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Abstract
Global teams may help to integrate across locations, and yet, with formalized

rules and procedures, responsiveness to those locations’ effectiveness, and the

team members’ experiences of work as meaningful may suffer. We employ a
mixed-methods approach to understand how the level and content of

formalization can be managed to resolve these tensions in multinationals. In

a sample of global teams from a large mining and resources organization
operating across 44 countries, interviews, observations, and a quantitative

2-wave survey revealed a great deal of variability between teams in how

formalization processes were enacted. Only those formalization processes that
promoted knowledge sharing were instrumental in improving team

effectiveness. Implementing rules and procedures in the set-up of the teams

and projects, rather than during interactions, and utilizing protocols to help
establish the global team as a source of identity increased this knowledge

sharing. Finally, we found members’ personal need for structure moderated the

effect of team formalization on how meaningful individuals found their work

within the team. These findings have significant implications for theory and
practice in multinational organizations.

Journal of International Business Studies (2019).
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41267-019-00226-8

Keywords: qualitative/quantitative comparisons; survey method; teams and teamwork;
knowledge acquisition and sharing; integration and responsiveness

The online version of this article is available Open Access

INTRODUCTION
Multinational organizations (MNOs) are replete with integrative
challenges, as geographically dispersed employees engage in global
work, collaborating across different political, economic, societal,
and cultural contexts. In response to those challenges, many firms
deploy global teams, defined as bounded structures, formally
recognized by the organization as teams, with members who work
across national boundaries, and who are collectively account-
able for outputs across locations (Hinds, Liu & Lyon, 2011). Such
global teams often serve as mechanisms for integrating core
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operations across the locations represented in the
teams, and it is this feature of their work that serves
as their most important defining characteristic
(Cramton & Hinds, 2014; Gibson, Huang, Kirkman
& Shapiro, 2014). In many MNOs, it is the global
nature of the team that drives the need to put
formal processes in place to coordinate activity and
ensure participation across global locations, but
these teams also need to maintain flexibility and
allow for emergent processes to address issues that
arise at a local level (Raisch & Birkinshaw, 2008;
Gibson & Dibble, 2013; Cordery, Soo, Kirkman,
Rosen & Mathieu, 2015).

Managing the degree of formalization in global
teams, defined as the codified rules, policies, and
procedures to shape behavior, guide actions, and
govern social positions and role relationships
between individuals (e.g., Chen & Huang, 2007;
Hempel, Zhang, & Han, 2012; Hirst, Van Knippen-
berg, Chen, & Sacramento, 2011), is a means of
navigating the dual needs of coordination and
flexibility in MNOs. Decisions regarding formaliza-
tion are highly impactful – formalization can
increase accountability and commitment, and yet
destroy the very essence of a team’s appeal to its
members, reducing members’ well-being at work,
and the overall ability of the team to contribute to
the organization’s objectives. The weight of empir-
ical evidence regarding traditional teams (i.e., co-
located and engaging in core operations) seems to
suggest that more formalization is better than less,
because it helps facilitate information exchange
and task allocation (Bunderson & Boumgarden,
2010). However, we lack research on the new global
team forms that are so central to MNOs, in which
the relationship between formalization and effec-
tiveness is likely to be complex and multi-layered,
and must reflect a responsiveness to the cross-
location nature of membership and tasks (Crawford
& LePine, 2013; Adler & Borys, 1996).

To develop and test a multi-level theory of
formalization in MNOs, we conducted a compre-
hensive mixed-method study, examining how for-
malization, mandated at the organizational level,
was implemented and experienced at the team and
individual levels, ultimately affecting both the
ability of the teams to achieve the organization’s
objectives and the meaningfulness of the work
across the global sites. Meaningfulness of work is
the members’ experience of their daily work
responsibilities as having broader significance
(Rosso, Dekas & Wrzesniewski, 2010), and has been
reported by employees to be more important for

their well-being than any other occupational fea-
ture, including income, job security, and the
opportunity for career advancement (Cascio,
2003; Carton, 2018). Meaningfulness of work pre-
dicts life satisfaction, happiness, and work enjoy-
ment (Bonebright, Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000). Yet
this individual outcome may be challenged by
global work due to its complex and geographically
dispersed nature. We focus on the global feature of
the teams as their defining characteristic, and we
show that, even after controlling for communica-
tion technology use, formalization in the structure
of the teams was critical to their success. Specifi-
cally, it enabled them to be effective in ways that
were responsive to the uniqueness of locations
represented on the teams, and by contributing to
members’ experience of their work as meaningful.
The study’s design allowed us to revisit basic
assumptions that have prevailed in the literature,
revealing the multi-level complexity of formaliza-
tion in MNOs.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Three key formalization challenges are at the core
of effectiveness and meaningfulness of global
teamwork in MNOs: (1) utilizing formalization
policies at the organizational level to balance global
integration and local responsiveness across teams;
(2) utilizing formalization implementation pro-
cesses among teams to create cohesion, whilst
allowing sufficient informality for diverse knowl-
edge to flow; and (3) utilizing formalization to drive
engagement and meaning within the team, while
at the same time recognizing individual differences
and fulfilling diverse needs. Given these challenges
are at different levels, each is informed by a
different body of literature, which we review below.
Developing our multi-level theory of formalization
thus serves to integrate these currently disparate
areas of the literature (see Figure 1).

Formalization that Prioritizes Integration Over
Local Responsiveness
A key tension in MNOs is that between the need for
both global integration and local responsiveness
(Doz, Bartlett & Prahalad, 1981; Bartlett & Ghoshal,
1989; Roth & Morrison, 1991; Johnson, 1995).
Since its introduction, the integration–responsive-
ness framework has been refined and applied by
many researchers (e.g., Devinney, Midgley &
Venaik, 2000; Luo, 2001; Zellmer-Bruhn & Gibson,
2006), underscoring the need for MNOs to balance
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the ability of differentiated local subsidiaries to
meet unique local demands, with the requirement
to provide integration, control, and coordination of
the entire organization (Takeuchi & Porter, 1986;
Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010). Increasingly, the role of
teams in addressing such tensions has been recog-
nized (Lubatkin, Simsek, Ling, & Veiga, 2006;
Jansen, Van den Bosch, & Volberda, 2006; Jansen,
Tempelaar, Van den Bosch, & Volberda, 2009; Haas
2010).

Emphasizing global integration promotes a holis-
tic view of global operations and explicitly coordi-
nates interdependent processes and products across
subsidiaries. For instance, to maintain cost efficien-
cies, MNOs increase control through centralization
of decision making. However, in doing so, they
create parameters within which subsidiaries can
act, thus constraining innovation. In contrast,
emphasizing local responsiveness helps maximize
initiative and proactive pursuit of new business
opportunities (Luo, 2001; Birkinshaw, 1996), and
allows managers to reap benefits from local cus-
tomers, suppliers, distributors, competitors, and
governmental authorities, which in turn creates
more competitive opportunities (Ghoshal & Noh-
ria, 1989).

Formalization of rules, policies, and procedures
helps to ensure coordination and can therefore
increase global integration, but it may also serve to
reduce the flexibility that is often required to tailor
practices such that they suit each location (Marti-
nez & Jarillo, 1991; Eisenhardt, Furr, & Bingham,
2010; Kortmann, Gelhard, Zimmermann, & Piller,
2014). Scholars seem to agree that formalization
could be an important tool for MNOs in the process
of managing tensions (Eisenhardt et al., 2010), but
what remains unclear are the mechanisms by
which the formalization intended for this purpose
at the organizational level can be successfully
implemented across and through various levels of
the MNO (Junni, Sarala, Taras, & Tarba, 2013).
Global teams may be able to serve as this

mechanism, translating the organizational policies
into action; however, research suggests that, even
when faced with the same organizational policies,
teams may nonetheless enact and implement
organizational rules, policies and procedures in
different ways (Orlikowski, 2000; Hirst et al., 2011;
Haas, 2010). That is, although an organization
might stipulate the introduction of particular for-
malized processes, the manner in which these
changes manifest themselves at the front line can
vary considerably; thus, the intended or mandated

Formalization Tensions Focal Connections Literature Base

Formalization that Prioritizes 
Integration over Local 
Responsiveness

Organization to Teams • Internationalization 
(Devinney, Midgley & 
Venaik, 2000; Martinez & 
Jarillo, 1991)

• Strategic Tensions (Raish & 
Birkinshaw, 2008; Zellmer-
Bruhn & Gibson, 2006)

Formalization for Team 
Cohesion at the Expense of 
Diverse Team Knowledge 
Flows 

Between and Within Teams • Team Design (e.g., Hempel, 
Zhang, & Han, 2012; 
Crawford & LePine, 2013)

• Team Knowledge Sharing 
(Cramton, 2001; Sole and 
Huysman, 2000)

Formalization That Allows for 
Meaningful Work Amidst 
Individual Differences

Team to Individual • Individual Differences (e.g,. 
Hurst et al. 2011; LePine et 
al. 2011)

• Meaningful Work (e.g,. 
Dimitrov, 2011; Barrick, 
Mount, & Li, 2013; Carton, 
2018)

Figure 1 Multi-level framework for formalization challenges in MNOs.
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structure is not the same as the resultant or enacted
structure.

For example, organizations may make available a
variety of information technologies that global
teams can use to communicate and conduct their
work. Yet not all global teams are highly dependent
on communication technology, with some prefer-
ring to conduct their work face-to-face as much as
possible. Being ‘global’ and being ‘technology-
dependent’ are not synonymous. Indeed, Gibson
and Gibbs (2006) found that, just because a global
team was geographically dispersed, it did not follow
that the members interacted primarily using the
communication technology tools mandated by the
organization. Although some global teams are also
technology-dependent, others primarily meet face-
to-face. Organizational policies may advise teams
in the use of information technology, such as an
organization suggesting that members connect
regularly using a conference call; however, the
manner in which these calls are enacted may vary
dramatically from team to team, in terms of the
frequency of the calls, who participates in them, or
which tools are used to support the call (e.g., phone
or video, scheduling tools, presentation software,
or a knowledge repository).

Having the freedom to make decisions about the
nature and level of formalization that applies in a
team is likely advantageous. For example, Bresman
and Zellmer-Bruhn (2013) found that organiza-
tional mandates typically had adverse effects at the
team level, except when teams had very little of
their own team-level protocols (i.e., schedules,
processes, rules, and procedures). An important
implication of Bresman and Zellmer-Bruhn’s study
is that multiple organizational levels should be
taken into consideration when assessing the effects
of level of formalization, as well as processes of
implementation (Kirkman, Mathieu, Cordery,
Rosen, & Kukenberger, 2011). To understand these,
we must turn to literature which examines social
and cognitive processes that occur within and
between global teams.

