information and resources. Since this type of interdependence occurs between team
members on the same hierarchical level, I will refer to this type of interdependence as
horizontal interdependence. Second, Stewart and Barrick (2000) acknowledged the
important role of decision making authority in their definition of team structure. In
particular, this second dimension of team structure describes the extent to which the team
depends on one leader person to take critical decisions, or whether the team engages in a
collective decision-making process. I will refer to this type of interdependence as vertical
interdependence.

In the following sections, I review the literature relevant to the current study. Due
to the focus on team structure as a precursor of individuals’ self-construals, [ will only
review theories or concepts on organizational structures which are relevant to these topics
and thus inform my theory and hypothesis development. After reviewing the relevant
theories of structures on the macro and meso level of analysis, I will introduce optimal
distinctiveness theory as a theoretical framework which will guide the development of
my hypotheses on the effects of team structure for individuals’ self-construals and
performance.

Literature Review of Structure

In this section, [ will review two literatures which have been influential for

research on structure as an antecedent of individuals’ self-construals in organizations.

The first of these two streams represents macrolevel research on the effects of
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organizational structure on cognitive and behavioral patterns in organizations (i.e.,
Bamard, 1938; Berger & Luckman, 1966; Burns & Stalker, 1961; Davis, 1949; Giddens,
1979; Merton, 1957; Parsons, 1960; Weber, 1964). This literature has developed largely
independent of a second stream of research on structure on the meso level of analysis,
which has investigated the nature of interdependent work structures and their effects on
cognition and behavior. This research was most heavily influenced by the work of
Deutsch (1949) on social interdependence. Reviewing these two streams of research will
lay the ground for the discussion of the two subdimensions of team interdependence
which I will focus on in this dissertation: horizontal interdependence and vertical
interdependence.
Macrolevel Theories of Organizational Structure

Research in the field of organization theory has produced a wealth of different
approaches to the topic of organizational structure. Not only is the sheer number of these
approaches difficult to manage, it is also the diversity of these approaches which makes a
concise summary of this literature practically impossible. Thus, the subsequent review of
macrolevel research on organizational structure should not be viewed as an exhaustive
summary of this literature. Instead, I will focus on selected research streams which are
central to this study, organizing these approaches in three broad categories. These three
categories will include rational systems theories, structuralist accounts, and dialectic
approaches to the study of organizational structure.

Rational Systems Approaches

Early research in the emerging field of organization science has generally viewed

organizational structure as a vehicle to maximizing organizational efficiency. For
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example, Fayol (1930) suggested that organizations could become more efficient by
relying on organizational structures in which individuals with similar functional areas of
expertise are grouped together in the same organizational units. This suggestion has
influenced subsequent theorizing in organizational theory, for example the writings of
Burns and Stalker (1961) on mechanistic organizational structures or Hollenbeck et al.’s
(2002) discussion of functional structures on the group level of analysis.

Also in the tradition of rational systems theories, Weber (1946) developed a
theory of organizational bureaucracy which outlined principles of an efficient
organizational structure, including the principles of hierarchy of offices and fixed
division of labor. According to Weber, bureaucratic organizational structures as the most
efficient form of organizing have replaced more archaic work structures in which
individual abilities, skills, and preferences defined work roles, that is, they have replaced
work structures in which individual characteristics of employees were not separated from
work roles.

Structuralist Approaches

According to rational systems theories, the consequences of organizational
structures on individuals’ perceptions of their group membership and their perceptions of
interpersonal relationships with others are largely a by-product of the more important
effects of organizational structure on organizational efficiency.

This changed with the emergence of structuralism as a popular theoretical
framework in sociology (Levi-Strauss, 1958). At the most general level, structuralism
refers to any approach which emphasizes the effect of structure on social life over an

effect with the reversed causality. Thus, this approach places organizational structure
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center stage to describe how individuals construct meaning in organizational life. This
represents a major shift in organizational theorizing, evidenced by the change in
perspective from a rational systems approach with its eminent focus on organizational
efficiency, to a theoretical perspective which attempted to understand the social
psychological implications of organizational structure. I will review three theoretical
approaches within structuralism in the following paragraphs in order to exemplify this
change in perspective, namely the work of Davis (1949), Merton (1957), and Parsons
(1960).

According to Davis (1949) and Scott (2002), structure has several layers. First, a
normative structure contains values, norms, and role expectations for individuals. A
second layer of structure consists of cultural-cognitive structures which comprise shared
beliefs and understandings of central elements of organizational life. These schemas can
help employees in their collective sensemaking process as organizational members.
Finally, a behavioral component constitutes the third layer of structure.

Davis argued that the normative structure of organizations imposes important
constraints on the two other structural layers such that the cognitive schemas and
behavioral options available to employees are determined by the normative structure.
According to this perspective, team structures (as elements of the normative structure)
play an important role in the creation of meaning in organizational life by channeling
individuals® cognition, and ultimately, their behavior.

Merton’s work on social theory and social structure has provided us with another
influential perspective in the structuralist tradition, investigating how structure can

function as an antecedent of conflict and deviant behavior in organizations (Merton,
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1957). According to Merton, organizational conflict and deviance can best be understood
by investigating the structure of relations between individuals and groups. Merton
suggested that such a structuralist perspective should replace a more traditional
understanding of organizations according to which conflict and deviance are the results of
the actions of innately aggressive individuals. Thus, consistent with the general theme of
structuralism, Merton viewed organizational structure as the primary predictor of
important cognitive and behavioral patterns in organizations.

