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Summary This paper introduces a team form called an “implementation team”—a team charged with designing and leading
the implementation of an organization-wide change strategy—and investigates this team type in a context ripe for
change, U.S. public school systems. Unlike prior teams research that has focused on teams as diagnostic collec-
tives or strategic decision-making bodies, this study forwards the notion that teams can be used to implement or-
ganizational change. In this study, we examined how positional and tenure diversity and work context relate
to team member learning, a critical factor in sustaining organizational change. Results from 25 school dis-
trict instructional improvement strategy teams over two years challenge some basic assumptions regarding
what constitutes a “real team.” We find that some taken-for-granted aspects of teams, such as team member
stability, may not be central or even appropriate when considering “real teams” in this change context; rather
than stability of team membership, the stability of members’ roles may matter most. We conclude by sug-
gesting that scholars further investigate this team form and reframe, reconsider, and renew their conceptua-
lizations of “real teams,” especially for teams engaged in implementing organizational change. Copyright ©
2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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Although teams research has grown in recent years and reflects the expanding role of teams for organizational
decision-making, consultation, and information gathering (Wageman, Nunes, Burruss, & Hackman, 2008), less is
known about how organizations can and do use teams as tools for change (Hackman & Edmondson, 2008). We
argue that within a number of organizational contexts, there exists this more active team form—that which we call
an “implementation team.” We define an implementation team as a team charged with designing and leading the
implementation of an organization-wide change strategy, and we examine these teams and their composition in a
context ripe for change—U.S. public school systems.
As implementation teams are unlike other conceptions of teams in that members both develop and implement a

strategic vision, it is likely that implementation teams are also different from more traditionally studied teams in
how they function. For example, because large-scale reform often requires changes at all organizational levels, an
implementation team would be responsible to ensure that individuals across and down the organization with com-
peting interests implement a team’s strategic plan. Therefore, to ensure buy-in and increase the chance for fidelity
of implementation, the plan would likely need to reflect these multiple constituencies’ views (Bunker & Alban,
2002). As such, more and different types of attention may need to be paid to the composition of an implementation
team. Specifically, it might be even more important in an implementation team that team members represent differ-
ent perspectives of the organization. Alternatively, a failure to consider the need for organizational representation
from all levels or focusing on other forms of diversity (e.g., demographics) while neglecting to include the needs
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and motivations of specific constituency groups on the team might only attenuate the team’s effectiveness in its
specific domain—organization-wide implementation.
Coinciding with these differences in how team leaders may think about the composition of an implementa-

tion team is the changing nature of peoples’ careers and particularly job mobility. Recent reports on career
longevity show increasing levels of job mobility with the average tenure at a job being 4.1 years (U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics, 2010) and individuals changing jobs much more frequently during their career (Baruch,
2006). Some popular conceptualizations of teams suggest that, to be effective in this turbulent context, teams
need to make every effort to sustain individual membership over time (Akgun & Lynn, 2002). Thus, higher
levels of turnover on implementation teams may be considered especially deleterious in a context of change.
However, as we explore in this research, it may be the case that the study of implementation teams requires a
new way of thinking about long-term improvement that relates more to the way the team taps into different
constituency groups than it does to the specific personalities or people on the team. In today’s context, paying
attention to the latter may simply not be productive—not for implementation teams and perhaps, not for other
kinds of teams also experiencing change and turnover.
If so, and specifically, if implementation teams find ways to compensate for the high turnover and differing

demands of their workforce, it may also suggest a need to alter how team members are socialized into the team
and brought to full capacity to sustain its work. For example, instead of focusing the socialization process on a par-
ticular individual’s fit or talent base, it might be better to focus more on the kind of role or position being filled. In
this way, the socialization process becomes more role specific, instead of more generalized and person specific, the
outcome of which could be faster, more efficient on-boarding. A role-focused socialization process could potentially
minimize the negative impact of high turnover rates and supports the use of role diverse teams. The effect of imple-
mentation team diversity on individual member learning as a means to ensure engagement and long-term commit-
ment on implementation teams is the focus of this research and an untapped area in prior research on more traditional
team forms.
The need for team member learning and commitment despite the constant turnover of team membership is par-

ticularly salient in our study, which focuses on implementation teams operating in the U.S. public school system.
Today, U.S. school systems face a powerful external and internal sense of urgency for change, making the work
of implementation teams critical. Indeed, ample research suggests that reforming public education in the U.S.A. is
an enormous and pressing challenge (Elmore, 2007). Recent research shows that only 70 per cent of children grad-
uate from high school in the U.S.A. and, in the 50 largest cities alone, the average graduation rate is only 52 per cent
(Swanson, 2009). Achievement gaps along racial and ethnic lines also remain vast and persistent. Globally, the pic-
ture is also bleak, with U.S. students falling precipitously behind other industrialized countries in math and literacy,
when decades earlier, U.S. students displayed superlative performance (see Mckinsey, 2009, for a review).
In our study, we focus on the heart of where much of this system-wide change is taking place in education—the

school district. Here, we note that the “leader” is the district CEO or superintendent, the “organization” is the school
district (a system of schools in a geographic area), and the “implementation teams” are those district leadership
teams charged with designing and implementing an instructional improvement strategy. As leadership research in
education shows, the work of teachers, principals, and district administrators has become increasingly interdepen-
dent and suggests the need for more collaborative forms of leadership (see Fullan, 1993, 2006; Johnson, 1996). Still,
and despite this recognition, there is very little research on leadership teams in education or on how leadership teams
might work to implement change.
Our study is based upon analyses of Team Diagnostic Survey (TDS) data (Wageman, Hackman, & Lehman,

2005) that were collected at two points in time from 25 district implementation teams composed of, on average,
10 individuals. We surveyed team members charged with implementing their district’s instructional improvement
strategy. This approach to defining team membership departs from traditional top teams research in which the
researcher names the team members or selects individuals (e.g., because they hold a C-level position); here, the
district’s superintendent selected individuals on the basis of the team’s function, which is in line with recent calls
for teams research (Cannella & Holcomb, 2005; Joshi & Roh, 2009).
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Beyond exploring a new team type, our approach also differs from prior research because we focus on how team
composition (specifically, team diversity) impacts an individual-level outcome—team member learning. This is par-
ticularly salient in implementation teams where, we argue, more common views about team composition may need
to be reconsidered. As such, and as discussed in the succeeding discussions, we see the need to focus on team
member learning in the context of organizational change where high turnover and diverse representation make
engagement and buy-in even more salient. Additionally, we consider how the team context may affect members’
experiences. In so doing, we treat teams as a multi-level phenomenon and employ multi-level modeling in our anal-
ysis, a method in line with calls for team research (Klein, Dansereau,, & Hall, 1994; Morgeson & Hoffman, 1999). 1