Formalization for Team Cohesion at the Expense
of Diverse Team Knowledge Flows
In global teams, capturing the attention of mem-
bers is often difficult, given that members’ focus is
diluted by their local tasks and priorities and by
their membership on other teams within their own
local site (Klein & Kleinhanns, 2001; Metiu &
Rothbard, 2013). Cordery, Soo, Kirkman, Rosen
and Mathieu (2009) describe the challenge of trying

to build team engagement when members collab-
orate across nationally dispersed sites, making it
difficult to sustain knowledge flows in the face of
competing role demands. A logical solution to such
a challenge might be to increase the social connec-
tions between members, that is, to build the
cohesion of the team, defined as the degree to
which the attractiveness and prestige of the group,
the members within it, or the activities of the group
create a force acting on the members to remain
active within it (Festinger, Schachter, & Back, 1950:
254).
Formalization, to the extent that it clarifies roles

and provides clear team boundaries, helps build
identity and cohesion, without which global teams
may struggle to effectively coordinate and prioritize
their work activities. Examining more traditional,
co-located work teams, several studies have found
that the degree to which activities and tasks
performed by the team are formalized is positively
associated with a range of beneficial team processes,
including reduced conflict and heightened psycho-
logical safety (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010),
which suggests that formalization might enhance
global team effectiveness. Yet, creating cohesion
through the imposition of bureaucratic structure to
a global team’s functioning may bring with it
numerous unintended consequences, including
restricting the free flow of knowledge and informa-
tion that is dispersed in its culturally and experi-
entially diverse membership. Doing so may impede
the global team’s ability to fulfill the purpose it was
intended to provide, namely, to include the unique
perspectives and practices from each of the differ-
ent national locations which members represent
(Courtright, Thurgood, Steward, & Pierotti, 2015;
Severt & Estrada, 2015). Hence, an important
tension exists between the need to formalize global
teams, so as to create the cohesion and stability
necessary to secure ongoing commitment and
reliable performance, and the need to maintain
the team’s ability to be responsive to each location
represented on the team and how it operates
(Gibson & Gibbs, 2006). With too much formaliza-
tion, the teams risk losing the capacity to be agile
and responsive and to learn in dynamic and
complex operating environments (Zellmer-Bruhn
& Gibson, 2006).
Thus, increasing formalization carries both

potential benefits and costs (Crawford & LePine,
2013). The existence of some formally prescribed
rules and procedures governing the scheduling and
conduct of a team’s work is likely to help clarify
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expectations, improve task coordination, and reg-
ulate conflict. However, increasing formalization
also carries with it the risk of increasing constraints
on opportunism, creativity, and location respon-
siveness. It is in this context that questions arise
concerning how global team members react to the
formalization of activities within their teams.

Formalization that Allows for Meaningful Work
Amidst Individual Differences
A third key question for work in global teams
pertains to whether being a member of such teams
enriches the working lives of participants and, in
particular, how the meaningfulness of such work is
impacted by organizational attempts to regulate
how such teams function. Research has explored
various ways in which formalization could be
enabling for individuals in situations such as this,
across diverse settings such as restaurant chains
(Ahrens & Chapman, 2004), logistics departments
(Wouters & Wilderom, 2008), and software devel-
opment (Adler, McGarry, Irion-Talbot, & Binney,
2005; Hempel et al., 2012). These studies suggest
that formalization is enabling to the extent that it
provides individuals with guidance, goal clarity, or
direction, without reducing flexibility in the man-
ner in which an individual is able to execute their
job (Hempel et al., 2012). Likewise, when managers
indicate that formalized procedures are intended as
guidelines, and stress the need to support the
creativity and commitment of employees, formal-
ization is more likely to be perceived as enabling
(Ahrens & Chapman, 2004). For example, citing the
specific example of a performance measurement
system, Wouters and Wilderom (2008) found that
even a formalized control system could be per-
ceived as enabling, when accompanied by experi-
ence-based processes and experimentation.

Importantly, however, Adler (2012) asserts that it
is only when employees have the power to influ-
ence formalization, participating in how it is
deployed, that it will serve social, productive ends.
This constitutes another delimma of formalization.
Specifically, in regard to individual outcomes such
as meaningfulness of work, it will be difficult for
employees to construct a connection between their
work and a broader significance when the employ-
ees’ responsibilities are relatively fixed and subject
to managerial dictates or other organizational
constraints (Carton, 2018). Hence, it makes sense
that formalization that simultaneously provides
enough flexibility for employees to exercise reason-
able autonomy in respect of their own work, while

also enabling effective coordination and generating
a sense of collective purpose (Carton, Murphy, and
Clark, 2014), will result in that work being seen as
more meaningful by the globally dispersed
members.
While there is clearly a need for a more in-depth

understanding of how formalization might con-
tribute to whether or not global teamwork is
experienced as meaningful by team members, there
is also the question of how individual differences
between team members might influence such pro-
cesses. For example, recent research examining
knowledge flows in dyads has indicated that indi-
vidual differences loom large in determining the
motivation to engage in knowledge-sharing pro-
cesses in teams (Quigly, Tesluk, Locke & Bartol,
2007), and global teams often have membership
that is more diverse and fluid than other types of
teams (Gibson et al., 2014). Hence, overformaliza-
tion is likely to pose a particular risk for members of
global teams whose effectiveness is determined by
the extent to which they share or manage knowl-
edge (Caldwell & O’Reilly, 2003; Pertusa-Ortega,
Zaragoza-Saez, & Claver-Cortes, 2010).
To develop theory addressing these three chal-

lenges, we began with the general research ques-
tion, ‘‘How can the benefits of formalization be
optimized and the liabilities reduced in global
teams to enhance global work for the benefit of
multinational organizations and global workers?’’
We turn next to our mixed-method examination of
this question.

STUDY 1. EXPERIENCES OF FORMALIZATION
IN GLOBAL TEAMS

Study 1. Context, Sample, and Procedure
We began our investigation with a qualitative study
in order to develop a more precise understanding of
the experience of formalization in global teams
(Gibson, 2017). With this objective in mind, we
conducted a series of interviews with members of
global teams, recorded their teleconference calls,
and observed their meetings. Participants in this
study were employees of a large multinational
mining and minerals processing firm, headquar-
tered in the United States but with operations in
over 44 countries. The teams in our sample were
global teams that operated across national bound-
aries, and were bounded structures, formally recog-
nized by the organization as global teams, and with
members collectively accountable for specific
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outputs, hence adherng to the defining features of
global teams in the literature (Hinds, Liu & Lyon,
2011; Cramton & Hinds, 2014). However, it is
worth noting that members participated in these
teams alongside their operational responsibilities
within the processing plants.

By the time of our study, the global teams had
become core to the functioning of the organization,
in that they had developed critical operational
efficiencies. Within a team, members were drawn
from a common functional area, most typically
representing a phase in the production process, but
team members were from different locations across
the globe (i.e., different plants). Hence, members
within a team shared technical expertise, but each
member had different local knowledge of their
respective plant, and their facilities were embedded
within different geographic contexts. In approach-
ing their work, the global teams faced substantial
localization pressures, in that the refineries in each
location were embedded in very different norms,
policies, procedures and protocols that often had
cultural and institutional foundations based on the
local context. Specifically, each team contained
members from plants located in six countries (Aus-
tralia, Brazil, Jamaica, Spain, Suriname, and theU.S),
and the teams consisted of two employees per plant,
one of whom served as a team facilitator (there were
no formal team leaders). Given that the teams had
the same degree and configuration of national
diversity, the same level of geographic dispersion,
and the same access to technologies, this helped us
to rule out variance on these features as alternative
explanations for our findings, an important step in
conducting team research across cultures (Gibson
et al., 2014). Such consistent team composition in a
field setting is very rare in the research literature; we
know of no other field study that offered such
controls. The teams did vary in the extent to which
they utilized various communication technologies,
with some primarily meeting only when they had
the opportunity to be face-to-face, and others mak-
ing extensive use of instant messaging, email,
knowledge repositories, scheduling software, and
teleconferencing. Hence, on the continuum of vir-
tuality (Gibson & Gibbs, 2006), some of the teams
could be consideredhighly virtual,while otherswere
less virtual. Given this variability, we included
communication technology use as a control in our
analysis.

All the teams had been initiated at the same time
for the same purpose, tasked specifically with shar-
ing, integrating, andmanaging their respective local

knowledge to generate organizational ‘best prac-
tices’ that would ultimately improve productivity
across the firm. Similar to definitions in the knowl-
edge management literature (e.g., Szulanski, 1996),
the firm considered a best practice to be one that is
deemed superior to internal alternate practices and
known alternatives outside the firm. Furthermore,
best practices in this context had to be applicable
across locations. The best practices often pertained
to innovative operational procedures, and, once
identified and agreed upon, theywere codified into a
set of work instructions describing how personnel
needed to interact with a process across different
locations. Hence, developing these practices often
required a high degree of creativity, and many new
processeswere implemented as a result of theworkof
these global teams. Although some of the practices
related to technical operations, others involved
employee roles and processes. Hence, the deliver-
ables addressed by the teams were varied in content
and nature.
To achieve the goal of developing such opera-

tional improvements, work within the teams
entailed members discussing with others how they
undertake certain functions across different loca-
tions, sharing ideas in order to innovate ‘best
practices’, codifying these in the firm’s knowledge
repository, and then promoting the implementa-
tion of these superior innovative operational pro-
cedures. Most of this work was undertaken during
teleconference meetings held twice a month, with
these meetings being supplemented by discussion
boards, email listserv exchanges, instant messaging
and face-to-face meetings of team members.
The team’s facilitator and at least 2–3 other

members of each team were included in our
interviews, which were conducted face-to-face on
location and typically lasted 1 h. The interview
protocol (available from the authors upon request)
contained questions about team composition,
structure, processes, and outcomes. Members were
also encouraged to provide examples, illustrations,
and narratives about specific meetings, conversa-
tions, and exchanges that had occurred in their
team. Due to availability constraints, the final
interview sample consisted of 71 members from
16 teams; nevertheless, the sample was representa-
tive of team members’ diversity of location, nation-
ality, age, and tenure at the company. That is, all
the nations represented on the teams were included
in the interviews, which were conducted in all
locations (Australia, Brazil, Jamaica, Spain, Suri-
name, and the U.S.). Interviews were audio-
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recorded and transcribed, resulting in 2280 double-
spaced pages of text.

We were also invited to attend the conference
calls and face-to-face meetings (the primary forms
of interaction for many of the teams) held by the
teams during the study period. Members from each
location were expected to participate, but that did
not always happen. Team facilitators convened the
calls and most adhered to an agenda, with each
location’s sharing of updates as one of the consis-
tent goals for calls. We recorded all conference calls
held by these global teams during a six-month
period, for a total of 27 calls across nine teams. On
average, each call lasted 50 min. One of the
researchers listened to these calls, recorded them,
and transcribed the discussions. We also observed
face-to-face interactions for 22 of the teams, across
all the national locations represented on the teams,
with two researchers taking copious notes during
these meetings, comparing and integrating the
notes following the meetings. This resulted in an
additional 1134 double-spaced pages of text (aver-
age transcript length per meeting was 42 pages).
Finally, we examined archival data for the teams,
including team websites, postings in the knowledge
repositories, and meeting minutes. Although we
did not have all three sources of qualitative data
across all teams, we were able to obtain at least one
source of qualitative data for all 31 teams included
in the final sample (see below).

Study 1. Analysis
The qualitative data were analyzed initially using a
grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1994)
approach, but then proceeding from open coding
to axial coding and selective coding (Saldaña,
2013). This involved a systematic set of data
analysis procedures that assisted in the inductive
development of theory from the data (Glaser,
1992). We engaged in an ongoing analysis and
interpretation of the data with a goal of recognizing
patterns and interrelationships between the phe-
nomena of interest, and using the constant com-
parative method to move iteratively between data
and emergent theory (Strauss & Corbin 1990).

The transcripts and notes were entered into
Atlas.ti, which was used to create a codebook and
assign codes, create memos to facilitate under-
standing of, and links between, codes in the data,
keep track of code frequencies, and examine
excerpts related to particular codes. Because the
team members’ experiences of formalization could
be located in answers to many of the interview

questions and across an entire call, line-by-line
coding was employed in order to ‘‘[reduce] the
likelihood of imputing [researcher’s] motives … to
respondents and collected data’’ (Charmaz, 2008:
94). We began by interpreting each individual’s
experience, and then aggregated those experiences
to the team level in order to characterize each team.
This allowed for comparisons both within the team
(individual differences) as well as across the teams.
The analyses of these data followed three steps.