The third and final perspective of structuralism which I am going to introduce is
Parsons’ theory of structure functionalism (Parsons, 1960). In this grand theory, he
developed a general analytic model which can be used to analyze the structure and
ultimately the viability of collectives of all sizes. He proposed that all social systems have
certain functions which have to be performed if the social system is to survive. These
functions are adaptation, goal attainment, integration, and latency (also frequently
referred to as AGIL paradigm). He continued to discuss the roles that individuals have to
assume in order to perform these functions, arguing that these roles are predefined by
accepted norms and standards in the respective collective. Thus, Parsons conceptualized
individual behavior as a function of predefined roles which operate in the service of
functional requirements to secure system survival.

Dialectic Approaches

Despite the important differences between rational systems approaches and
structuralist approaches to organizations, both approaches share the emphasis on the
pervasive influence of organizational structure on individuals. More recent approaches to

Structure, however, have advocated a more dynamic understanding of the relationship
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between structure and individual cognition and behavior, suggesting a complex and
reciprocal relationship between structure and meaning creation. In this section, I will
discuss two prominent dialectic approaches, namely Berger and Luckmann’s work on the
social construction of reality (Berger & Luckmann, 1966) and Gidden’s theory of
structuration (Giddens, 1984).

Similar to research in the structuralist tradition, Berger and Luckmann emphasize
the powerful influence of institutional structures on individuals’ cognition and behavior.
They define institutions as the result of reciprocal typifications of habitualized actions by
at least two actors. Put differently, the repeated performance of certain behaviors teaches
others how to interpret this behavior, that is, others are creating lasting expectations of a
logical sequence of actions. As such, individuals are developing cognitive schemas with
which they can make sense of their environments. Thus, institutions control human
conduct by predefining patterns of conduct. These patterns channel human behavior and
cognition in specific directions, limiting the flexibility of individuals operating in
institutionalized environments.

Despite the apparent focus on the pervasive effects of institutionalized structures
on human cognition and behavior, Berger and Luckmann’s approach is also remarkably
different from structuralist approaches. What sets their approach apart from structuralist
approaches is the recognition that human behavior is just as much a product of
institutionalized structures as these structures are a product of humans, or, as Berger and
Luckmann put it, society should best be viewed as a human product just as much as
human cognition and behavior should best be viewed as a product of institutionalized

structures. By emphasizing the dialectic relationship between institutionalized structures
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and human behavior, Berger and Luckmann break with structuralistic approaches which
proposed a unidirectional effect of structure on behavior.

Further elaborating on the dialectic approach advocated by Berger and Luckmann,
Giddens (1984) proposed a theory of structuration in which he noted that structural forces
change social life into something more than random individual acts. Yet, at the same time,
he maintained that social life is also not entirely determined by social forces. Put in
different words, social life is not merely an outgrowth of micro-level activity, neither is it
a phenomenon which should be studied by considering only macro-level, structural
explanations.

Giddens argued that human agency assumes a critical role in the relationship
between structure and behavior by allowing individuals to decide whether they want to
continuously reproduce structural patterns, or break with them. By repetitively engaging
in specific behaviors, individual agents continuously reproduce structure. According to
Giddens, human agency itself, however, is also constrained by frames of meaning and
interpretation which flow from macro-level structures. Put in the words of the French
philosopher Foucault (1977), human agency occurs within a “prevailing web of power
relations” (Clegg, Courpasson, & Phillips, 2006, p. 217) which is ultimately structurally
determined. Thus, consistent with Berger and Luckmann, Giddens conceptualized the
relationship between structure and behavior as a complex, reciprocal relationship.
Implications of Macrolevel Theories of Organizational Structure

Overall, macrolevel theories of organizational structure have important
implications for this dissertation. First, as indicated by the early research of Fayol (1930)

and Weber (1946), structure has an important role for effective organizational functioning
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and performance. This is consistent with my investigation of team structure as a predictor
of team effectiveness.

Second, structuralist and dialectic approaches speak to the pervasive influence of
structure on individual cognition and behavior. Therefore, it seems appropriate to
investigate team structure as a predictor of cognitive processes on the individual level of
analysis, especially as they relate to individuals’ self construals in the context of work.
This supports the primary objective of this study, namely to investigate how team
structure influences individuals’ self-construals, and how this effect mediates the
relationship of team structure with team performance. In fact, my investigation of the
effect of team structure on feelings of belongingness and distinctiveness can be viewed as
a logical continuation of structuralist approaches to organizations, adopting the main
arguments of structuralism to the mesolevel of analysis.

Third, more recent research on dialectic approaches to structure makes an
important contribution to organization sciences by conceptualizing structure both as a
determinant and as a consequence of behavioral patterns in organizations. This
perspective points to a mutual dependence between higher-level phenomena (i.e., team
level and organizational level structures and processes) and phenomena on a lower level
of analysis (i.e., individual cognition and behavior). Weick (1979) referred to this mutual
dependence between individual- and collective phenomena as “double interact”,
emphasizing how individual behaviors affect collective processes, which in turn
influence individual processes and behavior (cf. the systems theory of motivated work
teams of Chen and Kanfer, 2006, who use this insight to develop propositions on the

interplay between individual and team motivation).
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Mesolevel Theories of Organizational Structure
Gestalt Psychology

Similar to the rich tradition of macrolevel research on organizational structure,
research on the mesolevel of analysis on structure has a long history, dating back to the
early beginnings of the discipline of psychology. Most of the early research on group
structure and interdependence (Lewin, 1936; Deutsch, 1949) draws from gestalt
psychology, an emerging school of thought established at the University of Berlin in the
early 20th century. <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>