We focus on individual team member learning as our primary outcome variable of interest for several reasons.
First, as mentioned above, in the arena of organizational change, one of the most difficult and pernicious aspects
of any change initiative is sustainability (Sonenshein, 2010). In education, the emphasis on new programs, new
initiatives, and new ideas is rampant; however, a district’s ability to sustain change efforts often remains elusive
(Elmore & City, 2007) and partially due to high levels of turnover across the industry (Ingersoll, 2001; Stoelinga,
2010). At the same time, implementation teams, more so than other teams, may call upon individuals who come
from different tiers of the organization and who may have different or conflicting loyalties (e.g., a principal may
wish to ensure his school receives adequate funding while at the same time working to limit district spending). When
we combine these potential elements of high turnover and the need to have members deeply invested in the work of
the team despite their local affiliations, team member learning becomes particularly critical to sustaining the work.
When people feel they are learning, they are likely to be more engaged in the work and to express their perspectives
more fully and to contribute to the work, to others, and to their own growth and learning (Kahn, 1990; Kahn, 1992),
all of which are critical to sustaining implementation efforts.
In addition, because members of implementation teams are both representatives of different constituency groups

in the organization and members of the implementation team, they hold these dual identities as well (Mortensen,
Woolley, & O’Leary, 2007). In this context, it becomes critical that team members feel they are learning and grow-
ing and hence are motivated by the implementation team’s work; otherwise, their attention is likely to wane and the
team may become a team in name only, undermining actual implementation. Thus, we examine individual-level
learning and individuals’ perceptions of the teams in which they work. Finally, from a theoretical perspective, we
focus on this outcome variable of team member learning because it is one of the core facets of “team effectiveness”
espoused by Hackman (2002) and yet has remained largely unexplored in teams research. This is due, perhaps, to the
fact that doing so requires multi-level analyses, which, while commonplace in education research, is a relatively
novel methodology for teams research in organizational behavior.
In opening up this new line of inquiry, our research offers several contributions. First, the idea of teams as inter-

vention vehicles is novel and underexplored in organizational research. The vast majority of teams research tends to
focus on decision-making teams or diagnostic teams, rather than on those charged with implementing decisions.
Second, this underexplored team form offers possibilities for scholars to reconsider some of the basic assumptions
about teams such as “membership stability,” which is often considered a prerequisite for any “real team.” In our
study, because we focus so squarely on team composition, we are able to examine many kinds of diversity and roles
that team members take on over time and in so doing challenge some basic notions of what constitutes a “real team.”
In the Discussion section, we explore the fluidity of team and role membership and so, examine assumptions in tra-
ditional teams research about the significance, in particular, of team membership stability. Our research findings also
provide opportunities to think about some practical implications of implementation teams and how to support their
work. Finally, by focusing on team member learning, we offer a theoretical and empirical contribution by highlight-
ing the multi-level phenomenon that teamwork truly is (cf., Morgeson & Hoffman, 1999).

1Morgeson and Hoffman (1999) provide basis for this approach. Using their structural approach to team level constructs, we argue that
team members’ interactions create the team construct—in this case as a change agent. This conceptualization of the team then influences
how individuals within the team understand their role and work, thus making the team both the outcome and the producer of individual
team member’s behavior and attitudes. This reflexive relationship highlights the need for multi-level modeling to accurately capture team
member’s experiences in the team.
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Theory and Hypotheses

Although teams scholars Hackman and Edmondson (2008) recently called for research on teams as active agents in
leading organizational change, to our knowledge, there has been no empirical organizational behavior research on
these kinds of leadership teams. Rather, organizational research has focused on ways interventions can improve team
processes to effect change—for example, when consultants intervene to improve teams’ functioning so that organi-
zations are better poised to change (see, for example, Schein, 1987, on process consultation). Alternatively, research
has considered teams as specific solutions to change problems when, for example, certain kinds of teams are created
to “solve” product-related issues (e.g., Wheelwright & Clarke, 1992). These instances do not address the role
that leadership teams can play to actively lead change organization-wide—that is, teams as “intervention tools
[to facilitate] organizational change processes” (Hackman & Edmondson 2008, p. 172).
In other research on leadership teams, “top management teams” (TMTs) research, the focus has similarly been on

how teams diagnose and make decisions that lead to organizational change, rather than on teams as agents of change.
TMTs research has a long tradition in strategic decision-making that is grounded in the idea that coalitions at the top
are necessary for organizations to respond to environmental uncertainty and to resolve multiple and often conflicting
goals that face organizations (Cyert & March, 1963; see Finkelstein, Hambrick, & Cannella, 2009 for a review).
Today, TMT scholars argue that ample evidence demonstrates the value of studying TMTs over individual CEOs
when trying to explain organizational outcomes (Finkelstein et al., 2009). However, and despite these scholars’
acknowledgement of the TMTs’ role in implementation, their work has remained almost exclusively focused on
team composition and the impact of heterogeneity on strategic decision-making and does not explore leadership
teams as active agents of change.
When teams are viewed as tools for change, even basic considerations such as team composition require a new

lens. As change scholars Bunker and Alban, who lament the dearth of research on system-wide change, suggest,
“. . .the implementation issue is how decisions get fully carried out, how changes in behaviors, values, and structures
become embedded in the organization” (Bunker & Alban, 2002, reprinted in Burke, Lake, & Paine, 2009, p. 680).
From this vantage point, it may be informative to consider not only team members’ perceptions about team condi-
tions such as task design that may enable team member learning but also the composition of an implementation
team. Specifically, it may be important to explore the experience of the diagonal slice of individuals affected by
an organization-wide change effort who also hold roles as team members.
Unlike other teams where members’ identification with the team may supersede their local identity (e.g., a TMT

member who is also a division head), here, individuals serve both as team members (e.g., on the district team) and as
stakeholders, representing groups most affected by the team’s reform efforts (e.g., a group of principals). They thus
enter the work of the implementation team with multiple identities in tow. This concept of operating simultaneously
in multiple teams with multiple identities (e.g., as a principal on the district team and as a team leader at a school) by
virtue of holding a role or position in a group other than the focal team is emerging in organizational research and
worthy of consideration (O’Leary, Woolley, & Mortensen, 2011). Therefore, we consider here the impact of
traditional factors, such members’ perceptions of the sociostructural conditions in which teams work, as well as
underexplored factors, such as the diversity of roles represented on the team.

The role of context: setting the conditions for success

Researchers have long demonstrated the powerful effects of sociostructural conditions on team effectiveness.
Hackman (2002) identified five factors associated with team effectiveness across contexts ranging from airline cock-
pit crews to symphony orchestras and suggested that these conditions should enhance team effectiveness irrespective
of context. These “enabling conditions” include the following: first, that the team is a “real team,” defined as one that
has clear boundaries about who is on the team, work that requires interdependency among team members, and
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membership that is relatively stable over time. Second, the team has a compelling direction with a purpose
that is challenging, clear, and consequential. Third, the team has an enabling structure with a well-designed
task, clear norms of conduct, and good team composition in terms of team size and mix of skills. Fourth,
the team’s organizational context is supportive with a reward system that recognizes and rewards superior
team performance, an information system that provides valuable feedback, an educational system that enables
the team to fill gaps with training or technical consultation, and satisfactory material resources to execute the
work. And, fifth, the team has access to valuable coaching from both the team leader and team members (for a
review, see Hackman, 2002).
Although implementation teams in education may be no different than other kinds of teams examined in organi-

zational research in that setting up the team with sufficient resources, direction, and support enable individuals to
fully engage in their work and therefore, learn, we also believe there may be some notable differences. While
research on senior leadership teams in education is in its infancy, work on superintendent network teams shows that
a clear focus on a specific problem of practice coupled with effective coaching yields significant learning at the
individual and collective levels (City, Elmore, Fiarman, & Teitel, 2009). Other research on education leadership
teams shows that focusing on sociostructural design factors related to the team’s task as opposed to interpersonal
relationships is closely related to team member learning (Higgins, Young, Weiner, & Wlodarczyk, 2010). These
findings confirm and support the value of Hackman’s (2002) enabling conditions associated with having a clear
direction and appropriate structures and support.
However, considering the context studied here, we do not expect to find a relationship between team member

learning and the aforementioned definition of a “real team.” Here, we study a team comprised of individuals chosen
to collaborate for a specific purpose—to facilitate organization-wide change. In our view, the interdependence of the
team’s work in striving to accomplish this task clearly undergirds the team’s efforts. However, we expect that this
collective enterprise and the interdependence of the team’s work may hold irrespective of boundaries that are tied
to particular persons or individual team members, as traditional definitions of “real teams” suggest (see Ancona,
1987, for other definitions of teams). Specifically, given the importance of roles and constituency representation
on implementation teams, we are less certain that team “stability” or “boundedness” with respect to individual mem-
bership is critical here. As this implementation team is functionally defined for a specific and collective purpose of
the organization (Katzenbach, J. & Smith D., 2003), it is possible that individuals may come and go on the team
whereas the roles they represent may remain “stable”—all of which suggests a new kind of team stability, not
previously examined in teams research.
Reflecting these ideas, our first hypothesis posits a positive association between team member learning and sev-

eral key enabling conditions put forth by Hackman (2002). However, we leave for further exploration whether
certain traditional conceptualizations of a “real team” hold with respect to implementation teams working in the
context of organizational change.