First, one of the authors and a trained research
assistant divided the transcripts and coded them
using the logic of open coding, which Strauss and
Corbin (1990: 61) described as ‘‘the process of
breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptu-
alizing, and categorizing data.’’ Decisions about
coding and categorizing data were made continu-
ously during the cyclical process of analysis and
interpretation. The two coders initially coded five
transcripts each, and then met to develop a
preliminary code frame, which was continuously
refined thereafter. Codes were derived inductively
from the transcripts, discussed, and agreed upon by
the coders to generate multiple perspectives and
alleviate researcher bias.
Second, we conducted axial coding as an inter-

mediate step, defined as ‘‘a set of procedureswhereby
data are put back together in new ways after open
coding, bymaking connections between categories’’
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990: 96). In this step, we
aggregated raw codes and looked for relationships
between them. As a third step, we engaged in
selective coding to identify broader themes and
dimensions that would form our emergent theoret-
ical structure. This step involved understanding and
integrating smaller individual categories as pieces of
a larger core category to produce an organizing
scheme (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to enable further
systematic thinking about the phenomenon under
study. These categories and their interrelationships
formed the basis for our emergent theoretical
insights and our hypothesis development.

Throughout this three-step process, we moved iter-
atively back and forth between theory and data by
comparing insights from the data with the literature
and vice versa so that each informed the other, as is
common in qualitative analysis. At each step, results
were discussed among the research team to enable
joint interpretation and ensure analytical trustwor-
thiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Corley & Gioia,
2004). We coded until we reached ‘‘theoretical
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saturation’’ in which no new codes or insights
emerged from the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Study 1. Coding results
In the open coding phase, 19 codes emerged which
we subsequently grouped into six higher codes (see
Table 1). These included formalization (comprised
of the codes for membership, scheduling, rules, and
norms), meeting management (agenda, facilitation,
and technology use), phases of team work (initial set-
up, core task work, and implementation), knowledge
processes (comprised of dyadic knowledge sharing,
multi-party knowledge sharing, knowledge integra-
tion and codification), meaning (identification with
the team, task importance, agency and autonomy,
and meaningfulness), and team outcomes (innova-
tion, best practice sharing, and accomplishing
objectives in a way that is responsive across
locations).

Analysis of the content of these six higher order
codes resulted in three primary themes that high-
light the importance of considering not just the
level (or amount) of formalization, but also the
content (the how and what) of the formalization,
including the specific way in which formalization
was enacted in the teams, briefly summarized here
and to be elaborated upon below. The first theme
that emerged was that that timing and sequencing
affected whether formalization was perceived as
enabling knowledge sharing and effective location-
responsive operational improvements. The second
theme that emerged was the importance of multi-
party interacting. When members were able to
orchestrate formalization such that it allowed for
multi-party interaction and collective understand-
ing across locations, it was experienced as enabling
effectiveness. Finally, the third theme that emerged
was that formalization was viewed as enabling
when members viewed it as instrumental in estab-
lishing the team as source of meaningfulness and
effectiveness. When members could utilize formal-
ization to create work that was perceived as impor-
tant or meaningful, both from the perspective of
themselves and others outside the team across
locations, then it was perceived as helping the
team to be effective. Importantly, however, there
were individual differences in terms of how this was
perceived.

Study 1. Themes

Timing and sequencing
Interviewees indicated the importance of when and
how formalization occurred, specifically whether
the formalization pertained to initial set-up of the
team or specific projects, as compared to pertaining
to subsequent interactions; such timing and
sequencing has not been the focus in prior litera-
ture. Formalization in the initial set-up of the team
or projects consisted of the specification of annual
objectives and/or specific meeting deliverables and
milestones, pre-meeting agendas, and schedules of
meetings. These elements were often established
early in a project, and served as a guide for what
unfolded in the remainder of the year. Formaliza-
tion also developed during subsequent interaction,
comprising rules and procedures which governed
how meetings unfolded in situ, including turn-
taking norms and the nature and frequency of the
interactions inbetween meetings. Importantly,
members responded favorably to formalization
which occurred during set-up, but not to formal-
ization that occurred in subsequent interaction. In
fact, they reported feeling constrained, often even
annoyed, when formalization prescribed the flow
of knowledge during meetings or affected flexibility
of knowledge exchange inbetween meetings.
Across respondents, clearly stated team objec-

tives, explicit agendas, and regularly scheduled
conference calls were perceived favorably because
they assisted in establishing a routine for connec-
tions; an absence of these elements of formalization
were viewed as impediments to knowledge sharing
and effectiveness. Presence of formal objectives and
pre-determined agendas reportedly served to orient
members toward prioritizing the work of the team
and fulfilling one’s responsibilities. As an example,
one member commented on the importance of an
agenda that incorporates the objectives, yet allows
for issues to arise inbetween meetings:

There’s an annual agenda that matches with our objectives,

that’s inour annualplan. Sowehave theannualplan, and that

has a strategy and objectives in it. Then, eachmeeting agenda

has those headings and then we add to it on a monthly basis,

depending on what has happened in the past month, that’s

either gone through the discussion board or through email

contact or refinery bulletins, and that’s aligned with the

strategy of where we’re heading. So, it’s structured at first, but

in between meetings, it’s flexible, because it needs to be,

because things evolve throughout the year.
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Members of other teams expressed confusion and
exasperation that the team did not have such
objectives. As one member commented: ‘‘I am not
sure, we might have some.… But I don’t know what
they are. The reason for this team is confusing.’’

The presence of regularly scheduled conference
call meetings was also a significant positive factor
for the team members’ experience of formalization.
Members of teams with pre-scheduled and regularly
held meetings cited higher expectations and more
consistent contributions. One of the interviewees
stated that having conference calls on the calendar
meant that the work of the team was more ‘‘imme-
diate, an opportunity’’ and that it was a way to
‘‘expose the work of the team’’ and ‘‘generate a
good, healthy energy’’ around them. Generating
‘‘healthy energy’’ in global teams is a common
challenge documented in team literature (Gibson &
Gibbs, 2006). One member explained:

One of the dilemmas of the [team] is that, while you’re

dedicating time to it you also have today’s bacon to fry, you

have today’s things to do, so that’s always a dilemma. You

sometimes feel split; sometimes you are trying to hold down

the proverbial fire.

In contrast, when the free flow of ideas during
conversations that occurred within meetings was
curtailed by an overly rigid schedule, formalization
was not experienced favorably. Said one member,
‘‘There is a schedule that always we follow without
any change—it’s very restricting.’’ Members appre-
ciated time to informally and spontaneously
engage in conversation, both during and after
meetings. One member said, ‘‘Sometimes we call
each other and exchange some information. …not
formally, but in this case informal and more
immediate, this is very helpful, you know.’’ A
member of a team that tended to hold very scripted
meetings with tight agendas went so far as to
describe a ‘‘paranoia’’ around being accountable for
the time spent in the meetings. As explained by one
interviewee:

And often when you have those sort of [free flowing]

conversations something will come up. Like, ‘‘We’ve seen

this, what do you think?’’ Whereas, if you’re invited on for a

specific purpose, generally it’s not that helpful… it’s all tied

in and restricting. So, yeah, so I haven’t been involved in

calls for quite a long time.

Hence, our analysis allowed us to extend theory
on formalization as a tool by which MNOs manage
tensions between integration and responsiveness,
in that our data suggested the importance of a

temporal element. Formalization mandated by the
organization during set-up that included objec-
tives, agendas, and regularly scheduled calls facil-
itated knowledge sharing and effectiveness and was
perceived favorably by members in that it enabled
knowledge sharing in the team; the absence of
these aspects of formalization was viewed as an
impediment. When and how formalization
occurred appeared to be nearly as important as
the degree or level that it occurred, indicating
current theorizing must include timing and
sequencing of rules, procedures and norms to
understand how formalization contributes to out-
comes for organizations and individuals.

Multi-party interacting for collective understandings
A second theme that emerged from the interviews
pertained to the role of formalization in determin-
ing the nature of interactions in the teams. Some
attempts at formalization resulted in meetings
being devoted to formal ‘‘presentations’’ in which
much of the agenda was dominated by a single
individual describing a particular practice. As men-
tioned above, there was variance in the use of the
technologies across teams. Certain forms of com-
munication, such as email, were less apt to be
shared with a larger audience, and instead used for
one-on-one exchanges. Some facilitators showed a
preference for these channels because they could be
easily and formally documented, but as a conse-
quence did not simultaneously engage representa-
tives from across locations. Scholars who have
addressed technology use in global teams argue
that features such as synchronicity and richness
(Kirkman & Mathieu, 2005) can enhance team
processes. Our analysis extends these perspectives
by indicating that the way in which team formal-
ization is enacted using these different features
determines both team and individual outcomes,
through its role in facilitating the types of interac-
tion necessary for knowledge processes, and in
particular, for developing collective understanding
of each location represented on the team. For
example, one team member explained:

[Our regularly scheduled meetings] are very helpful for

exchanging information, figuring out what’s going on with

the different plants. Then people can ask questions –

everyone is asked for feedback. It’s important to call on

people, too – good way to make sure everyone is still there

and paying attention.
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Multi-party interaction to build collective under-
standing was important because it facilitated best
practice identification, development, and codifica-
tion that constituted the knowledge sharing in the
teams, more so than dyadic interaction. In partic-
ular, it enabled the views of all locations to be
heard, and this resulted in best practices that were
responsive to the unique features of the locations
(i.e., ‘‘location-responsive’’). A member described
this aspect of the multi-party interaction like this,

Sometimes on the calls you get people who disagree, people

have different points of view – no conflict really, but there is

disagreement. Different refineries have different resources,

different equipment, some different needs. So you have to

consider that… it’s important to manage it, to address issues,

to talk to people, know what they think – what they say –

and address it in that conversation.

In contrast, interviewees from less effective teams
tended to highlight the value of one or two people
as direct contacts: ‘‘I was fortunate to have met [the
facilitator] who kind of gave me an introduction to
a person I can actually contact. I did get some
information that way.’’ In another team in which
primarily dyadic email exchanges occurred, an
interviewee said,

Exchange, it’s never actually in a way that everyone can see

it. So, you know, we may have an objective for [the team],

and then someone may be trying to discredit or to disagree

with that, but it won’t occur in a constructive way. Often

destructive things occur in the shadows, where people are

speaking offline separately, and then they don’t actually

relay that opinion back into the team where everyone can

see it.

Illustrating how these dyadic interactions impede
knowledge sharing activities of the teams, and
hence best practice development, another intervie-
wee stated,

Things are still done on the side, rather than as a team. It’s

done by email, or it’s done by two in a meeting and then

minutes don’t make it to the best practice website. So there

are a lot of gaps in the best practice, and so we really need to

try to steer everyone through that and make it a focal point

for discussion, information, and so forth, on calls. I think

people probably don’t do that as much.

Other members indicated how important it was
to be able to ‘‘continue the conversation’’ after a
meeting, so that key points of clarification could be
discussed, and explained that it was through these
informal connections that you can ‘‘maintain and
keep the team alive and useful for everyone.’’ In
some teams, interaction between meetings was

rare, because there was an explicit expectation that
the work of the team would be circumscribed and
limited to the meetings.