H1: The better the implementation team’s direction, structure, support, and expert coaching, the greater will be
team member learning.

The role of team composition: spotlighting team diversity

In addition to the context in which the team works, we consider the composition of the implementation team. As
discussed, we expect that team members’ multiple memberships—in the implementation team and other groups
(e.g., special education)—may be critical to consider in the context of implementation teams here. This is different
from the context in which traditionally studied teams work because in implementation teams, members’ groups are
or could be stakeholders in the change process such that the diversity of the team in terms of these multiple member-
ships may affect how engaged individuals are and how much they learn.
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In the teams literature, the topic of team composition and in particular, team diversity, has been of serious interest
among scholars for decades (for a review, see Swann, Polzer, Seyle, & Ko, 2004). However, the ways in which
diversity in team members’ roles or positions as it relates to team member learning has not been examined in orga-
nizational research. Further, team or organizational performance has been the chief outcomes of interest. Teams
scholars have found, for example, that diversity in team expertise affects team performance, particularly when the
climate feels “psychologically safe” (Edmondson, 1999) for individuals to share their backgrounds (Van der Vegt,
& Bunderson, 2005). In that study, as in much of the top teams research, they used team member backgrounds as
proxies for knowledge and expertise and employed to measure “diversity” (Van der Vegt & Bunderson, 2005,
p. 538). In the TMTs research, team diversity is associated with organizational performance indicators ranging from
endorsements from critical third parties (Higgins & Gulati, 2003) to innovation (Bantel & Jackson, 1989). For
implementation teams, diversity related to constituencies represented by individuals’ roles may be even more critical
than demographics or background factors, as previously studied.
In the present context and to build upon the organizational change literature that has emphasized the impor-

tance of system-wide stakeholders in change efforts (e.g., Lewis, Passmore, & Cantor, 2008), we expect that
two forms of team diversity may be especially relevant—diversity in the positions that individuals currently
hold (which we call “positional diversity”) and diversity in the tenure or time in the organization that team
members have accumulated (which we call “tenure diversity”). Both positional and tenure diversity concern
the scope and depth of stakeholders who facilitate the change effort. Both represent different kinds of cons-
tituency groups who may be critical to execute an organization-wide implementation plan and so, we expect,
will impact team member learning. We address each in turn.

Positional diversity
Although there is no organizational research, to our knowledge, linking team diversity to team member learning,
there is research on team diversity and team-level learning. With respect to outcomes associated with team learning,
the balance of the organizational literature has adopted a value-in diversity approach, suggesting that more diverse
teams have greater cognitive flexibility and access to information and resources that can enhance the team’s growth,
especially when the group’s tasks require the coordination of information and ideas (Ely & Thomas, 2001; Jehn,
Northcraft, & Neale, 1993). Further, research has examined conditions such as clarity of collective identity, under
which such diverse perspectives are most likely to be heard (Bunderson, 2003).
Findings from research on social networks and innovation lend additional insights with respect to learning-related

outcomes. Research shows that the greater the structural diversity of an individual’s network of relationships, the
greater his or her opportunities for personal and professional growth and learning (e.g., Higgins, 2001; Ibarra,
1992). And, in TMTs research, studies have found that teams with more heterogeneous functional experience are
more likely to make innovative strategic decisions (Hambrick, Cho, & Chen, 1996). As these and other scholars
suggest, the greater the diversity of experience on the team, the greater the breadth of alternatives team members
consider, thereby enhancing their information-processing capabilities (Finkelstein & Hambrick, 1996; Westphal &
Zajac, 1995; Wiersema & Bantel, 1992). Similarly, we expect that sociostructurally diverse implementation teams
may benefit team member learning.
In the present context, we consider “positional diversity,” which is similar but not equivalent to “functional diver-

sity,” as examined in prior teams research (e.g., Tushman & Anderson, 1997). Whereas functional diversity is indi-
cated by the kind of work an individual does or did, positional diversity is indicated by the person’s current position
in the organization. This is consistent with the notion that different constituencies need to be represented for this
particular kind of teamwork, which focuses on a change process. For example, whereas a Chief Financial Officer
and an accountant may have the same functional category of “finance,” they hold different organizational positions.
In the education context, a Chief Academic Officer and a principal might both focus on the function of instructional
improvement, but their positions are very different, with one person working in the district office and the other lead-
ing a school. Teams with high levels of positional diversity are composed of individuals who represent a greater
variety of positions across the organization (e.g., from the district to the school level).

IMPLEMENTATION TEAMS 371

Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 366–388 (2012)
DOI: 10.1002/job



For implementation teams, we expect that positional diversity will be quite valuable to team member learning: not
only will individuals have greater access to a variety of information and resources, as both the teams literature and
social networks literature suggest is important (Brass, 1995), but team members will also have the opportunity to
better understand the implications of their change work across the organization. Indeed, for implementation teams,
we expect that a failure to represent constituencies on the team may result in poor strategy and execution. As change
scholars have suggested for decades, having system-wide understanding is critical to the engagement of key stake-
holders (Lewis et al., 2008). Likewise, when one has a greater sense of how one’s work fits into the larger whole, it
increases task significance and an individual’s intrinsic motivation at work (Hackman & Oldham, 1980) and so, the
likelihood of engagement in the task and learning. Thus, we expect the following:

H2: The greater the positional diversity of the implementation team, the greater the team member learning.

Tenure diversity
We also expect tenure diversity to be associated with team member learning in this context. In order to implement an
organization-wide change initiative, teams may encounter resistance from the status quo or people who have been at
the organization for a long time in addition to the younger guard, who may have very bold, brash, or just different ideas
about the organization’s course. As organizational change scholars describe, “no part of institutional change is an ‘island
unto itself’” (Dimock & Sorenson, 1955, as cited inWatson, 1967, reprinted by Burke et al., p. 365). Organization-wide
change initiatives are likely to face resistance to change from many parts of the organization for a host of reasons, some
structural, some psychological, some personal, and some historical (see Tobin, 1999 on resistance to change). And, as
the kinds of change these implementation teams facilitate are organization wide, it is likely that their efforts will affect
relationships, people, and processes that harbor varying degrees of resistance (Hackman & Edmondson, 2008).
One way to ameliorate this tension is to form teams that have wide representation—from individuals who may

hold different positions to individuals who possess different amounts of organizational experience. The different
positions and experience that different team members possess may grant them legitimacy in the eyes of the individ-
uals affected by the change (Hackman & Edmondson, 2008). And, the reverse may also hold: legitimacy may be
granted within the team by virtue of the constituencies individuals represent—whether a constituency is represented
by a team member’s position in the district or by their tenure. Both could influence the amount of engagement and
learning that team members experience.
In the present context, we expect that tenure may be an especially relevant dimension of diversity to consider.

Implementation teams are likely to face tremendous resistance to change in the context of public school systems where
systems and people are often entrenched in prior practices, history, and tradition, making change difficult (Johnson,
1996). Even as their leaders come and go at an alarming rate (every two to three years, on average, for superintendents
in the U.S.A.), systems and structures tend to be sticky, given local governments and policies, which can make the mix
of perspectives between those with high and low levels of seniority striking. Further, school systems tend to be quite
hierarchical (e.g., Donaldson et al., 2008; Little, 1990), making differences in tenure quite salient. In this context, indi-
viduals with different tenures may bring different insights about various barriers to implementation and knowledge
regarding key stakeholders whose support is needed to implement a strategy. Thus, the greater an implementation team’s
tenure diversity, the greater the array of historical perspectives on the prospects and avenues to follow, thereby increas-
ing the potential for team member learning during the change process. Therefore, we expect the following,

H3: The greater the tenure diversity of the implementation team, the greater the team member learning.