Establishing the team as source of identity,
meaningfulness and effectiveness
A final theme that emerged pertained to the role of
formalization in establishing identity and meaning.
In the context of the organization we studied,
members of the global teams had operational roles,
and held membership in other teams within their
own location, as well as felt affiliation with their
profession and with their national context. Prior
research has indicated that a key to helping mem-
bers navigate these multiple affiliations is the
establishment of a team identity (Gibson, Gibbs,
Stanko, Tesluk, & Cohen, 2011). Extending this
prior work, our interviewees indicated that formal-
ization could help a team solidify an identity, such
that its members and others outside the team
perceive it as a unified whole; when it performed
this function, then formalization was perceived by
members as contributing to both team effectiveness
and the meaningfulness of work conducted in the
teams.
We found it intriguing that the language used to

describe the teams by members and those outside
the team across the different locations perpetuated
and reinforced the view of the team as a meaning-
ful entity. Some of the teams in our sample gained a
word-of-mouth reputation, and hence an identity,
as being a ‘‘good team.’’ In these teams, members
referenced the team as ‘‘we’’ and those outside the
team referred to the team as ‘‘they.’’ So, team
identity actually became visible through the eyes
of others. This tended to occur when formalization
was high, that is, when the team rules, procedures
and routines were clear and adherence to them was
visible to members and to outsiders. Said one
member, ‘‘Without [regular] calls, there is really
nothing that makes up a team… So, there is no
common identity.’’
Such an identity was distinct from the word-of-

mouth reputation of less formalized teams, which
were not referred to as ‘‘they’’. Instead, when
commenting on these teams, interviewees might
describe a helpful person that they once encoun-
tered, that they believe might have been affiliated
with the team. The ‘‘we’’ and ‘‘they’’ references were
reserved for teams with greater levels of formaliza-
tion, whereas those with lower levels of formaliza-
tion were not referenced by others as a team. Said
one member of a team with low formalization,
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I don’t know if the team has a common identity. It’s an

interesting question. I guess I’d say, no. We all have lots to

do, and people have to do those things. People have to put

out fires every day, you can’t ask them to worry about this

team on top of everything. … If you have a problem at your

refinery, that’s what you worry about, not other stuff.

Interestingly, those teams well known through-
out the organization also tended to have members
that personally identified as a member of the team.
Hence, teams whose rules and procedures were
clear became known as coherent entities, and their
identity in the eyes of outsiders was strong, while
members identified with them to a greater extent.
Illustrating the link between having team identity
and knowledge sharing, another member
commented,

I would say we have an identity as a group, sure. If you are in

[name of team], you are [team] anywhere. We know what we

are working towards, and each [team] member realizes that

there is meaning and value in the [team], value for your

plant. Each plant location benefits. There is incentive to

participate because you know you would get something out

of it, and the information and advice will help you with your

job.

At the same time, some of the same team
members who appreciated aspects of the formaliza-
tion as being conducive to the initial development
of a team identity also expressed frustration at the
degree to which interaction was constrained, block-
ing deeper discussion. This occurred alongside
members mentioning a sensitivity to having too
much of the interaction scripted or mandated from
outside the team. For example, one team member
said,

They send the agenda previously to everybody, so we know

exactly what we’ll be talking about, and when you come to

the team everything is scheduled, and we just pass through

it…there is a lot of careful control over the agenda…it can

even be hard to get in a comment and we generally don’t

have time to go deeply into it, and it is hard to see it as

meaningful.

Other interviewees also indicated their prefer-
ence for an open sharing of each other’s ‘realities,’
and that doing so made their work more
meaningful:

When we can do it right, the team allows you to experience

lots of different realities, because the regions are different,

the cultures are different, the raw material is different, and

you can experience lots of different problems and solutions.

It is meaningful in the end because we are thorough in

knowledge development.

There was also recognition that members (even
within the same team) had very different priorities,
needs and expectations for the team, which may
coincide with individual differences such as per-
sonality. For example, one interviewee
commented:

There are widely divergent differences in what people see as

important in different parts of the world. Many may not be

aligned with belonging to a global team because their world

is much more focused, much more task-oriented, managing

the project of doing a certain job or X number of jobs.

They’re not generally inclined to have a lot of chit-chat

about stuff that, you know, is possibly going to benefit the

team as a whole.

It was evident that, for some team members, the
team was an important source of meaning, such
that the manner in which formalization was
enacted contributed to the meaningfulness of their
work, in that it encouraged and supported achiev-
ing a state of integrated wholeness, as well as a
pride in, and significance of, one’s activities (Dim-
itrov, 2011; Barrick, Mount, & Li, 2013), which has
been found to correlate with factors such as life
satisfaction, happiness, and work enjoyment
(Bonebright, Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000). One team
member said this:

I think the team works well because we prioritize… we work

out what people should be working on, involve them… we

go to a lot of trouble to engage people and really once you’ve

got all the right people and you’re working on the right

things, people want to be part of it; they want to do it

because it’s their problem.

Another member commented,

As soon as you see the importance of a [team] you always

intend to be more a part of it. So at the beginning it’s the

curiosity to know what’s happening, and then you are…
you’ll see that it’s important that you can share your work,

you can share knowledge, you can share experience, so

you’ll start to join a [team] and be more part of it you’ll try to

participate more.

These links between team formalization and the
establishment of the team identity as a source of
meaningfulness of the work, even given individual
differences on the team have yet to be investigated.
Our findings provide evidence that formalization
can be a source of team identity and meaning and,
in doing so, enhance team knowledge-sharing
processes and the meaningfulness of the work
experienced by members.
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STUDY 2. MEDIATING MECHANISMS
AND INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCES

Based on the insights revealed in our first study, we
developed a multilevel research design (team and
individual levels) for a second study, and focused
our theory building on how formalization, knowl-
edge sharing, and individual personality in global
teams contribute to location-responsive team effec-
tiveness and individuals’ experiences of meaning-
fulness of the work. Beyond the level or amount of
formalization, our interviews had indicated that
the process and content of the formalization (i.e.,
how formalization occurred and what was formal-
ized) was also important. Specifically, formalization
timing and sequencing, formalization for multi-
party interaction, and formalization for establish-
ment of team identity also emerged as important
global team process, so we incorporated these
elements to refine our theorizing. We returned to
the literature and combined these findings with
prior foundational work to arrive at specific
hypotheses which speak to the tensions we noted
previously, addressing (1) the level of formaliza-
tion, (2) the content of formalization, and (3) the
experience of formalization for individuals, which
could be tested in a more systematic manner. We
develop each of these in turn below.

Level of Formalization: Knowledge Sharing
for Location-Responsive Effectiveness
First, our interview results indicated that when the
level of formalization contributes to knowledge
sharing, this will in turn, promote location-respon-
sive global team effectiveness. Knowledge sharing
appears to be the key if formalization is to aid in the
balancing of responsiveness and integration. In
many MNOs, formalization often acts as a bureau-
cratic constraint onhow,when andwhat knowledge
is shared across different locations. In the context of
a global team, thismay restrict the potential changes
that the team can consider and reduce their motiva-
tion or opportunity to look for location-appropriate
improvements (i.e., ‘‘we don’t search because HQ
tells us the procedure’’) (Zellmer-Bruhn & Gibson,
2006; Ghoshal & Nohria, 1993). Integration creates
tighter coupling and centralization (Weick, 1976)
across levels in anMNO,which constrains discretion
and can reduce responsiveness at each location
(Ghoshal & Bartlett, 1988).

However, Adler and Borys (1996) have argued
that even a high level of formalization has the
potential to facilitate the development, sharing,

and orchestration of knowledge in organizations,
by generating common vocabularies and explicit
organizational ‘architectures.’ Indeed, one mecha-
nism by which formalization has its effects is by
assisting members to ‘‘parse, route and source task-
related information based on member roles and
responsibilities’’ (Bunderson & Boumgarden, 2010:
612). Thus, we argue that, although a high level of
formalization runs the risk of too much standard-
ization, which may then stifle new best practice
identification, when the formalization improves
knowledge sharing, this is likely to facilitate the
development of location-responsive effectiveness,
such as operational improvements that are appro-
priate at each location represented on the team.
Further, we argue that, given that it is the extent of
knowledge sharing that matters and not necessarily
the means by which the knowledge is shared, these
effects will persist even after controlling for tech-
nology use by the teams.
We also acknowledge that, in addition to cogni-

tive mechanisms such as increasing knowledge
sharing, a high level of formalization could also
influence team effectiveness through social-emo-
tional mechanisms, such as increased cohesion
between members. In fact, in some teams, formal-
ization may increase cohesion to the detriment of
the team. We saw evidence of this from intervie-
wees, who suggested that rules and templates
around meeting management, for example, may
have increased the extent to which members were
attracted to the team (such that cohesion devel-
oped, and they were willing to commit time to
meetings), but that these same mechanisms con-
strained the free expression of ideas during the
meeting, and thus were ‘restricting.’
Similarly, in their meta-analysis of the perfor-

mance effects of formal coordination in teams,
Courtright et al. (2015) distinguished between
effects due to influences on task functioning and
those due to relational functioning. Specifically,
across 107 samples, they found that formalization
(i.e., in their study, the coordination of resources
and structuring of workflow) had stronger perfor-
mance implications through effects on action and
transition processes, rather than through effects on
interpersonal processes such as the development of
cohesion. Formalization encouraged frequent and
repeated interaction, which has been shown to
result in greater information sharing (Okyhusen,
2001; Rockett & Okhuysen, 2002). Cohesion is less
likely to be an explanatory mechanism for the link
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between level of formalization and global team
effectiveness. Rather, we expect that knowledge
sharing is the explanatory mechanism which links
the level of formalization to subsequent global
team effectiveness. In summary, based on both our
qualitative findings and support from prior con-
ceptual work, we propose:

Hypothesis 1: Level of formalization in global
teams is positively associated with team effec-
tiveness; this relationship is mediated by team
members’ knowledge-sharing behavior, even
after controlling for technology use in the teams.

Content of Formalization: How and What is
Formalized?
First, our qualitative analysis indicated that enact-
ing formalization earlier on in the life of the team
or in a project sequence, rather than during inter-
actions, is conducive to knowledge sharing as the
teamwork unfolds. Others have noted that team-
work can be characterized as episodic (Marks,
Mathieu & Zaccaro, 2001; Burke, Stagl, Salas, Pierce,
& Kendall, 2006), and that the most effective team
processes may be different at each phase of the
team’s work together (Manser, Howard, & Gaba,
2008; Mohammed & Nadakarni, 2014). Research
investigating global teams has noted how the
structure may evolve and change over time, and
that, in the most effective teams, these structures
support a sequence of divergence and convergence
of members’ views (Stahl, Maznevski, Voigt, &
Jonsen, 2010; Maznevski & Chudoba, 2000). How-
ever, this research has yet to uncover specifically
the optimal sequencing of formalization across
episodes or lifecycle. When it occurs early on, such
as in protocols for team meetings, objectives, and
milestones, these processes can help the team to get
off to a solid start, reducing the need to spend time
and effort coming to agreement about basic foun-
dations. Yet, if the way in which formalization is
enacted pertains to subsequent interactions, as the
team uncovers new needs, priorities, or preferences,
then the team may fail to address the most timely
and pertinent practices, because these are not
brought to the attention of other team members.