Composition and context: role representation on implementation teams

In addition to examining the direct effects of the context and composition of an implementation team on team mem-
ber learning, we also investigate how these two factors interact to influence team member learning. One of the
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unique aspects of this new team form is the team’s charge to carry out their work beyond the boundaries of the team
itself—in this case, to build buy-in and action across a school system. As Lortie’s (2002) research shows, egalitar-
ianism, seniority, and autonomy are values that persist across the professional culture of schools and make education
reform efforts complex and difficult and speaking up especially challenging (Donaldson et al., 2008). Given this,
being chosen for this task by district leaders may signal not only that one’s personal abilities and talents are valued
but also that one is expected to represent the identity of other groups across the district—that is, as a principal, one is
“representing the principals’ perspective,” or as a school teacher, one is “representing the teachers’ perspective.”
Prior organizational research on role theory suggests that individuals’ positions on senior leadership teams can

signal specific competencies to external parties that impact those party’s impressions of the firm (Higgins & Gulati,
2003). Here, we propose that positions held on a team become especially salient on an implementation team and
impact team members’ perceptions of their own identity, especially when there is a clear diversity of positions pres-
ent and particularly because individuals on the team see a need to represent their external role. For example, being
the only teacher on a senior leadership team is likely to raise the salience of that role identity for the team member
and, in particular, her sense of responsibility to exercise voice on behalf of that constituency (see, e.g., Berger,
Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972; Bunderson, 2003 on status cue salience). Thus, we suggest that greater positional diversity
among implementation teams highlights individuals’ expertise for themselves and for others and yields greater
propensity to exercise voice on behalf of a particular constituency group in team discussions.
We expect that these dynamics will be especially salient when enabling conditions are unfavorable in implementa-

tion teams. That is, in an implementation team with a high level of positional diversity, team members are particularly
likely to exercise voice on behalf of their constituents when they perceive there are insufficient resources to implement
the team’s plans. In these situations, individuals may speak up on behalf of one’s constituency group, particularly if
they feel they are representing a key stakeholder in the change process. Indeed, research on identity negotiation in
groups suggests that individuals are especially likely to disclose information about themselves early in group formation
and/or during times of change in the group (London, Polzer, & Omoregie, 2005). Building on this, and consistent with
negotiation research (e.g., Susskind, 2006), we suggest that in this context of change, greater engagement and greater
learning is likely to take place when individuals feel as though their primary work group—here, indexed by their
position—is threatened in some way by the lack of a supportive context. Thus, we propose the following.

H4: The effect of the team’s enabling conditions on team member learning will vary by the team’s positional
diversity such that when enabling conditions are low, positional diversity will enhance team member learning.

Methods

Sample and procedure

Study participants were members of school district senior leadership teams in Connecticut. Superintendents, who are
members of the Connecticut Superintendents Network Center for School Change, led each of the teams in our sam-
ple (n= 25). Data collection occurred in early 2008. To identify study participants, we asked each superintendent to
determine whom they regarded as their “senior administrative team for the purposes of developing and implement-
ing their instructional improvement strategy.” This team member identification strategy allowed team leader rather
than the researchers to identify team members and aligns with recent calls in team research (Joshi & Roh, 2009;
Cannella & Holcomb, 2005). We told superintendents that this was a functional definition of a team and to name
the people in the district who have a “central responsibility for developing and implementing the instructional im-
provement strategy in the district, regardless of where they are in the organization chart.” There were no restrictions
on team size; teams ranged in size from 5 to 14. The superintendents selected members for each district’s “instruc-
tional strategy improvement team,” and these team members comprised our sample. We gave all identified team
members an electronic version of the TDS.
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Created by Hackman and Wageman (2001), the TDS assesses team members’ perceptions of the team’s socio-
structural features, such as team composition and work design, and team process indicators, and the extent to which
the team’s strategy, effort, skills, and knowledge are used effectively. The TDS also includes items regarding the
amount of growth and learning team members’ experience—thereby making it an ideal tool for this research. The
TDS has been used in numerous studies and was shown to be a reliable and valid instrument to measure these
sociocultural features (Wageman et al., 2005; Wageman et al., 2008). The survey response rate was 95 per cent,2

and the researchers collected a total of 226 team members’ responses.3

The TDS was the primary data source used to test our hypotheses. In addition, in 2009, teams participating in the
Connecticut Superintendent Network completed the TDS a second time. As several of the districts joined or left the
network and team membership changed within returning districts, we could not employ these data longitudinally in
the traditional sense. Still, we report our findings from this second round of data collection as a follow-up to our
initial analyses in the Results section.
We also conducted two forms of ancillary analyses to more fully explore our findings. The first of these was an anal-

ysis of teammember turnover, and whether team composition, in terms of the positions or roles represented on the team,
remained stable despite changes in the individuals occupying those roles. Second, we were afforded the opportunity to
visit and observe senior leadership teammeetings of teams in our sample. Two researchers, blind to team characteristics,
videotaped and then coded the transcriptions of eight hours of two teams’ meetings. We report the findings from the
analysis of both team member turnover and team meeting transcripts in the Ancillary Analyses section.

Team member learning

In Hackman’s (2002) original work on leading teams, he wrote extensively about the third dimension of team
“effectiveness” as “individual members’ learning,” which he described as a function of the extent to which individ-
uals feel a sense of satisfaction with their work and relationships on the team, their motivation to produce excellent
performance, and individual opportunities for personal learning and growth. Reflecting this conceptualization, the
10 items in the TDS ask about all of these aspects of “members’ learning.” Sample items include “I learn a great
deal from my work on this team” and “working on this team stretches my personal knowledge and skills” (on a scale
of 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). We used principal components analysis4 to build a composite measure
of team member learning (median5 = 0.17, SD = 1.94), with higher scores indicating higher levels of perceived learn-
ing. The internal consistency reliability of the scale was 0.89.6

Enabling conditions

A substantial portion of the TDS is devoted to gathering team members’ perspectives about the sociocultural context in
which the team operates. Building from Hackman’s (2002) work on effective team functioning, the TDS focuses on five
specific conditions that he argues need to be in place for the team to be successful: that the team be a real team, that it has

2Although 95 per cent of participants responded to the survey, there were instances when individuals did not respond to individual item(s). Be-
cause of the study’s small size, we preserved as many responses as possible and refrained from using pair-wise or list-wise deletion. After trying
a number of imputation models, we imputed the team average score when an individual’s response was missing. We found this to be effective as
the range of responses was fairly stable within teams and the overall range of responses was also fairly constricted.
3Although a relatively small study, we found there to be enough variance between team member responses to allow for multi-level analysis. More-
over, because of the limited power associated with this study, our ability to find statistically significant findings perhaps suggests that these rela-
tionships are quite robust.
4As part of this process, each item comprising the construct is centered to allow for appropriate weighting of a given variable in the overall com-
posite. A mean of zero is needed to find a basis that minimizes the mean square error of the approximation of the data. As such, the final weighted
composite then also has a mean of zero.
5As all composites have a mean of 0.0, we have opted to include the median to help the reader gain a sense of the distribution.
6Together, these items were more robust as a construct than any of the smaller groupings of items (i.e., the alpha was largest when these items
were put together). Additional analysis was also conducted using only the items focused on growth satisfaction, and we found similar results with
same parameters significant at the same levels.
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a compelling direction, that the team receives necessary structure and supports, and that the team receives expert coach-
ing.Within the TDS, each of these “enabling conditions” is represented by a number of items (seeWageman et al., 2008
for a review). For each item, participants responded using a Likert scale (1= strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). By
focusing our analysis on individual team member’s perceptions, we are able to better understand how these perceptions
impact member learning and hence the likelihood that he or she will remain engaged in its organizational change efforts.
To streamline the analytical process and capture an internally consistent measure of each condition, we created compo-
sites by using principal components analysis to represent each enabling condition.7

Team diversity

We collected team member data to determine two different forms of team diversity, tenure diversity and positional
diversity. We calculated tenure on the basis of participants’ responses to the question, “How long have you been a
member of this organization?” We gave participants categories to choose from (less than six months, six to
12months, one to two years, three to four years, five to eight years, nine to 16 years, 17–24 years, 25 years or more)
to preserve anonymity. Thus, although we cannot determine the precise average tenure for these teams, the mode
was five to eight years.
For positional diversity, we coded participants’ self-identified positions in the district into six different catego-

ries—superintendent, assistant superintendent, district staff, school principal, school staff, and classroom teacher.
Then, consistent with prior research on functional diversity (e.g., Hambrick et al., 1996), we used a variation of
the Herfindal–Hirschman index to calculate our measures of both positional and tenure diversity.

H ¼ 1�
Xn

i¼1
pi2

H is the measure of heterogeneity or range, and p is the percentage of individuals who held positions/worked in
the organization in each of the time/positional (“n”) categories. Teams ranged in tenure diversity from .29 to .93
(SD= 0.14) and in positional diversity from .37 to .72 (SD = 0.09).

Controls

Consistent with prior education research on factors associated with district effectiveness as measured by student
achievement (Orfield & Lee, 2006), we controlled for three team-level8 factors in our analysis: district enrollment,
ranging from 21 235 to 1907 (M = 5173, SD= 4707); the percent of students receiving free and reduced price lunch
ranging from 2 to 94 per cent (M= 0.25, SD= 0.23); and the percent of non-White students in the district ranging
from 5 to 95 per cent (M = 0.32, SD = 0.3). We gathered all information through public records on the Connecticut’s
Department of Education website. Additionally, consistent with prior research (e.g., Hambrick et al., 1996), we also
used team size as a control, which ranged from 5 to 14 (M = 10, SD= 2).

Statistical analysis

We fit a taxonomy of multi-level models (Singer & Willett, 2003) to address our questions about how enabling con-
ditions and team diversity might impact team member learning in these implementation teams.9 Multi-level models

7Throughout the principal components analysis, we worked hard to maintain the integrity of Hackman (2002) theory on team functioning while
simultaneously enhancing the internal validity of the construct. This sometimes required the bundling of items within a construct or the elimina-
tion of certain items to ensure the greatest internal validity of the measures.
8Because there is only one team per district, variance across the districts is de facto variance across the teams. Therefore, by controlling for var-
iance across teams, we are able to better capture individual team members’ learning.
9We fit multilevel models with random intercepts and slopes. Hand general linear hypothesis testing was conducted to verify the predictors’ im-
pact on the model fit. When predictors did not positively contribute to fit, they were removed and a better representation of the relationship be-
tween the remaining predictors and the outcome is revealed.

IMPLEMENTATION TEAMS 375

Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 366–388 (2012)
DOI: 10.1002/job



are typically used to examine data on individuals nested within groups (e.g., employees within companies, students
within schools) but have yet to become widespread in teams research, despite calls to do so (Morgeson & Hoffman,
1999). In our analyses, the lower level of measurement (“level-1”) is the individual team member; (“level-2”) is the
district level team. Our goal was to investigate how individuals experience implementation team membership and
specifically the degree to which they felt they were learning on the team while accounting for their perceptions of
the context as well as team composition, and so, multi-level modeling provided the most appropriate tool for our
analysis. By using a number of team-level controls, we were able to control for all the variation across teams and
successfully capture differences in individual team member learning. Moreover, we were able to conduct cross-level
analysis to examine the intersection between individuals’ perceptions of the team and team diversity on individual
learning. Doing so allows for a more realistic interpretation of team member experiences.

Models

We estimated nine multi-level models on our outcome variable (per Singer & Willett, 2003) (see Table 2): an uncondi-
tional means model, a baseline model with no predictor variables (Table 2, Model 1). The fitted equation for this model is

Member Learningij ¼ b0 þ eij þ mi

Member Learning is the predicted value of a team member’s learning within a given team, and b0 is the estimated
average of team member learning across all teams. These models include both “level-1” and “level-2” predictors,
and, as will be discussed in greater detail in the Results section, we were able to control for all variation across the teams.
The general model we used to address our first hypothesis regarding the impact of enabling conditions was

Member Learningij ¼ b0 þ Dij þ Ei þ eij þ mi

Here, Dij represents coefficients for the team-level control variables including district enrollment, the percent of
students receiving free and reduced price lunch, percent of non-White students in the district, and team size. Ei repre-
sents the coefficients for each team member’s perceptions of his or her team’s sociocultural context and specifically
its enabling conditions as conceptualized by Hackman (2002). Model 5 (Table 2) provides the final model for H1.10

Hypothesis 3, regarding the impact of tenure diversity, is explored in Model 6 (Table 2). Models 7–9 address our
hypotheses on positional diversity (i.e., H3 and H4). Model 9 is our final model for H4 and includes interactions
between positional diversity and both compelling direction and supportive context. The final model is

Member Learningij ¼ b0 þ b1Compeli þ b2Structurei þ b3PSNDij þ b4Contexti

þb5ðCompel � PSNDÞij þ b6 Support � PSNDð Þij þ eij þ mi

b3 represents the coefficient for positional diversity; b5 represents the interaction between compelling direction and
positional diversity; and b6 represents the interaction between supportive context and positional diversity. Again,
enabling conditions are attributed as individual-level predictors. This is appropriate as each survey respondent
provided his or her own ranking of the team’s functioning on each condition. Alternatively, each team received only
one positional and one tenure diversity measure that function as a team-level predictors.

Results

Estimated means, standard deviations, and correlations for all measures are shown in Table 1. The mode of the team
member learning measure is 2.36, and 50 per cent of participants had scores of .2 or higher, which indicates that

10We chose to pull predictors out of the model that did not have a statistically significant relationship to the outcome in order to preserve degrees
of freedom and obtain the most robust parameter estimates possible. As a check on our process, we created intermediary models and conducted
general linear hypothesis testing.
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participants reported they experienced a relatively high level of learning. In the unconditional model (Model 1,
Table 1), we find that most of the variation in team member learning is at the individual versus the team level.11

All of the team-level controls show a relationship to the outcome except team size.12 Importantly, these few team-
level controls explain more than half of the total variance at the team level (pseudo-R2 = .52). This large decrease
foreshadows later models where predictors explain all team-level variation. Moreover, this was true even when
the team-level controls were no longer included in the model.

Enabling conditions, team diversity, and team member learning

Hypothesis 1 predicted that the better the implementation team’s direction, structure, support, and expert coaching,
the greater would be team member learning. Our results supported most of these sociostructural conditions set forth
in our prediction (Model 5, Table 2): compelling direction (b= .27, p< .00001), enabling structure (b= .42,
p< .00001), and supportive context (b= .22, p< .00001) each had a positive relationship to team member learning.
None of the “real team” measures had a significant relationship with team member learning and suggests that further
exploration may be warranted, which we begin in the ancillary analyses. We also see that the residual associated
with team-level variance is no longer significant. Therefore, this model controls for all differences across the teams,
despite the fact that district enrollment is the only team-level control that remains in the model. Importantly, the
relatively small amount of initial variance in this model suggests that our findings are relatively robust—a fact that
is reinforced with our follow-up analysis discussed in more detail later.
Hypothesis 2 predicted that positional diversity would be positively related to team member learning. Hypothesis

3 predicted that greater tenure diversity would yield greater team member learning. Our analysis did not support
either prediction (Models 6 and 7, Table 1).
Hypothesis 4 predicted an interaction between positional diversity and enabling conditions such that high levels of

diversity would mitigate the effects of differences in enabling conditions on learning. Our results supported this pre-
diction (Model 9, Table 2). We find that two interactions exist, one between positional diversity and compelling
direction (b=�2.02, p< .01) and a second between positional diversity and supportive context (b=�1.21,
p= .02). As expected, the findings reveal that when individuals rate their teams poorly on these enabling conditions,
greater positional diversity mitigates the negative effect on team member learning.
These interactions also suggest that for teams that are already feeling supported, positional diversity is unhelpful,

which was not expected. Taken together, our findings suggest that, with respect to team member learning, enabling
conditions such as a clear and compelling direction may be even more important than team composition.