Second, our qualitative analysis revealed that
formalization which encourages multi-party inter-
action, rather than dyadic or one-way presenta-
tions, results in the building of collective
understandings and optimal information flow.
Research on situated knowledge has suggested that
members’ contexts are important to share if

collective understandings are to be developed
(Cramton, 2001; Cramton & Hinds, 2005). How-
ever, this sort of deep contextualization rarely
occurs without multiple iterations and collabora-
tive building upon one another’s comments and
reactions (Majchrzak, Malhotra, & John, 2005). Sole
and Huysman (2000) demonstrated that localized
knowledge remains not only critical to innovation
in distributed teams but also provides a necessary
feedback loop between local and global. The team
members serve in two capacities on global teams: as
a representative of their localized context, and as a
cross-context collaborator. The local representative
serves in this capacity not simply by bringing local
knowledge into the global team but also while
attempting to generate global solutions, tailoring
those solutions to each team member’s local con-
text, and sharing these solutions broadly. Effective-
ness is facilitated when members mutually take
others’ perspectives, make sense of them, and
integrate these perspectives (Hinsz, Tindale, &
Vollrath, 1997; Hutchins, 1991), but this is difficult
to accomplish in dyadic or one-way interactions.
Finally, our qualitative analysis leads us to argue

that, when formalization serves to legitimize the
team, making it clearly known to members and
those outside the team, it becomes a source of
identity and meaning, which results in greater
engagement in knowledge sharing. For example,
identifying a roster for a core set of members,
clarifying their roles, and establishing a regular
meeting time, creates boundaries around the team,
helping the members to know who is on the team
and who is not, and this can enable the sourcing
and routing of information. Scholars in the team
literature have focused on the importance of strong
team identification, defined as members’ percep-
tion of oneness with the team (Ashforth & Mael,
1998; Dietz, Knippenberg, Hirst, & Restubog, 2015;
Solansky, 2011). Prior research indicates that team
identification provides co-workers with common
ground and enables sharing of concerns and loca-
tion-specific knowledge (Hinds & Mortensen, 2005;
Wilson, O’Leary, Metiu, & Jett, 2008; Gibson et al.,
2011), thus leading to knowledge sharing and
collaborative interactions (Ren, Kraut & Kiesler
2007). However, research has yet to investigate
the role of formalization in establishing a mean-
ingful team identity for global team members.
Integrating these ideas from our qualitative

analysis and prior literature, we propose the
following:
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Hypothesis 2: Beyond the level of formaliza-
tion in global teams, the content of formalization
is related to knowledge sharing, such that the
more that (1) formalization pertains to initial set-
up of the team, (2) formalization contributes to
multi-party interaction, and (3) formalization
serves as a source of meaningful team identity,
strengthening the positive relationship with
knowledge-sharing behavior.

Formalization and Experienced Meaningfulness
of Work
Our qualitative analysis also indicated that the
experience of formalization is likely to vary
between team members, in that it contributes to
the experienced meaningfulness of their work for
some but not others. Specifically, the interviews
suggested that personality differences might drive
how team members react to formalization, and,
specifically, the degree to which they view it as
constraining the meaning derived from the work
with the team, or enabling that meaningfulness of
work. A personality characteristic which could
account for this different experience of formaliza-
tion is personal need for structure (PNS), defined as
a ‘‘chronic desire for clarity and certainty, and a
concomitant aversion to ambiguity’’ (Elovainio &
Kivimäki, 1999: 210). This concept represents indi-
vidual differences in preferences for the manifesta-
tions of structure (Rietzschel, Slijkhuis, & Van
Yperen, 2014).

Intuitively, it would seem plausible that individ-
uals with a high personal need for structure would
garner more meaningfulness from work by partic-
ipating in a team that has high levels of formaliza-
tion. Yet, interestingly, our interviews indicated a
potentially counter-intuitive effect: when formal-
ization was low, those with a high personal need for
structure provided their own means of formaliza-
tion, highlighting the importance of flexibility and
freedom in determining what and how formaliza-
tion occurs, including the timing, nature, and
means of implementing formalization.

That is, our interviews suggested that those with
high personal need for structure did prefer structure
within the teams, but they found their work more
meaningful when they were able to develop it on
their own. Such a pattern can perhaps be explained
by virtue of the complex nature of the members’
roles. Complex jobs, by nature, tend to be relatively
unstructured, and members in such roles are often
able to introduce structure to their work themselves
by, for example, maintaining a personal schedule

or proactively developing their own standardised
work routines to solve certain problems. If, how-
ever, these individuals were instructed by an
organisation to implement a particular structure
as a means of formalizing and managing their
complex work, they may feel unable to enact the
structure in a manner in which they prefer it, and
hence lose meaningfulness of their work. These
relationships were suggested in our qualitative
study.
This led us to propose that, when individuals

have a high PNS, they may nevertheless view a high
level of formalization, including organizational
enforcement of collective rules and procedures, as
coercive and constraining (Barker, 1993), limiting
the meaningfulness they personally derive from
work. When the level of formalization is low, and
they personally have the freedom to develop their
own mechanisms for structuring the work, in
dynamic and unique ways, and unencumbered by
a mandated set of rules, they find their work
meaningful. For example, one interviewee
mentioned:

And these calls and our process in them gives us the

opportunity to share information and to receive some

feedback that can help. Then we can make time to update

about research and more theoretical things that generally we

don’t have so much time during the day to go deeply. I want

to make the team something that is nice to be part of it, that

I know that I will grow from. When this happens, it’s fun to

be there and really energetic, and we are recognized as well.

For those with high PNS, the importance of the
possibility of providing one’s own structure within
the knowledge sharing environment is underscored
by research which has shown the impact of self-
regulatory mechanisms such self-efficacy on indi-
viduals’ motivation to share knowledge in collab-
orative settings (Quigley et al., 2007). It is only
when motivated that collaborators will invest the
effort and time required to overcome problems of
knowledge transfer and concerns about ownership
of information (Hansen, Mors, & Lovas, 2005). Our
qualitative results, combined with this prior
research, led us to propose Hypothesis 3:

Hypothesis 3: Team members’ personal need
for structure will moderate the relationship
between the level of formalization enacted by
their team, and the meaningfulness of work they
experience. The moderation will be such that the
relationship between level of formalization and
meaningfulness of work will be relatively weaker
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for people with a relatively higher personal need
for structure.

Study 2. Methods

Procedures
Participants were the same team members as those
who participated in Study 1. In July 2013 (Time 1;
T1) and December 2013 (Time 2; T2), we emailed
members of the 50 global teams within the orga-
nization inviting them to complete a survey online.
A total of 220 responses were received from mem-
bers of 44 unique teams at T1. After discarding
responses from participants that failed to specify to
which team they belonged, those where only one
member of a team completed the questionnaire,
and those from teams that failed to provide suffi-
cient responses at T2 (see below), the final usable
study sample at T1 was 196 participants from 31
teams (mean number of responses per team = 6.3,
SD = 5.4, median = 5). Participants reported a
mean age of 42.3 years (SD = 11.3), and 79.1 per-
cent indicated that they were male. The vast
majority of participants held a Bachelor degree or
higher-level qualifications (77.3%), and mean
tenure with the organization was reported to be
13.7 years (SD = 10.3).

A total of 262 responses were received from
members of 45 unique teams at T2. After discarding
those supplying no team identification, single
respondents within a team, and those from partic-
ipants whose team was not represented by suffi-
cient responses in the T1 survey, the total number
of retained responses was 236 (mean number of
responses per team = 7.6, SD = 6.1). Of these, 127
were from participants of the 31 teams who had
also completed the T1 survey. Across waves of data
collection, this equates to an approximate average
response rate of 69% from the population of team
members from these 31 teams (not the population
of members of all 50 teams). The demographic data
observed in the T2 survey were very similar to those
observed in the T1 survey (mean age = 42.6 years,
SD = 10.6; 82.0 percent male; mean tenure = 14.2
years, SD = 10.2; 77.1% held a Bachelor or higher
degree).

Study 2. Measures

Overview of measurement approach
Participants responded to all survey items on five-
point ‘‘Strongly Disagree’’ to ‘‘Strongly Agree’’
scales. PNS and meaningfulness of work were

conceptually and analytically treated as individ-
ual-level variables. By contrast, level of formaliza-
tion, knowledge sharing, and cohesion were rated
by individual team members on the extent to
which they perceived these characteristics/behav-
iors in their team. For these variables, referent-shift
composition models (where the team was the
referent) were specified (Chen, Mathieu, & Bliese,
2004), as we anticipated that team members would
perceive these team-level constructs similarly.
Specifically, constructs were operationalized for
each team as the mean of the corresponding
responses from the teams’ members (Chan, 1998;
Chen et al., 2004), and we then sought to demon-
strate that the team members were providing
ratings of the phenomena that are in agreement
with one another (Bliese, 2000). A prominent scale-
level inter-rater agreement index is average devia-
tion (ADM(J); see Burke & Dunlap, 2002; Burke,
Finkelstein, & Dusig, 1999; Smith-Crowe, Burke,
Kouchaki, & Signal, 2013), which provides the
average of the absolute numerical distances
between the mean rating for a group and the
ratings of each member (small ADM(J) values are
indicative of stronger inter-rater agreement).
Smith-Crowe et al. (2013) have provided critical
values for ADM(J) as a function of the number of
response categories and the ‘null’ distribution
chosen to model the absence of within-group
agreement. We compared the ADM(J) indices that
were obtained for formalization and knowledge
sharing to several ‘critical’ values for ADM(J) based
on three alternative null distributions, namely
uniform (critical ADM(J) = 0.85), slightly skewed
(critical ADM(J) = 0.69) and moderately skewed
(critical ADM(J) = 0.49). We also calculated intra-
class correlation coefficients ICC(1) and ICC(2)
(Chen et al., 2004) for all multi-level variables.
ICC(1) provides the proportion of the total vari-
ation in individual-level ratings of a phenomenon
that is attributable to team membership, whilst
ICC(2) indicates the extent to which the observed
means can be considered reliable. Both ICC(1)
and ICC(2), as maximum-likelihood estimated in
Heirarchical Linear Modeling (HLM) for Windows
(Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, Congdon, & du Toit,
2011), are reported for multi-level variables.
The degree to which the team was effective was

assessed as a team-level variable, rated by the
Global Knowledge Manager (GKM) (see below).
Finally, we utilized the interviews and conference
calls to code the content formalization (i.e., how
and what was formalized), specifically whether
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formalization pertained to initial set-up of the team
or ongoing rules and protocols, contributes to
multi-party interaction for collective understand-
ing, and increases the extent to which the team is
seen as a meaningful source of identity.

Level of formalization (T1)
Participants evaluated the level of formalization
within their team via five questionnaire items.
Two of the items were originally developed by
Bunderson and Boumgarden (2010) to assess
formalization within production teams; however,
we also incorporated three additional items that
captured the formalization of team membership
and the conduct of team meetings. The five items
were ‘‘We follow a very structured work schedule’’,
‘‘Goals and priorities are clearly communicated’’,
‘‘There are rules about who can and can’t join this
team’’, ‘‘Our team meets according a predeter-
mined meeting schedule (e.g., monthly)’’, and
‘‘The content of our team meetings and discus-
sions is formally recorded and documented (e.g.,
in agendas, notes and minutes)’’. Cronbach’s
alpha of this scale was .72. ADM(J) exhibited a
mean of .60 (SD = .19) and a median of .59, and
so we felt confident in operationalizing this team-
level construct via the mean of the responses,
since these values were below the values expected
from a uniform or slightly skewed null distribu-
tion (Smith-Crowe et al., 2013). ICC(1) was .264
and ICC(2) was .612, indicating that team

membership accounted for a sizable proportion
of the variability (see Mathieu, Aguinis, Culpep-
per, & Chen, 2012).

Knowledge sharing (T1 and T2)
Participants reported on the knowledge-sharing
behavior within their team by responding to five
team-referent items in the T1 and T2 surveys; the
items were adapted from Kirkman et al. (2011).
Examples include ‘‘[team] members actively share
knowledge’’ and ‘‘[this team] calls to members’
attention new ideas and/or best practices’’. Cron-
bach’s alpha was .85 at T1 and .87 at T2. ADM(J)

exhibited a mean of .44 at both T1 and T2 (SD = .24
at T1, SD = .20 at T2) and a median of .48 at T1 and
.43 at T2. Again, we felt confident that the means of
the individual responses were a suitable representa-
tion of team-level knowledge-sharing activities,
since these values were below those expected from
a moderately skewed null distribution (Smith-
Crowe et al., 2013). At T1, ICC(1) was .122 and
ICC(2) was .425, and at T2, ICC(1) was .040 and
ICC(2) was .217.