Second-year analyses
Our findings persist across a subsequent round of data analysis. Twenty-five teams with 262 individuals participated
in the second round of TDS administration to the network the following year, 2009, with an 89 per cent response
rate. Both the data analysis techniques and the findings mirrored those of the earlier round of data. First, the same
three enabling conditions (i.e., compelling direction, supportive context, and enabling structure) were again shown
to have a positive relationship with team member learning while there was again no relationship between real team
indicators and learning. Neither tenure diversity nor positional diversity had an independent, significant relationship
with team member learning. And, again, there were two, significant, negative interactions between positional diver-
sity and the enabling conditions, although in this case they were only at the p< .10 level. Considering the small sam-
ple size and, hence, limited statistical power associated with our models across these two years of data, consistency
in these findings may be considered particularly robust.

11The intraclass correlation is .24 and suggests that team members do share a moderate amount of characteristics within each team (i.e. a “team-
ness” exists within each team) and validates our decision to use a multi-level model.
12In later models, only district enrollment was related to learning, and this effect disappeared when the interactions between positional diversity
and enabling conditions were added to the model (Model 9, Table 1).
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Ancillary analyses

In this paper, we suggest that there is a need to expand current teams research to incorporate a new team type—that
of an implementation team. Moreover, we propose that some of the ways teams have traditionally been conceptual-
ized may not apply to implementation teams. Indeed, three of the traditional core components of a “real team”—
team boundedness, stability, and interdependence—were not significantly related to team member learning in our
final models. As we grapple with these findings and their larger implications for teams research, the question arises
as to whether the lack of relationships may have to do with how these core team constructs were conceptualized and
operationalized—as being linked to individuals rather than to the roles that individual team members hold. For
example, might it be that stability does actually matter, but differently than has been traditionally conceptualized
(e.g., as role stability rather than membership stability)? In the following sections, we discuss two sets of ancillary
analyses that further explore our findings and, specifically, how we might reconsider the significance of roles in the
particular context of implementation teams.

Investigating role stability
First, we explored whether the construct of team “stability” might be better linked to team member roles than to
individual team members. To do so, we looked at team member turnover and role turnover across the two adminis-
trations and identified if and how teams had changed from one year to the next. We then analyzed whether the orig-
inal team member’s role was (i) eliminated, (ii) replaced with a different role, or (iii) remained but was occupied by
another person. We found that across the 25 teams, 32 people (approximately 16 per cent of the sample) left their
team between the first and second administration of the TDS.
As indicated in Figure 1, only four of the teams totally eliminated the role the exiting person had occupied.

However, in 24 cases, we retained the role with a different person simply replacing the person on the team
who had left. Finally, we replaced four people who left with a different person in a role at the same level of the
organization and with a similar focus (e.g., “director of pupil services” changed over to “director of student ser-
vices”), and one might even consider such changes analogous to maintaining the same role on the team. From
these analyses, it seems clear that stability may indeed be one important dimension of an implementation team,
but that team stability may stem more from maintaining role membership than people membership. This finding
may also help to explain why we did not find boundedness and interdependence to be related to team member
learning on implementation teams.

Figure 1. Distribution of team member turnover (n= 32)
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Examining roles in action
Our second set of ancillary analysis of team meetings explored the ways individuals on teams with high and low
levels of positional diversity did or did not employ their roles. To do this, we videotaped the team meetings of a team
with the highest level of positional diversity and one with the lowest level of positional diversity. We transcribed and
then coded the teams’ conversations during these meetings by using a technique called positional analyses (e.g.,
Davies and Harré, 1990).

Positional analysis. Positioning theorists argue that individuals use language to place or “position” themselves and others
within a conversation while allowing for on-going negotiation of new and/or different placements. To engage in position-
ing, people use the larger cultural discourses in which the speakers live and make sense of the world (Davies & Harré,
1990; Linehan & McCarthy, 2000). By using positioning analyses, we were better able to explore if and how team
members employ their roles during the team’s discourse to position themselves and the constituencies they represent.
In the summer of 2009, we solicited permission to videotape the school district implementation teams’ “implementa-

tion status”meetings. For those fromwhomwe gained permission, we traveled to their location and videotaped the team’s
monthly implementation status meeting. A total of eight hours of team meetings were recorded. The researchers did not
interact with the teams once the meetings began. Tapes were transcribed, and researchers, blind to the teams’ levels of
diversity, coded all meeting comments. To ensure inter-rater reliability, the researchers went through two coding pro-
cesses. First, the researchers independently coded the data and following, discussed their findings, and came to a consen-
sus about the overall coding scheme. Both researchers then returned to the data, coding it a second time, now using the
agreed-upon codes.When this second roundwas complete, the researchers checked each other’s analyses for consistency.
Differences in interpretation were resolved through discussion, including conversations with a third researcher.
There are a variety of types of positioning, one of which one is called “deliberate.” Deliberate self-positioning

occurs when one wants to express his or her personal identity (Harre & Van Langenhove, 1991) and, in the case
of these implementation teams, appeared to be determined by individuals’ assigned roles. Specifically, team mem-
bers spoke using two deliberate positions. The first was as a representative of a role outside of the team (i.e., as a
member of the group they were representing). An example of such a positioning statement is, “as an administrator,
I’m feeling that . . . I’m being stretched. I think some things I get right away and other things I don’t, and I think that
extends to my faculty.” The second form of deliberate positioning was when team members spoke solely as an
implementation team member. An example of this kind of statement is, “if we have a deeper, richer understanding
of this work it could only make us better team members.”

Results. Comparing the quantity and type of team member positioning statements revealed some interesting differ-
ences between “Team A,” the team that was high on positional diversity, and “Team B,” the team that was low on
positional diversity. We emphasize again that with such a small sample, these additional findings are exploratory.
First, counting the number and kinds of statements made in an equivalent two-hour meeting period revealed that

Team A used about twice as many constituent positioning statements as Team B (n=82 versus n=44). On a percent-
age basis, this difference was even more striking (41 per cent of total statements for Team A versus 13 per cent for
Team B). These findings appear to support our general proposition regarding the salience of individuals’ roles on po-
sitionally diverse teams—that the greater the positional diversity, the more salient one’s role is to oneself and others, as
shown here by the greater effort to reference and call attention to one’s constituency during team discourse.
Second, we found that both Teams A and B used roughly equal numbers of team positioning statements (n= 66

for Team A and n = 61 for Team B). On a percentage basis, however, as Team A made far fewer statements
than Team B over the same amount of time (Team B was talking faster), a greater percentage of Team A’s state-
ments were team oriented (33 per cent) than were Team B’s (18 per cent). However, if we compare the relative num-
ber of these different kinds of positioning statements within the two teams, we see that Team B made more team
(18 per cent) than constituent (13 per cent) positioning statements, whereas for Team A, they made more constituent
(41 per cent) than team (33 per cent) positioning statements. These patterns also suggest that Team A was relatively
more oriented toward its constituents, whereas Team B was relatively more oriented toward the team.
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Comparing the substance of the positioning statements provides further insight as well. Consistent with our cod-
ing, our analysis reveals that members of Team A tended to focus more on the potential impact of the team’s work in
the schools from the viewpoint of stakeholders, such as teachers, and how they might react to the change strategy. In
contrast, Team B members tended to focus more internally on the nature of the team’s work and its functioning and
less on how their work might impact school-based constituencies. Examples of statements made by the two teams, as
shown in the Appendix, illustrate these different perspectives.
In these ways, our ancillary findings suggest that a team’s positional diversity influences the ways the implemen-

tation team members work together to lead and facilitate organizational change. Our positional analyses show how
team members’ roles may be employed in more or less positionally diverse teams. Here, it appears that more posi-
tionally diverse teams may more explicitly discuss how the team’s work will impact and be impacted by stake-
holders who are critical to the team’s implementation work. Examining if and how constituency-based statements
linking team members’ roles to outcomes that matter for the team’s work would extend the present research.

Discussion

The present research investigates a team form that has not been empirically explored in organizational research—that
which we have called an “implementation team,” a team charged with designing and implementing an organization-
wide change strategy. This is a team form that calls for a very different role for teams in organizations than has been
studied in the past—one in which teams are used as instruments for change as opposed to strategic decision-making
bodies or as targets of change. Although prominent teams scholars have called for research on these kinds of action-
oriented teams (Hackman & Edmondson, 2008), to date, there has been no empirical organizational research on this
new team form. Employing teams to lead organizational change strategies is an approach we expect will become more
prevalent as organizations today face increasing scrutiny and pressure to change. Our main and ancillary findings from
the investigation of this new team form open up new areas of inquiry for teams researchers that we hope prompt new
research on teams that reconsiders not only the leadership role that teams can play as levers for organizational change
but also some of our basic assumptions about what constitutes a “real team.”
Findings from our main analyses highlight two new areas for teams researchers, areas which then open doors

themselves, as we explored in our ancillary analyses. First, our main findings extend prior teams research by focus-
ing on the sociostructural conditions that Hackman (2002) demonstrated nearly a decade ago are critical to team
effectiveness. We hypothesized that these enabling conditions, such as having a compelling direction and supportive
context, would be critical to team member learning and is consistent with more traditional organizational team the-
ory. However, we suggested that perhaps, in this context, tying the team’s interdependence, boundedness, and
stability to individuals, which is consistent with traditional ways of operationalizing these dimensions, may be less
relevant than tying the same dimensions to team members’ roles. That is, given the dynamic nature of an implementa-
tion team’s work, especially in the context of the present study, K-12 districts in education, while individuals may come
and go on the team, the team may stay intact, bounded, and interdependent in its work through the positions or roles
occupied on the team. Indeed, in our main analyses, we found no effects for the “real team” enabling condition variable
in our analyses, whereas other enabling conditions had a significant relationship to team member learning. As such,
more traditional conceptualizations of teams may lead researchers to mistakenly categorize implementation teams as
not “real teams,” despite their potentially important and far-reaching impact on an organization’s change efforts.
Second, in our main findings, we focused on team composition, a variable that has been studied for decades by

teams scholars. However, we studied it differently here. Rather than consider diversity in terms of members’ func-
tional expertise, as TMT scholars have done, or look at members’ demographics, such as race or gender, as teams
scholars have done, we considered the team’s “positional diversity”—that is, the extent to which the positions held
by team members represent different roles within the organization. Here, in the context of implementation teams and
the nature of the team’s work and charge, we argued that considering the diversity or diagonal slice of roles held by

382 M. C. HIGGINS ET AL.

Copyright © 2012 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd. J. Organiz. Behav. 33, 366–388 (2012)
DOI: 10.1002/job



people engaged in implementing an organization-wide change strategy should be especially salient. We also exam-
ined a more traditional aspect of team composition, tenure diversity.
Although our findings did not reveal any main effects with respect to the relationship between team diversity and team

member learning, this is not to say that positional diversity was not a factor in teammember learning: we found interaction
effects between positional team diversity and team context that supported our proposition that teams with positional
diversity mitigate the deleterious effects on learning created by unfavorable team conditions. For example, positional
diversity may serve to enhance team member learning when the team’s direction is not compelling or clear. Building
on prior research on role representation, we suggested that individuals selected to serve on these implementation teams
might become more, not less, apt to ameliorate an unfavorable situation because, perhaps, of their felt responsibility for
the constituencies they represent. This rationale is consistent with research on the salience of teammember characteristics
(e.g., Gardner, 2009) and suggests that in teams that possess positional diversity, members may be more likely to exercise
voice on behalf of their constituencies, especially when they experience a threat to their constituency or the team’s task.
Interestingly, we also note that the interaction effects we found also suggest that positional diversity in implemen-

tation teams may not help in certain situations, such as the case in which enabling conditions are favorable. There-
fore, it could be that there are limits to the benefits of access to different perspectives provided by teams with
positional diversity, such that more perspectives or alternatives may actually frustrate team members who otherwise
felt the team was on the right track. Such a situation may resemble “information overload,” as studied in social
network research, in which greater diversity and access to information and resources can undermine team outcomes
(e.g., Hansen & Haas, 2005). These findings may indicate the need for such implementation team leaders to focus on
building this element into the team’s composition perhaps even more so than in other team forms.
These sets of main findings and our theorizing about this new team form led us to further investigate the salience

of team member roles and some traditional assumptions about what, more generally, constitutes a “real team.” In our
ancillary analyses, we found that teams did turn over individuals but more so than they did roles on the team.
Although these results were exploratory, they do suggest that the core “real team” dimension of “stability” may need
to be reconsidered, at least in this context, that these teams may indeed be very “real,” as indexed by the kinds of
positions held on the team, while the individual members themselves may change.
This kind of result has also been found in social network research, which has shown that, over time, while specific

individuals may change in the periphery of one’s network, the kinds of ties that are maintained do not (Cummings
& Higgins, 2006). Thus, a network structure—like a team structure—may actually be “constant” or “stable” whereas the
actual composition may change, suggesting a whole different way of thinking about what constitutes a “team” over time.
Our findings suggest a need for those leading and researching implementation teams to potentially revise how they think
about stability. A failure to do so may lead practitioners to mistakenly label teams with individual-level turnover as defunct
or to refrain from building support mechanisms to enhance other forms of stability (i.e., role stability) that may be helpful.
Indeed, we hope and expect that many of our findings, particularly with respect to role stability, might actually be more

the norm than the exception in other settings. For example, we see this phenomenon of people rotating while roles remain
stable in teams such asmusical orchestras, military organizations, and professional athletic teams. These kinds of teams have
stable positions, but dynamic rosters. Because such teams have stable structures (positions), they are not dependent on stable
team membership and yet are considered “real teams” in practice. Dynamic membership runs counter to traditional defini-
tions of “real teams” and yet may be quite prevalent, even beyond the phenomenon of implementation teams studied here.
We were also fortunate enough to have the opportunity to observe and videotape teams as they engaged in their

work together. Our ancillary positional analyses from coding these data begin to illustrate that the composition of the
team does indeed make a difference in terms of the ways in which team members engage with one another. Our anal-
yses show that teams with more positional diversity seem to access and explicitly employ their roles more readily
than those teams with less positional diversity. Further, the more diverse team in our study was more externally
oriented; members were more apt to consider the ways in which the team’s work might impact and be impacted
by key stakeholders in the organization. Although future research is warranted, these exploratory findings suggest
that it is possible that an external orientation that employs team members’ roles may be particularly helpful in this
context, in facilitating the change process (see Ancona & Bresman, 2007).
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Further, these findings highlight that another dimension of a “real team,” its boundedness, may be critical for
teams researchers to reconsider. Perhaps, the ability of team members to span multiple roles and multiple team
memberships—here, membership on an implementation team as well as membership in another group identified
by a particular role (e.g., a group of principals)—may prove important not only for team member learning but also
for other aspects of team effectiveness and for both teams as well. It could be, for example, that teams that are able to
create environments in which individuals can fully express their dual identities are more effective and/or more
conducive to team member learning (see also, Mortensen et al., 2007). This topic of multiple team membership is
relatively uncharted territory for teams research (for an exception, see O’Leary et al., 2011) and one that we high-
light here because the notion of multiple group memberships and roles has emerged as so salient in our work. Thus,
we offer this as an area for future teams research, especially for certain kinds of teams, such as implementation
teams, that necessarily require individuals to span multiple team memberships in the course of their work.
In addition and more generally, we hope that our research shines a clear spotlight on the significance of context