Cohesion (T2)
Participants reported on the degree of cohesion
within their teams by responding to two referent-
shift items in the T2 survey, namely ‘‘This [team] is
very cohesive’’ and ‘‘This [team] sticks together’’, on
a five-point Likert scale (Jehn &Mannix, 2001). The
two items were very highly correlated (r = .86) and
so they were combined into a single composite

Table 2 Individual and team-level descriptive statistics and intercorrelations between all study variables

Variable Mean SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Team-level variables

1. Level of formalization (T1) 3.31 0.48

2. Global integration (T1) 3.23 0.24 .39

3. Knowledge sharing (T1) 3.69 0.38 .54 .28

4. Cohesion (T1) 3.30 0.63 .63 .34 .80

5. Electronic collaboration Technology use (T2) 91.20 6.89 .00 .12 .25 .00

6. Perceived co-presence (T2) 2.44 0.41 .49 .23 .55 .56 - .19

7. Formalization for set-up (qual-derived) 3.13 0.66 .56 .01 .47 .52 - .23 .71

8. Formalization for multi-party interaction (qual-

derived)

3.65 0.31 .57 .19 .24 .47 - .46 .58 .52

9. Formalization for team identity (qual-derived) 3.66 0.41 .46 .33 .52 .65 - .20 .64 .44 .57

10. Knowledge sharing (T2) 3.84 0.27 .68 .16 .56 .60 - .23 .66 .71 .62 .69

11. GKM-rated team effectiveness 6.76 2.47 .36 - .18 .40 .23 - .11 .32 .19 .10 .17 .47

Individual level variables

1. Personal need for structure (T2) 3.55 0.65

2. Meaningfulness of work (T2) 3.72 0.73 .20**

Team-level N = 31. Individual l-vel N = 236.

Qual-derived this variable was derived from the qualitative analyses, GKM Global Knowledge Manager.

*p\ .05, **p\ .01..
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scale. ADM(J) exhibited a mean of .49 (SD = .23) and
a median of .49. We were thus confident that the
means of the individual responses were a suit-
able representation of team-level cohesion, since
these values were below those expected from a
moderately skewed null distribution (Smith-Crowe
et al., 2013). ICC(1) was .138 and ICC(2) was .484,
suggesting that teams tended to vary considerably
in their reported cohesion.

Personal need for structure (T2)
Team members completed four items from the PNS
scale developed by Neuberg and Newsom (1993).
Example items included ‘‘I enjoy having a clear and
structured mode of life’’ and ‘‘I find that a consis-
tent routine enables me to enjoy life more’’.
Cronbach’s alpha was .77. Being a measure of a
dispositional characteristic, this construct was
hypothesized to reside at the individual level only,
and, as such, inter-rater agreement indices ICCs(1)
and (2) were not calculated.

Meaningfulness of work (T2)
A three-item scale adapted from the work of
Spreitzer (1995) was employed to assess the extent
to which the work undertaken in the teams was
personally meaningful to the team members. The
items were ‘‘The work I do in my team is very
important’’, ‘‘The activities in my team are person-
ally meaningful’’, and ‘‘The work in my team that I
do is meaningful’’, and they formed an internally
consistent scale with a Cronbach’s alpha of .90. As
this construct also captured an inherently individ-
ual level phenomenon, we did not calculate within-
group agreement indices.

Team effectiveness
We obtained ratings of the extent to which the
teams developed innovative practices from the
GKM 1 month after the completion of the T2
survey. The GKM’s role within the organization
was to ensure the effective implementation and
development of the teams, and this individual was
thus the key person within the organization posi-
tioned to compare the effectiveness of the different
teams. The GKM was blind to the hypotheses of
this research and to the results from the team
member surveys. In rating team effectiveness, the
GKM was asked not to rank the teams but instead to
consider each one independently and then to
respond to the following three questions by rating
each team from 0 to 10: (1) ‘‘To what extent have
the changes to processes and procedures that have

been developed by each team below during [the
study period] added value to [the organization]?
(e.g., through cost savings, improved yields, reduc-
tion in raw materials consumption)’’ (‘‘not at all’’ to
‘‘a very great extent’’), (2) ‘‘To what extent has each
team below created and implemented new perfor-
mance practices or standards, during [the study
period], that have raised average performance
across all locations?’’ (‘‘not at all’’ to ‘‘a very great
extent’’), and (3) ‘‘To what extent was each team
‘active’ during [the study period]? That is, to what
extent did the team members have routine tele-
conferences, use their website, create practices and
solve problems during [the study period]?’’ (‘‘not
active at all’’ to ‘‘extremely active’’). The correla-
tions amongst these three items were very high
(ranging from .80 to .86) and as such they were
combined into a composite team effectiveness
rating (Cronbach’s alpha = .93).2

Content of formalization
Our final three variables emerged during our qual-
itative analysis, and were therefore coded using the
interviews, conference call transcripts, observa-
tional notes and archival data. We began by coding
evidence gathered from each individual member,
moving line-by-line, noting each individual mem-
bers’ characterization of how formalization
occurred and what was formalized.
We found that evidence was consistent within

teams, and hence it was easy to characterize a team
on each of the three variables. Having seen that
there was consistency at the team level in the
qualitative codes we derived, we then arrived at a
characterization for each team, in the form of a
numeric rating, based on the members’ character-
ization within the team. We utilized a scale ranging
from 1 to 5, for each team, to arrive at a single score
for the team on each variable. Notions of reliability
and validity in qualitative coding are not directly
comparable to those in quantitative research (Shah
& Corley, 2006), with experts instead recommend-
ing a focus on trustworthiness, and ensuring rigor
through credibility and confirmability (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985). We ensured the trustworthiness of our
coding by having two coders independently code
the teams and show consistency and by corrobo-
rating our interpretations with the GKM in the
organization. Based on these processes, we pro-
ceeded with the team-level assignment of scores on
these three variables.
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For the first variable, Formalization for Set-up, we
assigned high scores to the team if the protocols
and rules were implemented primarily at the initial
set up of the team or projects. For those teams
whose members described formalization through-
out their interactions, we assigned a low score.
Second, evidence that the formalization had cre-
ated interaction that was collective and collabora-
tive (rather than dyadic or one-way) resulted in
high scores on Formalization for Multi-party Interac-
tion. Finally, the greater the extent to which the
formalization had been enacted in such a way to
establish the team as a meaningful source of
identity, the higher the score on Formalization for
Identity.

Technology use
We controlled for technology use in two different
ways. First, we asked members to allocate the
percentage of their team’s time spent on the
following means of collaboration, which we had
identified as the primary means of collaborating,
during the qualitative analysis: face-to-face inter-
action with the team, conference calls, planning
and scheduling tools, email, instant messaging, and
knowledge repository (SharePoint). Each individual
reported the percentage of time they spent using
that means of collaboration for the work of the
team (i.e., they allocated 100% of the team’s time
across the collaboration options). Employing a
direct consensus composition approach (Chan,
1998), these scores were then aggregated to the

Table 3 Results of group-level regression analyses of knowledge sharing (at T2) on level of formalization and enactment of for-

malization (for set-up and for Identity)

Predictor b (SE) b p

Intercept 1.862 (.257)

Level of formalization (T1) .162 (.071) .284 .032

Formalization for Set-up (qual-derived) .158 (.051) .384 .004

Formalization for Identity (qual-derived) .258 (.077) .389 .002

R2 .735

R2-adjusted .705

N = 31 teams.

b unstandardized regression coefficient. SE standard error. b standardized regression coefficient. Qual-derived this variable was derived from the
qualitative analyses.

Table 4 Results of cross-level regression analyses of meaningfulness of work on formalization and personal need for structure

Level and variables Models

Null model (M1) Random intercepts,

random slopes (M2)

Intercept as outcome,

random slopes (M3)

Slope as

outcome (M4)

Level 1

Intercept (c00) 3.723** (0.047) 3.721** (0.046) 3.701** (0.047) 3.701** (0.046)

PNS at T2 (b10) – 0.250** (0.090) 0.249** (0.090) 0.229** (0.077)

Level 2—‘‘intercept as outcome’’

Formalization at T1 (c01) 0.208 (0.107) 0.208 (0.107)

Level 2—‘‘slope as outcome’’

Formalization at T1 (c11) – – – - 0.290* (0.132)

Variance components

Within-team variance (r2) 0.528 0.490 0.482 0.488

Intercept variance (s00) 0.000 0.001 – –

Slope variance (s11) – 0.044+ 0.047+ 0.001

Intercept-slope covariance (s01) – - 0.003 – –

ICC(1) 0.000

- 2 Log-likelihood (deviance) 518.97 508.20 504.43 500.58

Number of estimated parameters 3 6 5 6

N = 31 teams, 236 individuals. Figures in parentheses are standard errors.

ICC Intra-class correlation, T1 Time 1. T2 Time 2.

*p\ .05; **p\ .01; +p\ .10..
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team level by taking the mean across members.
Offering evidence of appropriateness of aggrega-
tion, we found the average deviation index (me-
dian across teams) to be 6 percentage points. That
is, on average, team members deviated from the
team mean by only 6 percentage points in the
extent to which they used the different technolo-
gies. To determine extent of technology-depen-
dence, we summed the percent of time spent on the
collaborative technologies except face-to-face (i.e.,
hence this score reflects all work with the team that
was not face-to-face). Finally, as a second option for
a control variable, we asked respondents the extent
to which they experienced a sense of co-presence
(Gibson et al., 2011) via six items (e.g., ‘‘During
your [team meetings], to what extent would you
say that the technology makes it seem as though
other members of the [team] are right there with
you?’’), to which participants responded on a
5-point ‘‘not at all’’ – ‘‘a great deal scale’’. This scale
was internally consistent, with Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients ranging from .93 to .96 (mean = .95).
The median ADM(J) for this variable ranged from .58
to .75.

Study 2. Results
Prior to undertaking the substantive analyses,
means, standard deviations, and intercorrelations
were calculated for all study variables, at the
individual and group level, where applicable, and
are shown in Table 2. We tested Hypothesis 1 using
path analysis with maximum likelihood estimation
in Mplus 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2014). This
revealed that formalization at T1 had a positive
effect on knowledge sharing at T2 (b = .471,
p\ .001) which, in turn, positively affected GKM-
rated team effectiveness (b = .680, p\ .001). The
proportion of variance explained in team effective-
ness was .223. The indirect effect of formalization
on team effectiveness was estimated by bootstrap-
ping 5000 samples and applying 95 percent bias-
corrected confidence intervals (Hayes & Scharkow,
2013). This analysis revealed a significant standard-
ized indirect effect of .322 (95% bias-corrected
confidence interval = .066, .577). The overall
model fit was good (v2(1) = 0.117, p = .732). Thus,
in support of Hypothesis 1, GKM-rated team effec-
tiveness was primarily affected by formalization via
its impact on knowledge-sharing behaviors. This
pattern of results held after controlling for tech-
nology dependence or perceived co-presence (stan-
dardized indirect effect = .229, 95% bias corrected

confidence interval = .163, .479; v2(3) = .129,
p = .988).3

To investigate socio-emotional mechanisms for
these effects as an alternative to the cognitive
knowledge-sharing explanation, we replaced
knowledge sharing with cohesion in the model.4