and, in particular, on the nature of the work a team does. In teams research (e.g., for multi-national or cross-
functional teams), organizational scholars often explore the composition of a team and its association with certain
indicators of “performance,” with little regard to the context in which the team works. In this study, we tried to move
away from this tendency and to be more phenomenologically driven by asking our contacts (superintendents) to
define their teams on the basis of the consideration of a specific task. This approach ensured that these teams were
composed of individuals who were all working together for a collective purpose, rather than a collection of arbitrary
individuals (e.g., a “C-suite” of individuals, as is often the case in TMTs research). Further, by focusing on a partic-
ular kind of task—implementation—we could then ask more specific questions about what kinds of composition might
actually matter and why, opening up the door for new ideas, such as the significance of roles, to emerge. We hope that
this approach is used in future research and brings social context back to the center of teams research.
Finally, we hope that our work will encourage other teams researchers to engage in multi-level analyses—to con-

sider how team-level factors, such as diversity, impact individual-level outcomes, such as team member learning.
Teams are at once collectives and also collections of individuals and so, appropriate for multi-level research questions
as well as methods, as we employed here. And, although we only began to tap into these teams’ inner workings by ex-
amining a subset of these teams’ time together, we are hopeful that our exploratory analyses encourage future teams
researchers to employ multiple methods as well. Beginning with an observation from quantitative analyses and then fol-
lowing up with qualitative analyses or the reverse can be a powerful way to engage and truly try to understand a phenom-
enon—particularly one that branches into new territory, as was the case here (c.f. Barley, 2006).

Limitations

Our study is not without limitations. First, because only 25 teams took the TDS, it was not possible to study team-level
effectiveness, as might have been interesting. Fortunately, we did have over 200 individual responses, which, combined
with the team-level data, enabled us to engage in multi-level modeling. This approach is rare in teams research but quite
common in education research where students and teachers are nested in classrooms within schools, districts, and states.
Given that these district teams were all from the same state and formed at the same time, differences in state laws or the
timing of team formation was avoided, thereby making our study akin to a field experiment, however small.
Second, we recognize that this study was both an exploratory study and, at the same time, one in which we

aimed to test certain hypotheses. It was exploratory in that we were examining a relatively new team form for orga-
nizational research and yet, given prior research on teams, we did also employ hypotheses to test some specific ideas.
This is a fine line to walk and one that perhaps we could have pursued more elegantly by, for example, videotaping
the team meetings first and then testing our hypotheses with the TDS afterwards. Future research that essentially
backtracks from this study to examine team processes would extend this research and give us a better sense of
how these implementation teams function.
A third limitation may be the longitudinal nature of our data. We say “may be” given the nature of these teams,

which we have tried to make a case for as “stable” but not in a traditional sense. Given this, although we had two
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years’ worth of data, the data were from different groups of people who were on the same “team.” Consequently, in
some ways, the second round of data collection resembled more of an analytical check than a longitudinal study.
However, in other respects, if we accept that some of our common assumptions about what constitutes a “real team”
need to be challenged, then, perhaps we may even want to reconsider what is actually “longitudinal teams research.”
Although bold, this may be the appropriate stance especially in this context. We note that in school systems in which a
superintendent’s tenure is generally only two or three years, studying the dynamics of top teams is likely to continue to be
problematic from a research perspective—that is, from a traditional research perspective. And yet, from a practical per-
spective, this kind of turnover at the top makes the call for more collaborative forms of leadership all the more compelling.

Conclusion

In recent years, we have seen changes in both the nature of collaboration and in organizational leadership. Today,
and particularly in contexts such as education where the urgency for change is acute, attention has shifted from solo
models of leadership to more collaborative forms of leadership. Additionally, pressure has mounted to tackle intran-
sigent problems by moving beyond designing new strategies for change to focusing on how to effectively implement
system-wide change (Kanter, 2010). In concert with this, organizations such as the school districts studied here have
begun to cultivate a new more action-oriented form of leadership team—that which we call an implementation team.
Implementation teams are instruments for change and, as our study shows, can be more or less effective depending
on their composition and the kinds of supports put in place to enable their work.
Further, and in line with this special issue call, our work illustrates that this new team form may raise questions

about some traditional conceptualizations of what constitutes a “real team”—specifically, that the boundedness,
interdependence, and stability of teams such as this may have more to do with the way the team is composed in terms
of the roles that members hold than with the team’s composition in terms of the actual individuals who hold those
roles. That is, although the teams are indeed “real” and are composed of people who are all working interdepen-
dently for a common purpose, the people who occupy those role positions may change over time. Thus, as we
explored here, although people may change, the team itself remains intact.
We expect that the kind of team we studied, an implementation team, may not only be a team form that becomes

more common with time, but that the underlying “real team” dimensions we reconsidered in this study may also be
dimensions that warrant reconsideration in other contexts. As change has become the constant for organizations, so
too might change become the constant for teams; this does not mean that we teams scholars are not studying real
teams; it may just mean that we are studying teams that are real in different ways.
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Appendix: Comparing the Talk of More/Less Positionally Diverse Implementation Teams

Team A: More Positionally Diverse Team Team B: Less Positionally Diverse Team

As an administrator, I’m feeling that. I think I’m being
stretched. I think some things I get right away and other things
I don’t, and I think that extends to my faculty. . .(School
Principal)

I wonder how much of that increased alignment [between
school goals and instructional activities] has to do with the fact
that last year we were very deliberate about having central-
office staff accompany me [the superintendent] . . .. is that just
coincidence, or are we -- because we’re going to the next level
of the work, it’s bubbling up as a more explicit piece of the
work? (Superintendent)

It all comes down to what happens in that classroom with the
teacher and the students, and what have they learned, and all
those other pieces are ways of monitoring what’s going on and
improving the practice, but it does come down to the best
teaching in the classroom, or in the resource room, or those
pieces, to me. (Instructional Leader)

I don’t know that we were as good at making our work explicit
as we could have been. I think that we’ve been mucking
around with data and giving people the tools, but really helping
them to focus on a significant problem of student learning.
(Superintendent)

So they’re [teachers] hearing kind of a carryover and an
application of what we talked about, so they don’t think that
it’s something else that’s just going to go away. I mean, I have
to filter things that I disseminate to staff, because if I’m
confused. . .then I can’t speak clearly to them when they ask
clarifying questions. (Superintendent)

I think that’s something that we all have to be careful, is not
letting it turn into this ever-shifting blob, but really we start to
move it in and keep them focused, because it can get too big
too fast, I think. (School Principal)

I went in to talk to teachers, I remember last year, doing a
lesson of drawing some things. It started a conversation. . . But
I think that’s what needs to be going on, because the question
is, is it appropriate or not, and if it is, let’s be specific about
what it is.

I also want to see, how do we replicate that practice? How do
we get the other principals to see that connection between the
very purposeful, non-administrative, very professional,
development-oriented, faculty time and the resulting aligning
of practice? And the resulting achievement? (Assistant
Superintendent)

Our building administrators, the part I raised earlier, that
capacity has to be raised within them, because that’s the nitty-
gritty, day-to-day, conversational work. . . I said “What is this
and how does it change your instruction?” That’s the work that
we have to get to. That’s grain size. (Assistant Superintendent)

We’ll [the team] use the rubric for rigorous instructional design
to kind of look at the lesson plans, and then we’ll use the rubric
for rigorous instructional delivery to kind of build our capacity
as a team to really dig into instruction. And you know, we all
keep saying we know it when we see it, and yet I’m not
convinced that we all really have a common, shared idea of
what it looks like. (Superintendent)

There are principals in the district who are working on goals
with their teachers right now, and we’re missing an
opportunity to set the stage for those teachers to do the work
that we need to have done this year. I think we need to have
our conversations with the principals. (Instructional Leader)

And if we have a deeper, richer understanding of this work, it
could only make us better team members here at the central
office, I would think. (Communications Director)
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