This allowed us to examine whether cohesion
mediated the relationship between formalization
at T1 and team effectiveness using path analysis.
This analysis revealed that formalization at T1 had
a strong positive effect on cohesion at T2 (b = .746,
p\ .001) but that GKM-rated team effectiveness
was not significantly affected by cohesion
(b = .281, p = .090). The proportion of variance
explained in GKM-rated team effectiveness was
.079. The indirect effect of cohesion on team
effectiveness was estimated again with 95% bias-
corrected confidence intervals derived by boot-
strapping 5000 samples, and this analysis revealed
a standardized indirect effect of .210; however, its
95% confidence interval overlapped zero (- .077,
.496); thus, this indirect effect was not significant.
However, the overall model fit was good
(v2(1) = 1.80, p = .178). These analyses coupled
with those above suggest that mediating effects of
knowledge sharing represent the better explanatory
mechanism for the relationship between formaliza-
tion and effectiveness.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that, when the content of

formalization in global teams is such that it
pertains to initial set-up of the team, it contributes
to multi-party interaction for collective under-
standing, and enables the team to be seen as a
meaningful source of identity, which will increase
knowledge sharing behavior. We tested this by
regressing knowledge sharing (T2) onto the level of
formalization (as a control) and then entering the
three qualitatively-derived ways in which formal-
ization is enacted. This model explained 73.7
percent of the variance in knowledge sharing,
though it might be borne in mind that the number
of predictors (4) relative to the sample size (31
teams) is large. Formalization for Set-up and Formal-
ization for Identity were both statistically significant
predictors of knowledge sharing (both p = .008),
whereas Formalization for Multi-party Interaction was
not (p = .653).
Given the small sample size and the moderate

correlations within the predictor set (see Table 2),
we re-ran the regression analysis but, this time, we
omitted multi-party interaction. The results of
these analyses are shown in Table 3. Even after
controlling for Level of Formalization, the

Formalization in global teams Cristina B Gibson et al

Journal of International Business Studies



qualitatively-derived ways in which formalization
was enacted (i.e., the content of the formalization,
including Formalization for Set-up and Formalization
for Identity) were significant and positive predictors
of knowledge sharing at T2. This indicates that,
apart from the amount of formalization, the extent
to which the formalization pertains to set-up and
establishes identity predicts knowledge sharing.
This partially supports Hypothesis 2, given that
we did not find evidence for the expected positive
effect of Formalization for Multi-party Interactions on
knowledge sharing.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that those individuals
with a greater PNS would find their work in the

team more meaningful as the level of formalization
within the team decreases. To test this hypothesis,
we used HLM for Windows (Raudenbush et al.,
2011) to examine the cross-level effect of formal-
ization on the meaningfulness of work. This was
accomplished through the specification of four
models in sequence, and the resultant parameters
are presented in Table 4.
The first model (M1), or null model, modeled

meaningfulness of work as a function of team
membership only, and the parameters of this
model are shown in the first column of Table 4.
M1 yields an ICC(1) for the dependent variable,
meaningfulness of work, which was very close to
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zero. This result suggests that almost all of the
variation in meaningfulness of work exists at the
individual level (i.e., the mean levels of meaning-
fulness of work were essentially invariant across the
teams).

We note here that many multi-level modeling
guides indicate that an absence of between-group
variance in a dependent variable precludes the need
to use multi-level methods to model individual-
level phenomena in nested designs. However, it is
important to note that the absence of substantial
between-group variance in an individual-level-de-
pendent variable does not preclude the possibility
of between-group variance in the strength or
direction of individual-level predictor effects on
that dependent variable. In the present context, we
hypothesized that the strength and direction of the
relationship between formalization and experi-
enced meaningfulness of work will vary across
individuals, and that this variance can be explained
by their own PNS. Thus, a non-zero ICC(1) is not a
required precondition for this hypothesis; instead,
the precondition that must be satisfied is evidence
of substantial between-team variability in the slopes
of the PNS–meaningfulness relationships.

To test the variance in the slopes precondition,
we introduced PNS as an individual level predictor
of meaningfulness of work in the second model
(M2). As recommended by Enders and Tofighi
(2007) and Aguinis, Gottfredson, and Culpepper
(2013) when testing cross-level moderation, we
employed group-mean centering, though we note
that the pattern of results was nearly identical
when grand-mean centering was employed. In M2,
we freed the variance in the intercepts (s00) and
slopes (s11), with the latter being the parameter of
interest. The parameters of this model are shown in
the second column of Table 4, and it can be seen
that the ‘pooled’ effect of PNS on meaningfulness
of work was positive and significant (b10 = .250,
p\ .001). We also noted that the variance in
intercepts was very small (s00 = .001), whereas the
variance in slopes was relatively large (s11 = .044).
The associated v2 significance test for this variance
suggested that it was significantly different from 0
at an a of .10 but not significant at the more
conventional critical value of .05 (v2(30) = 41.26,
p = .083). Nonetheless, Aguinis et al. (2013) noted
that v2 tests for variances in slopes tests tend to be
underpowered and recommended that researchers
proceed with cross-level hypothesis testing when
there is a theoretical justification.

Before proceeding with the cross-level interaction
test, we first specified a model (M3) which intro-
duced formalization as a predictor of the intercepts.
Even though the variance in intercepts was very
small, it is important to control for formalization as
a ‘main effect’ predictor in the Level 2 model if one
wishes to model its moderating effect on Level 1
relationships. Since the variance in intercepts was
small, in M3, we also fixed the residual variance of
intercepts to zero. The parameters of this model are
shown in the third column of Table 4. The act of
including formalization as a predictor of the inter-
cepts had almost no effect on the other parameters.
In our final model (M4), ‘‘Slope as Outcome’’, we

again fixed the intercept residual variance to zero
and added grand-mean-centered formalization as a
team-level predictor of the PNS–meaningfulness
regression slopes. The regression parameter for
formalization in the prediction of the slopes in
M4 (i.e., c11) therefore represents a test of Hypoth-
esis 3, namely that the effect of team formalization
on individuals’ experienced meaningfulness will
vary as a function of the individuals’ PNS. The
parameters of this model are shown in the fourth
column of Table 4, and it reveals that individuals’
PNS moderates the relationship between formaliza-
tion and meaningfulness of work. Specifically,
individuals’ PNS was positively associated with
their experienced meaningfulness (b10 = .229,
p\ .001). However, the higher a person’s level of
PNS, the less negative the impact of low formaliza-
tion on their experienced meaningfulness of work
(c11 = - .290, p = .035). The relationships revealed
by the analyses are plotted in Figure 1, where the
relationship between team formalization and
meaningfulness of work is shown for five hypo-
thetical individuals with very low, low, moderate,
high, and very high PNS. Figure 2 shows clearly
that the relationship between formalization and
meaningfulness of work depends on individuals’
PNS. Specifically, as implied by the regression
parameters discussed above, the relationship is
positive for individuals with lower PNS and nega-
tive for individuals with a higher PNS. Further, it
appears that for high levels of formalization, most
individuals experience a reasonably high level of
meaningfulness, whereas, as the level of formaliza-
tion of a team drops, the experience of meaning-
fulness becomes more contingent on the
individuals’ PNS. This pattern was congruent with
that described in Hypothesis 3. Figure 3 shows our
full conceptual model with corresponding regres-
sion coefficients.
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DISCUSSION
Our aim in this research was to explore and refine
existing knowledge regarding the multi-level
impact of formalization in MNOs, by examining
the level of formalization, the content of the
formalization in terms of when, how, and what is
enacted by teams, and the way it is experienced by
team members. Such teams are increasingly imple-
mented by MNOs to bring together the best minds
around the globe to share knowledge, identify best
practices, and bridge locations. However, numerous
tensions in implementing these teams are faced by
the MNO – they must establish processes that do
not over-emphasize integration, at the expense of
location-responsive effectiveness. Second, MNOs
must create cohesive teams, while also allowing
for diverse knowledge to flow. Finally, MNOs need
to enable meaningful work for members, while at
the same time recognizing individual differences
and fulfilling varied needs. Hence, global teams are
a precarious organizational form with much poten-
tial, but fraught with challenges. Our findings
indicate the importance of a multi-level under-
standing of formalization in these teams to manage
the human capital that is housed within them to
improve the effectiveness of global work in MNOs.
Our findings indicate that, beyond the traditional
focus on technology, which is the status quo in the
literature, managing formalization is an important
path to effective global teams. In doing so, we make
theoretical and practical contributions in three
areas: addressing tensions in multinational organi-
zations, designing team-based structures for diverse
knowledge flows, and facilitating the meaningful-
ness of work derived by global workers, in light of
varied individual needs.

Theoretical and Practical Contributions

Developing formalization for location-responsive
effectiveness to manage tensions
Prior work has proposed that the key to navigat-
ing tensions such as integration and responsive-
ness (Luo, 2001; Kobrin, 1991; Zellmer-Bruhn &
Gibson, 2006) lies not just in the policies created
at the firm level for doing so but also in how
they are implemented across the firm, including
the managerial capabilities and work processes
which enable simultaneous achievement of the
dual strategies. Consistent with this, in the
global teams we studied, it was not the case that
increasing formalization primarily resulted in

global integration. Rather, through its impact
on knowledge sharing, formalization instead
resulted in location-responsive operational
improvements, and this was true regardless of
whether technology-enabled communications
were the primary means of connecting in the
teams.
We also found that, even within a single firm that

has a defined view of how global teams should
operate across their multinational facilities, the
extent to which similar teams formalize their
operations varied considerably, and not all teams
utilized formalization to their advantage to develop
location-responsive effectiveness. These results
highlight the need to consider not just the level
of formalization but also the variety of implemen-
tation strategies that teams develop to put the
formalization into practice, and to this we add a
unique temporal element. Prior work at the firm-
level has addressed temporal strategies for balanc-
ing dual tensions, but has primarily described this
in terms of the life cycle of the firm (Siggelkow &
Levinthal, 2003, Lavie & Rosenkopf, 2006; Eisen-
hardt & Brown, 1997), such that newly established
firms might be in greater need of focus on integra-
tion and coordination mechanisms, while mature
firms likely need to infuse more local responsive-
ness and flexibility as they become entrenched over
time (Rothaermel & Deeds, 2004). Our findings
indicate tensions can be managed using a different
time scale – that of the annual or project planning
cycle – as well as highlighting the importance of
allowing for fluctuations in these cycles across
teams within the same firm. These ideas correspond
to evidence indicating that it is when control
systems give organizational members flexibility in
being able to adapt the system to suit different
situations, and opportunities to proactively adapt
and improve it, that formalization is enabling
(Adler & Chen, 2011).
The implications for practice are clear. Extending

prior work, we show that, when members can
implement formalization during the set-up of a
team, at the launch of a new project, or at
beginning of an annual planning cycle, rather than
during conversations in meetings and between
them, formalization is conducive to important
outcomes for the firm and individuals. In our
context, some of this formalization occurred on
an annual basis, and took the form of setting formal
objectives for the year and, for each meeting, pre-
meeting agendas, and regularly scheduled calls.
Yet, formalization that occurred rigidly through the
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entire project or annual cycle, and which members
were unable to adjust, was experienced as an
unnecessary constraint. Thus, a strategy for recon-
ciling tensions is to consider development pro-
cesses over time, within the firm at the project or
team level, examining formalization as coordina-
tion mechanisms evolve, and allowing teams to
establish their patterns and norms for work, as they
begin to deliver on their objectives. Adjustments by
team members themselves as to when formaliza-
tion occurs is a concrete way to implement this
strategy.

Designing teams for diverse knowledge flows
across locations
Although there has been speculation that formal-
ization may create cohesion to a fault within teams
by constraining diverse knowledge flows (Cour-
tright et al., 2015; Griffin, Neal, & Parker, 2007;
Crawford & LePine, 2013), we did not find evidence
of such an effect. Rather, we provide strong
evidence that it is not the level of formalization
per se that contributes beneficially to team out-
comes, but the degree to which formalization
creates pathways for knowledge sharing. In the
global teams in our sample, formalization influ-
enced outcomes primarily through cognitive
means, and the mediating effects of knowledge
sharing represent the better explanatory mecha-
nism than did cohesion for a positive relationship
between formalization and effectiveness.

Research examining formal interventions has
indicated that providing ‘windows of opportunity’
for group members to consider ways to improve
their work processes leads to improved team effec-
tiveness (Okyhusen & Eisenhardt, 2002). Others
have speculated that formalization is conducive to
team effectiveness when it ‘creates a common
vocabulary, and thus facilitates interaction among
employees who may not know each other person-
ally’ (Adler, 2012: 254). Extending this work, we
found evidence in our qualitative study that for-
malization such as rules, procedures and protocols
which serve to create collective understanding will
improve knowledge sharing processes, particularly
when multiple team members are involved. How-
ever, we note that future research is warranted as to
the specific means by which formalization is linked
to knowledge sharing, given the relationships
involving multi-party interaction were not as clear
in our quantitative study. We also note that a
limitation of our study was that many of the teams
(although not all) relied on communication

technology to interact. Our pattern of results held
after controlling for technology dependence or
perceived co-presence, but an important extension
of our study would be to examine global teams who
primarily meet face-to-face, rather than viruallty.
We anticipate that this may have implications for
relationships involving the multi-party nature of
the interaction. Interestingly, multi-party interac-
tion was related to cohesion (r = .47, p = .008).
Although cohesion was not, in turn, related to
effectiveness as defined in our sample of teams, we
know from prior literature that cohesion is impor-
tant for other team outcomes (Jehn & Mannix,
2001). For example, perhaps cohesion increases
member well-being. Hence, we encourage others to
examine the means by which formalization might
contribute to global team success through these
alternative pathways.
In terms of practice, scholars have shown that

factors such as frequency of interaction and a
compelling direction for a team increase engage-
ment (defined as mutual focus of attention; Metiu
& Rothbard, 2013). Our findings extend this argu-
ment, indicating that it is not just each individual’s
engagement that is important but also a ‘‘collective
mind-share’’ (Klein & Kleinhaus, 2001) that is
crucial to capture. We illuminate that formalization
can be used to develop positive team and personal
outcomes, including identity and meaning. Con-
trary to early work on formalization which indi-
cates its coercive properties, we show how rules,
norms and procedures can help to establish a sense
of ‘‘we’’ in the global team, which in turn con-
tributes to knowledge sharing, and therefore may
even be exhilarating for members, spurring valu-
able contributions to the team’s outcomes.

Facilitating the meaningfulness of work derived
by global workers
Importantly, our analyses revealed that individuals
differed in their reactions to formalization within
the global teams, presenting a challenge of how
best to facilitate meaningfulness of work, consider-
ing varied individual needs. For those with high
PNS, meaningfulness of work was garnered most
when formalization was low. Conversely, those
with low PNS garnered less meaning when formal-
ization was low than when it was high. Stated
another way, if the team does not provide formal-
ization, individuals vary on their need and propen-
sity to provide it themselves. When they are higher
on PNS, providing their own formalization
increases the meaningfulness of their work.
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In terms of practice, interpreting this result
hinges on understanding the preferences and
behaviors of the individuals with high PNS. These
members appear to prefer to establish their own
approach to structuring work, in which case exter-
nal enforcement of rules and protocols in the form
of organizational mandated formalization may
interfere with experienced meaningfulness of their
work. In order for these members to see the broader
significance of their daily activities, they need a
hand in how it is structured. Allowing the timing,
format and nature of the formalization to be
flexible and malleable within the team appears to
be critical for these members.

Adler (2012) asserted that it is when employees
have the power to influence formalization, partic-
ipating in how it is used, that it will serve social,
productive ends, rather than exploitative ends. We
show that this is particularly true when individuals
have a high PNS. If such participation and flexibil-
ity is not allowed, these members may view the
presence of organizationally mandated collective
rules and procedures as coercive and constraining
(Barker, 1993), limiting the meaningfulness that
they personally derive from work. In fact, they may
be better able to derive meaning from work when
team formalization is low, because they then have
the freedom to develop their own mechanisms for
structuring the work (Rietzschel et al., 2014), in
unique and idiosyncratic ways, unencumbered by a
mandated set of rules.

The results discussed above extend prior research
which has highlighted the need to consider indi-
vidual preferences and dispositions as predictors of
how well employees respond to working in differ-
ent team contexts (Kirkman, Gibson, & Shapiro,
2001; LePine, Buckman, Crawford, & Methot, 2011;
Barrick et al., 2013), as well as in teams with varying
levels of formalization (Hirst et al., 2011). This is
true irrespective of the degree of technology depen-
dence. In this regard, perhaps the most enabling
function of formalization is that it results in a team
being perceived as having a clear identity, by those
inside and outside the team. Prior research has
focused on team identification as a means of
encouraging commitment (Hinds & Mortensen,
2005), and of mitigating the negative effects of
incongruent tasks and a lack of goal interdepen-
dence (Van der Vegt, Van de Vilert, & Oosterhof,
2003), but has not been able to pinpoint specific
mechanisms for how team identity might be
formed. Our interviewees indicated that

formalization can point to the team as a meaning-
ful source of identity, and that this improves their
engagement with the team.
Thus, we extend work that suggests that identi-

fication with a social group contributes to our sense
of belonging and engagement with that group (see
Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008, for a review) by
showing that this is likely because, when we
identify with our team, for example, we derive
great meaningfulness from the work that we do
with that team. Our self-concept is defined, at least
in part, by our participation in the team, and, when
we accomplish work we are proud of with the team,
this amplifies the extent to which we find the work
meaningful. We view investigating these relation-
ships between formalization, identification and
meaning as a promising pathway for future
research, and provide additional suggestions in
the next section for extending our findings.

Future Research
We encourage researchers to continue to examine
the impact of formalization within global teams,
especially in new forms of teamwork (e.g., global
communities of practice, multi-team systems) that
continue to emerge (Tannenbaum, Mathieu, Salas
& Cohen, 2012). Given how individual differences
in PNS impact the experience of formalization, we
suggest that future research examine how teams
that vary in composition on this dimension might
best develop rules, procedures and protocols that
facilitate teamwork across dispersed sites, but yet
still allow for some degree of flexibility in how
formalization is implemented.
In particular, sudden changes to formalization

imposed by an organization might result in resis-
tance (perhaps especially so from those with high
PNS), but a process of involvement in the design and
implementation of formalization may result in a
morepositive response. Thosewith a lowPNSmaybe
quick to embrace it, but those with a higher PNS
might need to be managed differently. The key for
researchers would be to become involved right at the
point where formalization is introduced and to
model the trajectory of different teams over time.
Our findings also underscore the promise in further
examining team composition, not just in terms of
how well members complement each other but also
in terms of how well members fit with the design
characteristics of the collective towhich they belong
(Hirst et al., 2011; Mathieu, Tannenbaum, Dons-
bach, & Alliger, 2014). Given recent evidence that
meaningfulness of work is so central to key work
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outcomes (Carton, 2018), an important responsibil-
ity of organizational leaders is to establish the
conditions that enhance it. Our findings point to
formalization as a key focus for such interventions.

Our results generally support the notion that
more formalization is better than less; however,
future research might continue to explore how that
structure is enacted. Subsequent investigations
could examine other aspects of team life in which
formalization is most beneficial, such as the vetting
of new ideas, exploration of the applicability of
ideas, or other conversations which address rela-
tively tacit knowledge. It will also be important to
address characteristics of the tasks being performed
by the teams, such as the extent to which they
involve radical or incremental innovation, or per-
haps the extent to which the domain pertains to
highly-critical operational processes or less-critical
operational processes. Examining the confluence
all these features in a large sample of teams in
diverse settings would extend our understanding of
how they amplify (or potentially detract from) one
another. We also view investigation of how various
outcomes at multiple levels are inter-related as a
promising avenue for future research, particularly if
combined with growth modeling to examine tra-
jectories of change in team effectiveness over time
(Collins, Gibson, Parker, & Quigly, 2016).

Finally, we note that our measure of global
integration was limited and that our study was
conducted in only one firm. We encourage subse-
quent research which examines the integration–
responsiveness tension across a larger sample of
firms, investigating not just the role of mechanisms
such as the timing of formalization but also other
team- and project-level processes which might
serve to balance this tension.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the dominant narrative emerging
from recent empirical research into global teams as
a mechanism for integration across the MNO has
been one of ‘more formalization is better.’ By
shifting focus to less emphasis on the technologies
being used, and more on distinguishing between
formalization as designed, as enacted, and as expe-
rienced by individuals, our research has demon-
strated that there are conditions where more can be
even substantially better, such that it is very helpful
(and less frustrating) for teams and their members,
improving their effectiveness. Our sincere hope is
that these more nuanced insights into how formal-
ization enables global teams to function effectively

and their members to derive meaning from their
work will encourage further research into structural
enablement within established and new collective
organizational forms. In that way, formalization
can be viewed less as a means of constraint and
control, intended to keep teams functioning as
designed across locations of the MNO and more as a
means to help global teams and their members
adapt and find meaning, and to enable organiza-
tions to manage the global integration–local
responsiveness tensions in a complex and chal-
lenging world.
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NOTES

1Taken together, these aggregation statistics indi-
cate that members agree very strongly with each
other in their assessments of the team knowledge
sharing (at T2), but there is a relatively low level of
variability across teams in that knowledge sharing
(at T2). Despite this, as we show below, knowledge
sharing does predict overall effectiveness, indicat-
ing that it is an important team process in this
context.

2We obtained a second assessment of team effec-
tiveness in which team members were asked to
respond to eight statements that captured different
aspects of the team’s effectiveness. Examples
included, ‘‘[This team] delivers outcomes (products)
that are valued by internal and/or external cus-
tomers’’, ‘‘[This team] serves the purpose it is
intended to serve’’, ‘‘[This team] is productive.’’
Participants responded to each item on a 5-point
‘‘strongly disagree’’ to ‘‘strongly agree’’ scale. Cron-
bach’s alpha of this measure ranged from .91 to .94
(mean = .93). The median ADM(J) for this measure
ranged from .45 to .59 (mean = .50) suggesting
that, generally, the participants shared similar
perceptions about their teams’ effectiveness.
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Members’ ratings were positively correlated with
the GKM ratings (e.g., at T1, r = .40, p = .015),
hence corroborating our measure of team
effectiveness.

3As a final alternative test, we investigated
whether formalization and knowledge sharing have
a stronger effect on global integration than on team
effectiveness, by replacing team effectiveness as our
outcome variable with global integration. Partici-
pants reported on the extent of global integration
in the firm by responding to three items adapted
from the work of Takeuchi, Shay, and Li (2008): ‘‘To
what extent does [the organization]… ‘‘Contribute
to consistency in processes across locations/refiner-
ies?’’, ‘‘Ensure that there is integration across loca-
tions/refineries?’’, and ‘‘Mandate uniformity in
processes across locations/refineries?’’ using a five-
point Likert type scale (1 not at all, 5 very great
extent) (Cronbach’s alpha = .84). In this test, the

model examined whether knowledge sharing medi-
ated the relationship between formalization and
global integration using path analysis. Knowledge
sharing was not significantly related to global
integration (b = .222, p = .194). Further, the indi-
rect effect of formalization on global integration
was not statistically significant. Hence, it does not
seem to be the case that formalization will affect
knowledge sharing, and in turn, result in global
integration. Rather, formalization, through its
impact knowledge sharing, can instead result in
team effectiveness, even when defined as opera-
tional improvements that are locally responsive.

4Due to the small sample, we opted to specify
simple path models separately rather than a com-
prehensive model with cohesion, knowledge shar-
ing, and global integration.
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